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We have always been interested in the people of tea 
as much as the Nature. (Are they really separate?) 
This issue and the next continue a trend of intro-
ducing the peoples and cultures that have handed 
tea wisdom down through the ages, doing so with 
the same affection and reverence we use to bring 
our bowls to our mouths and hearts. 
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to live going forward. This is a powerful exercise to do as 
individuals, regarding our own lives, and also in dialogue 
together as a species.

We are about to embark on a new adventure and try 
something we have never done in Global Tea Hut history: 
two special back-to-back issues covering one topic. Believe 
it or not, this survey of some of the aboriginal peoples of 
Yunnan, mostly focused on the Yiwu and Menghai regions, 
still had to be edited to fit into two issues. There are so 
many roads criss-crossing Yunnan and so much rich history, 
heritage and culture that we hope these two amazing issues 
inspire others to pick up the pen where we have set it down, 
writing more articles and books about this very special re-
gion of the world and its ancient cultures. 

In these issues, we have translated the travelogues of 
some of our fellow tea lovers who have been journeying 
through Yunnan for around twenty years. We have made 
an effort to cover the histories and traditions of these ma-
jestic people, the old-growth forests they steward and the 
effects that the puerh industry is having on their lives. This 
is, of course, also important for us to understand, as we are 
a small part of the economy driving these changes. We’ve 
done our best to also include some accounts of local indi-
viduals and their lives to ground the stories of these people. 

Along the way, we will be drinking two beautiful puerh 
teas as well, celebrating the people of these regions through 
a true appreciation of their tea. Raise a cup or a bowl this 
month in honor of the millennia of aboriginal heritage that 
surrounds not only this magical tea, but all tea worldwide. 
Yunnan is, after all, where the whole of this great and epic 
tale begins...

I n June, the weather in Taiwan starts getting very hot. 
Nowadays, in such climates, we have to begin to 
understand the relationship air-conditioning has to 
health and tea. Summer is, of course, the time of fire 

element, but the addition of temperature control to modern 
life has changed the dynamics of traditional systems of sea-
sonal living. That said, our tea drinking at this time of year 
mostly centers around water-based teas that help discipline 
the fire. This means green teas, lightly oxidized oolongs like 
Baozhong and young sheng, especially the sheng from this 
year, which is all arriving from Yunnan this time of year. 
We have a great new green tea from Master Yu San He (余
三和) called “Stream-Enterer,” made from his wild Tsui Yu  
(翠玉, Kingfisher Jade) varietal trees. We have been drink-
ing that tea quite often. Sometimes, though, if we are going 
to spend more of the day stuck indoors where it is air- 
conditioned, we turn to wood teas. The perfect tea for us at 
this time of year in humid Taiwan is Liu Bao, as it removes 
dampness, cools the body and also has some wood energy 
so the fire doesn’t go out in air-conditioned spaces. A daily 
session with some aged Liu Bao is a big part of our summer.

The last year and a half has been a huge reset for the 
whole world and for us as well. Personally, as I start feeling 
a pull to “return” to my previous life of travel, teaching or 
having guests here in Taiwan, I have been making a practice 
of stopping and reflecting on the ways I want to get back 
to travel, teaching, etc. I share this because I think it may 
be helpful for all of you, and because I think it is worth 
starting more conversations about our collective return to 
so-called “normal.” As I have been afforded this long and 
sometimes challenging pause, I certainly see many things 
that I want to change about the way I was working, travel-
ing and teaching. I don’t want to return to the same; I want 
to grow and use this pause to create something much better. 
Similarly, I feel that we as a species should reflect on all the 
ways that our destructive habits were damaging our Earth, 
and in turn our own health and wellbeing. This pause is a 
wonderful chance for us to start having more discussions 
exploring these issues, and instead of falling right back into 
our old ways, we can start to create some new ones that 
preserve balance, restore ecologies and invite health for all 
beings. Sometimes bad habits accumulate, and we start bal-
ancing too many things, often at too rapid a speed. Even-
tually, the body says “no,” and we get sick—sometimes we 
say “fallen ill.” Bedridden by our illnesses, our bodies force 
us to change pace, slow down and reflect on our mortality 
and on our lifestyles and how they contributed to us getting 
sick. I feel like we have passed through such a process on a 
global scale. I invite each of you to put a kettle on and con-
template a renewal instead of a return and what this pause 
has taught us about how we were living and how we want 

From the editor
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This month, if you would like to understand a bit 
more about our special tea, Nectar, you could read 
or re-read the June 2018 issue, which is all about 
the Yiwu region. There is a lot more to learn about 
the “Queen of Puerh.” You can do so for free via 
our online archive or pick up a hard copy from 
our website.

–Further Reading–

Wu De
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ver the course of this month, we will be drinking 
a beautiful sheng puerh. We wanted something 
special to accompany this issue on the aborigi-

nal tribes of Yunnan. Any of you who have been on our 
much-missed Annual Trips will have met Ms. Luo Ying-
yin (羅英銀). She is a wonderful Chajin and one of the 
most knowledgeable tea scholars we have ever met. Last 
year, she donated some beautiful tea from Yiwu, which we 
named “Nectar.” She pressed this cake herself on a 2005 
trip to the region and has since stored it in her own small 
warehouse. Since many of the articles in this issue were 
written by Ms. Luo, and other pertain to the aboriginals 
in the Yiwu area, we contacted her and asked if we could 
use Nectar as our Tea of the Month. We think it is the per-
fect tea to sip as we travel around Yunnan in spirit. 

Yiwu (易武) is the “Queen of Puerh.” Old-timers will 
all tell you the best puerh comes from Yiwu, and all things 
equal, the best puerh tea does indeed come from Yiwu. 
However, all things aren’t equal anymore. First of all, the 
puerh market is different than it was back in the day. Over 
the last couple of decades, a tremendous variety of unique 
tea from new mountains has reached the market with the 
construction of accessible roads and infrastructure, and 
many of these teas have unique and powerful character-
istics that compete with great Yiwu tea. Furthermore, 
Yiwu itself has over-industrialized, commercialized and 
moved further and further into quantity over quality, in-
cluding the ever-increasing use of agrochemicals that are 
unhealthy for the environment, the farmers and us, the 
tea lovers who drink such tea—all of which, ultimately, 
decreases the quality of the tea. Though the situation has 
changed, and there are now many great tea-growing re-
gions, each with their own unique quality, Yiwu is still 
the Queen, at least in name and for the traditionalists 
amongst us who bow before heritage. And when you do 
find a bright and shining example of good Yiwu tea, you 
will understand that its reputation is certainly not empty 
hype.

The Yiwu tea-growing area is located in Yiwu Town-
ship of Mengla County. The greater Yiwu region encom-
passes the four townships of Mansa, Mahei, Yitian and 
Manluo. In ancient times, local ethnic Bulang people 
were the primary growers of tea. By the end of the Qing 
Dynasty (1644–1911), large numbers of Han merchants 
had arrived in Yiwu and begun growing tea. They found-
ed businesses to engage in the tea trade, establishing a 
collection point among the Six Famous Tea Mountains. 
In practice, the Yiwu tea district also includes Mansa Tea 
Mountain. Today the Yiwu tea-growing areas are approx-
imately 15,000 mu (1 mu = 1/6 acre) in size and produce 
approximately 600 tons of tea per year. They lie between 
820 and 2,000 meters in elevation and have a very marked 
topography. Yearly rainfall is between 1,000 and 1,800 
mm. They receive between 1,600 and 2,000 hours of sun-
shine per year and have a relative humidity of 80%. The 
weather is warm and humid all year around with no frost.

Yiwu is a large region with many villages, ecologies and 
a variety of gardens. There are, of course, many subtle dif-
ferences between these places. In general, however, Yiwu 
tea is one of the easiest to learn to distinguish, as its char-
acteristics are often very pronounced. Yiwu tea is known 
for a thick, syrupy liquor that has a very special type of 
sweet aftertaste. The hui tian (回甜), or sweet aftertaste, 
is often compared to honey, especially the wild types of 
honey where the bees have access to lots of different flow-
ers—those herbal, slightly fermented, rich and pungent 
types of honey. The best such honey we have tried comes 
from Siberia, and the best Yiwu tea does often recall trips 
to the Altai mountains. (Hui tian and hui gan, 回甘, are 
often confused; gan is actually a cool, minty sensation, 
not sweetness as some authors suggest; and “hui” means 
“recalling,” meaning aftertaste, after we have swallowed.) 
Yiwu tea is also known for its soft, pleasant ascending 
Yin energy, which is beautiful in the morning—especially 
when consumed around dawn. This magical tea literally 
came from the author and the journeys of this issue!
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5/ Nectar (花蜜)

Brewing Tips
沖泡技巧 完成好茶

Nectar is a wonderful and very beautiful tea. It was stone-pressed, so it is 
very loose. Since it was also stored without wrappers, the tea breaks easily. For 
that reason, this month’s tea really needs a pot to shine. A tea like this will respond 
best to gongfu brewing. Since the cakes break so easily, there are more bits in this tea, 
which means that they will steep out more quickly, decreasing the patience. A bit of gongfu 
is needed to mitigate this, which we will discuss shortly. If you want to brew this tea ceremo-
nially, you would be better off using a sidehandle pot. It will be amazing, though not as patient. 
If you have the wares and are open to it, Nectar is also very wonderful when it is boiled in a 
cauldron or sidehandle. This is another way to increase the patience and enjoy the tea for longer. 

The adaptations required to mitigate the potential lack of patience in this month’s tea bring up 
a very important brewing tip for those practicing gongfu brewing: brew the tea, not the genre. You 
cannot brew a genre of tea. A lot of times, people get stuck in a few channels in terms of brewing 
method: grabbing a certain pot for red tea or sheng puerh and then following the same procedure. 
Worse yet, we may brew all teas the same. These are okay starting points and help us manage the 
sometimes-intimidating world of tea and gongfu brewing. However, to progress in gongfu tea, our path 
must move from the gross to the subtle and we should therefore escape the “genre brewing” style and 
focus on adapting to this very tea before us. In fact, we want to eventually improve to the point where 
we are adapting our brewing methods to suit each steeping of an individual tea.

This means that we must learn how to cultivate a standard and how to experiment with parameters. 
(We have a cool YouTube series on gongfu experiments. You can also check out the May 2019 issue, 
which is chock-full of experiments.) Over time, we learn to adapt the type of kettle, the heat, the teaware, 
the height and strength of our pour and much more based on each tea we are preparing—based on what 
will mitigate its weaknesses and help its strengths reach their potential heights. Working like this will also 
help cultivate our sensitivity so that as we get to know a tea, we will also get to know its weaknesses and 
strengths and have the tools at our disposal to deal with them. This is all akin to the way a master chef 
adapts recipes to suit available ingredients.

And that brings us to Nectar, which we can use to exemplify this philosophy on a practical level. 
Of course, Nectar is subtle and nuanced and there are many adaptations to brewing it well, including 
choice of pot in terms of clay and shape, kettle and heat, strength and height of pour, and so on. But 
let’s focus in on its strongest weakness, caused by the many broken bits, and mitigate that. First of all, 
we will need to carefully arrange what we are putting into the pot to manage overall strength, choosing 
a healthy balance of whole leaves and bits. (If you are using a single-hole teapot, these will also have to 
be arranged properly so the hole doesn’t clog up.) More importantly, we will have to carefully manage 
heat/temperature to nourish the weak patience of this tea. This means we want a very high and steady 
temperature, ideally from charcoal so it is deeper. Proper showering of the teapot will be essential for 
this tea. We also want to do our best to keep the time between steepings short. This is not always 
controllable when guests are involved, but we do our best. This doesn’t mean we have to rush, but 
smaller cups may help in this. (Usually, we want bigger/taller cups for puerh, but Nectar may benefit 
from relatively smaller cups). What other ways can you think of to manage this weakness?

Gongfu Sidehandle

Water: spring water or best bottled
Fire: coals, infrared or gas
Heat: high heat, fish-eye, 95°C
Brewing Methods: gongfu or 
sidehandle (you can also boil it)
Steeping: long steeping, then 2 flashes,
then start growing longer (for gongfu)
Patience: 10–25 steepings

If you are using a sin-
gle-hole teapot, you will have 
to place the leaves in care-
fully. We recommend a 
sandwich, where the little 
bits are placed in be-
tween whole leaves so 
you won’t get clogs.

Tea of  the Month
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T his is a very wonderful and 
important issue for us all, 
celebrating the culture of the 

tribal peoples of Yunnan. As most of 
you know, Tea was born in Yunnan (雲
南)—”South of the Clouds.” No mat-
ter how you found tea or why you love 
it, know that this beautiful leaf and its 
endless scroll of culture, ceremony and 
delight all began in this glorious cra-
dle of jungle laying at the feet of the 
Himalayas. While tea was raised and 
refined by centuries of Han Chinese 
affection, appreciation and innovation 
(both in production and preparation), 
Tea was born in the aboriginal cultures 
of Southwest China, Laos, parts of 
India, Vietnam and Myanmar. Con-
sequently, these peoples and cultures 
must also be honored in any worthy 
discussion of Tea’s heritage. 

This summer, we have planned this 
special feature of two back-to-back is-
sues on Yunnan’s aboriginal mountain 
peoples to share some of our observa-
tions from the tea mountains over the 
past twenty years, of the traditional 
cultures of China’s mountain-dwelling 
ethnic groups and how they have been 
impacted by the economic prosperity 
brought about by the ancient tea trees 
there. We’ve selected some writings 
with a focus on the local cultures in 
the hopes that our readers can not only 
learn about the current market for old-

growth tea, but also get a new perspec-
tive on the lively cultures of China’s 
mountain-dwelling peoples. We feel 
that the Western tea world often un-
derestimates how much old-growth tea 
there is in Yunnan due to the fact that 
some unscrupulous vendors sell low-
er-quality tea falsely labeled as such. 
And we certainly hope to promote a 
greater appreciation for the amazing 
people who steward these tea trees as 
well. 

Books could be written about any 
of these tribes, of course. Our work 
here is to give an overall survey of some 
of the many, many tribes of Yunnan in 
the hopes that you will explore these 
wonderful cultures more deeply on 
your own—through research, and we 
hope one day travel to Yunnan, which 
is, of course, on the bucket lists of most 
tea lovers. If you have had the fortune 
to travel there, then you know as we 
do that the aboriginal people there 
are hospitable, kind and open with a 
deep and ancient spiritual and practi-
cal tea wisdom, which they are proud 
to share. Hopefully these two issues 
will increase your appreciation for the 
peoples of Yunnan and for aboriginal 
culture worldwide. 

Though we feel fortunate to trans-
late these small ethnographies into En-
glish, we are also excited that more and 
more Yunnanese locals are beginning 

to write about their own peoples. We 
feel that this is the greatest weakness of 
these two special issues: the accounts 
are all written by Han Chinese travel-
ing in Yunnan, albeit conscientious tea 
lovers with great writing skills. Still, we 
cannot help but lament the missing 
native voice, which we would love to 
allow to speak for themselves. A truly 
holistic survey of the aboriginal peoples 
of Yunnan would obviously include ar-
ticles that express their own thoughts 
and views. This is something we will 
pursue enthusiastically in the future. 
That said, Luo Yingyin and the other 
authors here have been exploring Yun-
nan for decades, and not to exploit the 
people there or even to conduct busi-
ness of any kind, rather just to learn 
and meet new friends, sharing their ad-
ventures through their writings. Those 
of you who have met Ms. Luo on our 
Annual Global Tea Hut trips know 
that she is incredibly knowledgeable, 
kind and has an amazing smile that 
opens doors. Coming to a place with 
honor, respect and a desire to learn is 
a powerful tool. (In our opinion, per-
mission is everything when it comes 
to the study or practice of traditional 
ways.) On our 2016 Annual Global 
Tea Hut trip to Yunnan, our host in 
Jingmai cried one evening while shar-
ing some tea with a few of us after 
everyone had returned to the hotel.  

Introduction

茶人:  Wu De (無的) & Luo Yingyin (羅英銀)

The Journey Begins

Yunnanese PeoplesYunnanese Peoples
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She said that she was amazed by so 
many people from so many countries 
visiting her home, but also by the fact 
that none of us were there to buy her 
tea or create business relations. She 
said she had never received such hon-
orable, respectful guests who loved her 
tea so much. The next day, she took 
us to a deeper and special family gar-
den of old trees that she said they had 
never shown other guests. She said it 
was where she and her family came 
to pray, especially when things were 
tough. These articles were written in 
a similar spirit to the one we all held 
as we ventured into these lands, with a 
great love of Tea and appreciation of its 
peoples. The only true “tea masters” in 
this world are those who raise and then 
artfully process tea leaves. 

Of course, there are many more 
tribes in Yunnan left out from this sur-
vey, as there are so many details about 
each of the tribes we are covering. 
Meager though it is, we have tried our 
best to introduce some of these peo-
ples, their history and culture. You will 
also find that their place—their forests, 
mountains and lands also play a big 
part in these accounts, for as Frédéric 
Ballario discusses in great detail in this 
month’s Voices from the Hut (p. 45), a 
tea is its terroir. And oftentimes a peo-

ple are also best understood together 
with a place. Then, of course, we have 
focused on puerh tea and these tribal 
peoples’ relationships to tea, since this 
is why we are all here after all.  

For the past two decades or so, 
we’ve ventured into the tea mountains 
of Yunnan every year following the fra-
grant trail of puerh tea. In the moun-
tain villages, laughing children run 
and play as the women return to the 
village carrying fresh tea leaves on their 
backs; the elders gather around to pick 
out the old leaves while chatting about 
the goings-on of the village... these 
scenes all give a sense of the daily lives 
of China’s mountain-dwelling ethnic 
minority peoples, of the easy harmony 
between people and Nature.

The surging popularity of puerh tea 
has brought winds of change blowing 
through these mountains, bringing a 
constant sense of newness to the lives 
of the people who live there. The scenes 
in these mountain villages change rap-
idly from one year to the next; you get 
the sense that a camera shutter can 
barely keep up, racing to capture the 
small details of life in these traditional 
cultures before it changes yet again. 

One of the most sensitive issues 
to cover in these pages—swamped 
in a morass of nuance and complica-

tion—is the effects and changes that 
so much prosperity has brought to the 
aboriginal peoples of Yunnan in such a 
short time. Like most complicated is-
sues, one must be broadminded as one 
surveys this topic. On the one hand, 
we all want the aboriginal peoples to 
thrive and to live abundantly. You can-
not deny them modern conveniences, 
let alone necessary rights like better 
healthcare and education for their 
children. At the same time, you hope 
that they don’t choose these things at 
the expense of their environment, their 
culture and traditions, language and 
wisdom. And, more importantly, you 
have to step away from either of these 
polarities, knowing that such decisions 
are, in the end, theirs and theirs alone 
to make. People in some places in Yun-
nan are managing the transformation 
of their lives and economies brilliantly, 
evolving while maintaining a firm grip 
on who they are and where they come 
from. Others, unfortunately, seem to 
be getting lost, whether by choice or 
by the tug of the outside world. With 
Luo Yingyin’s help, we have tried our 
best to navigate these testy waters with 
respect and grace by just reporting the 
changes and trying our best to avoid 
commenting or offering our opinions 
on them.

Yunnanese PeoplesYunnanese Peoples



These two special issues are main-
ly focused on the major tea regions 
of Yiwu and Menghai. The Yao peo-
ple of Yiwu who live in the villages of 
Guafeng and Dingjia retreated into 
the mountains in ancient times to es-
cape the chaos of war, preserving their 
traditional way of life. The ancient tea 
trees grow a few dozen li away from 
the villages, scattered throughout the 
forest with its ancient, towering trees. 
Thanks to this superior natural ecosys-
tem, this tea region has gained celeb-
rity status in today’s market, and its 
teas are highly sought after. The great-
er Yiwu tea region also encompasses 
the town of Xiangming, an officially 
designated Yi Ethnic Town, as well as 
four of the Six Great Tea Mountains, 
namely Yibang, Manzhuan, Gedeng 
and Mangzhi. Various ethnic groups 
in this region migrated into the moun-
tains for the sake of tea, and over the 
course of time, the Yi and Han cultures 
blended together into the cultural fu-
sion found on the tea mountains of 
Yibang and Manzhuan today. 

In addition to these, there is the 
first among the ancient Six Great Tea 
Mountains, Mount Youle, which is 
known today as Mount Jino (or Jin-
uo). In 1979, after the Jino ethnic 
group was officially “discovered” and 

recognized as one of China’s ethnic mi-
nority groups, the mountain area was 
added to the administrative district of 
the nearby city of Jinghong. Due to 
demand from the city, the tea indus-
try developed alongside the existing 
rubber industry, and unique scenes of 
tea and rubber plants sharing common 
ground sprang up throughout the tea 
region. Once you reach an altitude of 
a thousand meters, however, the land-
scape changes in the blink of an eye: in 
the Mount Lüde Ancient Forest Con-
servation Zone, you’ll see old-growth 
tea trees fully exposed to the daylight, 
peacefully welcoming the sun’s rays. 

Next month, we will then travel 
to the Bulang ethnic villages of Zhan-
glang and Lao Man’e in Menghai, 
which have been tea villages since an-
cient times. Along with the Dai peo-
ple, the Bulang people adopted the 
Buddhist faith that spread from the 
south; this religious influence on the 
tea mountains meant that the level of 
education in Bulang societies rose rela-
tively quickly. The Hani ethnic group, 
also called the “Aini,” are most nota-
bly known for their Lao Banzhang tea, 
which has earned the moniker “King 
of Puerh” and today has become more 
or less synonymous with puerh tea. 
As puerh has flourished over the past 

decade or so, how have the Hani peo-
ple experienced the changes brought 
about by this puerh trend? Finally, 
there is the Lahu ethnic group, whose 
way of life was the slowest to modern-
ize; when the “Golden Puerh Road” 
opened, this increased the visibility of 
their tea and in turn raised tea prices, 
bringing huge changes to the tradi-
tional way of life in the Lahu villages 
of Hekai and Banpen.

Over the course of these two issues, 
we will offer a humble introduction to 
the Yao, Yi and Jino, in this issue, and 
to the Hani, Bulang and Lahu peoples 
next month. We’ll cover the  ten set-
tlements that they live in today, in this 
golden age of puerh: Dingjia Village, 
Guafeng Village, Yibang, Manzhuan 
and Mount Jino in this issue, and Lao 
Banzhang, Zhanglang, Lao Man’e, 
Hekai and Banpen next month. In 
the pages that follow, in this issue and 
the next, you will see colorful scenes 
of mountain life; we have also tried to 
take a look behind the pictures and 
catch a deeper glimpse into the lives 
and customs of these mountain peo-
ples.
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The Six Great Tea Mountains
1) Mansa (慢撤山)
     literally, “seed sowing bag” 
                  (Mandarin: sa dai, 撒袋)

2) Mangzhi (莽枝山)
     literally, “copper cauldron” 
                  (Mandarin: tong mu, 銅鉧)  

3) Manzhuan (蠻磚山) 
     literally, “iron brick” 
                  (Mandarin: tie zhuan, 鐵磚)

4) Gedeng (革登山)
     literally, “leather stirrup” 
                  (Mandarin: ma deng, 馬蹬)

5) Yibang (倚邦山)
     literally, “wooden clapper” 
                   (Mandarin: mu bang, 木梆)

6) Youle (攸樂山)
     literally, “copper gong” 
                   (Mandarin: tong luo, 銅鑼)

六
大
茶
山
頭



Yunnan Province

Prefectures of Yunnan
150 km
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T he Yao people tend to be char-
acterized by other aboriginals 
as unassuming yet “fierce” or 

“tough,” under the heavy burden of 
eking out a living in the Banna region. 
While “fierce” or “tough” may be exag-
gerated descriptors, especially of mod-
ern Yao people, you could certainly 
say that the Yao people are resilient. 
Living in the remote tea mountains, 
the Yao people are few and hard to 
find. If it weren’t for the tea devotees 
who came upon the remote villages of 
Guafeng and Dingjia during their for-
ays in search of true mountain puerh 
flavor, then that sweet, mellow flavor 
would likely have remained forever 
among the mountain forests and never 
traveled elsewhere. Winding down the 
mountain paths in twos and threes, the 
heavy burdens of life balanced across 
their shoulders, their footfalls kicking 
up fine clouds of dust, their syllables 

reverberating between the slopes as 
they talk... the Yao people are the 
echoes of the mountaintops.

The Yao ethnic group (瑤族) are 
originally descended from ancient 
tribes in the east of China. They are 
closely related to the ancient Jiuli tribes 
(ancestors of the Miao people) and 
worship the legendary Jiuli ancestors 
Chi You and Pan Hu. The Yao peo-
ple are scattered over a very large area, 
spanning many borders; they live not 
only in various parts of China, but also 
in parts of Vietnam, Laos and north-
ern Thailand. Because they had their 
own unique languages and culture, 
they were often forcibly displaced by 
the ethnic majority throughout history 
and generally settled in remote moun-
tainous areas to escape war, unrest 
and often prejudice, hence the saying 
“there is no mountain where the Yao 
cannot live.” 

They have their own languages, 
which vary from region to region. 
Around half of all Yao people speak 
Mien languages (also called Yao in Chi-
na), which are a branch of the Hmong-
Mien (or Miao-Yao) family of lan-
guages. Two-fifths of Yao people speak 
Bunu languages, which belong to the 
Hmong/Miao branch. In the Guangxi 
region, some Yao people speak Lakkia, 
which belongs to the Kra-Dai language 
family (called “Zhuang-Dong (壯侗)” 
in Mandarin). Although they do not 
have their own writing system, they 
have a rich oral storytelling tradition, 
thanks to which their traditional cul-
ture has been passed down continually 
though the generations.

According to Yiwu history expert 
Gao Fachang, the ancestors of the 
Yao people who live in Dingjia vil-
lage today most likely migrated there 
from Guangxi towards the end of the 

The Yao people

茶人:  Yan Jie (顏婕)

Echoes in the Mountain
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Qing Dynasty (1644–1911, so the late 
1800s to early 1900s). Living along-
side many other ethnic groups in the 
unstable border region of Xishuang-
banna, mountain life was very diffi-
cult for the Yao people. In the early 
days, they had to travel down moun-
tain roads to the bigger towns to buy 
all of their necessities, which was ex-
tremely inconvenient. They used the 
old slash-and-burn farming method, 
which didn’t produce great results, and 
even when they left the village to find 
work, they were often discriminated 
against and treated poorly. In short, 
it was hard to get by. The mountain-
top Yao people traditionally dressed in 
black and blue clothing; only on the 
women’s accessories and the men’s hats 
would you catch a glimpse of color.

On the remotest and hardest-to-
reach mountaintops, the Yao people 
had the fortune to live alongside tea. 

However, the Yao people did not have 
a tradition of planting tea and so for 
a time were unaware of this treasure 
that grew in their “backyard.” It wasn’t 
until around 2003, while down from 
the mountain on a visit to the city, that 
some of the village residents realized 
the economic value associated with 
tea. This led to the establishment of the 
Wangong tea region. 

With each batch of semi-processed 
maocha they sold, this “green gold” im-
proved living conditions on the moun-
tain, and the people were no longer cut 
off from the world by muddy, impass-
able mountain roads. Today, the village 
dwellings are no longer simple wood-
en huts, but houses with tiled roofs; 
these days everyone is busy building 
three-story villas with luxury cars in 
their garages. The future of this small 
village is now lit by the glow of its fa-
mous name and its famous mountain. 

May the stories of this Yao village and 
the families in it follow the fragrance 
of tea into the future and be passed 
down as they always have, never to be 
lost to the changing times.
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T hese days, the top three 
tea-growing areas within the 
Mount Yiwu region are Wan-

gong, Chawangshu and Bohetang. The 
Wangong tea area belongs to the Yao 
village of Dingjia, while Chawang-
shu is managed by Guafeng Village. 
Bohetang only has a few dozen old tea 
trees, which belong to Pazhahe Village. 
In terms of the Six Great Tea Moun-
tains, these three tea areas belonged 
to Mount Mansa. In The Ancient Six 
Great Tea Mountains of Chinese Puerh, 
author Zhan Yingpei wrote, “Prior to 
the Qing Xianfeng era (1850–1861), 
the villages of Mount Mansa were 
densely populated, with over ten thou-
sand inhabitants. The large settlement 
of Wangong was home to over four 
hundred families, making it the largest 
village on Mount Mansa. The village 
was home to people of Han and Mus-
lim Hui descent, so both a mosque and 
a temple to Guan Yu [a deified histori-
cal general] were built there to cater to 
the local faiths.”

Wangong once marked a glorious 
chapter in the history of puerh tea, 
so why is that today, only a few old-
growth tea trees can be found dot-
ted sparsely across the emerald-green 
mountainsides? The reason is that be-
tween 1874 and 1894, Mount Mansa 
suffered three serious forest fires, leav-

ing the whole mountain lonely and 
desolate. The mountain’s inhabitants 
gradually dispersed to find homes else-
where. When the Pu’er (Puerh) Pre-
fecture revised the prefectural records 
during the Guangxu era (1875–1908), 
Mount Mansa was removed from the 
list of the Six Great Tea Mountains, to 
be replaced by Mount Yiwu.

Mansa Old Street and Wangong 
Village were once the two most thriv-
ing villages on the Mansa tea moun-
tain. Mansa Old Street was left desert-
ed after the fires, but why did the large 
village of Wangong go into decline 
along with it? There are many theories, 
such as a malaria outbreak or unrest 
between the different ethnic groups. 
Whatever the cause, the village’s glo-
ry days waned and the villagers left, 
leaving Wangong village completely 
uninhabited by the end of the Qing 
Guangxu era (1875–1908). Today, all 
that’s left of the village houses are some 
foundations and crumbling walls, bro-
ken bricks and roof tiles lying here and 
there among the wild overgrowth. Due 
to the numerous fires in the past, the 
old tea garden no longer covers a con-
tinuous area, and for a long time there 
was no one around to harvest the tea or 
tend to the trees, either. The tea trees 
were left to compete with the rest of 
the forest for sunlight, and as a result, 

the remaining tea trees are strewn spo-
radically among the towering old trees 
of the forest. The locals see them as 
guardian trees.

The passing years have brought 
gradual change, and after more than a 
hundred years of tending, the old tea 
area of Wangong now covers many 
misty mountainsides, the green leaves 
of the towering tea trees reaching to-
ward the sky as they mingle with the 
rest of the forest. Heading up into the 
tea mountain, you soak up the atmo-
sphere of these majestic trees, planted 
by Nature herself, delighting in the 
lush green leaves and fragrance. This 
is what has made this stretch of wild 
forest such a sought-after name in the 
world of puerh tea. The tea gardens 
scattered throughout the region, in-
cluding Wangong, Bohetang, Cao-
mudi, Chawangshu, Baichayuan and 
Yishanmo are the relics of the latter 
years of the Qing Qianlong era (1735–
1796), when tea gardens stretched 
continuously for more than a hundred 
kilometers along the mountain ridg-
es, from Yibi in the south to Luode 
in the north. Every mountain had tea 
growing on it, and traveling merchants 
came and went in a never-ending 
stream, eventually leaving behind this 
legacy of “green gold” that remains on 
the mountains today.

The Yao Village
of Dingjia Zhai

茶人:  Luo Yingyin (羅英銀)

The Misty Mountainsides of Wangong
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The Yao people migrated up into 
the mountains to escape the unrest of 
the outside world. According to Yiwu 
history expert Gao Fachang, the Yao 
people began migrating to the village 
of Dingjia from Guangxi in the late 
Qing Dynasty (1644–1911). They sur-
vived by employing the age-old slash-
and-burn farming method; after they 
had grown corn and cereal crops in one 
spot for a few years, the soil would be-
come barren, and they would move on 
to a new spot. The village would move 
along with the crops, so people would 
relocate their homes every few years 
and didn’t stay in one fixed location.

In the 1950s, in order to preserve 
the biodiversity of the old-growth for-
est and avoid wildfires caused by the 
burning off of the mountainsides, the 
Xishuangbanna government decided 
that the Yao people should settle per-
manently in a designated area—the 
two present-day Yao villages of Ding-
jia and Guafeng. In modern times, the 
Yao people did not have a tradition of 
growing tea and were not particular-
ly familiar with the benefits it could 
bring. It wasn’t until 2003, when some 
village members were visiting the town 
of Yiwu, that they discovered there was 
money to be made by selling tea. When 
they returned, they eagerly shared this 
news with the village; once they no-

ticed that there were some old tea trees 
growing right next to their homes, the 
inhabitants of Dingjia all set out into 
the ancient forest in search of tea and 
discovered the ancient tea area of Wan-
gong, which had lain in slumber for 
more than a hundred years just over 
ten kilometers from the village. This 
discovery brought new dreams of pros-
perity to the people of Dingjia.

When they first started harvesting 
tea from Wangong, they carried the tea 
leaf back to the village on their backs, 
wrapped in banana leaves. This result-
ed in badly yellowed tea leaves, and 
the quality of the semi-processed ma-
ocha that they produced was not very 
high. In 2005, the villagers carried the 
maocha down to the town of Yiwu, 
where they sold it for just seven mao 
(seven-tenths of a yuan) per kilo. They 
returned happily to the village and be-
gan bringing tea seeds down from the 
Wangong tea area, planting them on 
the hillsides surrounding the village. 
(Ten years later, the tea from these 
plants can now be harvested in large 
quantities.) By 2006, the price of their 
tea had surpassed ten yuan per kilo-
gram, and in 2007 the price increased 
severalfold. By 2012, the tea was fetch-
ing 700 yuan per kilogram, and the 
villagers no longer had to take it down 
to the township to sell it—tea com-

pany bosses from Guangzhou would 
come to the village to purchase the 
tea directly. Owing to this astronom-
ical price increase, the inhabitants of 
neighboring Lantian Village had also 
begun going to the Wangong tea area 
to harvest tea, competing with the vil-
lagers of Dingjia. In 2009, this resulted 
in a dispute over the ownership of the 
old-growth tea trees. In 2012, the local 
government ruled that the Wangong 
tea area would be divided into three, 
with two parts belonging to Dingjia 
Village and one part belonging to Lan-
tian Village (comprising nine families).

These days, the villagers bring the 
tea leaf down from Wangong on mo-
torbikes before pan-firing it in the 
village. The leaves still do show signs 
of slight yellowing around the edg-
es, but the quality of the tea has im-
proved greatly from those early days. 
While we were tasting this year’s newly 
made early spring tea in Dingjia Vil-
lage, tea grower Li Zhiming lamented 
that drought had severely affected this 
year’s harvest, resulting in only about 
a third of previous years’ volume; on 
top of this, the leaf was difficult to pan-
fire and contained a high proportion of 
old yellowed leaves. As soon as the tea 
liquor was poured, the fragrance was 
immediately noticeable; despite the 
small harvest, it was evident that the tea 
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had a wonderful fragrance and a thick, 
full-bodied texture. In the clear glass 
teacups, we could see many downy fi-
bers floating to the surface; this is al-
ready characteristic of early spring tea, 
and the effects of the drought made it 
even more pronounced. On the first 
sip, the distinctly wild flavor of the tea 
emerged at once; the sweetness and 
smooth, thick texture transported our 
spirits momentarily to the ancient for-
est, naturally taking us into Nature.

The sweetness of the tea causes all 
sorts of feelings to well up in Li Zhim-
ing’s heart. As the tea touches his lips, 
he thinks back on the sparse, difficult 
life they led in the early days, deep in 
the mountains. Poverty is something 
that is deeply etched into his memo-
ry, as he softly describes the way things 
were back then (speaking in Manda-
rin, which he is not quite accustomed 
to using to express his inner thoughts). 
He recalls that in 2003, when his par-
ents passed away, he had never seen a 
ten-yuan banknote before; a day’s labor 
at his part-time jobs would earn him 
less that one yuan. There wasn’t always 
work to be had, and even on the days 
when there was work available, he may 
not be paid his full wage for it. “Aiyo, 
yo, yo,” he sighs, using the idiomatic 
exclamation often heard among the 
Yao people.

Perhaps it is the lingering sweet af-
tertaste of the tea that evokes the bit-
tersweet memories of the day, more 
than twenty years ago, when he went 
to Guafeng Village to propose mar-
riage to his wife. He had first met her 
at the Yao people’s New Year festival, 
which takes place on the third day of 
the third month of the traditional Chi-
nese calendar. As part of the celebra-
tions, everyone would make offerings 
of multi-colored rice, the red, yellow, 
white, black and green grains mainly 
colored with natural plant dyes. The 
villages of Guafeng and Dingjia were 
both inhabited by Yao people and were 
nestled together deep in the moun-
tains, so there was already a lot of in-
termarriage between the two villages. 
On this particular day, all those years 
ago, he was preparing to make a for-
mal visit to his future wife’s family. She 
had reminded him that her mother 
loved watermelons, and that Guafeng 
Village had been suffering from a poor 
harvest and couldn’t grow soybeans (in 
the early days, beans were the main 
source of protein in the diets of Chi-
na’s ethnic minority peoples). So, he 
set out at dawn along the mountain 
path, carrying twenty kilograms of 
soybeans on his back, and went to the 
town of Yiwu to buy a nice, big wa-
termelon. Carrying both the soybeans 

and the watermelon, he set off up the 
mountain road, trudging up and down 
hillsides, crossing streams and rivers. 
By the time he finally reached Guafeng 
Village, it was already past 9 p.m. and 
had long since grown dark, and his 
stomach was rumbling with hunger. 
His future mother-in-law eyed him 
coolly as he came in the front door, 
without so much as the usual greeting 
of asking whether he’d eaten. In the 
end he had to go to the stove and cook 
his own dinner; as he sat chewing to 
fill his empty stomach, both the food 
and his feelings were distinctly hard to 
swallow. Aiyo, yo, yo.

We all have these kinds of memo-
ries, stories that will always stick with 
us. As economic prosperity blooms 
and life changes, the flavor of these 
stories evolves too, their bitter feelings 
transforming into sweet memories, 
just as bitter gives way to sweet in each 
sip of tea. For the mountain-dwelling 
Yao people of Dingjia Village, tea has 
changed their buildings, their life-
style, the warmth of their lives; it has 
changed so many people and so many 
things...  As we slowly drove away from 
the village at the end of our visit, we 
looked back and wondered, what new 
changes will greet us next year when 
we visit again? Aiyo, yo, yo... 
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S omewhere in the large expanse 
of old-growth forest where 
Yiwu in Yunnan province bor-

ders with Laos, a hundred or so Yao 
families make their homes deep in the 
mountains—in the village of Guafeng. 
The village is located in a mountain 
pass, surrounded by slopes on all sides, 
making it quite a wind tunnel—this 
is how the village got its name, which 
means “windy.” A small river crosses 
in front of the village. For a long time, 
the village was far removed from the 
outside world, and the people here 
still lived quite a traditional lifestyle. 
The natural environment is very well 
preserved, the forested mountainsides 
flourishing with vegetation. The tea 
trees that grow scattered in a fifty-ki-
lometer radius of the village share the 
forest with towering trees, imbuing the 
tea with the wild spirit of the ancient 
mountain forests. These tea trees began 
to be discovered in 2004, and they 
gradually awakened the interest of the 
Yao people living on the mountain.

At that time, the villagers took the 
tea leaf to Mahei and discovered that 
there was money to be made by sell-
ing it. One after another, the villagers 
all set off into the old-growth forests 
searching for tea. Whoever found a 
patch of land with tea trees growing 
on it would be considered the owner 

of the tea. There were no old-growth 
tea trees near the village; the tea was 
mainly to be found at the Chawang-
shu (“Tea Tree King”) tea area, nearly 
twenty kilometers to the northwest of 
the village—this area belonged collec-
tively to around forty village families. 
The Chapingdi (“Tea Plateau”) tea 
area, located about eighteen kilometers 
to the south of the village, belonged 
to about thirty families, while around 
ten kilometers to the southwest lay the 
Baishahe (“White Sand River”) tea 
area, belonging to around twenty fam-
ilies. Aside from these, there are a few 
other tea areas scattered around, such 
as Sanjiacun (“Three Family Village”), 
Lengshuihe (“Cold Water River”) and 
Heishui Liangzi (“Cool Black Water”).

The price of tea was gradually ris-
ing, yet the old-growth tea trees were 
far away from the village. So, in 2004, 
the villagers began planting tea trees in 
the forest all around the village. These 
small trees, grown in a wonderful nat-
ural environment, now produce many 
times more tea than the old-growth 
trees.

Most of Guafeng Village’s old-
growth tea comes from the Chawang-
shu tea area. Thanks to its unique geo-
logical characteristics and its proximity 
to the Wangong River, the area enjoys 
naturally regulated humidity, and the 

ancient forest grows lush and verdant 
over the mountain ridges. As the surg-
ing popularity of puerh has flowed in 
the direction of natural, ecologically 
sound teas, Chawangshu has become a 
famous name among Yiwu’s mountain 
teas, which has also raised the profile 
of the Yao people of Guafeng Village.

In the spring of 2008, following the 
alluring trail of tea, I jumped aboard 
a pickup truck and set out along the 
bumpy dirt road from the township 
of Yiwu. After two and a half hours of 
jolting and swaying, I caught sight of 
some earthen houses in the distance—
the dwellings of the hundred or so 
families who live in the village, stand-
ing with their black-tiled roofs amid 
the vibrant green mountainsides. Pass-
ing the crystal-clear stream that flows 
in front of the village, we saw a gaggle 
of naked children having a water fight 
in the middle of the stream; further 
along, they were joined by some cows 
taking a bath, some rolling pigs and 
some dogs happily chasing each other 
through the stream, sending up sprays 
of water into the air. Ah! What a quint-
essential picture of carefree nature, a 
veritable paradise for joyful play.

In 2013, when I visited Guafeng 
Village again, the dirt road from 
Yiwu to the village remained the 
same as it had on previous trips here.  

The Yao Village
of Guafeng

茶人:  Luo Yingyin (羅英銀)

The Wild Mountain Spirit of Yiwu
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However, the earthen houses of the 
village were nowhere to be seen; al-
most all of them had been replaced by 
newer-style houses with asbestos roof 
tiles. In addition, the road up to the 
Chawangshu tea area could now be 
traveled by motorbike: the first stretch 
was a reasonably wide mountain road, 
while the latter part wound along cliff-
sides and into the old-growth forest, 
evolving into a series of tight bends 
traveling up and down along the 
mountain ridges. Climbing aboard the 
motorbikes driven by young Yao men 
from the village, we were even more 
terrified than if we had been boarding 
a roller coaster—to say that our hearts 
were in our mouths doesn’t even begin 
to describe our trepidation. This was 
mainly because earlier, someone had 
described to us how when a shower of 
pebbles fell down the mountainside, 
you could hear their clattering sounds 
echoing around the mountains for a 
full five minutes.

When we reached the point where 
the motorbikes could go no further, 
we continued into the forest on foot, 
clambering through the undergrowth 
and stepping over fallen trees. After 
descending a slope to the Chawang-

shu river, we started going uphill once 
more, smelling the fresh, clean scent 
of the old-growth forest all around 
us and gazing at the tea trees growing 
alongside the other trees of the for-
est. In this wild mountain forest, our 
breath became one with the breath of 
the forest; it was almost as if the recent 
excitement of our precarious ride had 
come along to this wild place to liven 
things up. We passed several clumps of 
tea trees; their branches were not very 
thick, and they didn’t have a visible 
trunk. Because of this, they could eas-
ily be mistaken for bushes; only when 
we asked about it did we learn that the 
trunks were actually hidden beneath 
the ground. In the early days, either 
due to unrest or because the mountain 
people employed the slash-and-burn 
farming method, these mountainsides 
suffered several large forest fires. The 
original trunks were destroyed in the 
fires, but the roots of the tea trees sur-
vived.

After the fires, the tea trees grew 
back, sprouting new branches and 
leaves with the fresh abundance of 
nutrients available. Those who have 
tasted Chawangshu tea will surely 
have appreciated its sweetness, fresh-

ness and vigor, its lingering fragrance 
and elegant character. When the puerh 
craze took off, these qualities are what 
led the fragrance of Chawangshu tea to 
drift out from deep in these mountains 
and into the wider world.

It was thanks to the tea that the 
outside world took notice of Guafeng 
Village’s natural environment. Before 
the road to Yiwu was built in 2001, 
life went on here as it had for centu-
ries, seemingly entirely cut off from 
modern civilization; the people lived 
quiet lives in their remote corner of 
the mountains. According to village 
resident Ma Xuewen, before this con-
nection to the outside world was estab-
lished, more than nine-tenths of the 
village’s residents struggled to obtain 
basic necessities. He told us that ever 
since he can remember, his parents la-
bored tirelessly in the fields day after 
day, yet from fourteen mu of land (a 
bit less than one hectare) they were 
barely able to feed their family of five. 
Those days are difficult for him to look 
back on. Speaking of those days, he re-
calls how in the early 1980s some of 
the villagers brought back two empty 
beer bottles from Yiwu—even this was 
enough for everyone to think of them 
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as a high-rolling, wealthy family. “Ha! 
Looking back at this from the present 
day, it really seems quite comical,” he 
says. And if a family managed to sell 
a single cow in a year, which fetched a 
price of around 300 yuan, as the Yao 
people say, “aiyo, yo, yo,” that family 
would be seen as a truly wealthy house-
hold.

Because the village was so remote 
and so lacking in material necessities, 
salt would be the only seasoning on 
the dinner table. In the early days, 
the journey to and from the township 
of Yiwu to buy salt would take more 
than three days. Back then there was 
no road; you simply had to traverse the 
mountain ridges on foot. By the time 
you reached Mahei village it would be 
dark, so you would stay the night there 
and set out for Yiwu in the morning. 
By the time you arrived back at Ma-
hei it was nightfall again, so you would 
stay another night, meaning that it 
took three days’ journey just to carry 
a sack of salt back to the village. Aside 
from salt, the villagers would also buy 
kerosene; usually when they arrived 
back at Mahei they would chop down 
a bamboo stalk, drill a hole in it and 
pour in the kerosene to transport it 

back home. In 2001, when the road to 
Yiwu was opened, it made travel much 
more convenient for the villagers. That 
year, Ma Xuewen had to sell fourteen 
head of cattle to be able to buy a trac-
tor—aiyo, yo, yo!

Recollecting these past memories, 
Ma Xuewen becomes quite moved; 
then he starts to laugh and tells us how 
ten years ago, they carried their cook-
ing pans on their backs nearly twenty 
kilometers up the mountain path to 
where the tea grew. At that time, they 
had no idea how to pan-fire the tea 
leaf; they thought it was like cooking 
dinner, and you had to add water to 
make sure the tea leaves became prop-
erly “cooked”—“Ha! When we took 
the tea down to Yiwu to sell it, every-
one said our tea from Guafeng had a 
unique ‘Yao flavor’—it wasn’t until 
later that they found out why!” As the 
tea began selling for higher and higher 
prices, tea merchants gradually start-
ed coming up to the tea area to show 
them how to properly pan-fire the leaf. 
These days, Guafeng Village’s tea has 
become known as a famous mountain 
tea from the Yiwu tea region. 

Tea changed their lives for the bet-
ter: from 2003 to 2009, their simple 

wooden houses were replaced with 
more modern buildings with asbestos 
tile roofing. These days, everyone is 
building three-story villas and driving 
prestigious branded cars. Ma Xuew-
en recalls that in the 1980s, his con-
tract work paid fifty yuan per month; 
what’s more, he would only be paid 
three months’ wages for five months’ 
work. He never imagined that today he 
would have the resources to hire work-
ers himself and pay out hundreds of 
thousands of yuan in wages each year.

Twenty years ago, the people of his 
remote mountain village had to walk 
for more than three days through the 
mountains to buy a simple daily ne-
cessity, salt. Today, tea has changed the 
whole landscape of the village. Now, 
amid the silent mountain forests, the 
mountain folk raise a joyful shout of 
celebration for their good fortune—
aiyo, yo, yo!
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T he Yi people of the tea moun-
tains mainly inhabit the region 
surrounding Xiangming, 

Yibang and Manzhuan. From the 
Ming Dynasty (1368–1644) until the 
end of the Qing (1644–1911), Yibang 
ranked first out of the Six Great Tea 
Mountains. It was a major hub along 
the Old Tea Horse Road; each year, as 
much as 1.5 million kilograms of tea 
leaf was shipped out along this route, 
via more than three thousand horse 
caravans. It was truly an age of flour-
ishing trade and also brought about 
a lot of intermingling between the 
Han and Yi peoples. Hence, among 
the horse caravans along the Old Tea 
Horse Road, you could always spot the 
figures of a few hardworking Yi people. 
The customs and beliefs of the Han 
people gradually began to influence 
the Yi culture, and as time went on 

the two cultures continued to interact 
and blend. The vestiges of this cultural 
exchange still remain visible today. 

The Yi people (彝族) are one of 
China’s oldest ethnic groups, with 
their origins tracing back to the an-
cient Qiang people—a heritage that 
is also shared with the Hani, Lisu and 
Lahu ethnic groups. The ancestors of 
the Yi people had lived in the south-
west of China from ancient times, and 
over the course of human history they 
became the Yi people who still live 
there today. 

The Yi people of the Yibang and 
Manzhuan regions have a traditional 
custom of soaking their rice in tea; this 
involves pouring some warm tea onto 
dry cooked rice and eating it as an ac-
companiment to the main dishes. It’s 
an effective way of aiding the digestion 
and offsetting the effects of oily food. 

There’s a saying in the area that goes, 
“there’s no food better than rice-tea 
soup.”

The Yi people of the tea mountains 
live mainly in the area around Xiang-
ming. This region encompasses four of 
the Six Great Tea Mountains: Yibang, 
Manzhuan, Gedeng and Mangzhi 
(Youle and Mansa are the others). 
Xiangming itself is located on a plain 
and is a major transport hub for the 
surrounding areas. It’s also the main 
distribution center for daily commod-
ities in the Six Great Tea Mountains 
area, such as tea leaf and grains. Out-
side of the main roads, the most com-
mon sight in Xiangming is horse car-
avans shuttling goods back and forth 
across the tea mountains.

Around three hundred years ago, 
the government of the Pu’er (Puerh) 
Prefecture in Yunnan received orders 

The Yi people

茶人:  Yan Jie (顏婕)

The Old Tea Horse Road
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to begin sending tea to the capital as an 
imperial tribute; this was how the Six 
Great Tea Mountains first gained their 
glowing reputation. In May of 2005, 
an enormous horse caravan set out 
from the city of Pu’er in Yunnan, made 
up of 124 pack horses, six caravan lead-
ers (known as “maguotou, 馬鍋頭”) 
and forty-three horse handlers and lo-
gistics personnel. The six sub-caravans 
set out from different locations before 
linking up via the Old Tea Horse Road 
and making the 168-day trek to Bei-
jing, a journey of 8,000 kilometers 
that reconstructed the historical route 
of the tribute tea caravans from Yun-
nan to the capital. Yang Dingzhang, 
one of the caravan captains who par-
ticipated in this impressive historical 
revival, is like a living encyclopedia on 
the topic of horse caravans. On such a 
long journey through mountainous re-

gions, many hidden dangers lie in wait, 
and he has spent a lot of time gallop-
ing along the Old Tea Horse Road. To 
most people today, the Old Tea Horse 
Road is nothing more than a name for 
ancient trade byways, but to him, it 
holds many precious memories. This 
modern-day horse caravan journey has 
afforded us a glimpse back in time to 
this ancient and arduous piece of his-
tory.

The Old Tea Horse Road is locat-
ed between the mountain ranges that 
cross southwestern China and the 
Qinghai–Tibet plateau. It has ori-
gin points in places such as Chengdu 
and Ya’an in Sichuan Province and 
Kunming and Pu’er in Yunnan Prov-
ince; it has ending points in Southeast 
Asia and Lhasa in Tibet. Its network 
of roads spreads across the provinc-
es of Sichuan, Yunnan and Guizhou, 

and the autonomous region of Tibet, 
crossing four major river basins: the 
upper reaches of the Yangtze (this sec-
tion is also called the Jinsha River), 
the Lancang (the upper reaches of the 
Mekong), the Nujiang and the Yar-
lung Tsangpo. This route provided an 
important channel for trade between 
the Han Chinese living in the central 
regions and the ethnic minority groups 
living closer to the borders; it also act-
ed as a link between the various ethnic 
groups in southwest China, providing 
opportunities for mutually beneficial 
economic and cultural exchange.

According to historical records, by 
the end of the Ming Dynasty, people 
from Jiangxi and Sichuan were already 
coming to the Manzhuang region to 
trade in tea. By the Qing Kangxi era 
(1661–1722), Manzhuang was al-
ready an important tea trading hub. 
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Horse caravans from the counties of 
Jingdong and Shiping often came to 
Manzhuang loaded with tea, and by 
the early years of the Qing Qianlong 
era (1735–1796) there were already 
more than 300 households established 
in Manzhuang. The tea industry was 
thriving, and merchants came and 
went in a continuous stream. In 1735, 
the central government appointed Cao 
Dangzhai as the highest-ranking offi-
cial in the Six Great Tea Mountains re-
gion, effectively putting him in charge 
of procuring Pu’er Tribute Tea.

Cao Dangzhai himself was of mixed 
Han and Yi heritage, and under his 
governance during the Qing Dynasty, 
the local political situation remained 
stable and the economy flourished. 
People from Sichuan, Jiangxi and 
Shiping county in Yunnan poured into 
Yibang, Yiwu and the surrounding 
areas by the thousands, establishing 
their own tea gardens and businesses. 
According to written records, in 1755 
several public buildings had already 
been constructed in Yibang, including 

a Guandi temple (dedicated to Guan 
Yu), a Chuanzhu temple (dedicated to 
Erlang), the Shiping county guild hall 
and the Jiangxi provincial guild hall. At 
its peak, Yibang was home to as many 
as ten thousand people from a thou-
sand different households. Fragrant 
steam drifted from the tea houses, and 
merchants from all around made a 
long-term base here. Given their geo-
graphical background, many Yi people 
joined the horse caravans, and the dili-
gent figures of Yi people in their sleeve-
less black vests could be frequently 
spotted along the Old Tea Horse Road. 
The horses’ lively hooves rang against 
the paving stones, clip-clopping back 
and forth from south to north in a nev-
er-ending stream of caravans.

Thanks to the proliferation of horse 
caravans and the area’s status as a polit-
ical and economic stronghold, the Yi 
people who lived in and around Yibang 
and Manzhuan were the earliest of Xi-
shuangbanna’s ethnic minority groups 
to shift toward the dominant Han cul-
ture and were deeply influenced by the 

Han culture and way of life. In 1570 
(the fourth year of the Ming Longq-
ing era), the government gave a single 
name to the area encompassing the Six 
Great Tea Mountains and the Zheng-
dong region: it was called “Chashan 
Banna” (茶山版納, “the Tea Moun-
tains of Banna”) and governed as a 
unified region. Yibang became the 
political and administrative center of 
Chashan Banna. In 1735, the Qing 
government appointed the aforemen-
tioned Cao Dangzhai as the head offi-
cial at Yibang, in charge of governing 
the Six Great Tea Mountains. From 
that era onward, the Cao family looked 
after this piece of fertile tea country for 
nearly two hundred years, coexisting 
with the Six Great Tea Mountains and 
sharing in their fortunes. The flavor of 
that era still lingers down all the roads, 
and you can peek into any house or 
around any corner and find traces of 
those times smiling at you. There is a 
lot of forgotten tea history just laying 
around the whole area awaiting the re-
search of a tea lover like you.
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The deep and vast history of the Old Tea Horse Road lies 
scattered all about the village: saddles decorate homes atop 
Qing Dynasty cabinets, stone stelae are around every corner 
slightly covered by vines, maps are painted on the walls of old 
homes and even the saddle bags themselves have been kept as 
a testament to these ancient byways. The whole Yiwu region 
is a magical place for those who have a soft spot for lost his-
tory. It should be noted that the name “Old Tea Horse Road” 
is a modern name for many ancient byways stretching from 
Yunnan to Tibet and criss-crossing most of mainland China 
as well. Many goods, along with tea and horses, were traded 
along these routes, including a large amount of textiles and 
other agricultural products. 



29/ The Yi People
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With the arrival of the twentieth 
century, due to the shifting of the 
economic center and years of war and 
fires, the glory that Yibang had enjoyed 
for almost two hundred years was all 
but reduced to ashes. In present-day 
Yibang, all those government build-
ings, temples, businesses and guild 
halls are nowhere to be seen. Most 
of the buildings along the streets of 
Yibang are old, traditional-style build-
ings; here and there by the roadsides, 
you can spot the occasional fragment 
of decoratively carved stone, or an 
abandoned drinking trough for horses. 
Near the ruins of the old government 
building there is a solitary stone lion; 
the detail on its body has been long 
since eroded by time and weather and 
is now covered in a layer of moss. If 
you push aside the wild grasses, you’ll 
find Cao Dangzhai’s grave and a stone 
tablet engraved with imperial orders 
from the Qing Qianlong emperor, hid-
den amid the desolate mountainside... 
these fragments of history, lying dor-
mant near unremarkable corners of the 

village, quietly tell the tale of a flour-
ishing, prosperous past. 

Aside from these large, tangible 
buildings, there’s also the intangible 
side of history—the culture that has 
gradually permeated the Yi people’s 
customs. In Manzhuan, you may no-
tice that some people place coffins in 
their courtyards; this was clearly inher-
ited from the Han custom of placing 
a coffin in the house to invite longev-
ity and good fortune to the elders of 
the household. In addition, people in 
the ancient Six Great Tea Mountains 
region worshiped Zhuge Liang (a his-
torical prime minister from the Three 
Kingdoms, with the courtesy name 
“Kongming”) as a tea ancestor; today, 
it’s still quite common to see people 
making offerings of memorial tablets 
or incense to Kongming, a practice 
that also has its roots in the Han cus-
tom of making ceremonial offerings to 
the ancestors.

While ethnic minority peoples 
have always drunk tea, it is common 
for recent generations to have forgot-

ten their tea ceremonies and culture. 
Lately, as Han Chinese tea culture has 
enjoyed a renaissance and been spread 
more widely, it has become common 
for rural tea growers’ homes to fea-
ture a tea hut, a fusion between a tea 
space and the traditional style of house 
built on raised stilts. Inside, you’ll see 
a tea table and a scroll of calligraphy 
hanging on the wall; even amid the 
simple buildings of a remote country 
village, they’ve created a tea space that 
is set apart from the everyday world, 
brimming with a rich sense of culture. 
In these spaces, you’ll glimpse a ma-
ny-faceted blend of Han tea culture 
and traditional ethnic culture.
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T he word “Yibang” contains a 
never-ending history of the 
tea mountains. Old brand-

name teas, the old streets of the town, 
the collapsed stone tablets by the road-
sides: all these details are etched on 
the labyrinth of time. For many years, 
people had forgotten these mountains 
and rivers, forgotten the tea trees that 
still gently swayed in the breeze as they 
had for hundreds of years. But in more 
recent years, the rising popularity of 
puerh has awakened this long-forgot-
ten ancestral homeland of tea from its 
slumber amid the ancient tea moun-
tains.

The old tea mountain of Yibang 
was once the political, economic, mil-
itary and transportation center of the 
Six Great Tea Mountains. During the 
early to mid-Qing Dynasty (the Qing 
spanned 1644–1911), the imperial 
court received tea as a tribute; most of 
the hundred-plus piculs of Tribute Tea 
was Yibang tea, which brought grow-
ing fame to puerh tea. The Qing gov-
ernment appointed Cao Dangzhai as 
the native official in charge of Yibang, 
and his descendants also inherited lo-
cal official positions, continuing to 
oversee the tea mountains of Yibang, 

Gedeng, Mangzhi and Manzhuan. The 
Cao clan played an influential role in 
the fame of Mount Yibang for almost 
two hundred years.

While Cao Dangzhai was in office, 
people poured into Yibang and Yiwu 
in their thousands, coming from places 
like Sichuan, Jiangxi, Shiping county 
and the Yuanjiang river area, establish-
ing new tea gardens and tea businesses. 
By the middle of the Qing Qianlong 
era (1735–1796), the total area of the 
tea gardens on Mount Yibang had sur-
passed 20,000 mu (around 1,330 hect-
ares), and about 1.5 million kilograms 
of tea leaf was transported out every 
year. More than 3,000 horse caravans 
traversed the Old Tea Horse Road each 
year; the route was packed with a con-
stant stream of traders.

The Qing Qianlong era marked the 
peak of Yibang’s golden age, with the 
population of the tea mountain reach-
ing about 90,000. Planting tea, mak-
ing tea, selling tea: everyone on the 
mountain was busily occupied with 
tea. From all this hustle and bustle, the 
four main tea market towns sprang up: 
Yibang Street, Mangong Street, Man-
zhuan Street and Niuguntang Street. 
Horse caravans carried tea back and 

forth between the towns, a splendid 
sight such as had never been seen be-
fore. But toward the end of the nine-
teenth century, war arrived in western 
Yunnan, and French troops occupied 
major strategic points throughout Xi-
shuangbanna, blocking the puerh tea 
sales channels within and outside the 
region. The Six Great Tea Mountains 
entered a period of decline, and Yibang 
was no exception. By the beginning of 
the Republic of China era in the early 
twentieth century, only 130 or so fam-
ilies were still living at Yibang Street, 
a total population of less than a thou-
sand people.

The large town of Yibang, also called 
“Yibang Street,” was the main center of 
the Yibang tea mountain. During the 
Ming Dynasty (1368–1644) it was 
known as “Mola Yibang (磨臘倚邦),” 
which means “a place with tea trees 
and water wells” in the Dai language. 
It was located high in the mountains 
and was home to people from many 
different ethnic groups. Later, as the 
tea industry declined, the local peo-
ple gradually left, due to factors such 
as disease, unrest between ethnic 
groups and political circumstances 
that made life here harder for them.  

The Yi Village
of Yibang

茶人:  Luo Yingyin (羅英銀)

Old Streets Awaken the Fragrance of Tea
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According Zhan Yingpei’s book, at the 
beginning of the Ming Dynasty, tea 
gardens covered the whole of Yibang, 
and people of various ethnic origins 
including the Dai, Hani, Yi, Bulang 
and Jino peoples all lived there and 
grew tea. Later, under Cao Dangzhai’s 
effective governance, a massive influx 
of people came to the tea mountain, 
and different ethnic communities 
moved in as the tea market grew. The 
tea mountain was an ethnically diverse 
area: on Mount Yibang, aside from the 
Han people who dominated in trade 
and commerce, the Yi people held a lot 
of influence among the ethnic minori-
ty groups, largely thanks to the heri-
tage of Cao Dangzhai, whose paternal 
grandmother was the daughter of an Yi 
chief.

Even today, quite a number of Cao 
Dangzhai’s descendants still live in the 
areas that have relatively large numbers 
of old tea trees remaining, such as Mal-
ishu, Yibang and Mangong Village. 
When the land was redistributed in the 
1980s, much of the tea-growing land 
was returned to them. Malishu, for 
example, only had about twenty fam-
ilies living there, yet the area of the old 
tea garden is around 1,000 mu (about 
330 hectares). Although most of them 
are actually of Han descent, because 
the area belongs to the Xiangming Yi 
Autonomous Region, they are now 
all called “Yi people.” The same ap-
plies to the residents of Yibang Street 
and Mangong. This kind of political 
renaming of people is unfortunately 
common in the area.

Throughout the course of time, 
the tea trees in the Yibang tea region 
constantly intermingled via sexual re-
production, producing many different 
tea tree varieties such as the small-leaf 
mao erduo (貓耳朵, “cat’s ear”) variety, 
the “willow-shaped leaf (柳葉形)” va-
riety and the Yunnan large-leaf variety. 
Yibang specializes in the small-leaf va-
riety. The tea area around Malishu is 
home to the classic mao erduo small-
leaf tea, with old tea trees growing in an 
area of about 100 mu surrounding the 
village. The tea’s delightful fragrance, 
delicate liquor and fresh, lingering fla-
vor have earned it a loyal following in 
the tea market.

Many old tea gardens also remain 
near the villages surrounding Man-
gong. Many of the tea trees grow in-
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termingled with the other forest trees, 
creating a thriving ecosystem. The best 
example of tea trees growing in symbi-
osis with the forest is located around 
four kilometers from Mangong, in the 
Dahei Forest (“big dark forest”), also 
known by the locals as “big-tree forest.” 
As the name suggests, it’s all original 
old-growth forest, full of big old trees. 
The tea area at this location belongs 
to the descendants of governor Cao 
Dangzhai. Walk a short distance from 
their houses and you’ll come upon the 
historical Old Tea Horse Road—it re-
ally gives you a sense of this area’s long 
history. The tea route of a century ago 
still criss-crosses the land, albeit very 
different in appearance than it once 
was. You can imagine the horses and 
hear their bells on the wind.

The erstwhile glory of the tea 
mountain lies buried deep in the old 
tea town of Yibang Street; after years 
of war and the repeated ravages of fire, 
it’s just possible to spot some traces 
of ancient history in the foundations 
of the stone stelae by the streetsides. 
These days, the appearance of the old 
street is changing, just like on the oth-
er tea mountains: new, multi-story 
buildings are springing up and gradu-
ally replacing the old wooden houses. 
But because Yibang has some notable 
differences from other tea mountains, 
it also carries the weight of tea history 
and culture. Coming back to visit ev-
ery year prompts a different emotional 
reaction each time; it’s heartening to 
see new life springing up, but sad to see 
traces of cultural history disappearing. 

Hundreds of years ago, the tea trees 
gave life to puerh, sending it out from 
Yibang to flourish in the world. Over 
the centuries, these old trees have con-
tinued to grow and to nourish the peo-
ples who dwell on the mountain. From 
Yi people who absorbed the Han cul-
ture to Han people who became iden-
tified as Yi, all the people living on this 
mountain were born to a life of tea.
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F lipping open a history of puerh 
tea, we read that Manzhuan 
was ranked first among the 

Six Great Tea Mountains during the 
Qing Daoguang era (1820–1850). 
Books such as the Addendum to 
the Compendium of Medical Herbs  
(本草綱目拾遺) by Zhao Xue-
min (趙學敏), Records of Yunnan 
from Mountain to Marsh (滇海虞 
衡志) by Tan Cui (檀萃) and Notes 
of Puerh Tea (普洱茶記) by Ruan Fu  
(阮福) all contain records corroborat-
ing the opinion that “only the moun-
tains on Yibang and Manzhuan pro-
duce the best-tasting tea.” According 
to Yiwu history scholar Gao Fachang, 
“during the mid-Qing dynasty, the tea 
gardens of Manzhuan covered an area 
of 6 square kilometers; by the Qing 
Daoguang era, this had increased to 
26 square kilometers.” The region 
had an annual output of more than 
10,000 piculs (about 500 metric tons) 
and at its peak was home to a popula-
tion of nearly 20,000. Tea merchants 
were traveling to and from Manzhuan 
as early as the Song Dynasty (960–
1279); the many stories that have been 
handed down through the ages, as well 
as the many historical sites in the old 

village, tell us a lot about Manzhuan’s 
status among the ancient Six Great Tea 
Mountains.

In addition to this, there were a 
number of influential families in Man-
zhuan who prospered in the tea busi-
ness, such as the Feng, Wei and Quan 
clans. There was a saying about these 
families that went “three Fengs, four 
Weis and only one Quan.” At face 
value it refers to the surnames of the 
three families, but it has a metaphori-
cal meaning, too. There is a wordplay 
on the meaning of “quan (權),” liter-
ally “power” or “authority,” meaning 
something like “three Fengs, Four Weis 
and a Quan have a unique power or 
skill (in tea-crafting).” The Feng family 
residence had foundation stones more 
than forty meters long; throughout 
the Qing Qianlong (1735–1796) and 
Daoguang eras they were the wealthi-
est family in the area. The tea industry 
not only brought wealth to the area, 
but also raised the level of education 
and literacy. In the Qianlong era, 
Manzhuan already had its own private 
school, which later became a public 
school, which is very unique for that 
time in the region and suggests a de-
gree of affluence.

Manzhuan later suffered the same 
fate as the other old tea mountains: 
several fires and other disasters eventu-
ally sent the tea mountain into decline 
and scattered its inhabitants. After the 
People’s Republic of China was formed 
in 1949, land reforms meant that the 
land became collectively owned by the 
state; later, in the early 1980s, a new 
round of land reforms saw it redistrib-
uted. According to a written record 
by Zhan Yingpei, “During the Qing 
Dynasty (1644–1911), Manzhuan had 
more than ten thousand mu of tea gar-
dens; places such as Manzhuang, Man-
lin, Manqian and Bazong were all once 
major tea villages. Today, Manlin still 
has over a thousand mu of continuous 
old tea gardens, the best preserved in 
all the five tea mountains of Mengla 
county.”

“Modern folk can’t see the moon 
of days gone by; yet the moon we see 
once shone on bygone folk.” Just like 
the moon, the ancient tea trees once 
looked after the mountain folk of cen-
turies ago—they have witnessed villag-
es ebb and flow in the wake of wars and 
economic and societal changes and seen 
the lives of so many human pass the 
way smaller beings lives pass before us. 

The Yi People
of Manzhuan

茶人:  Luo Yingyin (羅英銀)

Old Mountain Turns Over a New Leaf
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The mountain-dwelling residents of 
Manzhuan have also lived through 
many different migrations and dias-
poras. These days, Manzhuan is main-
ly populated by Yi people. There are 
about twenty different villages across 
the mountain; of these, Hongshuihe is 
populated by Yao people, and Manlu 
and Nalongba are Dai villages. Aside 
from these, the rest are all inhabited 
by Yi people who originally migrated 
there from Sichuan, just like the Yi 
people of Xiangming Village.

Manzhuan tea can be considered 
the most strongly flavored of all the 
teas from the Six Great Tea Mountains. 
For hundreds of years, the old tea trees 
have grown outside under the sun; 
those with a discerning eye can tell 
straight away that this tea comes from 
a natural ecosystem and centenarian 
trees. The tea is very dark in color, with 
thin, flat stems; the leaves and buds are 

noticeably different in color. As soon 
as the hot water hits the tea, it’s as if 
the tea stems have come to life: they 
instantly absorb the water and seem to 
“breathe” along with the leaves. The 
stems consist of thick, woody fibers, 
while the leaves are also plump, with 
an oily feel to them. The tea produc-
es a powerful liquor, with a bitter note 
delicately embraced within the sweet, 
smooth liquor. When the sweet liquor 
first enters the mouth, it takes a while 
for it to gradually reveal its unique bit-
ter-sweet flavor.

The old tea trees are scattered 
among the natural ecosystem of the 
mighty mountain, resulting in a 
unique natural fragrance that is highly 
sought after in the market. Agriculture 
was abandoned on the Six Great Tea 
Mountains of Yiwu more than a cen-
tury ago, and after all this time the tea 
trees have matured into “green gold” 

on the mountaintops. In recent times, 
seekers of tea have been venturing into 
the forests of the Six Great Tea Moun-
tains in their search for puerh. The 
long history of the old Manzhuan tea 
area has long since planted sweet mem-
ories in the hearts of Chajin, and most 
hold this place dear.

At the new Mangong Village, 
not far from Xiangming Village, the 
old-growth forest covers most of the 
mountainside. The village is home to 
thirty or so families, but only seven or 
eight of them have old-growth forest 
tea gardens. Deep in the forest, it’s dif-
ficult to harvest the tea leaves from the 
old trees; not only do the harvesters 
have to trek over mountain ridges to 
get there, they also have to climb lad-
ders to harvest the leaves, then carry 
twenty kilograms of fresh tea leaf back 
down the mountain each day at sunset. 
According to the tea garden owners, 
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this amount of leaf takes six workers 
one day to harvest and only produces 
four kilograms of finished tea. 

As the price of the tea rose, the tea 
farmers living deep in the mountains 
at Manzhuan gradually became pros-
perous. In the early days, if they made 
some tea to gift to their relatives, it of-
ten wouldn’t meet with a very enthu-
siastic reception; what everyone really 
wanted was cured pork. But times have 
changed, and now those far-off rela-
tives aren’t interested in meat; instead, 
what they really hope for is tea.

Halfway up the mountain, just 
outside the new Mangong Village, an 
old Yi-style wooden house nestles into 
the hillside, looking out at the green 
forest. Alongside the main room used 
for sun-drying tea is a field of fragrant 
flowers, spotted butterflies fluttering 
freely all around. Drinking tea here 
brings a feeling of relaxed, carefree joy. 

The wooden roof beams are decorated 
with simple yet beautiful carvings; on 
today’s tea mountains, it’s rare to meet 
a tea farmer who has preserved an 
old-style house like this. According to 
the owner of the house, Pu Jiancheng 
(whose surname, 普, is the same char-
acter that features in “puerh tea” and 
is the most common Yi surname), 
more than a decade ago he was very 
fond of this house, which belonged 
to a wealthy village resident. When he 
learned the old owner was planning to 
knock it down and build a concrete 
house, he hurriedly bought some con-
struction materials and moved it to 
his tea land to renovate it. The house 
keeps him warm in winter and cool in 
summer—plus, he was able to fulfill 
his childhood dream. Inside the house, 
there is a musical instrument hang-
ing on the wall—a sanxian qin (三弦
琴), a sort of three-stringed lute with 

a long neck. It was part of his wife’s 
dowry when she came over from Jia-
bu to marry him. The sanxian qin is 
a traditional musical instrument of the 
Yi people, and whenever the village 
celebrates a marriage or a festival, they 
play the qin and dance the “three-step” 
dance; it always makes for a joyous 
occasion, full of entertainment and to-
getherness. And with that, I shall leave 
you with this happy scene, brimming 
with local culture; may it linger before 
your eyes before slowly fading away 
into the mountains, just like the sweet 
aftertaste of a sip of tea. 
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T he Jino people, also spelled 
“Jinuo,” get their name from 
the Jino Mountains (基諾

山), the main area where they live. 
Geographical records from the Qing 
Dynasty (1644–1911) call this area 
“Mount Youle,” so during the Qing 
Dynasty the Jino people were mostly 
called Youle. The Jino people mainly 
live in Jino Township, in the vicin-
ity of Jinghong city in the Xishuang-
banna Dai Autonomous Prefecture 
in Yunnan. Aside from the majority 
who live in the town itself, the rest live 
scattered throughout the surround-
ing mountainous area. The Jino peo-
ple are known for their lively energy 
and enthusiasm. Small in number but 
highly cohesive, the Jino people lived 
life on the ancient tea mountain of 
Youle with their own distinctive style. 
They were skilled in singing and danc-
ing, weaving and farming, and lived 
for centuries in harmony with Tea and 
Nature as a shining example for all 
people worldwide of balance and sus-
tainability.

“Jino (jinuo, 基諾)” is the Jino peo-
ple’s own name for themselves, which 
means “following the maternal un-
cle.” They have been called “the peo-
ple who honor maternal uncles”; this 
is likely because when they first set-
tled in the Jino Mountains area, they 
were a matrilineal society; this meant 
that relatives on the mother’s side were 
particularly respected. The Jino people 
have traditionally practiced an ani-
mistic religion, believing in spirits of 
Nature, with the sun at the center of 
their faith. The sun holds deep impor-
tance for them, and sun symbols can 
be found on many of the items they 
use, from clothing to musical instru-
ments. Because of this, embroidered 
sun motifs are a common sight on the 
Jino people’s garments and accesso-
ries, such as their vests and backpacks. 
Then there are the sun drums, sacred 
musical instruments played at festivals 
and ceremonies—the sun-drum dance 
is considered the most representative 
dance of Jino culture. Aside from this, 
another Jino tradition is that grown 

sons may only live to the west of their 
father’s house; when the father passes 
away, after twelve days, the son may 
move to the east of his father’s house—
the side of the rising sun. This is an ex-
pression of respect for one’s elders. All 
these facets of the Jino people’s lives, 
from what they wear to where they 
live, reflect their deep reverence for the 
sun.

Jino women are skilled weavers, and 
weaving can often be seen in progress 
throughout the township. Jino men 
like to wear wide-legged pants made 
from a fairly thick fabric; apparently 
this is to withstand the wear and tear 
of daily work and activity. Jino wom-
en can often be seen wearing striped, 
pointy triangle-shaped hats—a very 
unique style. As the Jino Mountains 
are home to large swathes of bamboo 
forest, the Jino people are skilled at 
crafting with bamboo and have devel-
oped several types of bamboo musical 
instruments, which lend a rich array 
of tones to their traditional folksongs. 
(We always dance when visiting!)

The Jino people

茶人:  Yan Jie (顏婕)

Warm as the Sun
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Each year on the sixth of Febru-
ary, the Jino people celebrate the “Iron 
Forging Festival,” which they call the 
“Temaoke (特懋克) Festival,” a series 
of festivities that lasts seven days and 
seven nights. The Temaoke festival 
marks the eve of the spring seed-sowing 
period—before the tilling begins, the 
elders will tell the whole village which 
crops to plant. This is the Jino people’s 
equivalent of the Spring Festival—the 
Jino people we spoke to told us that 
in 1979, the government changed the 
date of the festival to the ninth of July, 
and it wasn’t until the 1990s that they 
officially changed it back to February 
sixth. Today, it still remains an import-
ant festival for the Jino people. 

Although their population is not 
large, the Jino people have a rich and 
well-preserved culture, and there’s a 
strong sense of unity in the village. 
On the first and third Sundays of ev-
ery month, they hold a “Jino Moun-
tain Market Day,” where they gather 
at the premises of the local township 
government and set up a hundred 

market stalls, with the participants all 
wearing traditional dress. It’s a way of 
representing their unique culture and 
local specialty products to the outside 
world and attracts many visitors from 
the Jinghong city area and the neigh-
boring towns, as well as tourists from 
other provinces. It’s a noisy, lively oc-
casion, and has been quite effective in 
promoting the Jino people’s fascinat-
ing culture to the wider world. 

Living among the tea trees, the 
customs of the Jino people are deeply 
intertwined with tea. It’s said that tea 
has been grown and drunk on the Jino 
Mountains for more than a thousand 
years, and the people here still prac-
tice some simple, age-old tea drinking 
customs. The Jino people eat soft tea 
shoots as a cold dish, similar to a salad, 
and they also use roasting and boiling 
methods to brew tea for sharing and in 
ceremony.

Today, as the puerh tea market con-
tinues to grow, the Jino people living 
on the ancient tea mountain of Youle 
have benefited from its evolution. 

Once, the Jino people only sold raw 
tea leaf, but as Han tea merchants from 
outside the region established a pres-
ence, the Jino gradually learned puerh 
tea processing techniques, and Mount 
Youle gradually gained a shining rep-
utation for its tea. In recent years, the 
local government in the township has 
been working hard to revitalize the tea 
industry, holding training workshops 
on tea processing in various locations. 
In today’s puerh tea market, Mount 
Jino old-growth tea has gradually 
pulled ahead of the crowd, bringing a 
welcome boost to the livelihoods of the 
Jino people. 

40



茶
山之

首

41

T he tea mountain of Youle was 
often ranked first among the 
Six Great Tea Mountains. 

In the Yuan Dynasty (1279–1368), 
Li Jing wrote in Records of Yunnan, 
“There are six tea mountains. The first 
is Youle, the second is Mangzhi, the 
third is Gedeng, the fourth is Yibang, 
the fifth is Manzhuan and the sixth 
is Mansa.” In addition, the General 
Annals of Yunnan record that in the sev-
enth year of the Yongzheng era (1729), 
a brick wall was built at Mount Youle 
and a government sub-prefect was sta-
tioned there along with 500 soldiers. 
The sub-prefect had jurisdiction over 
a vast territory, stretching 377 kilo-
meters to the east, into modern-day 
Laos; around 300 kilometers west to 
the border with Menglian County; 47 
kilometers to the south, reaching the 
border of Cheli; and around 220 kilo-
meters north to Simao. According to 
Zhan Yingpei’s book The Ancient Six 
Great Tea Mountains of Chinese Puerh, 
“In his book published in 1886, Brit-
ish author Clark noted that the East 
India company had Chinese tea rep-
resentatives stationed in Darjeeling 
and Calcutta to oversee the tea pro-
duced in Yibang and Mount Youle.” 
So, there are records of the puerh tea 
from Mount Youle stretching back a 
long time.

In the early days, the ancient tea 
mountain of Youle enjoyed a period 
of splendid prosperity, yet on today’s 
puerh tea market, its name remains 
fairly obscure, only surfacing once in 
a while. This begs the question: what 
caused the decline of this once-flour-
ishing tea mountain? Why is it that 
today, one of the ancient Six Great Tea 
Mountains of Yiwu, which can right-
fully lay claim to all those much-loved 
marketing phrases that make for a 
high-priced tea—old-growth tea trees, 
natural, ecological—no longer has a 
place at the tea table?

The tea mountain on Youle is lo-
cated within the territory of Jino 
Township in the Jinghong city area of 
the Xishuangbanna Dai Autonomous 
Prefecture. According to tea histori-
ans Gao Fachang and Zhan Yingpei, 
Mount Youle was home to the Jino 
people; a thousand years ago, they were 
already planting tea on the banks of the 
Buyuan River (also called the Xiaohei 
River). During the mid-Ming Dynasty 
(sixteenth century), the tea gardens on 
Mount Youle covered an area of more 
than 4,000 mu (around 266 hectares), 
and by the end of the Ming Dynasty 
(1368–1644), Han Chinese merchants 
were already coming to the mountain 
to purchase tea. Due to its proximity 
to the Lancang River (the upper reach-

es of the Mekong that flows through 
Southeast Asia), river transport was 
very convenient, with various South-
east Asian countries easily reachable via 
a downriver journey. On the opposite 
bank of the Lancang was the admin-
istrative division of Cheli; in a bid to 
consolidate the borders and take con-
trol of Cheli, the Qing government ap-
pointed the sub-prefect and built the 
wall here, aiming to turn the town into 
a strategic outpost for southern Yun-
nan. But due to years of continuous 
resistance and rebellion from the Dai 
people, plus the spread of malaria, the 
troops were unable to defend the area, 
and in 1735 (the thirteenth year of the 
Yongzheng era) the Youle sub-prefect 
was relocated to Simao. From then on, 
the tea mountain of Youle gradually 
fell into decline. 

During the Republic of China era 
(1912–1949), conflict arose between 
ethnic groups surrounding the buy-
ing and selling of tea, and the Jino 
people banded together with other 
ethnic minority groups in a stand-
off against the Han tea merchants of 
Yibang. The government sent troops 
to suppress this uprising, and the local 
residents fled the area, which sent the 
tea mountain of Youle into thorough 
decline from a human perspective. The 
tea trees, of course, thrived and grew.  

The Jino
 Mountains

茶人:  Luo Yingyin (羅英銀)

First Among the Six Great Tea Mountains
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After the People’s Republic of China 
was established, the land reforms of 
the 1950s transferred all land into col-
lective state ownership, and the Mount 
Youle tea mountain gradually began 
to develop according to governmental 
planning. 

In the 1960s, educated urban 
youth were sent to rural areas for 
“re-education,” and troops were sta-
tioned at the border. Because the Jino 
mountains were situated in a low-lat-
itude and low-altitude area and were 
close to Jinghong city, they were easy 
to reach, so state-run farms were estab-
lished there to grow large quantities of 
rubber. In 1979, the Jino people (who 
at the time were know by the name 
“Youle”) were officially “discovered” by 
the government authorities and recog-
nized as one of China’s ethnic minority 
groups. Because of this, Mount Youle 
of the Six Great Tea Mountains gained 
a new name: “Mount Jino (基諾山)” 
(or “Jinuo,” according to the standard 
pinyin spelling). This created some 
confusion on the tea market and had 
an impact on tea sales.

When the free market economy 
came along in the 1980s, the land was 
redistributed once again. Since Mount 
Jino is so close to Jinghong, its eco-
nomic growth relied on demand from 
the city, so the area naturally began to 
move away from crop farming. Two 
thousand years ago, people were only 
concerned with feeding themselves 
and surviving; since planting rice was a 
good way to fill one’s stomach, during 
that period everyone was focused on 
farming the flatlands. As the price 
of rubber rose, the Jino people start-
ed planting large quantities of rubber 
plants on the mountainsides that used 
to be planted with tea. Later, the price 
of tea rose, so everyone went back to 
planting tea again. Row after row of 
tea terraces were set into the green hill-
sides, and more tea trees were planted 
beneath the rubber trees. When you 
arrive at Mount Jino, glance around 
at any of the surrounding hillsides and 
you’ll see alternating slopes of rubber 
plantations and tea terraces, or else 
tea plants crouching beneath the rub-
ber trees, searching for some sunlight. 
With tea trees and rubber plants grow-
ing intermingled like this, not only is 
the tea plants’ ability to photosynthe-
size inhibited by the insufficient sun-
light, but the sulfur used in cultivating 

rubber plants also impacts the quality 
of the tea. This has had a significant 
impact on the tea industry in Mount 
Jino.

If you continue up the mountain, 
at around 1,000 meters you’ll emerge 
from the rubber forests, and at an al-
titude of about 1,200 meters you’ll 
finally catch sight of the old-growth 
tea trees, their brilliant buds swaying 
in the breeze. There are around 2,000 
mu (133 hectares) of old tea trees 
growing around the villages of Longpa 
and Balai, mainly concentrated around 
Longpa (also known as Yanuo in the 
Jino language). At Xiaopuxi, the high-
est of all the tea areas at 1,320 meters, 
the tea trees grow in a wonderful nat-
ural environment, while the Lüdeshan 
tea area is a designated old-growth for-
est conservation zone. Aside from these 
main areas, there are smaller numbers 
of old tea trees growing at Situ, Luote 
and Luoke.

Because the Jino Mountains are low 
altitude and relatively far south, they 
produce the most robust and strongly 
flavored tea of all the ancient Six Great 
Tea Mountains. Because the tea trees 
here tend toward the Yibang small- 
and medium-leaf varieties, the liquor 
is vigorous yet with a certain smooth 
gentleness to it. Sipping the old-
growth tea from Xiaopuxi in the gentle 
spring breeze, the tea is slightly bitter 
on first taste, but the bitter flavor grad-
ually grows with each steeping. The 
aftertaste is slightly astringent, giving 
way to a faint hint of sweetness. As the 
bitter and astringent notes resolve into 
sweet, the fragrance of the tea is ever 
present, forming the core melody of 
the tea.

Prior to 2013, the tea growers of 
Jino mainly sold raw, unprocessed 
leaf; later, they gradually learned how 
to pan-fire the leaf themselves. In re-
cent years, the local government of the 
township has been putting a lot of ef-
fort into invigorating the tea industry, 
holding tea-making workshops in var-
ious locations. In 2015, they also held 
a tea competition in the village, which 
the Xiaopuxi old-growth tea won. This 
same tea was entered in the Yiwu tea 
competition the following year and 
placed third, raising the profile of Jino 
old-growth tea considerably.

Following the historical trail of tea, 
our group set foot on the mountain 
once known as “Youle,” first of the Six 

Great Tea Mountains. Entering the old 
tea area of Yanuo, sightseeing pathways 
ran uphill through the tea gardens, 
heading ever skyward. The tea area is a 
joyful paradise for tiny creatures, with 
spiders, colorful ladybugs and other 
little bugs hopping to and fro between 
the tea trees. Natural scenery greets the 
eye on every side, though the tea trees 
of varying sizes are planted slightly too 
close together, which stifles the airflow 
somewhat and has an impact on the 
growth of the trees.

The next day we visited Xiaopuxi, 
a small village of only fifty families 
on the mountaintop opposite Yanuo. 
Along the path to Lüdeshan, we sniffed 
the fresh scent of the old-growth forest 
and gazed around at the tea trees grow-
ing in symbiosis with the forest, dap-
pled sunlight filtering down through 
the gaps between the leaves. When we 
first caught sight of the towering old 
tea trees standing amid the green of the 
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forest, we all gasped in unison. In this 
forest there is a stretch of several hun-
dred old tea trees that are particularly 
lush and exuberant; the head of the 
village, Bai Chunguo, told us that this 
tea area collectively belongs to the peo-
ple of the village. However, in 2006, 
a group of Han people from Shiping 
came to claim this patch of tea land, 
unearthing the ruins of a stone tablet 
that evidently proved their forefathers 
had lived here in the past and had 
planted these tea trees a hundred years 
ago. So when the trees were leased out, 
they received half the profits from the 
tea.   

In the early days, the presence of 
tea trees brought commercial activity 
to the ethnic minority peoples of the 
mountains, but along with the poten-
tial for economic gain came disputes 
over who had rights to the land. Dom-
inant groups pushed others out, or 
entire ethnic communities collectively 

migrated from place to place following 
the ebb and flow of the tea market. 
Nowadays, with tea prices at a high, 
the leasing of tea trees has once again 
brought out this episode of history 
from its dusty place on the shelf.

As the setting sun grows low in 
the sky, the sound of drums rumbles 
across the mountainside from Yanuo 
on the opposite peak, breaking the 
tranquility of the forest. It turns out 
it’s coming from the Douji tea compa-
ny’s tea processing facilities. The facto-
ry owners established a tea harvesting 
site here back in 2005 and were one 
of the few puerh tea companies that 
taught tea processing techniques to the 
mountain-dwelling people in the early 
days. Every year after the early spring 
tea harvest is done, they hold a cele-
bration with traditional Jino songs and 
dancing. This is a marvelous time to 
visit and share in the joy for Nature’s 
return. (You may even start dancing!)

The echo of traditional folk music 
can still be heard throughout the hills. 
In 2006, the Jino Big Drum Dance 
made it onto China’s first-ever list of 
national intangible cultural heritage, 
and a traditional Jino musical instru-
ment, a percussive instrument made 
from bamboo tubes called a “qike (奇
科),” is classified as a prefecture-level 
item of intangible cultural heritage 
designated for preservation. The danc-
ers wear traditional costumes that they 
make themselves, their colorful figures 
swaying to the music against the back-
drop of the green hillsides. The sun 
drum is a driving force of their culture; 
thanks to the flourishing puerh mar-
ket, we can once again catch a glimpse 
of the vitality of these mountain-dwell-
ing people, blazing with all the energy 
and warmth of the sun itself.
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茶人: Frédéric Ballario 

Terroir: The Voice of The Land

T he leaf is the tree’s expression 
of its relationship with its envi-
ronment” is a sentence you 

might be familiar with since you are 
holding this magazine in your hands, 
and it is definitely a great way to express 
the concept of Terroir. “Terroir” is a 
French word which has no equivalent 
translation in any other language. The 
Latin root of the word comes from 
“territorium,” which has the notion 
of terrain or territory as central to its 
meaning. Terroir has historically been 
associated with wine and wine culture, 
which is what gives me an ounce of 
qualification, and desire, to share with 
you about this subject. I was born and 
raised in Champagne, France and have 
had a relationship with the Vitis vinif-
era grape species (from which wine is 
made) and its fermented beverage for 
many decades. It has been my unique 
way of supporting myself; starting on 
the consumer side, then moving into 
the commercial production (i.e., wine-
making) and now the agricultural part 
of growing the grapes here in Califor-
nia. I did not choose wine. Wine chose 
me. So, to use a language you Chajin 
might understand better: Wine is my 
Dao.

How is that relevant to Tea, you 
might ask. About ten years ago Tea in-
vited Herself into my bowl and along 
the way has shown me the common-
alities She shares with wine culture on 
many levels—perhaps especially when 
it comes to Terroir. In other words, Tea 
is helping my Wine, and Wine is help-
ing my Tea.

The term “terroir” was reportedly 
used for the first time in writing in 
1863. This, as you know, doesn’t mean 
terroir did not exist before, as a con-
cept or in reality. And even now, there 
is not a single, official definition of 
the term—one can find many slight-
ly different ones. The notion is that of 
geographic origin and of typicity, the 
uniqueness of the gustatory (and, in 
tea, energetic) attributes of the “prod-
uct.” The concept can apply to many 
different types of agricultural “prod-
ucts”: plants, produce and animals. I 
know that many of you reading this 
might be vegetarian or vegan, but Pou-
let de Bresse (a type of fancy French 
chicken) and Kobe beef of Japan are 
two examples of Terroir as applied to 
animals. Cheese is another product 
where Terroir can be important. The 
soil composition and climate of an 

area will influence which specific grass-
es grow, on which the cows or sheep 
or goats of that region will graze, and 
their milk will be unique to that re-
gion and carry that typicity. Humans 
who collect that milk and turn it into 
cheese, helped by the local microor-
ganisms and bacteria, will give birth to 
distinct cheeses (more than 400 differ-
ent ones in France alone).

Another attempt to define ter-
roir is to state that it is the delimited 
geographic space, defined by a hu-
man community that during its his-
tory builds a distinct set of cultural 
traits, knowledge and practices based 
on a system of interactions between 
the natural environment and human 
factors. This applied knowledge cre-
ates an originality to its products and 
confers a typicity that allows products 
from this geographic space to be recog-
nized. In other words, it is the unique 
combination of factors—such as the 
soil composition (geology and pedol-
ogy), topography (inclination, ori-
entation), weather or climate (which 
includes temperature, humidity, heat, 
frost, snow and ice, rainfall, wind 
conditions, local fauna and microbi-
ology) and specific plants (species).  
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For this month, we have a beautiful, insightful and inspiring article on terroir, which is a wine 
term that has since become very important in the tea world as well. Coming from Champagne, 
France and with a lifetime of experience in the wine industry, Frédéric Ballario has a brilliant 
perspective to offer us on this topic. The more deeply we understand that a place and its tea are 
one and the same, the more we recognize how important environmental awareness is.

If you would like to contribute some writing to Voices from the Hut or have an idea for an inter-
esting topic,  email: voicesfromthehut@gmail.com. We cannot wait to read all the exciting articles 
to come!
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Terroir may also include the communi-
ty of humans who have inhabited that 
area over many generations and have 
developed the intimate knowledge of 
cultivating and processing the prod-
uct. All of these factors align so that 
the final product reveals its uniqueness 
through its consumption, provides joy 
and pleasure (or even more), and per-
haps also sustains the local community 
economically.

To provide an example related to 
tea, one could transfer the plant mate-
rial of Wuyi, for example, take it to an-
other high-quality tea-growing region 
somewhere else on the planet (as has 
actually been done), and one will not 
be able to recreate the uniqueness and 
magic of an authentic Yancha. And 
this is true with all types of teas that 
have gained recognition among the tea 
farmers, producers, professionals, con-
noisseurs and Chajin over the course of 
generations. Take any part of the ter-
roir equation away and the result is not 
the same. Tea is its terroir.

The soil and its structure is carried 
in the plant. In wine, a chalky soil can 
bring focus, thinness and length. A 
more clayish soil will bring width, vol-
ume and power. A trained taster will 
recognize the voice of a known area/
soil and will not be fooled. A central 
idea in terroir that, unfortunately, is 
often misunderstood, forgotten, ig-
nored or denied is that terroir is not 
something that can be reproduced. 
One can only develop intimacy with a 
piece of land and learn to dance with 
it, searching for its unique expression 
and balance, which means not show-
ing up with pre-choreographed moves.

A Terroir is revealed, not imposed. 
The specific equation is unique to 
each site. It takes humility to under-
stand that—an ability to let go of 
how one wants things to be and to 
let Nature communicate with you. It 
doesn’t mean that one cannot inno-
vate or explore uncharted territories. 
There are many examples of modern 
pioneers who have given a gift to the 
wine world with a new, authentic ex-
pression of a region in only one gen-
eration. Then, future generations will 
need to diligently carry the torch and 
keep fine-tuning the farming and pro-
cessing techniques. This is a long-term 
process that, alas, often clashes with 
the current need for quick returns on 

investment and near-immediate grati-
fication.

We could keep exploring the tech-
nical and scientific aspects of terroir, 
investigating deeply into granitic, 
chalky or marly soils and their forma-
tion, talking about drainage, bedrock, 
slopes and pluviometry (the science 
of rainfall). We could also discuss the 
role of irrigation and dry farming, or 
the influence of water bodies such as 
rivers, lakes, bays or oceans. We could 
praise the merits of reasonable yields, 
the benefits and drawbacks of winds, 
levels of humidity, species and clones 
or even how global warming is affect-
ing terroir... You get an idea of how 
deep this can all lead. There are an in-
finite number of fascinating roads for 
exploration in this aspect of terroir, 
which we could geek out on for days. 
However, since Chajin also love the 
more intimate and introspective aspect 
of Tea, I’ll make an attempt to explore 
terroir from that angle as well. 

Terroir in tea is the unique voice 
you hear through the sight, smell, 
touch and overall feeling when sipping 
a Tea. Like humans, each tea is unique. 
As one spends time studying, tasting 
and sharing tea of different origins, one 
becomes more fluent in that language. 
You can recognize the voice of a place. 
There is a lucid and intellectual aspect 
to that relationship, but terroir can also 
take us on a path of silence, revelation 
and mystery. You can ponder the fact 
that this sip you’re taking and the mes-
sage that comes with are is the result 
of billions of years of geological evo-
lution, for example. What it took for 
the specific soil of a site to be what it is 
right now is quite mind-boggling; add 
to that the time it took for life to even-
tually develop into the form of a plant, 
then to speciate in such a way that it 
offered something to humans, enter 
into a relationship with humans and, 
over countless generations, become a 
staple for the community and a trea-
sure to the world. And in the case of 
tea and wine, we have plants that even 
took on a medicinal and spiritual role 
through ceremony, ritual and religion. 

As I have taken on the practice of 
studying and intellectually relating to 
Tea, as well as the daily personal rit-
ual of drinking in silence and serving 
tea in ceremony, I have noticed that 
on some occasions when tasting a tea 
with all my senses that I am taken to a 

place that seems beyond mind. I look 
back on the many times when, even 
among wine “practitioners” who usu-
ally do not value silence and stillness 
as an essential part of the experience, 
I have been taken to that place where 
time stops, the floor under you drops 
but you don’t fall, and all questions 
vanish—where the movements slow 
all the way down, and all you can hear 
might be that fly that got trapped in 
the room or the sound of the kettle 
maintaining the boil. In such mo-
ments, we distinctly recognize the 
beauty, the incredibly precise and lay-
ered complexity, the profundity, the 
evidence of a scent or of a texture on 
our palate. We may taste the structure 
of that soil, the amount of sunshine (or 
lack thereof ), the brutal cold wind on 
those last few days before harvest, the 
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struggling of the plant from lack of wa-
ter or that miraculous rain that came 
late and carried the fruit or the leaves 
to that perfect maturity. Sometimes 
we feel the care and love of those who 
planted and then cared for those trees 
or vines, which were then passed on 
to the next generation, over and over, 
and of those who processed the fruit at 
the end of a back-breaking season in 
the fields or spent the night processing 
the precious leaves performing the sha 
qing. And let’s not forget the countless 
insects and animal species that con-
tribute to the balance of those sites. 
When all those conditions mysterious-
ly meet in a drop of a liquid, when the 
architecture of that drop is so perfect 
and solid that it stays with you for days 
in parts of your being that you can’t lo-
cate, then the terroir has spoken. And 

once you hear the voice of a place, you 
will never forget it.

All Cliff Teas taste different, yet 
they will carry a commonality that 
will be familiar. You will recognize 
that voice. Another important charac-
teristic is that Terroir transcends time. 
It is present in a leaf or a bottle in its 
youth and will transform, evolve and 
carry the liquid through the decades. 
One could lament the speculation that 
leads those finer examples of ancient 
teas and wine to fetch insanely inde-
cent prices. And yet, behind the lure 
of profit, there is a genuine fascination 
from humans with those staples that 
carry the magic of Terroir. The one-
in-a-billion conditions that it took 
to create that unique combination is 
somehow felt and heard by all sharing 
that moment. When Terroir speaks in 

its purest form, the incredibly chatty 
and busy human mind becomes quiet 
and peaceful. The quest, the striving 
stops…for a moment, anyway. Ter-
roir is the voice that chants Nature’s 
mantras—each mantra, or leaves, or 
bottle revealing the absolutely true and 
distinct story of a certain place, at a 
certain time. And when that Truth is 
heard, it heals the human heart.



templation of the dance of the trees swaying in the breeze, 
savoring the smell of the fallen leaves after a spring rain or 
hugging a beech tree and simply feeling its presence—con-
necting my heart with the Great Spirit that lives in the forest 
and in everything on this wonderful planet Earth.

During my first tea ceremony of the first retreat we host-
ed at Casa Cuadrau, I felt as if all of my previous experiences 
in Nature suddenly came to life within me. At that moment, 
my spirit connected with that of the plant and I suddenly 
felt rooted and yet free at the same time. I felt that I could 
be firm and flexible at the same time. I understood why the 
trees of the forest dance and what they want to tell us with 
their dances. That day, Tea spoke to me. She told me that 
the miracle of life and of Mother Nature—that same miracle 
that I glimpsed in my adventures in the mountains—was 
in that same bowl and in everything that surrounded me 
at that moment. She showed me, through the hands of our 
dear teacher Wu De, how we can make from something sim-
ple and ordinary something absolutely extraordinary. Since 
then, this has been a central part of our lives and practice 
here. The rest is history, as they say.

I    feel very honored to have the privilege of introducing 
myself and sharing with all of you a journey that began 
in the summer of 2014. At that time, my partner Katya 

and I were navigating the first steps in our project, Casa 
Cuadrau—a yoga, art and Nature retreat center in a majestic 
corner of the Spanish Pyrenees. Katya and I met in 2012 at 
a yoga and meditation teacher training in South India. We 
had both been on our own pilgrimages of personal growth 
for a few years at that point, and we found our journeys were 
very similar. 

That same summer, in 2012, Katya and I opened the 
doors of our home to the public for the first time to of-
fer yoga retreats, meditation and meditative hiking. We did 
it with great enthusiasm and affection even though many 
obstacles appeared along the way. We tried to view these as 
opportunities or challenges to learn from and continue 
growing. 

Two years later, on a somewhat cloudy day at the end of 
the summer, our friend Antonio Moreno appeared at the 
Casa. Back then, in addition to the retreats, we offered veg-
etarian food to tourists who passed by on their visits to the 
nearby Ordesa y Monte Perdido National Park. That day, 
Antonio and his family ate with us and, at the end of the 
meal, Antonio asked me about the possibility of organiz-
ing a retreat with his tea teacher. “Tea?” I asked in surprise. 
At that time, I had no idea about Cha Dao, but from the 
first moment, the proposal felt very interesting, and Anto-
nio inspired me with confidence. He explained a bit about 
Zen and that the retreat would basically include meditation 
alongside a practice of tea ceremony. I grew more and more 
interested as he expanded upon the idea. That day, I showed 
Antonio the house and we talked about the possibilities, the 
surroundings, in terms of walks through the forest, the near-
by rivers and springs, and so on.

As for tea, I had always liked it. Despite being complete-
ly ignorant on the topic, I was strangely curious about the 
ceremony. The way the monks treat tea really has always in-
trigued me: the care and delicacy with which they serve it 
and the attention they pay to having a simple cup of tea. 

All my life I have felt a deep devotion to Mother Na-
ture, especially towards the mountains. All the important 
moments of my life have been linked in one way or another 
to Her. My parents met on a trek in the mountains. I grew 
up discovering mountains by foot, skis and bicycle. My life 
made sense climbing a cliff, diving into a mountain river, 
sitting high up in a tree, exploring the insides of a cave or 
sliding on my skis between the trees of a snowy forest. I 
often find myself dancing in a forest, absorbed in the con-
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茶人: Daniel Benito, Spain 

Each month, we introduce one of the Global Tea Hut members to you in order to help you get to know more people 
in this growing international community. It’s also to pay homage to the many manifestations that all this wonder-
ful spirit and Tea are becoming as the Tea is drunk and becomes human. The energy of Tea fuels some great work 
in this world, and we are so honored to share glimpses of such beautiful people and their Tea. This month, we would 
like to introduce Daniel Benito.

TeaWayfarer



Do I hold with respect and reverence that 
which is taught me? Do I practice with per-
mission? I am an embodiment of the meth-
ods and ways of honor and truth.

June Affirmation

Center News

We are shooting for a July release date for the 
Seven Genres of Tea online course. (Watch social me-
dia for the exact release date.) This will be a deep dive 
into the world of tea, offering you many road maps to 
explore tea around the world, including the history, 
lore, science, production and ecology of each genre. We 
will also cover specific examples and look into these 
types of tea in terms of Traditional Chinese Medicine, 
ideal brewing methods and seasonal use. This will be a 
classroom-setting course.

We would love to hear more feedback from you 
about the magazine, including topics you would like to 
learn about, what you think of the new “Tea-Views” 
series and any other criticisms you have of the layout, 
design or experience. If you want to write, you can do 
so for the Voices from the Hut section. Even otherwise, 
we very much value your input and want to steer this 
magazine in a way that provides the most value to this 
wonderful community. So, please feel free to use the 
website to reach out! 

We have continued to add some amazing in-
cense products, including sets for making stamped 
incense and some amazing new sticks from a local al-
oeswood shop as well as more Dr. Incense wonders.

Check out the incredible new teas we have from 
Yu San He (余三和). He is a hero of ours. You can read 
all about his ecological gardens and stunning living 
tea in the Clean Tea Extended Edition of the magazine 
from September 2018.

We will have news about our efforts to go com-
pletely green in terms of packaging and our office. Look 
out for new envelopes and tea bags. Also watch our so-
cial media to learn more.

We are stuck in a bit of a Covid-19 bottle-
neck, as so many around the world are. We real-
ly need the help of some respected allies to help 
us make some decisions moving forward, but no 
one can come here nowadays. In the meantime, 
we will continue searching for properties in the 
Miaoli area and show you any promising ones. 

We hope you stay excited for Light Meets 
Life. We want to involve you in the planning 
of what we hope you feel is your Center. The 
more form Light Meets Life takes, the more real 
it becomes. Please contact us with ideas about 
what you envision for the property and for the 
experience at ten-day courses. Perhaps you have 
an idea for a type of course you would like to 
see when we open. Please share your ideas with 
us. We hope to create a whole new calendar and 
curriculum for Light Meets Life. And it is your 
Center, after all!

We are still looking to rent another building 
to store tea and supplies across from our cur-
rent office. This may also open up a single guest 
room for visitors in the future, which would be 
nice to have.

Inside the Hut
Coming Soon to Global Tea Hut Magazine

Wood Firing Classics of Tea

 Bowl Tea IIGongfu Experiments II
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I am respectful



The most well-traveled tea magazine in the world!  
Sharing rare organic teas, a magazine full of tea his-
tory, lore, translations, processing techniques and 
heritage, as well as the spiritual aspects of Cha Dao. 
And through it all, we make friends with fellow tea 
lovers from around the world.

www.globalteahut.org
Tea & Tao Magazine
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