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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.





Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.





Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.





You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





INTRODUCTION


Matcha is a fine powder made from young green tea leaves. It comes from the tea plant Camellia sinensis, a shrub native to southern China. In Japanese, cha means ‘tea’ and ma means ‘powder’, so the word translates literally as powdered tea. Matcha tea is therefore different to most teas, including green, that ‘steep’ the leaves in hot water. With matcha tea, the whole leaf is consumed.


The first green tea seeds were brought to Japan from China, it is believed by the Zen monk Eisai, in 1191 AD. With the tea grown from these seeds, which he planted in Kyoto, Eisai introduced a new way of drinking tea, which became known as the matcha style. He also wrote the book Kissa Yojoki on the health benefits of tea, which promoted tea-drinking as beneficial to longevity and which popularized matcha tea in Japan at that time. Tea leaves had been eaten as a medicine before this, but it was Eisai that popularized the way of drinking matcha tea.


The early beginnings of matcha in Japan explain why it is often associated with Zen philosophy, and in particular the Japanese tea ceremony, which celebrates beauty in simplicity and ordinary things and encourages participants to bring themselves absolutely into the present moment by focusing on the drinking of tea.


Even before the tea ceremony became a popular Zen practice, monks would drink matcha before meditating as it gave them a feeling of relaxed alertness. And historically, Samurai warriors drank the tea for its energizing properties. Now, in modern-day Japan, students will often drink matcha tea before exams for that same relaxed alertness, maintaining their energy while studying and focus during the exams.


Before the 15th century, matcha tea had a very bitter taste and it was really considered more of a medicine than a drink to be savoured or enjoyed. Then, during the 15th and 16th centuries, tea growers in Japan discovered that if the tea plants were kept in the shade for 3–4 weeks before being picked in the Spring harvest, the flavour of the tea softened and became less bitter. Reducing the amount of sunlight the leaves are exposed to increases the natural amino acid and chlorophyll content in the leaves. The chlorophyll produces the vivid green colour and fresh flavour that also has a hint of umami, a slightly savoury taste often associated with Asian ingredients. After the tea plants have been kept in shade for the optimum amount of time, the leaves are hand-picked, steamed, dried and then ground by granite stone mills into the fine green powder known as matcha.
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Japanese tea field plantation in Uji, Kyoto pref.








THE HEALTH BENEFITS OF MATCHA


‘Tea is the ultimate mental and medical remedy and has the ability to make one’s life more full and complete.’


– Myoan Eisai, Kissa Yojoki:
How to Stay Healthy By Drinking Tea


The positive effects felt by Zen monks and Samurai warriors many centuries ago, and so intuitively felt to be health benefits associated with drinking matcha tea, are now being supported by modern science.


All green tea is high in antioxidants due to its lack of processing; the reason matcha is considered such a powerhouse of health is because the entire leaf is consumed in the powder form, making it the most potent of all the green teas.


Matcha contains small amounts of various vitamins and minerals, but is most prized for being rich in polyphenol compounds called catechins, a type of antioxidant. Because matcha is made from ground up whole tea leaves, it is a more potent source of catechins than standard green tea, which is consumed as an infusion and so the leaves are discarded. One study found that matcha contains three times more of the catechins called epigallocatechin gallate (EGCG) – an antioxidant linked to fighting cancer, viruses and heart disease – than other standard kinds of green tea. Antioxidants are the body’s defence agents and they help prevent ageing and chronic diseases. The following are all health benefits associated with matcha tea.



1. May Help Prevent Cancer


Research has shown that green tea consumption can reduce the risk of some cancers. Some of the specific cancers where risk reduction has been scientifically demonstrated include bladder cancer, breast cancer, colon cancer and prostate cancer.


2. Promotes Heart Health


Matcha tea has been shown to be the highest food level source of catechins, a group of anti-inflammatory antioxidants that help prevent heart disease. Green tea has also been shown to help lower LDL cholesterol levels, reducing the risk of stroke and hypertension.


3. High Levels of L-theanine for an Alert Calm


Matcha is said to induce a feeling of alert calm due to its mix of L-theanine and caffeine. L-theanine is an amino acid that promotes alpha waves, which lead to a state of relaxed alertness. It has been shown to benefit people diagnosed with anxiety, enhancing mood as well as aiding concentration.


4. Recovery from Exercise


Studies suggest that the catechins in matcha tea can help speed recovery in athletes whose focus is high-intensity workouts, helping to reduce muscle damage.


5. Anti-Ageing


Catechins counteract the effects of free radical from the environment, such as pollution, the sun’s UV rays and chemicals, which can all cause cell damage.





THE JAPANESE TEA CEREMONY


Matcha is the tea of the beautiful and exquisite Japanese tea ceremony, which was established around the year 1570 by the Zen master Sen-no-Rikyu.





There are four principles associated with the tea ceremony:


Harmony (wa)


Respect (kei)


Purity (sei)


Tranquility (jaku)





In Japanese, the tea ceremony is called a chado or sado, meaning ‘The Way of Tea’. This phrase ‘The Way’ is related to the Zen philosophy of always being somewhere along the way, always learning, rather than ever finished.


The tea ceremony traditionally takes place in a room that is designated just for the ceremony and is precisely four-and-a-half tatami mats in size, which is about nine square metres. The guests enter the room and the host prepares the tea with very precise, slow movements. It will be a very plain room, so that all the attention is on the tea. The room will contain a stove in the middle and a kettle hanging from the ceiling over the stove. There will be bowls to drink from, the traditional bamboo whisk, scoops and ladle, along with tea caddies. Every object in the room is symbolic. All bowls are individually made and any imperfections are actually prized, as the tea ceremony celebrates beauty in imperfection. If a bowl is broken, it might be repaired using the practice of kintsugi, which means ‘to repair with gold’. This is where gold powder is mixed in with the repair lacquer, and so makes the repaired object even more valuable than the original.


[image: Illustration]





COOKING WITH MATCHA


Vibrant green matcha lattes are probably the most well-known way of consuming matcha in the West, and now recipes are popping up everywhere on health blogs and in cooking magazines, coming up with increasingly creative ways of baking, blitzing and cooking with matcha powder. It’s important to know that there are a number of different types, or ‘grades’ of matcha available. The two grades to look out for are ‘ceremonial’ grade and ‘premium culinary’ grade.


Ceremonial grade matcha is the highest quality green tea powder available. When drinking the classic matcha tea, it is best to use the ceremonial grade matcha powder. It is expensive but you only use a small amount to make a cup or bowl. It is a vibrant green colour and has a more delicate taste than other grades of matcha. This is because it is made from the youngest leaves, with the stems removed, and is stone-ground.


Culinary matcha powder is stronger in taste, which actually makes it better to combine with other flavours; it’s also less expensive. Although it doesn’t have quite the same vibrant green as ceremonial matcha, it still adds amazing colour to drinks, baked goods, dressings and sauces.


In terms of creating recipes with matcha, it is often a case of trying things out to see what works, although its slightly sweet, slightly bitter flavour goes well with dairy ingredients, citrus flavours, baked goods and dark chocolate. It also seems to add an extra layer to savoury dishes from cauliflower cheese to hummus, poached chicken and fish.
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