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Shift manager with pickers on the Laxapana Tea Estate, Maskeliya, Sri Lanka.
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Tea picker, Dong Ding, Nantou County, Taiwan.
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Horse caravan passing a row of Mani stones, near Deqin, northern Yunnan, China.
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Terminal of the Nilgiri Mountain Railway at Coonoor, Tamil Nadu, southern India.
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Spring picking, Kawane, Shizuoka, Japan.
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Rainbow over the upper tea terraces of Ruifeng, Alishan, Taiwan.
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ABOUT THE PHOTOGRAPHY


Tea touches the lives of many people, which for me as a documentary photographer makes it a subject of rich fascination. I’m an English northerner, and we have a strong traditional relationship with tea, even though very far from its origin. This alone hints at the reach of this plant and its leaves, which create the world’s most widely consumed drink taken for pleasure. It is indeed a deep subject to explore, and our way of doing so here in The Life of Tea is principally through imagery, which seems fitting for a drink that appeals to the senses: through aroma, taste, texture, colour and sheer liquidness. Photography is about exploring and discovering, and in the many weeks of shooting I had every opportunity for that. I was welcomed into the lives of growers, merchants and connoisseurs across Asia, from India to Japan, with China, of course, at the centre, and I found that we had plenty in common. Photographers are attuned to light, weather, season and place, and it was a delight to realize that I shared this with growers. A sense of seasonality ran through the shooting, which took place in spring and autumn, from early to late, from 2014 to 2017.


Michael Freeman
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INTRODUCTION


After water, tea is mankind’s most consumed drink, making the tea tree one of the world’s most important cultivated plants. With its origins in southern Yunnan and neighbouring territory, it was planted across a large swathe of mainly southern and eastern China in a timespan that was short compared with man’s other crops. Even the mythological beginning of tea drinking is less than five millennia ago, when “The Divine Farmer”, the legendary Emperor Shennong, first tasted the infusion of some stray wild leaves, while the first possible written reference in the Shijing (Book of Odes) dates to about the 5th century BCE.


Part of the enthusiasm for tea can be explained by its caffeine content – weight for weight the leaves contain more than coffee beans, although the drink contains less than half – and part also by belief in its health-giving properties. Really, however, only a widespread discrimination of flavour and aroma explains the huge number of cultivars and the variety of processes. Connoisseurship blossomed in the Tang and Song dynasties, and has never really disappeared. Indeed, the appreciation of fine tea, once restricted to a small part of society in China and Japan, is the new international culinary discovery. No one knows exactly how many cultivars there are, possibly thousands, but each one shows the effort and intention of growers trying to coax subtle differences in flavour, aroma and liquid texture, in the same way that grape varieties have evolved in the world of wine.


There are strong parallels between tea and wine. Both are taken for pleasure. At the higher levels of connoisseurship, the nuances of flavour, aroma and texture of both come under intense scrutiny. The wine concept of terroir – the soil, climate and other local conditions that give each wine its character – applies every bit as much to tea, in which connoisseurs enjoy reaching back through the cup to the land where the leaf grew. This is one of the most beautiful ideas in tea drinking, that the careful picking and processing create leaves that awaken in hot water, and they then release their original natural world to you, the tea drinker. That is, the nature that surrounds the plant, from soil to air to the terroir. The finest teas are tended by artisan growers in small plots with no fertilizers, and the terroirs, as you’ll see when we visit them in this book, are lovely, many of them green mountains.


The taste and experience of pure nature, with all its exquisite flavours and aromas, are at the heart of the enjoyment of tea. What has nurtured this is the enriching relationship between the natural world of the tea mountains and the cultural world of the towns and cities where tea tasting thrived. The earliest connoisseurs were scholars, philosophers, Buddhist monks, artists and emperors, and in pursuit of refinement they directed the course of tea growing and processing. The wonderful great teas that we now all have access to are a result of a collaboration between growers and connoisseurs. That’s why this book takes the form of a three-part journey. We start by looking at how this single plant evolved and the many steps on the journey from a leaf to a perfectly made drink – from farm to cup. The second, and largest, part of the book is a physical journey around the greatest tea mountains, from China, through Japan, to India and Sri Lanka. In the third part we visit the cultural world that has grown around tea, in centres such as Hangzhou, Suzhou and Kyoto, which have strong direct connections with tea. We meet the people living within it, from tea masters and connoisseurs to Zen monks and the craftsmen, artists and architects who create the environments and apparatus of tea drinking.




From Earth to Cup


The tea plant is a type of camellia, and its pretty, small, white flowers with distinctive, yellow stamens are very similar to those of ornamental garden camellias, only smaller at around 3cm (1¼in) in diameter. Also, like most camellias, the tea plant is believed to have originated in areas south of the Himalayan mountains, in a belt that includes parts of northeastern India, northern Myanmar, southwestern China, northern Laos, Cambodia and northern Vietnam. This is the area where the oldest living tea trees are found, many of them in the Yunnan province of China. Several of these ancient trees are known to be 1,000–2,000 years old, and some can grow as high as 15–20m (50–66ft).


In all but southernmost areas of Asia, tea plant growth slows down in late autumn and stops in winter as the temperature falls below 12°C (54°F) and the days shorten. As temperatures rise again and the daily hours of sunlight increase, the tea-growing season begins: in March and April in northern Indian and China before reaching Japan in May. By late summer, as well as much new leaf growth, the tea plant has started to produce large, brown, spherical seeds in pods of two or three. Their relatively large size, up to 1.4cm (½in) in diameter, hinders their dispersal by wind and small animals, but, luckily for tea, humans have helpfully transported its seeds to new locations both within China and beyond.


By imposing their own tastes on evolution, people have also played a significant role in creating the many tea cultivars that provide the teas we enjoy today. Most tea plants are self-incompatible, meaning that they need the pollen of another tea plant to reproduce. Such cross-pollination is mainly by bees, wasps and syrphid flies, and the result is that each seed produces a unique plant, so there is a high level of genetic exchange. This, together with the way in which plants evolve in different habitats, has resulted in hundreds of tea cultivars that are locally adapted to specific terroirs and have unique characteristics. Added to these are the hundreds of wild or landraces – varieties not yet classified, but which growers recognize locally.


Until the mid-20th century, most propagation and cultivation of tea plants was done by seed and, if the resulting tea was deemed good, the plant would be kept, but if not it would be quickly replaced by another. These methods helped develop almost all the famous teas we know, and also provided a biodiversity beyond the landrace tea trees.


However, there are new dangers. For reasons of uniformity and to propagate new, high-yielding or disease-resistant varieties developed in tea research stations, clonal tea from cuttings has now broadly replaced cultivation by seed. As clonal teas have become more widespread, there are fears that popular clonal cultivars could be wiped out by a disease or pest particular to that cultivar. Moreover, a trend toward fewer commercial clonal cultivars would reverse centuries of diversification and lead to a uniformity of taste. This might suit commercial tea growing, but it runs counter to the rich diversity of flavour and aroma that makes tea drinking so enjoyable.
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Picking team, Laxapana Tea Estate, Maskeliya, Sri Lanka.






BOTANY


In the tea belt centred on southwest Yunnan and surrounding areas – the heartland of tea – there are actually 12 species of tea camellias, including Camellia taliensis, which also contains caffeine and is used for local production. However, by far the most dominant species is C. sinensis, which has two major botanically distinct varieties: the broadleaved C. sinensis assamica and the smaller-leaved C. sinensis sinensis – usually referred to simply as assamica and sinensis.


Both assamica and sinensis varieties can be used to produce any type of tea. Historically, however, white, green and oolong (from the Chinese wulong) teas were most often produced from the small-leaved sinensis variety, which tends to be sweeter and more aromatic than the broadleaved assamica variety. The latter was mainly used for black and puer tea production for its stronger, more astringent taste. It is also possible to produce hybrids of both varieties to combine their characteristics, such as the Japanese benihikari cultivar.


Within the tea belt, the assamica variety evolved in warm, tropical and subtropical environments while the sinensis variety grew in more northern regions in more temperate conditions. Given these differences, tea shows remarkable versatility, growing from sea level to mountains of more than 2,500m (8,200ft). Camellia sinensis likes abundant rainfall, ideally more than 1,500mm (60in) a year, and an annual average temperature of 18–20°C (64–68°F). Some sinensis cultivars can cope with a little snow and frost, but prolonged frosts and subzero temperatures will kill all tea plants. Good drainage is important, given the high rainfall that tea plants want, so mountain slopes are ideal, and the plants’ broad root systems have evolved for this. Today, tea plants are cultivated commercially in terraced landscapes around the world on every continent with the exception of Antarctica.
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Freshly picked, broadleaved assamica leaves, Dimbula, Sri Lanka.
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The climb up a granite cleft to the Ban Tian Yao mother trees in Wuyishan, Fujian.
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The protected Ban Tian Yao plants are the originals of one of the core region’s cultivars.
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The senior monk Chang Jing of White Cloud Temple, Taimushan, Fujian, picking leaves from a 200-year-old tree growing in rock surrounded by the Ming and Qing urns of former senior monks.








THE AKHA


The terrain that created the conditions for the evolution of the tea plant has a human dimension. In the hill country of the borderlands between southern Yunnan, Myanmar, northern Thailand and Laos, the intricate topography became the home for a range of ethnic minorities, all of them marginalized over centuries of being forced to move deeper into the hills. In the broad definition of southeast Asian hill country, the people who have clung most closely to their traditions are the Akha, members of the Tibeto–Burmese language group and part of the Lolo peoples. Unexpectedly for them, within the last century they have become growers of some of the world’s most highly valued, and expensive, tea – puer.


There was an inevitability to this convergence between a people who over two millennia migrated from eastern Tibet, usually unwillingly, and a tea that drew much of its fame from growing wild (though tended). Probably in the first two centuries BCE, the Lolo began to move south from Tibet in search of more hospitable living space and were most likely also under pressure from stronger societies. In the course of this migration, chronicled in their more than ten thousand lines of oral history, the Akha developed their distinct culture and went farther south than the others (who included the Yi). By about the 7th century CE, they settled in southern Yunnan, and found themselves in subtropical mountains covered in the biodiverse deciduous forests that are the original home of tea.


One of the strengths of the Akha, who in Yunnan came to be known as the Aini by the Chinese, is their traditionalism, a belief in a core of values and way of living with the natural world that prescribes their behaviour and beliefs. The totality of this, in verse, is called Akhazang (Akha Way). One aspect of this is that all natural entities, including trees, have their “owners” in the ever-present spirit world, making the Akha particularly sensitive in their tending of tea in their maintained agro-forests.


A much larger Akha community appears to have prospered in Xishuangbanna for centuries, but their genealogical litanies suggest that some 30 generations ago many were forced to flee farther south in a “big burning”. This may possibly have been at the time of Kublai Khan’s invasion, but in any case many Akha groups moved south, eventually reaching northern Thailand and Laos. Photographed here over three decades, in villages across a swathe of land that stretches from Xishuangbanna in Yunnan to Chiang Rai province in northern Thailand, are a people with a long history of searching for harmony with the natural world. The striking dress of Akha women, including their silver helmetlike head attire, was one outward sign of the importance of tradition, though now, inevitably, this is disappearing.
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Mae Cha’ Akha village on the Thai–Burmese border, Chiangrai province, Thailand, recently translocated from Shan state, Myanmar.
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Girls carrying imperata grass for roof thatching, Maw La village, Chiang Rai province, Thailand.
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Firing the day’s tea harvest, Baljalpashu village, Bulangshan.
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Removing burned tea leaves after firing, also in Baljalpashu village.
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Scenes from Mae Cha’ Akha village: woman with traditional silver headdress.
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Young girls collecting water from the village bamboo aqueduct.






TERROIR


In Japan’s oldest book on tea, Kissa Yojoki (Treatise on Tea Drinking for Health) written at the end of the 12th century, its author, the monk Eisai, wrote, “Growing in the mountains and valleys, it contains the very spirit of the earth.” Throughout the long history of tea drinking in China and Japan, one persistent theme has been the deep connection between the leaf and the land. Tea from the same plant grown in different locations, even though these may be only a few hundred metres apart, as happens in the core area of Wuyishan in China’s Fujian province, tastes different because of terroir – the sense of place. The term, most often applied to wine, encompasses all of the physical and biological characteristics of a specific geography that interact with plant genetics and cultural practices of that place. This includes factors such as microclimate, soil, altitude, drainage and aspect, further tempered by how the land is managed.


The Chinese started defining the top tea-growing areas very early on. In Cha Ching (The Classic of Tea) written by Lu Yu in the Tang dynasty (618–907), he compiled a list of the best tea-producing areas. In his opinion, Sichuan in the southwest of the country was still the leading province with eight high-quality tea-growing areas recorded, followed by the central southern provinces such as present-day Zhejiang (seven high-quality areas), Hubei (six), Anhui (four), Jiangsu (four) and Fujian (two).


In Japan, Eisai gave a fellow Buddhist monk, Myoe, some tea seeds and he planted them at Kozan-ji temple in Togano, north of Kyoto city. As tea became popular in 13th- and 14th-century Japan, tea from Togano was considered honcha (real tea) and that from all other areas hicha (non-tea), and tea drinkers would organize competitions to see who had the best palate and could differentiate between tea from Togano and other areas.


Today, as teas from the most renowned tea-growing areas have become more and more sought-after, these areas have tried to protect their teas and terroirs in various ways from fake versions of these famous teas. Firstly following the French appellation d’origine contrôlée (AOC) system of demarcating wines on the basis of their origin, producers in areas such as Darjeeling and Xi Hu Longjing have clearly defined and designated their tea-growing areas, as well as registered trademarks worldwide. Other producers, including some in well-known Taiwanese tea mountains, issue their tea packs with special holographic labels and codes for authenticity. As customers become more knowledgeable, tea companies are increasingly giving fuller provenance. One tea brand has even produced a range of rare teas that are labelled with the tea field’s precise longitude and latitude, and GPS location.
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Members of the Wang family picking shou mei baicha from their tea gardens in the hills near Fuding, Fujian.
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November picking on the Laxapana Estate, Sri Lanka: pickers work below Adam’s Peak
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While others weigh their baskets before transferring the leaves to sacks.





PROCESSING


It takes 4–5kg (9–11lb) of freshly picked leaves to make 1kg (2.2lb) of processed tea. Once plucked they immediately begin to wilt or wither, and producers control this to reduce the moisture and to develop flavour in the final tea. Next comes the processing to define what type of tea it will be, beginning with oxidation. For example, green teas are very little oxidated, typically around 5 per cent, while at the other end of the scale black teas are oxidated upward of 70 per cent by rolling or, in lower-quality, high-volume production, by cutting up the leaves. Oolong teas with their complex processing that includes tossing and bruising, which can yield floral and fruity aromas, span a range from 10 per cent to about 70 per cent. The leaves are then heat-treated to de-enzyme them and halt any further oxidation, and finally they may be rolled and dried until the moisture content becomes 5 per cent or less. For a traditional Chinese green tea, oxidation is halted by firing the leaves in a wok, while most Japanese green tea achieves the effect by steaming. There may then be rolling of the leaves to bring out more flavour before the tea is dried. Baicha (white tea) undergoes none of this rolling or firing, the leaves being just gently sun-dried, or machine-dried on cloudy days, and this minimal processing explains why baicha tends to have more delicate flavours than other types. Traditional puer teas undergo a unique process of microbial fermentation and oxidation over many years after the leaves have been fired, rolled, sun-dried and customarily pressed into cakes.


BAICHA


Baichas are named after the white and silvery hairs on the surface of young tender buds and leaves, and are given the least processing of any tea. After harvest, the leaves are heavily withered for several hours for a slight oxidation before they are dried, traditionally under the sun. All teas are at the mercy of spring weather, but baichas have this added dependency and, in the absence of sun, growers continue drying in ovens. Newly made baicha is regarded as a “cooling” tea in traditional Chinese medicine, while ageing adds complexity and depth as well as increasing its medicinal properties. Locally they say “one year – tea, three years – medicine and seven years – treasure”. The leaf grades of baicha are as follows, in descending order and in the time of picking: yin zhen (Silver Needle), bai mu tan (White Peony), gong mei (Tribute Eyebrow), shou mei (Long Eyebrow). As with other teas, quality and excellence vary within these leaf grades, and a Silver Needle tea is not always superior in taste and aroma to a lower grade tea. Recent demand for Chinese baicha, which is mostly from Fujian, has inspired producers in other countries to make new versions.
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A traditional baicha factory more than a century old in Bai Liu Cun (Pine Willow Village), an hour’s drive from Fuding, Fujian. Freshly picked leaves are brought in on trays for withering in the courtyard.


GREEN TEA


Green tea is so lightly oxidated that the processed leaves retain much of their original colour, and the liquor is typically a greenish yellow. China is the birthplace of green tea and is both the world’s largest producer and consumer; Japan is second. Pan-firing the freshly withered leaves in a large wok is the most traditional Chinese method for halting oxidation, but in Japan almost all green teas are steamed to stop oxidation. These different techniques lead to different tastes and aromas between the two countries’ green teas.


Luo Rongrong, featured here, is one of the acknowledged master makers of Longjing (Dragon Well), which is China’s most famous green tea. He is a three-time winner of the “Firing King” competition for wok-firers, which is sponsored by the local Hangzhou government to promote the traditional skills of hand-firing. For 25 days in early spring he works at least ten hours a day, firing the small, pale green Longjing leaves that his wife and mother pick from the rows of tea bushes on the hillside behind his house near Hangzhou.


After withering the leaves, small batches of leaves are heated in a steel wok to evaporate the moisture locked inside the cell walls, and to halt the oxidative browning of the leaves by denaturing those enzymes – polyphenol oxidase and peroxidase – that would otherwise cause this oxidation. In practice, however, it demands the sensibility, dexterity and timing of a master chef in the kitchen, and the best green teas do indeed carry the personality of their maker. Luo reckons that 40 per cent of the character of a Longjing tea comes from the processing, which is why he continues to fire by hand in the face of increasing machine-firing across the area. He demonstrates the obvious differences by placing machine- and hand-fired leaves side by side. The handmade ones retain small creases, and once in a glass, when the hot water is poured over them, a good half of them sink immediately. The machine-fired leaves all stay at the top and sink only gradually.


Luo’s technique includes firing at a lower temperature, and for the first ten minutes or so he uses his bare hands. He explains, “Leaves fired at the normal higher temperature of course smell and taste good, but quite a lot of that is coming from the cooking. I want to get back to the pure aroma and flavour of the leaves themselves.” His hand movements are many and varied, swirling, pushing on the out-stroke, folding on the in-stroke to turn the leaves, occasionally pressing, always keeping the leaves in constant motion. After a few minutes, he lifts handfuls, tossing them lightly a few times so that the leaves sprinkle back. As the leaves dry, they transmit more of the heat, and it becomes uncomfortable, so he pulls on a white cloth glove to continue. This is just the first of three bouts of firing, and it lasts about 15 minutes. The leaves rest for a couple of hours, and he fires again, at a lower temperature, for half an hour. With his free hand, he scoops up a few leaves to examine their progress, judging by appearance, texture, aroma. He is in total concentration, at one with the batch of leaves, feeling them as someone who knows the trees that bore them. At the end of the second firing, he winnows the leaves in a wicker scoop to rid the batch of small broken pieces. Then more rest, followed by the final session, at a higher temperature than the first, for just ten minutes. The finished leaves, slim flat blades that slide smoothly against each other, are then packed into small tins and are ready for sale. Most are already pre-ordered. The tea from them should be drunk without delay, “within half a month”, he says.
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