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An Introduction to Tea



Of the more than 3,000 varieties of tea (not including herb teas), all begin with the dried leaves of one plant: Camellia sinensis, a species grown throughout Asia. The leaves of Camellia sinensis develop slightly different tastes depending on the soil, climate, and elevation of the site of its cultivation, resulting in an amazing variety of tea flavors. When harvested, dried, and processed, these leaves become what is collectively known as black tea. Tea names often indicate geographic origin: Assam is a province in northern India, Ceylon tea comes from Sri Lanka, and Darjeeling is a district in the foothills of the Himalayas.


Most packaged teas are blends of two or more varieties of Camellia sinensis, and they are often flavored with the essential oils of flowers, fruits, and spices. One of the most popular varieties is Earl Grey, which contains citrus oil. It is named for a 19th-century Englishman who served as diplomat to China, where he learned to enjoy the orange-scented tea blend that still bears his name. (Orange pekoe, incidentally, is not a variety or a blend but a term that designates size of the tea leaf.)



Herbal Tea



Herbal tea is made by steeping the leaves, stems, flowers, or roots of that large group of flavorful plants known as herbs. Some of these plants have documented medicinal properties, and herb teas have a long tradition as healing drinks. Herb teas also contain no caffeine, contributing to their healthful reputation. But if you think of herb tea only for its medicinal value, you are missing a lot of tea pleasure. Whereas all types of black tea fall on one taste spectrum, herb teas give us a full rainbow of flavors.


Commercial manufacturers of herb tea have developed many delicious and winsomely named concoctions. These range from wholly herbal combinations to blends of herb and black teas. (If the package says “caffeine-free,” it’s an all-herbal blend.)


If you grow herbs in your garden, you can enjoy making your own tea blends. But even if you don’t, you can experiment by adding commercially available herb products such as anise, fennel, and caraway seed to regular tea.





Rosy Sugar



Sugar flavored with the seductive fragrance of roses is doubly sweet; it makes an ordinary cup of tea something extraordinary. Layer petals from unsprayed roses with sugar in a jar that closes tightly; after a few weeks, sift out the petals. Store sugar in a covered container.






Spiced Tea



Experiment with the many wonderful tea blends offered by commercial tea companies and then, the next time you’re in the supermarket, scoot over to the spice aisle and the produce section and buy the ingredients — whole cinnamon, cloves, allspice, and nutmeg, for example — to make your own spiced tea. Don’t use powdered spices — they leave a gritty residue. The process of making spiced tea is simplicity itself: Put a small amount of spices (use just one or a favorite combination) right in the teakettle with the water; by the time the water boils, some of their flavor will be extracted into your tea.



Healing Teas



The medicinal value of certain herbs is well established; tea brewed from them is healing as well as soothing. There are many traditionally favorite herbal combinations for these teas — use individually or mix and match the herbs in the following lists to find a flavor that suits you.


For colds and sore throats, try:


hyssop


peppermint


lemon balm


sage


echinacea


For indigestion, try:


peppermint


fennel


gentian


anise


For cramps, try:


peppermint


hops


red raspberry leaves


For tension or stress, try:


chamomile


wood betony


linden flower


California poppy


passionflower


valerian
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Great Tea Recipes


Making tea is a simple task with greatly enjoyable results. Tea leaves release their flavor in water — the hotter the water, the faster the tea steeps. Brewing with boiling water takes 5 minutes, sun tea can take an hour, and refrigerator tea takes several hours.
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