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endless hard work harvest and craft the leaves we appreciate 
so much. Learning about tea increases our appreciation, re-
spect and gratitude for the heritage of tea farmers living and 
ancestral. In this way, I hope and pray this course increases 
your appreciation and respect for tea and tea mastery.

This is the second part of a two-part series on the aborig-
inals of Yunnan. We have never offered back-to-back issues 
before, but if there was ever a topic worthy of such in-depth 
exploration, it is an ethnographic exploration such as this 
one. Not only have these tribes welcomed me personally 
over dozens of trips to Yunnan, offering me some of the 
kindest and most heartwarming hospitality of all my travels, 
but they have stewarded tea wisdom from ancient times. It 
is a wonderful honor to return to Yunnan and introduce 
its peoples to you, especially since most of us cannot travel 
nowadays. Hopefully this two-part series will have many, 
many follow-up issues to learn about and appreciate the 
culture and peoples from the birthplace of all Tea. There 
are many more tribes, villages and tea mountains we didn’t 
have the space to cover in these two issues. In fact, both of 
these issues only cover a part of one of the four large pre-
fectures where tea is grown in Yunnan! There is a lot more 
to explore.

A virtual trip around Yunnan will have to be a poor 
substitute for an Annual Global Tea Hut Trip. But we are 
Chajin, and therefore make the best of our situation, learn-
ing and growing with what is. Hopefully, we can also make 
things better, spreading some kindness and love to others 
and some respect for Nature through our love for Tea. Of 
course, we have another great puerh to drink from the re-
gions we will be exploring together in this issue. Like the 
tea last month, it comes from the actual trips that inspired 
these articles.

I n July, most of us are in the hottest period of the 
year. (Our tea brothers and sisters down under may 
have to adjust their seasonal tea drinking, which is 
actually necessary for all of us based on our local cli-

mate and even day-to-day weather and humidity.) As Tai-
wan is also damp/humid at this time of year, we drink a 
lot of Liu Bao tea, which is great for expelling dampness. 
For the heat, we use green teas, fresh and local in Taiwan, 
as well as young sheng puerh, which is often cooling. In 
some regions of Yunnan, like Feng Qing and Gao Li Gong, 
the old trees have a sour tinge, which is associated with the 
wood element. This can sometimes be the perfect antidote 
to this time of year since the cooling, young green tea is 
great for the heat while the slight wood element means we 
won’t extinguish the fire, especially since we now live in an 
air-conditioned world, which changes things drastically. If 
you are choosing teas for any given day, it is always helpful 
to also consider the temperature in the room you will drink 
tea within as well as the weather outdoors. 

We have two big announcements for this month. The 
first is that the audio book for Tea Medicine will be released 
on Audible and other platforms. This is a very exciting proj-
ect that has taken a tremendous amount of work to com-
plete. Unlike other audio books read by the author or a 
good voice actor, this project instead uses a different tea 
lover from around the world for each chapter (I also read 
a few chapters as well). This exciting idea was due to the 
genius of Erika Houle. Her tireless work on this project is 
so humbling. She really went the extra mile to create a very 
special experience of this book for all of us. It is amazing to 
hear it read by many of you, and brought tears to my eyes. 
If you like to listen to your books, here is a chance to hear 
what it sounds like read by Global Tea Hut members from 
around the world. We are so honored to offer this to you 
and excited for your feedback!

The second big announcement of the month is the re-
lease of the Seven Genres of Tea workshop on our course 
website (www.teahutcourses.com). Our previous courses 
were all related to the practice of Cha Dao and the prepara-
tion of tea. This one is very different, as it is related to the 
study of tea itself, providing the maps you need to begin 
exploring the tea world or to deepen your appreciation and 
understanding of tea if you are already down that road some 
ways. From our perspective, the journey of understanding 
tea should travel from the cup or bowl to Nature. A true un-
derstanding of tea moves into Nature, in other words. That 
can happen by moving outwards and exploring or inwards, 
through the part of our hearts that is one with Nature. 
However, on the way to Nature, there is a lot of heritage, 
history, skill, mastery and devotion in every leaf. The true 
“tea masters” are the farmers whose generations of skill and 

From the editor
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This month, it is worth reading the previous issue, 
or at least skimming through it if you read it re-
cently. There are also the Mensong (March 2018) 
and Lao Banzhang (March 2019), which are more 
tours of Yunnan and its aboriginal peoples. You 
may also want to search for puerh issues on the 
website to further explore this month’s tea.

–Further Reading–

Wu De
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ver the course of this month, we will be sharing 
in another wonderful puerh tea. Like last month, 
this tea was also produced in the course of the 

travels that produced the articles in this issue. This cake 
was a collaborative effort between the Taiwanese tea lover 
who owns the magazine that these articles were first pub-
lished in, Mr. Liang, whom many of you have met on our 
annual trips, and the owner of the Qun Yinghui (群英薈) 
tea factory. Mr. Liang helped in the choice of old-growth 
materials and in the blending and did so while accom-
panying Ms. Luo Yingyin on one of the many trips from 
which the stories, information and photography for this 
issue were created. In this way, we can join in their travels 
in our tea as well as in our reading. 

This cake also allows us the opportunity to explore one 
of the key concepts at the core of puerh production: sin-
gle-region versus blended teas. In order to do that, we need 
to review the four eras of puerh tea production: the Antique 
Era (號級時期), which is anything before the People’s Re-
public of China was founded in 1949, the Masterpiece Era  
(印級時期, 1949–1972), the Chi Tze Era (七子餅時期, 
“Seven Sons,” 1972–1998) and the Newborn Era (新生
時期, 1998 to present). During the Antique Era, puerh 
production was smaller, localized and therefore single-re-
gion. In the Masterpiece Era, production was taken over 
by government-controlled factories that centralized the 
finishing of tea, and the art of blending puerh began. Al-
most all the tea from the Masterpiece and Chi Tze eras 
is therefore blended from various regions. In the early 
1990s, Taiwanese tea lovers started traveling to Yunnan 
to press their own cakes. The fact that they were doing so 
at a very small scale meant that many of these cakes were 
single-region. Also, some of these tea lovers had a lot of 
experience drinking Antique Era cakes and were looking 
to create that magic. Their work set the trends of the next 
era of puerh tea. This means that we have a large selection 
of both blended and single-region cakes, as well as the 
types of debates that accompany fields where people are 
passionate. So which is better?

First, we should admit that strictly speaking all old-
growth puerh is blended. If produced from seed-prop-
agated, old trees, then every tree will be unique. This is 
because tea is a sexual plant. Using cuttings to produce 
plantation tea (台地茶, tai di cha) can result in uniform 
tea, but old-growth gardens are all unique, and really all 
the trees in those gardens are different as well. Nitpicking 
aside, though, the fact is that single-region and blended 
puerh teas both have their charms. Oftentimes, when 
blending is done right, it results in a beautiful balance, 
with one type of tea making up for the weaknesses of the 
other with its own strengths. Blends can also potentially 
be cheaper, as they have less hype and are able to use mao-
cha (毛茶, rough/unfinished tea) that was passed over for 
various reasons. But single-region puerh is also charm-
ing, offering us the chance to understand the profile of a 
region and bring its terroir to our bowl or cup. Both types 
of puerh are great and really just increase the variety and 
wonderful richness of this vast world.

Reverie is a 2011 blend of teas from the Menghai re-
gion, following a close approximation of the types of 
blends that were commonly produced by the Menghai 
Factory in the Chi Tze Era. This one has a very high per-
centage of Bulang tea, which is why we chose it for this 
issue. It also has some Lao Man’e and Bada tea. All of the 
teas used in the blend are old-growth and from eco-ar-
boreal gardens closer to the villages. The blend is solid, 
rich and bold with an incredible patience. You can really 
taste the Bulang tea at the forefront, but there is also some 
sweetness and lightness from the other regions as well. In 
drinking blends, it is also wonderful to contemplate how 
the teas fuse, becoming one tea as they absorb the aro-
mas, flavors and energy of one another. As you age such 
a cake, it becomes very apparent that the teas are grow-
ing closer and closer, and eventually you cannot taste the 
distinct teas in the blend anymore. Watching that happen 
is amazing! Understanding this fusion has many implica-
tions for our study and practice of tea, including storage 
and blending of our own.



Reverie (遐想)

Menghai, Yunnan, China

2011 Sheng Puerh

Bulang Aboriginals
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5/ Reverie (遐想)

Brewing Tips
沖泡技巧 完成好茶

This month, we will be drinking Reverie, a slightly aged puerh blended 
tea from the Menghai region made using primarily Bulang raw material. Being 
compressed, a tea like this will not work too well leaves in a bowl (unless you can pry 
apart individual leaves, maybe defeating the strengths of the blend). For this reason, it 
is better to use a vessel to prepare this tea. We would recommend either gongfu brewing 
or sidehandle if you are pouring into bowls. Gongfu brewing will allow you to really see the 
best side of this tea and open the strengths of the blend up. That said, we had a great morning 
session with this tea in a sidehandle pot as well.

This month, we wanted to talk about understanding the amount of tea that you put in the pot. 
We often get questions about how many grams to use in a session, which is really an impossible 
question to answer without knowing the size of the teapot that a person is using. Before answering 
how many grams of tea to use, we have to ask some other questions first. Are you brewing gongfu, 
sidehandle or using a larger pot? Are you drinking from cups or bowls? And how many people will be 
sharing tea in the session? Like all areas of tea preparation, we think that the road to mastery is individ-
ual and experiential, so experimentation and learning are necessary to develop skill. Sometimes recipes  
result in dependence, or perhaps a lack of desire to explore and cultivate experience.

The first step to developing in tea brewing or any skill is to set down one’s fear of “mistakes.” There 
are no “mistakes” if you are learning—only lessons! Smile at your “mistakes” and learn from them. Give 
yourself permission to play and learn, bend and break your brewing to develop experiential boundaries 
based on your water, your teaware and, ultimately, your taste. Don’t get stuck in method, in other words. 
(These are “Brewing Tips,” after all!) A spirit of experimentation is your ally in tea! 

A general rule of thumb (not a law) is to cover the bottom of the pot lightly so that you can still see 
through the leaves to the bottom of the pot, like the first fall of autumn leaves. You can use this principle 
to develop your experiential understanding of amount of tea. This is just a starting point, but it is some-
thing you can build upon if you are just beginning your tea journey.

Remember also that we brew the tea before us, not the genre. But that doesn’t mean you cannot de-
velop principles regarding types of tea. Take the time to get to know the teas you have a larger stash of. 
Take the time to play with them. If you have several cakes of a particular puerh, for example, understeep 
it, then oversteep it. Then play with the middle ground. Find the perfect amount of tea and add a touch 
more. Sometimes there is more of a difference between the right amount and a bit more, not a better 
or worse—just different. We recommend getting to know a tea before serving it to others (unless the 
gathering is centered around trying new teas, of course). 

The more teas you play with in many ways, including the amount of tea, the easier it will become 
to prepare similar teas well. Without creating rules, you can use your experience with the four younger 
puerh teas as a basis for starting your exploration of new young sheng teas you acquire. As you build 
your experience (drinking lots of teas), these guidelines will grown into confidence and eventually 
skill. In a way, our Tea of the Month is a great way to test your ability to brew any given type of tea 
as you only get a steeping or two to get it right. Many of the teas we share can then be had in larger 
amounts later, should you want to continue working with them or enjoy them. 

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

Ask yourself how you can 
apply what you have learned 
from preparing other young-
er sheng teas like this to the 
brewing of this tea. Also, 
experiment with the 
amount of tea you are 
using in your  pot.

Tea of  the Month
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W elcome to Part II of 
a wonderful and very 
important series of issues 

on the peoples of Yunnan. All too 
often, the indigenous peoples are over-
looked in the study of places around 
the world. As we mentioned in the 
previous issue, a meaningful study of 
Tea’s history, heritage and lore must 
include the many mountain ethnicities 
that have held this herb sacred through 
millennia. All tea was born and raised 
South of the Clouds, in Yunnan, and 
it is the ancestors of this place, these 
people who first discovered, nourished 
and passed on the medicine, joy and 
hospitality found through sharing tea.

The writings chosen in these two is-
sues were collected over a twenty-year 
period of traveling to Yunnan many, 
many times. It is worth noting that 
none of these trips were economical-
ly-driven. In other words, the trips that 
form the basis of the articles in both 
these issues were not tea-sourcing trips. 

This is not the story of tea vendors 
searching through Yunnan for good 
puerh tea to sell back home, which is 
not to say that such a story isn’t worth 
hearing or wouldn’t offer its own in-
sights. However, these are the stories 
of journalists and tea lovers traveling 
to Yunnan to learn, make friends and 
understand puerh tea and the people 
who make it. Yunnanese people are 
incredibly hospitable no matter what 
reason brings you to their village. They 
are kind and will share tea and sto-
ries freely. That said, a journalist will 
take a different path from a tea ven-
dor, spending time in different places, 
perhaps noticing different things and 
asking different questions. When you 
take business off the table, it can open 
doors. Of course, the reverse is true 
as well, and the stories of tea vendors 
searching Yunnan for fine tea are also 
often exciting and rewarding to read. 

We would also like to repeat again 
that we feel the most glaring deficiency 

of these two issues is the lack of locals 
writing from their own perspectives. 
Of course, these ethnographies are 
based upon and include interviews—
twenty years’ worth of them. But we 
do hope to translate some local voices 
in future issues as well, which would 
provide a more holistic approach to 
understanding the peoples of Yun-
nan. The other glaring issue is that our 
travels and study in the region were 
inherently reductionistic as they were 
focused almost exclusively on tea—
production, history, culture and folk-
lore. Of course, there is much more to 
the cultures of these, or any peoples, 
than just tea, though the Leaf does 
play a central part in their economies, 
cultures, history and even religion. 
That said, there is much more research, 
exploration and many more books’ 
worth of culture to understand when 
it comes to these peoples. Each tribe is 
more than rich enough to warrant its 
own book or even series of books.

Introduction

茶人:  Wu De (無的) 

The Journey Continues

旅程
繼續

Yunnanese PeoplesYunnanese Peoples
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11/ Introduction: The Journey Continues

Those of you who have been on our 
Annual Global Tea Hut trips will know 
Ms. Luo Yingyin. She is very kind and 
loves tea so much. She is also one of 
the most knowledgeable tea scholars 
on the planet, with a breathtaking 
breadth of experience and wisdom, as 
well as an encyclopedic understanding 
of all things tea. We are honored to 
share a lasting friendship with her, and 
even moreso to be able to publish her 
work in our magazine. She approached 
these travels out of a love for puerh tea, 
a joy for travel and a deep appreciation 
for her hosts, the Yunnanese mountain 
peoples. She said that these articles are 
a very distant second to the lifelong 
friendships she has made traveling in 

Yunnan. We couldn’t agree more. We 
hope that all of you get the chance to 
visit Yunnan one day and explore these 
rich cultures, places and tea forests for 
yourselves!

There are so many more tribes 
than the ones we are covering in this 
two-part series. We hope to keep ex-
ploring and sharing the journey. In the 
previous issue, we offered a humble 
introduction to the Yao, Yi and Jino 
peoples. In this one, we will do the 
same for the Hani, Bulang and Lahu 
peoples. The aim was to explore ten 
villages or settlements throughout the 
two issues. Last month, we traveled 
through Dingjia, Guafeng, Yibang, 
Manzhuan and Mount Jino. In this 

issue, we will be traveling to Lao Ban-
zhang, Lao Man’e, Zhanglang, Hekai 
and Banpen. In the pages that follow, 
you will see colorful scenes of moun-
tain life; we have also tried to take a 
look behind the pictures and catch a 
deeper glimpse into the lives and cus-
toms of these wonderful mountain 
peoples. May it inspire in you a deeper 
appreciation for those who make the 
tea we adore!

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
古老的茶鄉

Yunnanese PeoplesYunnanese Peoples
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W ith their lively enthusi-
asm, the Hani people 
bring true warmth to the 

tea mountains. They have a deep rever-
ence for Nature and scrupulously fol-
low traditional customs and etiquette; 
tea is the medium through which they 
express their esteem for Nature’s many 
facets. Passing the days on their unique 
sun terraces, the Hani people have 
experienced all the ups and downs of 
life; today, gradually rising tea prices 
have brought an influx of prosper-
ity into the unassuming villages of 
Mount Nannuo and Lao Banzhang. 
These days, the landscape of these vil-
lages changes by the year, with the old 
houses gradually being knocked down 
and the azure roofs of luxurious villas 
rising in their place. Change is the new 
norm here. In this state of flux between 
traditional culture and modernization, 
what other changes are in store for the 
Hani people?

The Hani people (哈尼族) speak 
the Hani language and trace their or-
igins back to the ancient Qiang tribe, 
along with today’s Yi and Lahu peo-
ples. They are known for being lively 
and affectionate, and their cultural tra-
dition permits romantic relations be-
tween young men and women before 
marriage. Entering a Hani village, the 
observant will notice that many of the 
houses have a small cabin built sepa-
rately from the main house—it turns 
out these are couples’ houses, which 
the man’s family would build to give 
young sweethearts a place to stay to-
gether before marriage. Interestingly, 
once a couple is married, the husband 
and wife sleep in separate rooms; in 
traditional Hani houses you’ll notice 
there is a bedroom each for the man 
and woman, and sometimes even indi-
vidual staircases for each spouse.

The Hani people’s faith has a sig-
nificant presence in their everyday 

lives. Their religion is polytheistic and 
mainly revolves around the worship 
of the ancestors and gods of Nature. 
They make offerings at set intervals to 
pray for blessings from protective gods 
such as the gods of the sky, earth, the 
Dragon Tree, the village and the home. 
They also make use of sacrifices and 
magic rituals to hinder and drive away 
supernatural beings that bring illness 
and disasters to humans. The Hani 
also celebrate many festivals connected 
to their religion, with a festival almost 
every month. Among these is one par-
ticularly important ritual, which in-
volves offering sacrifices to the Longba 
Gate (the sacred village gate). Woven 
bamboo objects have a special impor-
tance in their sacrificial rituals, as the 
Hani people believe that bamboo ob-
jects have the ability to protect against 
evil spirits. On the village gates you 
might see handmade bamboo birds, 
the twelve Chinese zodiac animals 

The Hani people

茶人:  Yan Jie (顏婕)

The Fabric of Life

Yunnanese PeoplesYunnanese Peoples



and other animal figures. Today, many 
of the village’s young people don’t re-
member the original significance of 
these bamboo figures that are found 
around the village.

Aside from religious sacrifices and 
celebrations, the Hani people’s unique 
culinary traditions are also a big part 
of their culture. Apart from their fa-
mous rice noodles and glutinous rice 
cakes called nuomi baba (糯米粑粑), 
they’re also partial to many different 
meat dishes accompanied by alcohol. 
The Hani also take the surplus raw 
pork and beef that didn’t get used for 
cooking and smoke-cure it to produce 
a cured meat similar to bacon or a 
unique type of dried meat called “gan-
ba (乾巴),” which they keep on hand 
all year round to offer to their guests.

The Hani people’s buildings are 
constructed in the style of a siheyuan  
(四合院) courtyard house with a wing 
on either side of the central courtyard. 

Each wing has a flat roof built with 
thick logs as its main support. Fine 
sticks and rice straw are interwoven on 
top of this, and then the roof is tamped 
down with a layer of clay (these days 
often replaced with cement) to create a 
platform called a “sun terrace” or “shai 
tai (曬臺).” This is where the Hani peo-
ple sun-dry grain and laundry, where 
they go to cool off and where children 
play and women weave—almost any-
thing that goes on in the village, be it 
work, play or other daily activities, can 
take place on the shai tai, making them 
an important living space for everyone 
in the village.

Tea is also an essential element of 
the Hani people’s lives. Tea is used in 
sacrificial rituals, at festivals, when 
initiating a new house, at funeral cer-
emonies and in many other important 
events. In marriage rituals, when the 
groom visits the bride’s family to offi-
cially ask permission to marry her, he 

has to bring tea, and the bride’s dow-
ry must also contain tea; this symbol-
izes the hope that their lives together 
will be just like tea—the flavor grows 
stronger the longer it brews, with a 
rich, lasting aftertaste. In daily life, 
personal relationships and emotional 
bonds are also intertwined with tea. 
The Hani make friends using tea, and 
to them, serving tea to your guests is a 
sign of great honor and respect.

From the year 2000, the concept 
of terroir gradually became important 
in the puerh tea market—in Chinese, 
this is expressed as “shantou (山頭),” 
literally meaning “mountain top,” 
designating which mountain the tea 
came from and the associated char-
acteristics. Throughout hundreds of 
mountains and thousands of villag-
es, everyone was searching for the tea 
with that special something that stood 
out from the rest. The region is rich in 
tea, so several teas fit the bill perfectly.  

14



15/ The Hani People

One such tea is Lao Banzhang from 
Mount Bulang, whose distinctive, in-
tense big-tree style has commanded 
a lot of attention in the market. Lao 
Banzhang tea prices have risen year 
after year as waves of tea enthusiasts 
continue to seek it out. The small vil-
lage of Lao Banzhang is home to just 
a hundred or so Hani families, about 
five hundred residents in total. With 
the unexpected windfall that the tea 
has brought, their lives and material 
circumstances changed dramatically.

Our Global Tea Hut research team 
has visited Lao Banzhang several times, 
starting in the early 2000s. Before that, 
back in the 1990s, life in the village 
was simple and leisurely; the Hani vil-
lagers appeared contented and unhur-
ried. Once, the village heads even per-
sonally cooked a meal for their guests 
who came from far away in search of 
tea. With the astronomical rise in tea 
prices, one family’s yearly income is 

now enough to buy an apartment in a 
major city—the tea really has become 
“green gold.” The old-style houses with 
their dark wood are being knocked 
down and replaced with stylish villas, 
and the villagers are choosing to wear 
brand-new clothes and shoes instead of 
their traditional dress. Tea has provid-
ed the Hani people with a foundation 
to settle down and make a living, yet 
it’s rare now to hear the enthusiastic 
calls for people to come and drink tea 
that were heard in the early days. Now 
that the people of the mountains no 
longer live in isolation from the rest 
of the world, it was more or less inev-
itable that the tides of change would 
surge through these mountains, too. 
The best we can do is to gather the 
fragments of culture left behind by the 
ancestors after each surging tide and 
carefully piece them back together. As 
we mentioned in the introduction to 
this issue, which is worth re-reading, 

the challenges surrounding prosperity, 
modern amenities and education vis-á-
vis loss of distinct language, tradition 
and culture are very complicated, nu-
anced and challenging to confront. We 
hope the Hani can thrive, prosper and 
grow as a people while maintaining a 
connection to their heritage and tra-
dition, but this will ultimately be for 
them to decide.
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N owadays, Lao Banzhang has 
become synonymous with 
puerh tea. Take any five 

puerh tea cakes available on today’s 
market, and at least one of them will 
almost certainly have the Banzhang 
name stamped on its wrapper. Each 
year when the spring tea is released, 
so is a flood of video clips filmed by 
Internet celebrities on their mobile 
phones showing various aspects of the 
tea-making process at Lao Banzhang: 
harvesting, pan-firing, rolling and so 
on. The tea makers are overwhelmed 
with orders. Tea lovers from all over 
the country arrive in Menghai and set 
out from the town of Menghun, flock-
ing to the village of Lao Banzhang via 
the “Golden Mile” of puerh. They all 
come because of the tea. Why is Lao 
Banzhang tea such a hot commodity 
on the tea market? Why did its prices 
skyrocket so quickly? What is it that’s 
so special about this tea? And for the 
Hani people who live in Lao Ban-
zhang, what sort of changes have they 
experienced as a result of this puerh tea 
goldrush over the past few years?

At the beginning of the year 2000, 
the Menghai tea factory made a spe-

cial batch of Banzhang “Seven Sons  
(七子餅, qizi bing)” puerh tea cakes, 
which were snapped up in record time 
as soon as they went on sale. Even to-
day, Banzhang tea is still guaranteed to 
fetch a solid price on the market. Walk 
into a tea store or stroll around a tea 
market, and you’ll see the Banzhang 
name everywhere you go. In 2008, I 
paid a visit to Lao Banzhang with Tang 
Haibin, the deputy director of the 
Chen Sheng Tea Factory. The head of 
the village, San Pa, personally cooked a 
meal for us—there’s no welcome quite 
like a good meal. Over dinner, he was a 
lively talker, telling us how in the past, 
the villagers of Lao Banzhang used to 
make their livelihood from farming 
livestock and crops; tea prices were 
very low, so their main sources of in-
come were breeding cattle and growing 
corn. When it came to tea, they simply 
harvested some in spring and autumn 
to drink themselves and sold a little to 
supplement their household incomes.

In 2000, a kilogram of Banzhang 
tea sold for just 8 yuan! Over the next 
few years, tea prices rose a little, but the 
biggest surprise for the villagers came 
in 2006, when a tea merchant want-

ed to buy three tons of tea and offered 
them the impressive starting price of 
280 yuan per kilogram. Delighted by 
this unexpected turn of events, the vil-
lagers all busied themselves with pick-
ing, processing and drying tea. In the 
spring of the following year, 2007, the 
same merchant came back to the vil-
lage to buy maocha and straight away 
offered them 900 yuan per kilogram, 
more than three times the previous 
year’s price—though this time he only 
bought a couple of hundred kilograms. 
Based on this, what on earth was going 
on in the wider tea market outside the 
village? Whatever the case, wave after 
wave of tea merchants came to the vil-
lage, frantically buying up the tea; the 
highest price recorded that year was 
the astronomical sum of 1,800 yuan 
per kilogram of tea. The villagers were 
all overjoyed at this unexpected oppor-
tunity.

In 2007, the whole puerh tea 
market normalized somewhat after 
this rapid boom, and Lao Banzhang 
tea prices felt the effects of the slow-
down. By 2008, the tea mountains 
were all but deserted that year when 
we drove up to visit Lao Banzhang.  

The Hani Village
  of Lao Banzhang

茶人:  Luo Yingyin (羅英銀)

The King of Puerh Tea
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We spent a day there and drove back 
down again; we didn’t see a single other 
car of visitors come to see the tea. At 
that time, the Chen Sheng Tea Factory 
had a contract with the villagers that 
gave them sole purchasing rights for 
all of Lao Banzhang’s old-growth tea 
at a guaranteed price; they would buy 
the tea at a set price of 400 yuan per 
kilogram year-round, and both parties 
agreed to uphold the contract for a 
period of five years. At the same time, 
they took a census of the old-growth 
tea trees on the mountain; the whole 
village mobilized for the task and it 
took them nearly a month to come 
to an estimate. They ascertained that 
in the whole village area, there were 
more than 110,000 old-growth tea 
trees with a trunk circumference of 
more than thirty centimeters. In au-
tumn of that year, the Chen Sheng Tea 
Factory completed the construction 
of a tea processing facility for mak-
ing semi-processed maocha from the 

raw leaf they purchased from the tea 
growers. The local county government 
also engaged tea experts to come and 
instruct the villagers in tea processing 
techniques, beginning with pan-firing, 
rolling and sun-drying the leaf. This 
meant that the quality of the maocha 
became more consistent and also al-
lowed for improved hygiene during the 
tea-making process.

Thanks to Lao Banzhang’s glowing 
reputation, tea merchants gradually 
began making pilgrimages to the tea 
mountain and arranged all sorts of 
tea-related cultural exchange activities. 
Little by little, people began to place 
importance on the temperature of the 
pans used to fire the tea leaves in the 
kill-green step; the pao tiao (拋條) 
technique, which involves “tossing” 
the tea to yield a more loosely coiled 
leaf than the typical rolling technique, 
became widely popularized; people 
noted that the drying frames used to 
sun-dry the tea should be tall to aid 

airflow, and so on. By 2014, the price 
of Lao Banzhang tea had climbed to 
8,000 yuan per kilogram, and this 
year it even surpassed 10,000 yuan. If 
we’re talking about tea from particu-
larly large tea trees, or a single-origin 
harvest from a specific tree, then the 
sky’s the limit—the price is whatever 
the individual buyer and seller end up 
agreeing to. The merchants who pur-
chase the tea have become a guarantee 
of the purity of the Lao Banzhang tea 
leaf; nowadays, the road conditions 
are much better, so after personally 
watching the tea be harvested, they 
immediately transport the raw leaf to 
their own familiar facilities for pro-
cessing the very same night. The leaf 
is pan-fired, rolled and hand-sorted 
before being sun-dried the next day to 
make dried maocha. This entire process 
must be completed within twenty-four 
hours to preserve the fragrance and 
“living” quality of the tea—the “spirit 
of the forest.” 
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From only 8 yuan per kilogram in 
the year 2000 to more than 10,000 
yuan a kilogram today, the price of 
puerh tea has increased more than a 
thousandfold in the space of less than 
twenty years. Largely due to the rise of 
the mainland Chinese economy, this 
growth has built the puerh tea industry 
into a mighty mountain, its peak tow-
ering toward the sky. These past two 
decades have also seen big changes in 
Yunnan’s puerh tea industry, from the 
Menghai Tea Factory’s standardized, 
large-scale production of blended tea 
to today’s old-growth tea with a strong 
emphasis on terroir. Tea-making tech-
niques have also evolved from the days 
when the tea growers didn’t know how 
to make tea to today’s model, where 
the tea farmers now mostly sell the raw 
leaf and the tea merchants have a good 
grasp of the quality of the leaf. Tea pro-
cessing is becoming more and more 
refined; it’s said that the final result is 
due to “seven-tenths raw material and 

three-tenths processing skill,” whereas 
before it may have been a ninety-ten 
split. Anyone can buy expensive raw 
leaf, but as for how to make it into a 
truly exceptional tea, Lao Banzhang 
tea leaf has become a grand arena for 
competition between various different 
tea makers in the industry.

Despite Lao Banzhang’s resound-
ing reputation, many people are still 
unclear about the difference between 
Lao Banzhang and Banzhang tea. Lao 
Banzhang is located on Mount Bulang 
in Menghai county, about sixty kilo-
meters away from Menghai city. The 
average altitude at Lao Banzhang is 
around 1,800 meters, and the area is 
inhabited by people of the Hani eth-
nic minority group. The area has great 
geological characteristics and the pop-
ulation there flourished, so much so 
that sixty years ago, the original village 
split into two, as it was becoming over-
populated. This resulted in two sepa-
rate Banzhang villages, Xin (“New”) 

Banzhang and Lao (“Old”) Banzhang, 
which are about seventeen kilometers 
apart. Back when the village split in 
two, a portion of the old tea land was 
assigned to the new village; later, the 
people of Xin Banzhang also planted 
some new tea trees near the village for 
ease of harvesting. In addition, another 
new village also split off from Lao Ban-
zhang just over forty years ago, which 
is now called “Weidong Village” and is 
even further away from Lao Banzhang. 
At that time, the old-growth tea wasn’t 
worth anywhere near as much as it is 
today, and the area where the old trees 
grew was quite far away, so no exist-
ing tea land was allocated to Weidong 
Village; they just planted new tea trees 
near the village for convenient harvest-
ing. In those days, there weren’t many 
families making their livings solely 
from tea production, so most of this 
tea was traded, sold cheaply and/or 
consumed locally. Things have really 
changed since those early days!
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So, just how big an area does Lao 
Banzhang tea cover? Nowadays, thanks 
to the greater transparency of infor-
mation and people’s desire to drink a 
unique, authentic tea, only tea pro-
duced by Lao Banzhang Village itself 
is allowed to bear the “Lao Banzhang” 
name. When it comes to Banzhang 
tea, the geographical scope becomes 
hazier; according to the definition of 
people from Menghai, the teas from 
all the villages under the jurisdiction 
of the Banzhang Village Committee—
namely Lao Banzhang, Xin Banzhang, 
Lao Man’e, Mengkanan and Mengka-
long—all qualify as “Banzhang” tea. 
Some people in the puerh tea market 
will stretch this area even further, call-
ing all teas from the Mount Bulang tea 
region “Banzhang tea.”

Lao Banzhang tea has now become 
an industry benchmark, and all the 
mountain peoples in the area are ea-
gerly vying to improve their tea-mak-
ing skills. When I asked the ethnic 
minority peoples of the tea mountains 
in places like Yibang, Manzhuan and 
Guafeng Village where they learned 
their tea-firing techniques, they all 
said that at one point they’d worked 
in Lao Banzhang, helping pan-fire the 
tea. The reason they traveled so far for 
work was not for the wages, but main-
ly for the opportunity to learn the art 
of tea-making. Since Lao Banzhang tea 
fetches such high prices, the tea mer-
chants who travel from all over to buy 
the tea have very exacting standards, so 
the tea makers there learn quickly. Af-
ter staying there for one or two years, 
they could then return to their own 
villages to make tea and the resulting 
bump in quality would mean their tea 
could fetch higher prices as well. 

Since the main road was modern-
ized, it’s an easy drive to Lao Ban-
zhang, which has encouraged tourism 
and made Lao Banzhang the brightest 
star of the tea mountains. In the old 
days, the road was bumpy and muddy, 
and whenever it rained or there were 
construction works, the road could be 
blocked without warning; when driv-
ing up to Lao Banzhang, you would 
often have to take a detour, either 
having to go around the back of the 
mountain and enter the village from 
the direction of the Nadameng res-
ervoir, or else heading over the Pasha 
tea mountain. In those days, although 
the road conditions were terrible, it 

did mean that a trip up to Lao Ban-
zhang took on the feeling of a sacred 
pilgrimage, so your mind and spirit 
naturally became focused; all this was 
for the purpose of seeing the ancient 
tea trees growing in their natural envi-
ronment. In those days, too, beautiful 
scenery stretched out beside the road 
as far as the eye could see. Sometimes 
you would have cause to drive around 
Black Dragon Pond near the village of 
Gelanghe; the pond reflected the color 
of the sky, becoming one vast expanse, 
with the old Dai village nestled amid 
it like a painting, the crystalline water 
rippling in the breeze. If you took the 
road past the reservoir, the scenery was 
reminiscent of northern Europe, with 
pine forests and turquoise lakes, lush 
green forests and bright blue skies. 
The fresh April landscape cleansed the 
bumpy mountain road of all its dust. 
Nowadays, on the other hand, the 
“Golden Mile of Puerh” that begins 
at Hekai and leads to Lao Banzhang is 
lined with tour buses and fancy sports 
cars, a never-ending stream of traffic. 
Although the tea buds at Lao Ban-
zhang still poke their heads out into 
the spring breeze each year, the feeling 
of heading up the mountain to taste 
the tea is no longer quite the same; 
that rewarding feeling of enduring the 
bitter to reach the sweet is now a thing 
of the past…

With Lao Banzhang tea prices in-
creasing more than a thousandfold 
over the past twenty years, how have 
the Hani people who live on the 
mountain dealt with this Heaven-sent 
gift? At the entrance to the village, the 
small mud-brick general stores of ten 
years ago are nowhere to be seen; in-
stead, they have been replaced with 
Yunnan’s first mountaintop bank. The 
villagers knocked down many of the 
traditional wooden houses to replace 
them with multi-storied concrete 
houses; later, they knocked those down 
too and replaced them with villas, or 
else more luxurious houses with more 
floors. Many of the houses have been 
torn down and replaced several times 
within the past decade. Most of the 
houses in the town of Menghai belong 
to people from Lao Banzhang; they 
often buy several in a year. Many peo-
ple have luxury cars placed into their 
properties using a crane—evidently 
just for show, as it’s impossible to drive 
them out again. Another unusual sight 

is that after it rains, rather than tea leaf 
set out to dry in the sun, you might 
spot rows and rows of banknotes... 
there’s a saying that “Yunnan has eigh-
teen oddities”—it seems that in Lao 
Banzhang, you can see oddities num-
ber nineteen and twenty.

Thanks to its bold character, Lao 
Banzhang has stood out among all the 
other mountain teas of the region to 
earn itself a reputation as the “King 
of Puerh.” Its distinctive character has 
been described thus: “At first sip, it 
is smooth yet contains a hint of bit-
terness; this faint bitter flavor mas-
sages the fragrance of the tea, slowly 
revolving in the mouth; distant strains 
of sweetness turn over and over in the 
throat, lingering after the tea is gone.” 
It’s a feeling that only those who have 
tasted authentic Lao Banzhang tea will 
truly understand. Yet for a while now, 
visiting the tea mountain doesn’t mean 
you’ll get to taste Lao Banzhang tea. 
Along with the disappearance of the 
old wooden houses, modern life and 
a fast-paced business have changed the 
way the locals meet and greet guests.

The old trees of Lao Banzhang 
really are powerful and produce 
excellent tea. There is a truth be-
hind all the hype. The tea from 
these  gardens is strong and lively, 
with a sweet aftertaste. It is a great 
tea, especially by old-school stan-
dards which focus on “ageability,” 
or candidacy for aging, as opposed 
to choosing a tea for consumption. 
Still, all of the inflation and mar-
keting surrounding Lao Banzhang 
has resulted in changes in the tea.
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I t’s said that next to the indoor fire 
pit that burns all year round in 
the Bulang people’s houses, you 

can always find traces of tea. For gen-
erations, the Bulang, or Blang, people 
(布朗族) have seen tea as a part of the 
living world and protected it accord-
ingly. In the twenty or so counties of 
southern and southwestern Yunnan, all 
of the old villages that are inhabited by 
the Bulang people have old tea gardens 
attached to them as a matter of course. 
This is how the saying “the Pu people 
grow tea” came about in Yunnan (the 
Pu people were the ancestors of the 
modern-day Bulang). The Bulang peo-
ple rely on tea trees to make a living 
and on their religious faith to bring 
their communities together; temples 
are a source of spiritual support for all 
Bulang people. Devout and unassum-
ing, they live on the mountaintops in 
harmonious coexistence with Tea. 

The Bulang people are generally be-
lievers in Theravada Buddhism, and all 
of their religious activities follow the 
same structure and traditions as those 
of the Dai people. Buddhist temples are 
at the center of all of the Bulang peo-
ple’s cultural activities and are where 
people receive a traditional education 
and conduct their ceremonies. In ad-
dition, from the age of seven or eight 
until eleven or twelve, boys must go to 
a Buddhist temple to live as monks, 
studying the Dai written language and 
simple Buddhist scripture under the 
guidance of the senior monks. The fru-
gal monks do not let any food go to 
waste after it has been used to make of-
ferings; we once saw one of the monks 
making rice cakes from leftover rice 
and drying them in the sun to be re-
steamed and eaten in the coming days. 
He of course offered us one and they 
were surprisingly good. 

The temple at Lao Man’e is more 
than a thousand years old; the old 
temple, with its ancient simplicity 
and natural serenity, has stood silently 
amid the forests of Mount Bulang for 
many a century. In 2009, the village 
of Lao Man’e built a new temple on 
the opposite slope to the old one, a pa-
goda-style temple on the tallest hill of 
the village. The two temples face each 
other across the valley, the age-old and 
the brand-new, together looking down 
from on high and watching over the 
Bulang people.

In addition to Buddhism, the 
Bulang people still hold a reverence for 
their original religion, worshiping the 
spirits of Nature. For the Bulang peo-
ple, each element of Nature has its own 
god: the mountains, rivers and trees; 
water, fire, thunder and lightning. The 
trees provide a source of fertilizer and 
water for the mountain people and give 

The Bulang people

茶人:  Yan Jie (顏婕)

Living Faith & Harmony with Tea
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shelter to the wild birds and beasts. 
The towering old trees that surround 
their villages contribute their grace-
ful silhouettes to the skyline and also 
form a natural barrier against storms. 
Because of all this, the trees are deeply 
revered by the people of the mountain. 
Nobody is allowed to chop down the 
trees near the villages. Every year, each 
village holds a ceremony to offer sacri-
fices to the sacred Dragon Tree, pray-
ing that the tree will bless the crops 
and keep the people and livestock safe.

According to scholarly research, 
the history of tea-growing on Mount 
Bulang can be traced back more than 
4,000 years (and that’s just according 
to historical records). The people of 
Mount Bulang are descended from the 
ancient Bai Pu tribes; today’s Bulang, 
Wa and De’ang peoples all share this 
common ancestry. At some point in 
history, people from the Bai Pu (百

濮, literally “Hundred Pu”) tribes mi-
grated south from the middle reaches 
of the Yangtze to the Indo-China Pen-
insula and established the temple of 
Angkor Wat in modern-day Cambo-
dia—a sign of a civilization unrivalled 
at that time. Meanwhile, the descen-
dants of those who stayed on the Chi-
nese mainland, including the Bulang 
and De’ang people, remained deep 
within the mountain forests up until 
the Republic of China era in the early 
1900s. The people of Mount Bulang 
stayed on the mountaintop, watching 
over the sun and stars, and never left 
Yunnan, living their lives far from the 
call of the outside world. 

Tea is an integral part of the Bulang 
people’s lives, a symbol of the sacred; 
every year the Bulang people celebrate 
the Tea Ancestor Festival, a tradition 
that has been passed down from gener-
ation to generation. They believe that 

the god of tea resides in every piece 
of land where tea grows. Every year 
when the festival is celebrated, each 
household makes an offering of its best 
new tea to the Ancestor of Tea—the 
Bulang people’s Tea Ancestor is called 
“Pa’aileng (帕艾冷).” When making 
their offerings of tea, people go to the 
peak of the mountain to call on the tea 
god. Through the Bulang people’s rev-
erence of Nature and the tea land, they 
have also developed an understanding 
of how to peacefully coexist with Na-
ture without causing undue damage 
and destruction.

The Bulang people’s houses are 
traditionally made of bamboo and 
built on stilts. People generally choose 
to build their houses from February 
to April, or in October. When one 
family is building a bamboo house, 
almost all of the adults in the village 
pitch in to help get the job done.  
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They can finish the whole house in just 
two or three days. Generally speaking, 
one of these bamboo houses lasts about 
twenty years, provided the roof is re-
thatched every two years. The Bulang 
people believe that a house presides 
over the safety and wellbeing of the 
whole family, young and old, so they 
offer sacrifices at many stages through-
out the process of building a house, 
from mixing the clay and chopping the 
wood to erecting support pillars and 
finally moving in. Traditional houses 
have two levels; the ground floor is 
where they keep livestock and supplies, 
and the upper floor is where the peo-
ple live. Each house features a square 
fire pit in the center of the space; above 
it stands a three-legged iron frame for 
cooking and boiling water. The fire in 
the pit never goes out.

The Bulang people also have 
unique traditions when it comes to 
their names. Male names all start with 
the prefix “Yan” (written in Chinese 
using the character “岩,” meaning 
“rock” or “cliff”), and female names all 
start with “Yu” (“玉,” meaning “jade”). 
Among the Bulang people of Mount 
Bulang, names are generally shared be-
tween mother and children, and they 
only have first names, no surnames. 

The mother’s name is added after the 
child’s name, a unique tradition that 
is believed to come from the Bulang’s 
history as a matrilineal society.

If you visit any Bulang village on 
Mount Bulang, you’ll see the “Pu 
people’s tea gardens.” Mount Bulang’s 
largest Pu tea garden is located in the 
village of Lao Man’e. The Bulang peo-
ple have inhabited this spot for more 
than 1,300 years—it is the largest and 
oldest of all the Bulang villages on 
the mountain. Cultivating tea on this 
mountain required the people to live 
there for a long time without moving 
around; naturally, the thing that kept 
them there was the 3,200 mu of old 
tea gardens. Of all the ancient tea gar-
dens in Xishuangbanna, Lao Man’e has 
proved the most valuable for historical 
research; it is large in size and covers 
an uninterrupted area, with tea trees 
dating from the Qing Dynasty (1644–
1911) right back to the Tang Dynasty 
(618–907) and even earlier. This piece 
of forest is a living testament to the 
tea-planting history of the ancient Pu 
people.

As the mountain was cut off from 
the wider world for the greater part of 
the last millennium, the Bulang peo-
ple lived a life of seclusion and sim-

plicity amid Nature. Here, tea was the 
first plant that the mountain-dwelling 
Bulang people grew, cultivated and 
consumed. The Bulang people are 
skilled at making the most of the natu-
ral characteristics of the tea; they make 
a number of different teas, including 
Lagao (臘告, dried green tea), Lala (臘
拉, tea made with large, coarse leaves), 
Lahe (臘賀, tea with a glutinous rice 
aroma), Lagexin (臘各信, small “spar-
row’s beak” tea tips) and Laguang (臘
廣, round compressed tea cakes—in 
other words, puerh).

Legend has it that the Bulang 
people’s Tea Ancestor, Pa’aileng, left 
behind these last words of wisdom as 
he was passing from this world to the 
next: “If I leave you cattle and horses, 
I fear they may die if disaster befalls; if 
I leave you gold and silver, I fear you 
may one day use it all up. Only by leav-
ing you tea may I rest in the certainty 
that future generations will never eat 
it all or use it up.” And on today’s tea 
mountains, that prophecy has indeed 
come true: Bulang tea is a symbol of 
long-term sustainability.

Yunnanese PeoplesYunnanese Peoples



26



榮
耀遺

產

27

H istorical records tell us that 
thousands of years ago, 
the ancient Pu people were 

already planting tea. Their mod-
ern-day descendants, the Bulang peo-
ple of Yunnan, have a destined affinity 
with tea—indeed, it may be the deep-
est and oldest connection with tea of 
all of China’s living ethnic minority 
peoples. Lao Man’e is the oldest village 
on Mount Bulang; legend has it that 
today’s ancient tea gardens were once 
planted by the Bulang people. 

Lao Man’e is located on Mount 
Bulang, near the neighboring villages 
of Xin Banzhang and Lao Banzhang. 
The villages are only a couple of kilo-
meters apart and are often collective-
ly referred to as the “Banzhang Tea 
Region.” It’s believed that the old tea 
gardens of Xin Banzhang and Lao Ban-
zhang were also planted by the Bulang 
people from Lao Man’e a long time ago. 
Up until 1990, the Hani people from 
the two Banzhang villages had to hand 
over an annual land tax to the people 
of Lao Man’e in the form of grains and 
tea leaf. The tea from the old-growth 
trees of Lao Man’e is similar in char-

acter to Banzhang tea, but its altitude 
is around 400 meters lower than that 
of Lao Banzhang, so although the trees 
are of the same varietal, Lao Man’e tea 
is stronger and slightly more bitter and 
astringent.

The village of Lao Man’e is home 
to a total of 230 households and more 
than 3,000 mu (200 hectares) of old-
growth tea gardens. Growing on the 
slopes beside the village, forming a 
myriad of different shapes as they 
stretch toward the sky, the tea trees 
of Mount Bulang have their own dis-
tinctive character. Apparently, industry 
insiders consider the old-growth tea 
from Lao Man’e an essential flavor ele-
ment when making blended teas (like 
our Tea of the Month). From small 
workshops to big tea factories, puerh 
tea blending is what makes or breaks a 
tea brand. If a tea has some bitter Lao 
Man’e leaf in its blend, the founda-
tions of the tea will emerge very clear-
ly in its flavor and texture. Store a tea 
like this for three to five years, and the 
bitterness will melt away, transform-
ing into a rich, robust aftertaste with a 
thick and beautiful tea liquor.

Aside from this bitter tea, the rest 
of the old tea trees at Lao Man’e pro-
duce what is called “sweet tea.” The 
so-called “sweetness” of this tea is de-
fined relative to the bitter tea. In the 
spring of this year, we visited the home 
of a tea farmer by the name of Yan; he 
welcomed us warmly with some of this 
year’s early spring old-growth tea, tell-
ing us it was “sweet tea.” But as soon 
as we took a sip, we got the impression 
that it would far be better called bitter 
tea. He explained that this was simply 
the bitterness of new tea, which would 
disappear after three years of aging and 
give way to a texture similar to that of 
Lao Banzhang teas. By the time we got 
to the third cup, the bitter flavor had 
reached a sort of harmony in terms 
of mouthfeel. We suddenly became 
awakened to the appropriateness of the 
Chinese character “品 (pin),” mean-
ing “to taste/evaluate.” The character 
is made up of three small versions of 
the character for “mouth” (口, kou). 
It is perfectly suited to a moment like 
this—we must not take large gulps of 
tea, but instead drink each cupful in 
several sips to savor the tea properly. 

The Bulang Village
of Lao Man’e

茶人:  Luo Yingyin (羅英銀)

Honored Heritage Older than Memory
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29/ The Bulang Village of Lao Man’e

(Some say the three “mouths” we use to 
taste tea are the eyes, nose and mouth 
itself.) This way, when the tea liquor 
first enters the mouth, you experience 
a faint thread of bitterness; according 
to the temperature of the mouth and 
the passing of time, it slowly trans-
forms into a sweet aftertaste.

This spring, the April weather at 
Lao Man’e was just as hot and dry as 
it was in all the other mountain tea re-
gions. The Heavens were reluctant to 
bring rain this year, which meant that 
this year’s early spring puerh tea har-
vest only produced about half as much 
leaf as in previous years. Following the 
seasons, we came to Mount Bulang to 
taste the early spring tea; sipping it, we 
could immediately taste the difference 
that the weather has produced in the 

quality and mood of the tea. Because 
of the drought, the character of the 
tea liquor became more concentrated, 
with a more pronounced density to 
it, but it also had a faint astringency 
which in turn made the aftertaste more 
delicate and long-lasting. After drink-
ing the “sweet” tea, we moved on to 
brewing the “bitter” tea; when the tea 
liquor first enters the mouth, the bit-
terness slowly transforms into sweet-
ness, the bitter taste lingering gently in 
the throat and giving way to sweet. It’s 
a tea with many varied layers. For sea-
soned tea drinkers, it can be very ad-
dictive: it’s rich but not overpowering, 
heavy but not unbearably bitter. Over-
all, those who have tasted fine tea from 
the region find it can be described with 
one word: unforgettable!

When we returned to the village of 
Lao Man’e this year, we had an instant 
sense of peace and quiet when com-
pared to previous visits. Several years 
ago, the price of Lao Banzhang tea was 
skyrocketing and the hype had reached 
Lao Man’e, with signs for various tea 
brands crowding the village and the 
surrounding forest, each bigger and 
louder than the next. This year, thank-
fully, they have all gone, giving the old 
mountain village back its calm, seclud-
ed views. When we inquired as to the 
reason for this change, we learned that 
it’s because the villagers made a joint 
decision that the tea growers would 
create their own brand instead of just 
being the regular supplier for some 
other tea brand. The mountain peo-
ple have been slowly changing as the 
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puerh market has heated up; no lon-
ger content with playing a passive role 
in the game of buying and selling tea, 
they’ve decided to play a different part, 
taking active control of the raw puerh 
leaf they produce. It’s a sign that the 
people of the tea mountains have start-
ed to gain a financial leverage that they 
didn’t always have.

Following in the footsteps of the 
Dai people, the Bulang also began to 
adopt the Buddhist faith that spread 
from the south. Buddhist culture had 
a profound influence on the people 
of the mountains; looking at the his-
torical context of Lao Man’e, we can 
uncover some answers as to how this 
came about. According to the History 
of the Bulang People published by the 
People’s Publishing House, “Legend 

has it that the early Bulang people who 
built the village of Lao Man’e shared 
similar animistic beliefs to other ethnic 
minority peoples such as the Hani, and 
frequently made offerings to the spirits. 
Later, the Bulang people of Lao Man’e 
developed political and economic ties 
to the Dai people of Menghuan. The 
tusi [a hereditary chief appointed by 
the central government] appointed a 
leader at Lao Man’e, putting the village 
under the jurisdiction of the Dai tusi. 
The Theravada Buddhist faith of the 
Dai people of the lowlands gradually 
spread from the village of Manbang at 
Menghun to Mount Bulang.”

The ethnic minority peoples of 
the mountains and valleys were eco-
nomically interdependent, and trade 
relationships emerged early on among 

the various ethnic groups. Moun-
tain-dwelling peoples such as the 
Bulang and Lahu did not yet have their 
own spinning and weaving industries, 
so they needed the lowland Dai peo-
ple to provide textiles such as clothing 
and blankets; they also needed every-
day goods and tools such as salt, grain 
and iron farming implements. The Dai 
people in turn needed mountain pro-
duce such as tea, chili peppers, sesame, 
bamboo shoots and cotton. For histori-
cal reasons, trade was often imbalanced 
in the early days; for example, during 
the Republic of China in the early to 
mid-1900s, the price of tea was very 
low, and an entire load of tea (rough-
ly fifty kilograms) was exchanged 
for just one kilogram of salt! (Things 
sure have changed, haven’t they?)  

30



Yunnanese PeoplesYunnanese Peoples



With the passing of time, the tide has 
turned; the rise of tea has changed the 
dynamic between the Dai people and 
the Bulang village that they once pre-
sided over. These days, some Dai peo-
ple head up Mount Bulang to work 
as tea pickers or make a living aiding 
communication between the Han tea 
merchants and the local mountain 
people. Around ten years ago, almost 
all of the major tea leaf experts/agents 
(liaotou, 料頭) in the area were people 
of the Dai ethnicity.

Like the Dai people, the people of 
Lao Man’e are also believers in Thera-
vada Buddhism, and their culture and 
writing system have also been influ-
enced by the Dai people. This meant 
that the people of Lao Man’e became 
educated earlier than other mountain 
peoples. According to traditional cus-
tom, at the age of seven or eight all 
boys must enter a Buddhist temple to 
become junior monks, staying for at 
least one year and anywhere up to six 
years. Some enter the temple later, but 
by the age of eighteen to twenty, they 
leave the temple and return to normal 
life. Only young men who have served 
as monks are entitled to get tattoos or 
marry, and they are afforded a higher 
social status than “laypeople.” Only af-
ter becoming a junior monk can they 
study the Dai written language and 
Buddhist scriptures; during this stage 
of life, cultural and literary achieve-
ment is fostered. 

As the sun sets over the tea moun-
tains, you’ll often catch sight of the 
bright orange robes of the young nov-
ice monks as they walk though the 
fields, laughing and joking. The vi-
brant green of the tea gardens stands 
out against the backdrop of the deep 
forest; with such eye-catching colors, 
it’s hard to resist taking out your cam-
era to capture this scene of the Bulang 
people on their tea mountain.

The Bulang people of Lao Man’e are 
a patrilineal society structured around 
large family groups. A family group or 
clan descended from a common pater-
nal ancestor is called a “gagun (嘎滚).” 
Each family group is headed by the 
most senior male relative, called a “gao 
gagun (高嘎滚).” All the members of a 
gagun have a duty to help each other in 
times of need, be it in tea production 
or other aspects of life. The gao gagun is 
the leader of the family group, but ow-
ing to the significant long-term influ-
ence of the Dai people on Bulang cul-
ture, the abbot of the Buddhist temple 
also holds a very high social status. The 
current head monk at Lao Man’e en-
tered the monastery at fourteen years 
of age; he is now forty-one and is high-
ly respected by the Bulang people. Last 
year, the abbot chose two very ancient 
tea trees from his own tea garden, the 
“king and queen” of tea trees, and do-
nated them to the village. Each year, 
the leaf from these trees is auctioned 
and the profits are used for the upkeep 
of the village. Word of his generous act 
spread widely throughout the village.

A visit to the Bulang people would 
not be complete without a visit to the 
Buddhist temple, the religious center 
of the village. The age-old temple is 
situated on the highest peak of the vil-
lage; constructed in a simple, ancient 
style, natural and solemn, it has stood 
firm throughout the ages on Mount 
Bulang. Surrounding the temple are a 
number of small, derelict huts; in the 
past, they were there to provide a place 
for the village elders to stay when they 
came to the temple during the three 
months between the Door-Closing 
Festival and the Door-Opening Festi-
val to pray for blessings and listen to 
the Buddhist teachings. According to 
the People’s Publishing House’s History 
of the Bulang People, the construction 
of the old temple at Lao Man’e was 

directed by a succession/tradition of 
senior monks from Manbang at Men-
ghun. 

In 2009, the people of Lao Man’e 
began building a new temple on the 
opposite slope from the old one, which 
took several years to finish. The roof of 
the temple is painted gold and features 
several pagodas in varying sizes, glim-
mering golden in the sunlight. The in-
ternal walls of the temple are decorat-
ed with painted scenes from Buddhist 
stories and legends, one after another. 
The rich and colorful fabric of Bud-
dhist culture is offset by the dazzling 
gold, hinting at the economic prosper-
ity that has found its was to these tea 
mountains.

When we made our pilgrimage to 
the temple this year—wow! From far 
off in the distance we caught sight of 
a huge white Buddha statue, well over 
ten meters tall, standing majestically 
beside the ancient tea garden. We had 
never seen such a big Buddha statue in 
the Buddhist temples of Yunnan. As 
for the temple beside it, we remem-
bered it being completed only a few 
years prior, yet they were already in 
the process of polishing and re-gilding 
the gold parts, several dozen workers 
busily occupied with the task. On the 
mountaintop of Lao Man’e, you can 
clearly see the shiny influence that 
tourism has had on the tea mountains. 
You can’t help but notice the economic 
prosperity that tea has brought to the 
people of the mountains. The people 
of the mountains are changing; tea 
has brought them wealth, and with it, 
transformation. Whether or not their 
faith will continue to grow as lofty and 
resolute as the great Buddha statue, 
only time will tell. Let us hope so!
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T he age-old village of Zhan-
glang, with its age-old tea 
trees, is Xishuangbanna’s 

largest Bulang village. It’s also the vil-
lage where the cultural history of the 
Bulang people has been preserved the 
most. The Bulang people’s lives are 
intimately connected with tea, so the 
places they have lived all have expan-
sive ancient tea gardens. As soon as 
you arrive in Zhanglang, you can see 
that the village is living proof of this 
history, with its ancient tea trees, its 
splendid temple and its culture and 
daily customs, which are connected to 
those of the Dai people.

Just like the residents of Lao Man’e 
on Mount Bulang, the Bulang people 
of Zhanglang also share the same faith 
as the Dai people, Theravada Bud-
dhism. The name “Zhanglang (章朗)” 
comes from the Dai language: “zhang” 
means “everybody” and “lang” means 
“numb with cold,” so the name essen-
tially means “the place where every-
body freezes.” It’s said that the Bulang 
people settled here nearly two thou-
sand years ago. Back in those days, the 
Bulang people called this place “Jing-
sang (景桑),” or “place where the an-

cestors lived” in Bulang. Legend has it 
that around 1,400 years ago, a disci-
ple of Sakyamuni Buddha once passed 
through here riding a white elephant; 
when he did so, the white elephant be-
came frozen to the spot and couldn’t 
move, so the location was named 
Zhanglang to commemorate the mer-
itorious service of the white elephant. 
In front of the Buddhist temple at the 
entrance to the village, there is a large 
stone tablet with an inscription record-
ing the thousand-plus-year history of 
Zhanglang village. Here in this ancient 
village, there is plenty to learn about 
the history of the Bulang people. 

Zhanglang is located in Meng-
hai county to the south of Xiding 
Village. Setting out from the town-
ship of Menghai, you pass through 
the town of Mengzhe and follow the 
highway south. All of a sudden, you’re 
surrounded by the lush green of rice 
seedlings as far as the eye can see, rip-
pling in the spring breeze. Winding 
upwards around the hillsides, you pass 
by mountain ranges on the route; fi-
nally, at a distance of about seventy 
kilometers from the county town of 
Menghai, you arrive at the village of 

Zhanglang. The head of the village, Ai 
Buxing, tells us that the village is home 
to 271 households, with the old and 
new villages linked to each other. The 
locals consider tea trees between 300 
and 800 years of age as “old-growth 
tea,” which covers an area of around 
1,300 mu (around 86 hectares). Tea 
plants between the ages of 100 and 
300 years are called “tree tea (qiaomu 
cha, 喬木茶)”—these cover an area of 
about 3,000 mu (200 hectares). Aside 
from this, there are also about 5,000 
mu (around 330 hectares) of eco-ar-
boreal tea (sustainably-grown younger 
tea gardens planted by people nearer to 
the village).

Zhanglang has received some glory 
from the ancient, 1,700-year-old wild 
“King of Tea Trees” located on nearby 
Mount Bada. In addition, there are 
wild tea tree communities growing in 
the old-growth forests on neighboring 
Mount Dahei; the age of this tea and 
the biodiversity of the forest ecosystem 
have also gradually bought recogni-
tion to the ancient village of Zhan-
glang. The old-growth tea forest of 
Zhanglang forms concentrated patch-
es scattered within the ancient forest. 

The Bulang Village
of Zhanglang

茶人:  Luo Yingyin (羅英銀)

The Largest Village Shines Bright

Yunnanese PeoplesYunnanese Peoples





35/ The Bulang Village of Zhanglang

The mountainside is lush with thick 
plant cover: giant bamboo, towering 
trees and low-growing ferns, layer 
upon layer of different plants sur-
rounding the old tea trees.

The old-growth tea trees here are 
different from the ones in Jingmai, 
which form a vast, majestic expanse; 
neither do they resemble the tea trees 
in the old-growth forests of Yiwu, with 
their tall trunks and sparse leaves, nor 
those of Mount Bulang with their lush 
growth. The tea forests of Zhanglang 
grow in several layers, with diverse 
plant cover; the old-growth tea trees 
have a thick, solid trunk but quite fine 
branches that don’t spread out very far. 
Walk along the mountain path for a 
while, and sooner or later a patch of 
old-growth tea will emerge. Contin-
ue to follow the winding path uphill 
through the forest, and another tea 
garden will appear; the old-growth tea 
trees mostly grow at a high altitude of 
around 1,800 meters above sea level. 

Returning to the village after our 
walk through the tea mountain, we 
noticed some people in the middle of 
sun-drying old-growth tea leaves. The 
dried tea leaves were fine and inky-
black; seeing us, the householder casu-
ally grabbed a handful of tea and invit-
ed us in to taste some. The tea had a 
prominent fragrance and was sweet at 
first taste; after three steepings the fla-
vor started to emerge, and the mid-ses-
sion steepings featured a bitter base 
note, yet it wasn’t overly strong. It was 
more fragrant than Bulang tea, and af-
ter ten or more steepings, the fragrance 
still echoed in the mouth. Because the 
tea was dried and finished on the same 
day as it was picked, it should ideally 
be left for a few days for the moisture 
content to dissipate before it is drunk 
to get a better feel for the true flavor 
of the tea. Drinking it now, the liquor 
was a bit mild. Tea-making techniques 
have changed along with the market, 
and the tea growers hand the leaf over 

to other members of the village who 
do the processing. The leaf is lightly 
pan-fired and lightly rolled in order to 
bring out the fragrance, smoothness 
and sweetness of the liquor. The goal 
is to produce a delicate tea suited to 
the market for ready-to-drink teas. (As 
opposed to traditional sheng puerh, 
which was produced to be aged.)

While we were focused on tasting 
the tea, we noticed a gentle, courte-
ous-looking youth of twenty or so si-
lently listening in as we discussed the 
tea. When we inquired, we found out 
that he was one of our hosts; he had 
just returned to secular life after leav-
ing the monastery, so he didn’t yet 
have much knowledge of tea and was 
now in the process of learning from his 
younger sister. Since joining the mon-
astery at the age of nine, he had been 
studying Buddhist doctrine at the local 
Zhanglang temple and later went to a 
college in Ningbo, Zhejiang Province, 
for three years of advanced studies.  
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His father held the hereditary title of 
“longbatou (龍把頭),” a type of reli-
gious chieftain, and placed great value 
on religious faith; as he was getting 
older and the tea market was flourish-
ing, the work of harvesting and pro-
cessing the tea was getting to be too 
much for the family to handle, so he 
came home to help.

Here in the ancient Bulang village 
of Zhanglang, the Buddhist faith is 
deeply rooted in people’s everyday 
lives. The village has an ancient tem-
ple, with all the buildings in the tem-
ple complex built in the unique Bulang 
style, and the temple houses a collec-
tion of more than a hundred scrolls of 
Buddhist scripture. There is also an an-
cient well; legend has it that when the 
disciple of Sakyamuni Buddha came to 
preach here all those centuries ago, his 
white elephant was thirsty and used its 
trunk to dig the well, which went on 
to provide a source of life-giving water 
for the people of Zhanglang for more 

than a millennium. Then there are the 
old-growth tea trees; the Bulang peo-
ple have grown and made tea for thou-
sands of years, and throughout this 
long history they have developed some 
unique tea customs.

In this age-old village, tea is deeply 
embedded in daily life, and food and 
drink have become an integral part of 
village etiquette. “Tea invitations (cha 
qingjian, 茶請柬),” called “engaomian 
(恩膏勉)” in the Bulang language, are 
a traditional way of passing on news of 
important events to the Bulang com-
munity. Anyone who receives a tea in-
vitation must attend the event, which 
might include things like important 
religious events at the temple, parents 
taking their children to the temple to 
live as monks, ceremonies for becom-
ing a novice monk or fully-ordained 
monk, or marriage ceremonies. The 
physical “tea invitation” takes the form 
of a small packet of tea leaf and two 
strips of cured meat wrapped up in a 

banana leaf, then tied together with 
strips of bamboo.

In Zhanglang, we immersed our-
selves in the natural landscapes of the 
old-growth tea trees and tasted the 
wild fragrance of the tea; we saw for 
ourselves the sincere religious faith of 
the mountain people. The meeting of 
tea and Buddhism has given rise to a 
unique set of social customs and eti-
quette, which is deeply infused into 
the daily lives of the Bulang people in 
a way that you have to respect. The tra-
ditions here seem built to last! 
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O ur Tea of the Month, Reverie, is available on the website in sample bags, cakes and tongs. Along with 
Reverie, we have another blend (Dragon Tail) from the Menghai area produced during one of the trips 
that resulted in the journalism of this issue. Mr. Liang accompanied Ms. Luo Yingyin and helped blend 

and create both of these teas together with friends of his who own factories. He did so for his own personal storage, 
commissioning the tea to age in his home and share as he gets older. He offered to share a small amount with us 
to help support the creation of our free tea Center, school and farm, Light Meets Life. Around that time, he actu-
ally produced three cakes: these two blends, made together with factories, and one old-growth forest garden cake 
he named “Heavenly Rhyme” that he commissioned directly in the village from single-region leaf. We also have 
another well-known and beautiful Bulang cake from another friend that we call “Forest Crown.” So any of this tea 
you decide to drink will help us build and then maintain our Center. Since this issue is all about Bulang, we also 
thought it would be nice to have a set featuring all four of these teas so you can get to know the Bulang region better. 
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Dragon Tail was produced by our dear friend Mr. Li-
ang from a slightly lower-quality and less wild forest. It 
is still clean old-growth trees, but from the types of gar-
dens closer to the village in what we call “eco-arboreal” 
gardens. It is actually a blend of various gardens from 
around the Menghai area, which allows the factory to 
create certain flavors and increase the amount of the 
production. The storage is very clean and the tea is deep 
and powerful. There is a classic Bulang buttery flavor 
and extreme patience (meaning we get many steepings 
from this tea), which suggests a large amount of Bulang 
tea in the blend. This was common in “classic” Meng-
hai Factory recipes that often had Bulang, Lao Man’e 
and Bada tea, amongst others. Due to the kindness of 
Mr. Liang, this tea is the perfect price for aging a tong 
or two and nice for daily consumption as well. These 
types of solid, good, clean teas are perfect for us, as they 
are affordable enough to drink, share and age, celebrat-
ing the extraordinary ordinary in tea. We are always 
thrilled to find strong, bold and clean old-growth teas 
that are for whatever reason “ordinary treasures.” This 
tea certainly falls into that category.
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Heavenly Rhyme is an incredible 2007 cake from old-
growth wild trees in Bulang. Back in the day, sheng 
puerh was all aged. No one was drinking young sheng, 
and the only criteria for evaluating sheng puerh were 
based on its “ageability”—was it a good candidate for 
long-term aging, in other words. There are a lot of great 
reasons to drink a sheng puerh young, and the indus-
try has shifted its processing to suit the fact that more 
and more people are drinking their tea young. This is 
a classic “ageable” sheng puerh—created by a old-time 
puerh lover to be the perfect cake to age long term. It 
is strong, with a bitterness that transforms, a thick li-
quor and incredibly vibrant and bold Qi. We say a tea 
“rhymes” when all the elements of the mouthfeel are 
in perfect balance. In effect, it rhymes with our bodies 
and spirits. And this tea does so in a Heavenly way. You 
can enjoy this tea now; it is bold and beautiful—bold as 
love. But if you are looking for a modern cake to age, it 
will be hard to find a better candidate.

Forest Crown is another beautiful old-growth 
Bulang from 2006 and at a very tempting price. It 
is a lush tea, full of thick, rich and bold strength. 
This tea is perfect for aging and very nice to drink 
as well. You can expect the strength and complex-
ity of old-growth Bulang tea with a thick, syrupy 
liquor and the vivaciousness to last twenty more 
years. You will also notice the buttery flavor that 
Bulang is often famous for. (It tastes like ghee to 
us.) Forest Crown is a well-known cake in Tai-
wan, coveted by collectors. We were very lucky 
to have this tea offered to us to raise funds for 
Light Meets Life. You can taste a purer version of 
old-growth tea from the Bulang region, compar-
ing this to Heavenly Rhyme, which comes from 
wilder gardens. The trees used to produce both 
of these cakes are around the same age, but For-
est Crown have been cultivated longer, and were 
perhaps planted by villagers as well, though the 
gardens are in the forests. 

This Bulang Set of four teas allows you to tour the Bulang region and drink several examples of what its forest has to offer. 
This is a great way to get started exploring a wonderful part of Yunnan. Some say that Bulang tea has a hint of butter (or ghee 
to us) in its flavor. It is also very dark and ages to an orange color faster than other puerh teas. The liquor is also thicker than 
many regions, though not as thick as Yiwu tea often is. And the old growth tea from Bulang is renowned for its patience, 
lasting many steepings. Together, these four teas will allow you to taste different age and qualities of Bulang tea, including 
a wild example. You can start to develop an understand-
ing of what makes Bulang tea unique from other regions. 
What do these four teas have in common? How are they 
unique? You can also taste some of the classic Menghai re-
gion blends, which very often included Bulang tea, along 
with Lao Man’e, Bada and other regions. This allows you 
to experience the difference between single-region and 
blended puerh. Tasting blends versus single-region not 
only allows you to taste the strengths and weaknesses of 
each, but there is also the interesting experiment of seeing 
if you can recognize the Bulang raw material in the blends 
after tasting the single-region teas. This is exciting! 
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T he Lahu people of the tea 
mountains have historically 
been less dominant than some 

of the other ethnic minority groups in 
the area and have also been less influ-
enced by the majority Han culture. 
Some say that Lahu people are difficult 
to get close to; in reality, they’re sim-
ply not given to pretention and tend 
to wear their hearts on their sleeves. 
Because they live deep in the forest, 
they rely on tea for their livelihood and 
have always managed to eke out a liv-
ing even when times were tough. It’s 
said in the tea mountains that in any 
Lahu village, the tea is always especially 
fragrant. The tea lovers who came to 
the mountains in search of that special 
fragrance have eventually provided a 
more stable source of income for the 
Lahu people.

The Lahu ethnic group (拉祜族) 
are descended from the ancient Qiang 
people. For the Lahu people, gourds 

are a symbolic incarnation of the an-
cestors and a lucky symbol. Legend has 
it that the ancestors of the Lahu were 
born among the gourds, so the spe-
cial reverence accorded to gourds is a 
form of ancestor worship. In the Lahu 
creation myth passed down verbally 
through the generations, their main 
deity, Esha, brought their ancestors to 
life from gourds, which is why gourds 
have become an auspicious symbol. (It 
is common for the aboriginals of Yun-
nan to believe they are descended from 
sacred plants, including tea.)

When entering a Lahu house, the 
most eye-catching feature will usually 
be their indoor fire pit. Most houses 
have two fire pits, one for the use of 
the household elders and one for cook-
ing. The fire pit is the heart of a Lahu 
household. To them, the fire pit is as 
sacred as a shrine: it’s not permitted to 
spit into the fire, sit above the fire pit 
area, step over the fire pit or step on 

the three-legged cooking frame above 
the fire or the stone for placing cook-
ing pots on.

The Lahu people’s economic devel-
opment has been relatively slow, as they 
lived deep in the mountains for a long 
time with no communication with the 
outside world. They often give thanks 
to Heaven and Earth: each year when 
the new grain harvest is brought home 
and they cook up a batch of fragrant 
new rice, the Lahu people will respect-
fully offer the first bowl of the new 
season’s rice to the god Esha, followed 
by a lively celebration. This is the most 
important festival in the Lahu people’s 
calendar, the New Rice Festival.

Although at first the Lahu people 
may seem to resist interactions with 
strangers, they’re actually a very warm 
and hospitable people; it’s just that 
their hospitality is reserved for those 
whom they consider insiders, “their 
people.” If they view you as a stranger, 

The Lahu people

茶人:  Yan Jie (顏婕)

An Unfettered Life
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they may seem standoffish and keep 
a respectful distance. However, after 
further interaction and social contact, 
once the Lahu people view you as a 
friend, they will shed their masks of 
indifference and treat you with genu-
ine warmth.

The old-growth tea land of Hekai 
village is said to have been planted by 
the Bulang people. Later, when the 
Lahu people moved here, they built 
on this ancient foundation in order to 
make a living, constantly expanding 
the tea garden and planting more trees. 
They even brought tea seeds back from 
Mount Nannuo to plant here, eventu-
ally forming the expanse of old-growth 
tea forest at Hekai. The old-growth tea 
from the Lahu village of Banpen has a 
similar character to the Lao Banzhang 
tea made by the neighboring Hani 
people, yet with subtle differences; it is 
well worth tasting, especially since the 
latter is so much more expensive.

Historically, the Lahu people have 
tended to come out worse off in con-
flicts with other ethnic minority peo-
ples and were often harassed by other 
peoples. To avoid all this, most Lahu 
people chose to live in mountainous 
areas; wherever there was a mountain 
with old-growth tea, there was a good 
chance of finding some Lahu people 
living there. The Lahu people lived 
a free and simple life on the moun-
tains; they were slow to modernize 
and not very trusting of contact with 
the outside world. This meant that 
they lacked a competitive advantage 
when it came to the outside economy 
and tended to shun the outside world 
to some extent. In more recent years, 
the business of buying and selling tea 
has shaken things up a bit, and the tea 
village is quietly changing. Many Lahu 
villages are located next to old-growth 
tea areas, and as tea prices have risen 
in recent years, more and more young 

Hani and Bulang women have cho-
sen to marry into Lahu villages. This 
is slowly changing the long-standing 
Lahu practice of marrying within their 
own ethnicity, bringing more genetic 
diversity into the Lahu communities.

The Lahu people, inseparable from 
the ancient tea trees, depend on each 
other to get by in their secluded corner 
of the world, quietly living and breath-
ing amid the forests.
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H ow big is the ancient tea 
mountain of Hekai? Some 
say it covers an area of 8,000 

mu, while others say it’s over 10,000. 
Along the mountain road stretching 
some seven or eight kilometers from 
the new village of Manlong to the old 
village of Banpen, an endless swathe of 
old-growth tea trees unfurls beside the 
road. If you look out at the old-growth 
tea trees, you’ll see them spreading 
their limbs into the wind, forming all 
sorts of different shapes and postures. 
Some are tall and some short, but all 
are evenly spaced, the bright emerald 
of the new tea shoots striking against 
the deep green of the tall forest trees. 
Out here, Nature is awash with green, 
glowing beneath the white clouds and 
the bright blue sky as if placed there by 
the sweep of an artist’s brush.

The sheer scope and size of the old-
growth tea area, as well as its beautiful 
scenery, has made Hekai one of the 
most admired old tea forests in Xish-
uangbanna. Because of this, the Xi-
shuangbanna government made plans 
quite early on to develop Hekai into 
a sightseeing destination. In 2014, the 
Six Great Tea Mountains tea company 
took over the planning and develop-
ment, and in 2005 the road known 

as the “Golden Mile of Puerh” was 
officially opened to the public. From 
the town of Menghun, the route takes 
you to the villages of Hekai, Banpen, 
Lao Banzhang, Xin Banzhang and Lao 
Man’e; following the old tea moun-
tains, you can drive from the moun-
tain of Hekai into Mount Bulang. In 
the old days, to get to Lao Banzhang 
you had to take the back route around 
the mountain and reservoir; the road 
was very rough, and in the event of 
rain it would become very muddy and 
you risked getting completely stuck. 
But once the new road from Hekai was 
completed, it brought waves of tourists 
to Lao Banzhang; Hekai became the 
gateway to the “Golden Mile,” and tea 
prices rose with the tide. 

The tea mountain of Hekai is locat-
ed in Menghai county, in the moun-
tainous region to the southeast of the 
town of Menghun. It adjoins the tea 
mountain of Pasha to the east and 
Mount Bulang to the south and forms 
part of the same mountain range as the 
famous ancient tea mountain of Lao 
Banzhang. It is only about ten kilome-
ters away from Menghun in a straight 
line, quite easily accessible by road; as 
you drive from the town of Menghun 
to the Banzhang tea region of Mount 

Bulang, Hekai is the first tea mountain 
that comes into view.

In recent years, as the Golden Mile 
of Puerh opened to traffic and puerh 
tea prices continued to rise, the mar-
ket visibility of the Hekai tea moun-
tain has gradually increased. In the 
early days, although it had a large old-
growth tea garden, it was not as well 
known as Mount Nannuo, and even 
the Mount Pasha tea area to the east of 
Hekai was more widely known. Why 
was this? An analysis of the brand po-
sitioning of Hekai tea may help answer 
this question. As Li Jun, a well-known 
tea expert from Menghai, points out, 
everyone knows that Jingmai tea was 
famous on the market for its unique 
fragrance, while fragrance was also 
the distinguishing feature of Hekai 
tea. Jingmai tea was already more well 
known and easier to sell, so in the be-
ginning, Hekai tea naturally didn’t 
gain much exposure in the market. 
Nowadays, thanks to the fame of Lao 
Banzhang and the ease of access due to 
the new highway, the “Golden Mile of 
Puerh” has brought new visibility to 
Hekai tea; this year, in fact, it is fetch-
ing higher prices than Jingmai tea! 
That means that change is coming to 
this village as well.

The Lahu Village
of Hekai

茶人:  Luo Yingyin (羅英銀)

Picturesque Tea Forests
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The name Hekai means “source of 
water.” There is no physical Hekai vil-
lage, just a village committee under the 
name “Hekai,” a situation which is very 
uncommon in Yunnan. The Hekai Vil-
lage Committee has jurisdiction over 
nine actual villages, comprising two 
Dai villages, one Hani village and six 
Lahu villages. The old-growth tea trees 
are mainly concentrated around the 
Lahu settlements of New Manlong, 
Old Manlong, Manmai, Mannan, 
New Banpen and Old Banpen.

According to the Lahu people of 
Hekai, the earliest people to plant tea 
in the area were the Bulang people. 
Nobody really knows exactly how old 
the village is; they only know that it 
has been inhabited for something like 
ten or twenty generations. The Lahu 
people were historically not very dom-
inant and were often harassed by other 
ethnic groups, so to avoid this, they 
mainly settled in mountainous areas, 
for example in the villages of Baotang 
and Naka at Mengsong. Gaining the 
trust of the Lahu people can take quite 
a lot of interaction, but once they rec-
ognize you as trustworthy, they be-
come very warm and affectionate.

The Lahu people lived simply in 
the mountains; in the early days, they 
roofed their houses using banana leaves 
and moved once the leaves dried out. 

As their societies weren’t very mod-
ernized and they tended to mistrust 
the outside world, Lahu children were 
often quite shy and were afraid of be-
ing bullied at school, so they didn’t like 
going to classes. This, in turn, had an 
impact on the Lahu people’s ability to 
be competitive in the outside world. In 
the past few years, as the tea trade has 
arrived, this has been slowly changing. 
When I visited the village of Manmai 
in 2009, I decided to go around to 
some of the houses, as I wanted to in-
quire about the price of tea. But when 
the local Lahu people saw a stranger 
approaching, they dropped their tea 
and ran! I was astonished and didn’t 
quite know what to do. I imagine 
many other visitors to the Lahu villag-
es in earlier times must have had this 
same memorable experience.

Many people say that the tea made 
by the Lahu people is especially fra-
grant, including the tea from Hekai 
and Naka. Aside from this, the old tea 
trees at Hekai are shaped differently 
from those of the other tea mountains; 
the tea trees are about as tall as a per-
son, and their branches spread out like 
an umbrella, as beautifully spaced as 
if someone had carved them that way. 
The tea forest is as elegant as a land-
scaped botanical garden. This is likely 
because Hekai is located on the edge 

of the Menghun valley, near the coun-
ty town; in the old days, before any 
tea terraces had been planted, people 
harvested tea from the nearby old-
growth trees. To pick the tea, people 
had to climb up the tree and bend the 
branches down. This meant that the 
tea tree had to support the weight of a 
person, and over years of picking, the 
trees became permanently pressed into 
this umbrella-like shape, an imprint of 
history on the hills. 

The Hekai tea mountain is situated 
on a peak overlooking Menghun val-
ley. There is a big difference in altitude 
between the flatlands and the moun-
tains, and morning mists drift between 
the emerald-green mountains all year 
round. From a distance, the old tea 
mountain is sprinkled here and there 
with far-off Lahu villages, the people in 
them going about their daily lives. The 
picturesque old tea mountain stands 
ethereal and elegant above the valley. 
It seems only those who really set their 
minds to it will truly experience this 
age-old gift of the Lahu people, be-
stowed on them by Nature as they live 
in seclusion on the mountaintop.
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D riving past the tea mountain 
of Hekai from Menghun, 
the scenery of the old tea 

forest changes with each passing hill. 
Before you reach Mount Bulang, there 
stands a large and prominent village: 
this is the ancient Banpen Old Village. 
The village acts as a gateway to Lao 
Banzhang, and with the growing fame 
of Lao Banzhang over the past decade, 
Banpen seems to change by the year; 
as if by magic, the old, dark wooden 
houses have transformed into impres-
sive modern buildings.

The old village of Banpen is sit-
uated on the border between the tea 
mountain of Hekai at Menghun and 
the township of Mount Bulang. Like 
Hekai, Banpen is also inhabited by the 
Lahu people. In terms of administra-
tive divisions, the old village of Ban-
pen belongs to the village committee 
of Hekai, Menghun, although in reali-
ty it is located on a different mountain 
from Hekai. Geographically speaking, 
Banpen Old Village is actually closer 
to Mount Bulang, and is only around 
two or three kilometers away from the 
neighboring village of Lao Banzhang. 
The old tea garden joins onto that 
of Lao Banzhang, and only the local 

villagers can distinguish which trees 
belong to Banpen and which to Lao 
Banzhang. Although Banpen belongs 
to the Hekai tea mountain, the local 
tea’s distinctive strength and richness 
actually makes it more similar to the 
tea of Mount Bulang.

The tea garden at Banpen (班盆), 
sometimes written as “Bangpen (邦
盆)”—both are Mandarin translitera-
tions of the local name—covers an area 
of around 2,000 mu (about 130 hect-
ares) and sits at an altitude of 1,700 
meters. The tea trees grow densely to-
gether, the old tea trees spreading out 
to form a forest around the village, 
broad and lofty. However, the one 
thing that’s quite mystifying is that 
although this swathe of old tea trees 
shares the same natural environment 
as Lao Banzhang, it really is a case of 
“just across the stream may as well be 
miles away.” Banpen tea has a distinc-
tive fruity aroma and a sweet, delicate 
liquor, quite similar in style to the big-
tree tea from Mount Bulang.

Naturally, it took a very special 
character for Lao Banzhang tea to 
stand out among the many tea moun-
tains of the region. At first taste it is 
smooth but with a hint of bitterness 

faintly surrounding the fragrance of 
the tea, slowly revolving in the mouth. 
Its unique flavor has really taken root 
in the tastebuds of many Chajin. Fla-
vor is the most direct indicator of a 
puerh tea’s value on the market. But 
that distinctive Lao Banzhang taste can 
be hard to find, and the price of Lao 
Banzhang tea makes it hard to afford, 
so Banpen old-growth tea has become 
the optimal choice for many tea mer-
chants. Although it doesn’t quite have 
the deep appeal of Lao Banzhang, and 
the liquor is not quite as smooth or 
rich, Banpen still has more than 2,000 
mu of old-growth tea trees; in terms 
of both quality and quantity, it’s well 
placed to be a substitute for Lao Ban-
zhang.

What’s more, with the tea moun-
tain of Banpen stretching for several 
kilometers, the tea trees from differ-
ent locations naturally have differ-
ent strengths. Hence, the price of the 
tea from trees bordering on the Lao 
Banzhang tea area is higher, as is the 
price of teas that more strongly re-
semble Lao Banzhang in character. 
Market connoisseurs are good at find-
ing the shadows of Lao Banzhang tea 
on the old tea mountain of Banpen.  

The Lahu Village
of Banpen

茶人:  Luo Yingyin (羅英銀)

Fragrance  of the Forest 
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With the high prices of Lao Banzhang 
bringing a spotlight to the area, the 
range of prices for Banpen tea has 
grown wider according to the character 
of the tea, with the result that Banpen 
tea now commands the highest prices 
in the Hekai tea region.

For a period beginning in 2011, 
Banpen Old Village seemed to have 
transformed into a puerh tea market. 
Thanks to its proximity to Lao Ban-
zhang, merchants and tourists alike 
must pass through here on their way 
there. At the entrance to the village, 
tea factory owners vied to set up mao-
cha processing facilities; those without 
processing facilities still set up by the 
roadsides, hoisting huge banners with 

the names of their brands and shops. 
It was as if the ancient village of Ban-
pen, which is only home to a hundred 
or so families, had had plastic surgery 
and been given a whole new face: it felt 
oversaturated, as if the dark colors of 
the old Lahu houses had been entire-
ly plastered over with brightly colored 
advertisements.

This spring when we returned to 
Banpen, we found that many of the 
maocha processing facilities had gone, 
and with them the advertising banners, 
giving the forest back its clear, calm 
sightlines. On top of this, construction 
on the road connecting to the outside 
world had been completed, and the lo-
cal tea growers had finished renovating 

their houses, so the erstwhile clouds of 
building dust are now a thing of the 
past. This year, under the April skies, 
we enjoyed a good brew of old-growth 
tea at the Zhongji Hao tea processing 
facilities, carefully savoring each sip. At 
first it was sweet, with a bitter flavor 
emerging after the third steeping; the 
bitter note was enveloped by a sweet-
ness and pectin-like texture, giving a 
complex flavor with clear layers. The 
old tea trees here have grown and ma-
tured alongside the Lahu people, and 
the tea has a distinctive fragrance that 
is unique to Lahu teas.

Although in recent times the old 
village of Banpen has owed a lot of 
its development to neighboring Lao 
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Banzhang, according to historical re-
cords, the Lahu people of Xishuang-
banna originally migrated here from 
the Lancang river area and Simao 
(now Pu’er City) during the Ming 
Dynasty (1368–1644), and at that 
time they were governed by the local 
Dai tusi (a local hereditary leader ap-
pointed by the central government). 
From the mid-Ming (sixteenth cen-
tury) to the mid-Qing (nineteenth 
century), the ethnic minority peoples 
of Xishuangbanna planted tea in great 
quantities; all twelve of the major an-
cient tea mountains that remain today 
were planted during this period. Two 
of these ancient tea mountains stand 
as testimony to the Lahu people’s 

tea-planting history; one is the Song 
tea region in the northeast of Menghai 
county, which encompasses the villag-
es of Naka, Baotang and Da’an; the 
other is the Hekai tea mountain, with 
the villages of Manlong, Manmai and 
Banpen.

Five hundred years ago, when the 
Lahu people of Banpen settled on the 
tea mountain of Hekai, they inherited 
the stretch of old-growth tea forest that 
was once planted by the Bulang peo-
ple and added to it themselves. They 
continually expanded its area and even 
carried tea seeds back from Mount 
Nannuo to plant, until the tea gardens 
finally grew into the great expanse we 
see today. Perhaps this, then, explains 

the difference between the old-growth 
tea of Banpen and Lao Banzhang tea. 
The course of history has given the old-
growth Banpen tea of the Lahu people 
and the Lao Banzhang tea of the neigh-
boring Hani people a similar character; 
yet if you taste carefully, each one still 
has its own slightly different style and 
spirit.
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A s a rabid music lover (an 
obsessive one; barely a day 
has passed in my life without 

fully immersing myself in sonic land-
scapes as well as researching music 
or musicians), and as a card-carrying 
tea person, it’s only natural for these 
two loves to combine, play together, 
co-create. Part of the joy of helping to 
bring back to life an aged tea through 
my bodily senses, for example, is the 
ability to let the tea, through me, also 
experience different sounds. The tea, 
in turn, opens up layers of depth and 
details in the music my regular mind 
had not noticed before.

To be clear, sometimes nothing can 
compete with absolute silence to ac-
company a tea session. Yet one of my 
biggest passions about any upcoming 
tea ceremony has been to make play-
lists to accompany them, or to play 
Spirit-as-DJ “live” during a session, 
responding to the tea and mood in the 
room. I’ve found that playlists of care-
fully matched or contrasted works play 
better than most entire albums; there 
are relatively few albums my capricious 
mind would feel 100% delicious about 
playing from start to finish. There’s of-
ten a track or two or some aural devia-
tion the artist felt moved to include for 
effect that I find unnerving. 

In a list of my, say, twenty favorite 
tea albums, ones I’d without hesitation 
listen to in totality, at least a quarter 
of them would have been signed by 
one Matt Hillier. Not a familiar name? 
Let’s delve into his alternate universes 
and experience life on this planet in a 
slightly different way. His sense of mu-
sical narrative and flow is almost un-
matched. A case in point—in fact, the 
case in point—is Flowering Mountain 
Earth, by Hillier’s moniker “Ishq.”

Ishq is the senior brainchild of 
Cornwallian Matt Hillier, a dizzyingly 
prolific electronic artist who aside from 
the Ishq avatar has created music since 
the early 2000s under the names of 
Omni Vu Deity, Elve, Ishvara, Yunomi 
and more than a dozen others. In 2019 
alone and under Ishq alone, he released 
sixteen albums! He has crafted some 
seventy albums, ranging from the 
deepest psi-trance to attack your co-
chlea, to hard and dark electronic stabs 
and others that are transcendent aural 
meditations on the natural world. It 
is one of the latter that finds itself at 
Number One (with a bullet!) on Steve’s 
All Time Favorite Tea Albums List.

The 2012 work is divided into five 
sections, each with their own name, 
though it’s unhelpful to think of them 
as separate stand-alone tracks. Flower-

ing Mountain Earth works in an epic 
way as a suite, as one 55-minute piece. 
It can truly only be experienced in this 
way, and this is its major trump card. 

While there are a number of al-
bums that work in their entirety as 
concept albums (for tea we have at 
the very least the fifty reviewed in the 
Tea and Music edition of Global Tea 
Hut, of course!), I’d say that for my 
taste, the list of albums that would 
work absolutely perfectly, in a flawless, 
sublime way is actually exceedingly 
small. Even my #2 all-time favorite tea 
album, (Global Tea Hut’s #1), Riceboy 
Sleeps, is still just almost perfect when 
approached as one complete unit. The 
grandeur and absurd smoothness of 
flow that is Flowering Mountain Earth 
is in my cosmos unmatched.

This work takes its title from a 
Mayan image representing our natu-
ral world; the earth seen as a flowering 
mountain. The earliest representations 
of this come from an archeological site 
called San Bartolo in Guatemala, dat-
ing from the third century BCE and 
beyond. Likely, this concept as an alive 
earth-mountain was created by (or has 
been at least kept alive by) specifical-
ly the Tz’utujil tribe, who still live on 
the same lands, one of the twenty-four 
traditional tribal cultures that make 
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up the Guatemalan population, most 
of whom are descendants of the great 
Mayan civilization. The agglomeration 
of peoples that made up the so-called 
“Mayan Civilization,” we can recall, 
survived and flourished incredibly 
from about 2000 BCE all the way up 
until Spanish explorers in the seven-
teenth century pretty much obliterated 
them out of existence.

The Spanish conquerors tried to 
squash most aspects of the ancestral 
cultures they found, but many parts of 
their heritage were successfully brought 
underground, literally and figuratively, 
especially in the transcription of an-
cient manuscripts and the safeguarding 
of them for a kinder future social cli-
mate. The Tz’utujil still have a legend/
concept of a mountain at the center of 
the Earth, giving expression to a tree 
of life sprouting fruits representing all 
aspects of life needed for human exis-
tence, from obvious ones like rain and 
food to concepts and elements like 
time and lightning. This mountain 
earth also contained caves where saints 
and gods lived who would emerge to 
help, influence or rule over humans.

Matt Hillier’s Flowering Mountain 
Earth seems to reflect in sound and 
music the birth of our planet, and by 
going along on this ride, we can tra-

verse the aeons and live out vicariously 
the emergence into form of our beau-
tiful home. 

The first section, Mountain, is drone 
music par excellence. While there are 
some faraway bird sounds, the sense 
here is of laying witness to the vibra-
tions made by the cosmos before any 
life took root on this or other planets, 
the vastness and emptiness of space 
reflected upon a backdrop of an ex-
panding universe. It reminds us on this 
grand scale and also the small, person-
al one of the kind of womb-like space 
from which we have all emerged—and 
where we are destined to go as well.

The next section, Myst, the work’s 
shortest section, through gentle, slop-
ping xylophone-like sounds symboliz-
es the first stirrings and bubblings of 
life emerging from the eternal silence 
and majesty of the void. Life taking 
root, tremulous but strong. This bub-
bles into abundance, and accordingly 
we hear distant rains, distant birdsong.

As the following section, Rain-
making, begins there is a sense of 
building drama. A spinning cycle of 
life expressed in ways that the (later 
born) human mind can only fathom 
in its most extreme fantasies gives way 
gently to another life form; this swell 
and slow-motion explosion of life fol-

lowing a seeming eternity in the void 
eventually leads to... us. In this section 
we first hear human voices, wordless 
distant tribal chanting. We have ar-
rived on the scene, yet our presence 
seems almost celebratory, voices in line 
with the other sounds of the natural 
world. There is reverence and ecstasy 
in the human vocal instrument as it is 
still nestled within a greater force, sub-
sumed and knowing its place among 
other creatures and the majesty of 
thunder, rain and wind. A beautiful 
stitch in a gigantic fabric. 

Flowering Mountain Earth does 
not let us forget our relative place in 
the orchestra of All Things. After the 
human aspect of “flowering,” silence 
and the natural world still reign su-
preme on the final piece Cloud Forest. 
Yes, we can be heard singing in the 
echoing distance, but we know who 
is master here. Hillier-as-Ishq does 
not take a route that could have been 
heavy-handed here and include some 
cacophony to symbolize the human ag-
gressively trampling on the planet, nor 
does he leave listeners with a “we once 
had it all” sense of lost glory where we 
represent the detritus of a once-perfect 
paradise in harmony with Nature, now 
spat upon by tractors, bombs, greed 
and Twitters.
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Instead, we are left being remind-
ed that this pristine silence—albeit 
a silence very noisy indeed with bird 
and animal sounds—and the glory of 
the natural world is still the place we 
inhabit. Can we hear it, can we see it 
and in the proper context? He beckons 
to us to strain to look and listen. The 
last minutes return us to drone terri-
tory again, only this time not in the 
darker tones of the opening, sounds 
that Mathias Grassow would get the 
warm fuzzies listening to, but a lighter 
tone, a space where the sun is shining 
and very little thought is happening. 
Some final sounds are reminiscent of 
what the human breath sounds like 
when flowing through a reed or wind 
instrument, another translation of life 
on this ever-flowering, ever-transform-
ing world. We still have a part to play 
in this symphony.

It is of course the “journey” aspect 
of the work that makes it so effective 
for a meditative tea session. The open-
ing brings the listener almost instantly 
into a space of no-mind to aid in that 
emptying, settling process wherein 
most people sit down to tea with minds 
filled with whatever they were engaged 

in just prior. Here we are plunged into 
the void. It is the aural equivalent to 
firm hands being comfortingly pressed 
down upon tense shoulders.

As the tea winds its way down 
our inner rivers and valleys, the mu-
sic holds us in its embrace and carries 
us through a tremendous depth and 
breadth of magnificent space, both 
internal, external and even to that 
transcendent intersection where they 
both merge into one. That’s what to 
me makes this the ultimate tea album: 
mini waterfalls of pure tea do their job 
of melting somatic barriers and reduc-
ing mind caca, and work in perfect 
concert with the sounds to create an 
ebbing flow between internal and ex-
ternal states—almost blurring them in 
a few instances.

Hillier never presses the simple-to-
use ambient music buttons of induc-
ing a blissed-out state of dizziness and 
stupor (something that can be easily 
created even by amateur musicians; 
we susceptible humans can be hypno-
tized with embarrassing ease). The mu-
sic here keeps us rooted wherever we 
are but guides us to that transcendent 
zone, reminding us of our origins.

A note about all the natural sounds 
on this piece. The work is very lib-
erally peppered with birdsong and 
sounds of Nature, as a huge majority 
of New Age, ambient and electronic 
atmospheric music since the 1980s 
has been. Very rarely does it work as 
perfectly and unobtrusively as it does 
here. These devices can be painfully 
easily overused and become irritating 
at worst, distracting at best. At the very 
least they often sound cringingly cliché 
or trite. Yet here they are masterfully 
balanced; ever-present, especially in 
the final minutes, and yet always har-
monious and settling.

For more: Steve’s many playlists (including a series de-
voted to meditative tea sessions) can be found on Spo-
tify as “stevekokker” and some are on Mixcloud (Steve 
Kokker). Others highlighting the best of 1970s and 
1980s music are on Instagram under “@best_music_
of_1970s_1980s.” Ishq’s homepage is http://ishq.org/ 
and he is on YouTube, Soundcloud and Bandcamp, 
and his Spotify artist page has a direct donation but-
ton to help support his genius. It can be daunting to sift 
through all of Hillier’s works and find something that 
connects immediately or deeply: other suggested Matt 
Hillier aural strokes of genius include Ishq’s “Summer 
Light,” “Autumn Leaves” and Elve’s two albums “Em-
erald” and “Infinite Garden.”
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Tea is a way of beauty. Tea ceremony a practice of pres-
ence. I cherish serving Tea. The love for a piece of wood, the 
use of a simple rock in my chaxi… Our water is filtered using 
an ancient local indigenous technique where the water goes 
through volcanic rocks. For coals, we collect the dead vines 
that surround us. Each one has its own shape, smell, texture 
and memory. Sipping living tea while sitting, daily, in silence 
wakes my inner landscapes up. And it makes me feels very 
calm. This moment is my sanctuary: a life ritual. It connects 
me to my femininity, tranquility and a sense of freedom. The 
meditative mind I cultivate during ceremony is the prism 
through which I look at the world. Connecting with self, my 
inner fire, and observing my egoic tendencies are very import-
ant to me. This intimacy with Life, including myself, is my 
greatest wealth. It is my greatest target: Dhyana. It gives me 
the strength to lift volcanoes!

You are all welcome to come to this island and hear the 
sound of the beating heart of Mother Earth while holding 
a bowl by your own heart. I recognize you and thank you! I 
hope we can all share some tea very soon. You can contact me 
through IG: @bhava_living

I n June of 2017, I became a member of Global Tea 
Hut—a true call from the heart. The following Octo-
ber, I attended the silent Zen & Tea retreat held at Casa 

Cuadrau in the Spanish Pyrenees led by Wu De. During 
that retreat, I tasted Camelia sinensis for the first time. And 
since that moment, my hands and heart have turned green. 
We drank countless bowls of Living Tea during that retreat. 
My cells remembered the ancient and wise love relationship 
between tea and meditation. Tea and Dhyana. 

My name is Dhyana. This name came to me back in 2015 
while practicing meditation and Zen Archery in India: “The 
One who has shot the Arrow!” On my way back from sunrise 
meditation, I was observing through a bamboo grove a very 
old woman. She radiated life; she was preparing her bow and 
was totally absorbed in her endeavor. I immediately felt some-
thing extraordinary in her presence, something very fresh and 
innocent. She looked neither to the right nor to the left. She 
held her position, with string pulled next to her cheek, ful-
ly focused toward an invisible target straight in front of her: 
“Dhyana.” Something happened then, like a communion...

I have always dreamed of living close to Nature. It is about 
a simple life and something I remember since childhood. Since 
2017, I have been on a journey of inner work, reflection and 
a surrender to new ways of realization from a new conscious-
ness. There have been many evenings, bowl in hand, down in 
the crater of the volcano. No decision has been made without 
Tea since then. Close to Nature, life is different. One lives to 
the rhythm of the light, reads the winds, observes the plants 
that surround Her and might even cultivate some of them. I 
enjoy leaving the window open to let air breeze through from 
the outside. Nature teaches us an inevitable humility. In order 
to grow anything, patience is needed. A plant does not ripen 
to order. By listening, the plant shares its wisdom. And if this 
is true with plants, it might be true with humans as well.

Nowadays I live on a small island in the Atlantic Ocean 
called Lanzarote, off the coast of Western Africa. Even here, 
Tea still informs me every day. It has changed my life. In Oc-
tober 2019, with my sister Uma and brother Alex we launched 
our soul business: a co-creative guest house with nature, med-
itation, tea and art called Casa Nube Blanca. Before this, we 
had been in business for two decades. Over that time, we have 
been amazed that our business, rather than merely supporting 
our spiritual journey, became our spiritual journey. Now, our 
way of living feeds us and the world, at all levels. Our guest 
house breathes and loves. Every day, we have tea ceremonies 
and other offerings. There is a Tea & meditation room right in 
front of the volcano “La Corona” surrounded by century-old 
vines. 

53/ TeaWayfarer

茶人: Dhyana Arroyo, 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 Dhyana Arroyo.

TeaWayfarer



Do I hold myself down with limiting sto-
ries? Can I let go of ideas, stories or pains 
that are holding me back? I am always 
standing at a crossroads of change.

July Affirmation

Center News

We are going to do a whole issue about the 
changes the pandemic has had on tea practice, the 
ways tea helps us through adversity and how commu-
nity has changed. We think it is worthwhile to chronicle 
this impactful time with our personal stories and wis-
dom, and what tea has taught us all as we have passed 
through these global challenges. All those who submit 
stories will be offered a gift of tea. Please contact us if 
you are interested in writing about any of the ways tea 
has helped see you through!

The Seven Genres of Tea course will launch on 
the fifteenth of this month! If you sign up before then, 
you can get in at the special early price of $108. The 
course is not live, so you will be able to watch it at your 
own pace, in your own space. It has more than twelve 
hours of course material along with a ton of reading 
material as well. This course is a more geeky explora-
tion of tea itself, providing you with the maps you will 
need to navigate the tea world and understand the dif-
ferences between types of tea. 

We have some very cool new pure silver tea 
leaves on the website that can be used to improve your 
water for tea. They can be used in your water urn or in 
your kettle. We are excited to see what you think!

Check out the new audio book of Tea Medicine. 
A tremendous amount of effort went into the creation 
of this work. We are excited to share this new way of 
exploring the healing possible through tea. Available 
on Audible and other audio book platforms.

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 proud of the job that Taiwan has 
done so far to prevent the spread of the pandem-
ic, but it has inevitably reached the island, which 
is now suffering for the first time. We aren’t yet 
sure if this means we will face lockdowns or oth-
er changes to our lives. We are doing our best to 
stay safe and follow guidelines.  

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 somewhere in Miaoli. 
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 ReturnGongfu Experiments II
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I am free



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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