China’s Best-Kept Secret

Photographs and story by David lee Hoffman

@ ne of China’'s aest-kept secrets, pu-erh tea defies
description. Ask a hundred different pu-erh drinkers and
you will hear as many varied descriptions of what it is,
what it isn't or what it should ae. Rarely will you meet
anyone who actually produces the tea, aut if you know
what to ask for in the right dialect with correct tonal
inflection, or in writing with Chinese characters, you can
walk into any traditional Chinese restaurant, grocery
store, dim sum house, pastry shop, or heraalist, and find
pu-erh tea. It is one of the most popular teas in China,
and almost every Chinese family has an uncle, friend or

grandfather who knows some-

one who can find the aest
pu-erhs.
Fortunately for
erh is venturing
out of Chinese
communities and
into teahouses
across Europe and
America, so an
entirely new popu-
lace is discovering its

virtues.
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HISTORY

Pu-erh tea takes its name from a
town of the same name in the south-
western province of Yunnan, China.
Located just north of Simao in the
Xishuangbanna district of Yunnan,
no tea is actually grown there. Its
importance comes from its past as
a vibrant tea center and market
town. At one time the majority of
the world’s supply of pu-erh passed
through this area. As tea was the
pillar in the economy in Yunnan
Province, Pu-erh collected great
revenues from taxation.

The name pu-erh was original-
ly applied to all teas that were
traded out of Pu-erh. Historically,
these were teas mainly produced in
Southern Yunnan. Pu-erh tea has
its earliest roots with the nomads
who wandered the wvast plains
and steppes of Central Asia. The
nomads, all born traders, brought
these teas to towns, cities and mon-
asteries across Asia.

Merchants as far away as
Mongolia and Tibet would arrive in
Pu-erh, having traveled for weeks,
or even months. The tea traders
selected their teas and haggled over
the price. Barter or cash changed
hands, and a hefty local tax was
paid before the tea would begin its
long journey.

Because great distances were
often traveled, much time would
elapse from when the tea was har-
vested until it was finally poured



into a cup. Sometimes the teas would
sirnply be transported to the next market
town, where it again was offered in the
market at a higher price.

Teas would often change hands many
times before reaching their final destina-
tion. These conditions shaped the future
of pu-erh tea. It had to undergo the test
of time, and it had to weather the ele-
ments on the backs of pack animals.

The Yunnanese and other tea traders
had to deal with different terrain than
their green tea counterpart farmers in
Eastern China. All major tea districts in
the provinces of Jiantsu, Zhejiang, and
Fujian were always within easy distance
of a navigable waterway, which offered
the convenience of barges, rafts and
boats.

The bulky tea cargo could be conveyed
to the markets and seaports fairly easily.
Even if the teas had to be initially con-
Veyed on the backs of tough, leathered
coolies, the distance was never more
than two or three days to reach some
form of major transport. However, the
Central Asian caravans had to rely on
pack animals—camels, horses, yaks, or
goats —to travel great distances to far-
away markets.

The pack animals that carried the teas
were limited not by weight but by bulk.
Four hundred pounds of loose-leaf tea
might occupy 20 chests, an impossible
figure to imagine on a camel’s back, espe-
cially when one takes into consideration
the fierce winds that blow across the
Asian Steppes.

The solution was to compress the tea
into various forms and shapes, making
it easily transportable and convenient
to handle. This also had the advantage
of adding name recognition and distin-
guishing marks into the dies that pressed
the tea leaves together.

Pu-erh was exported outside of China
by the fifth century, but it took much lon-
ger to find its way into America. Until just
a few years ago, all commercial shipments
of tea imported into the United States
were subject to inspection by one of two
tea examiners, Robert Dick or Joseph
Spilman, of the Department of Health

and Human Services. Dick, the
Senior Tea Examiner, was not
a pu-erh drinker. “Smells old,
moldy,” he would say. “Can’t
let it in the country.” Thus,
in America, pu-erh was
not recognized as a tea
with virtue or merit and
was never assigned its
own classification by the

government.
Pu-erhs, nevertheless,
were brought into this

country unofficially in great

quantities, under other names,
smuggled or otherwise, to sat-
isfy the huge demand in Chinese
communities. Finally, on April 9, 1996,
President Clinton repealed the outdated
Tea Importation Act of 1897, and juris-
diction of tea importation was turned
over to the FDA. At last, pu-erhs could

be imported under their own name.

PU-ERH PRODUCTION

Pu-erh tea is made from the strain of
Camellia sinensis called Dayeh, or large-
leaf variety. It has also been classified as
Camellia assamica. Pu-erh grows in tem-
perate conditions, so the plants do not
have a dormant season and are picked
throughout the year. Tea from old trees
is more valued than tea picked from
newer plants, and many trees are more
than 1000 years old. Teas aren'’t picked
from large, old trees any more, at least
not for commercial purposes; the effort
and labor is too great for the return.
Sometimes farmers will cut the old trees
back to make them more accessible to
tea pickers.

The growing and harvesting of pu-erh
is similar to other teas, but several steps
are taken in processing that are unique
to pu-erhs. After the tea is harvested, it
goes through an initial processing and
firing. Then the moist tea is heaped into
large piles.

The natural bacterium on the leaves
creates a reaction much like what occurs
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post pile.
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believed that the tea
leaves were intentionally inoculated with
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a type of mold bacteria. Actually, noth-
ing is added to create this reaction. The
degree to which this occurs depends on
the temperature and moisture content
and the size of the pile.

This process requires a constant turn-
ing of the leaves and careful monitoring
of the conditions to prevent too elevated a
temperature, which could be detrimental
to the tea, or too much moisture, which
might create an unpleasant moldiness.

Pu-erhs, which are thus a tea cat-
egory all their own, are divided into
two main classifications: green pu-erhs
and “cooked” or oxidized pu-erhs. The
processing of green pu-erhs differs from
other green teas. The firing of the leaf
to arrest the enzyme activity, which is
complete with regular green tea, is only
partial with green pu-erh. This allows
pu-erh, in the presence of high humidity,
to further oxidize slowly over time.

Sometimes the tea is further processed
using water and heat to speed oxida-
tion. This heat and water fermentation
method is much quicker than the slower
dry method and produces a dark, rich
infusion. This type of pu-erh, though
very inexpensive, doesn’t develop the
maturity, complexity and smoothness of
a well-aged pu-erh.

“Cooked” pu-erhs appear darker than
green pu-erhs due to initial oxidation
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before firing. These teas age well, and
their flavor improves with time, but the
degree of change is less than that of green
pu-erhs.

Sometimes pu-erhs are stored in caves
or special underground rooms to allow
them to age properly. In fact, the most
distinct characteristic of this tea is its
ability to age well. Some of the most
prized pu-erhs are actually 40 to 50 years
old or more.

CHARACTER PROFILE
The Chinese say pu-erh has a big belly.

Part of the enjoyment is the way it makes
you feel inside, like the way it settles the
stomach after a heavy, greasy meal. Then
there are the long-term health benefits
associated with this tea. Not only is it
reported to lower cholesterol and tri-
glycerides, but it is also a diuretic, it aids
digestion, cleanses the blood, and helps
in weight loss. It’s even said to cure a

hang over.
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Pu-erhs are not for timid tea drink-

ers. Bold and earthy, they make

a strong statement. The first ‘
cup usually provokes an
Intense reaction— peo-
ple tend to immedi-
ately love it or hate
it. But tea retailers

should

tomers not to be too

warn cus-

quick to pass judge-
ment on pu-erhs.
The tastes and types
are incredibly diverse.
It may be necessary to
sample several types of
pu-erh before finding a vari-
ety that suits your palate.

Pu-erhs also aren’t known for their
bouquet. So if your customers are looking
for good aroma, tell them to drink oolong
teas instead. Some pu-erhs smell like a
wet, mushroomy forest floor. Others are
spicy, or even fishy. With some, it’s lucky
the teas don'’t taste like they smell, but
make no mistake: many of the oddest-
smelling pu-erhs taste the best.

PREPARING PU-ERH

You can steep green pu-erhs in basically
the same way as any green tea, except
you will want to use higher-temperature
water, even boiling. Most green pu-erhs
are picked from coarser, more mature
leaves and require additional heat in
steeping. A prior light rinsing of the
leaves will help awaken them. Taste the
tea just after a brief steep to follow its
progress. When the taste is right, decant
immediately and completely. You don’t
want to release too much flavor at once.
A long infusion may give it an unpleasant
taste, but even that can often be rescued
by diluting down the strong cup with hot
water. Subsequent infusion time will be
brief or long depending on the amount of
leaf in the pot.

Cooked or dark pu-erhs are the easi-
est of any tea to brew. Dark pu-erh teas,
especially the aged ones, need to be
steeped with the hottest water possible,
and always rinse these teas once or twice
before steeping. This step not only pre-
heats the pot for the desired maximum

steeping temperature, but it also opti-






