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Also, we plan to include a greater quantity of each of the four 
teas, meaning you will not only get more varieties to try, but 
more of each tea. The amount will be subject to the cost of 
the teas, but it should be much more than you are used to—
enough to fill three months with some great sessions.

There is more to discuss, but I will leave most of that for 
you to explore in the new year. We want some of the exciting 
new developments to be surprises, as well. The final thing I 
will say with regard to the Global Tea Hut overhaul is that we 
have spent years exploring this possibility. One of the main 
factors for me personally was to make the new quarterly mag-
azine a valuable and beautiful artifact in and of itself. I know 
from experience that magazines can quickly become clutter 
in one’s life once they are read, and clutter runs counter to 
everything I believe in—to Tea and Zen alike. I know there 
is rich and precious wisdom and information in these pages 
found nowhere else. We have already produced dozens of is-
sues that are the largest, if not the only, exploration of a topic 
in English. That said, I want to make Global Tea Hut itself 
something that sits on a shelf well and is built to last. For 
that reason, we will be moving to books. Each issue of Global 
Tea Hut after this one will be a book that hopefully displays 
proudly on your shelf, is easier to reference (in part due to the 
binding) and is filled with all the same wonderful content you 
love—enough to last the season. 

There is so much more to say. We know this transition 
will be challenging and will cause inconvenience to many of 
you since accounts will need to be changed and subscription 
models updated. We are deeply grateful for all your support 
up until now and bow deeply to all of you. Thank you so 
much for accompanying us around this exciting new corner. 
In the meantime, let’s end this era with one of our all-time 
favorite teas and raise a cup to so many years of learning to-
gether!

I n December, we enter into the season of the water ele-
ment. This is a time for withdrawing and reserving our 
energies, for meditating more and making sure we are 
valuing quietude. When we are quiet and free from 

distractions, we stay connected to the present moment and 
are also able to navigate the vicissitudes of life much more 
skillfully since we maintain perspective on what is most 
important to us. This time of year facilitates quiet, reserv-
ing resources and inward-facing contemplation. Most of the 
time, we will want to discipline/control the water element, as 
it is strong this time of year and, left unchecked, can lead to 
excessive grief. For that reason, we drink warming teas this 
season: aged sheng and all shou puerh are perfect for that. A 
long boiled tea session over many hours is the perfect way to 
warm up since it heats from the inside, which is always better 
than from the outside in terms of Traditional Chinese Medi-
cine. Such sessions are perfect for some quiet, or perhaps with 
something pleasant to read or some soft, casual conversation 
with friends and family.

This month, we have some rather monumental news. For 
some of you, this may come as a big surprise. However, many, 
many others have been a part of an ongoing conversation sur-
rounding these changes for the last two to three years and 
will therefore not be surprised at all. Either way, the fact is 
that the Global Tea Hut experience is going to change dra-
matically in the coming year. In fact, this is the last issue in 
an era, and everything from here on out will look very dif-
ferent. This change is, of course, scary, exciting, wonderful 
and nerve-wracking—all powerful and fruitful nutrients of 
my growth and awakening…

The first thing to change is that Global Tea Hut will be 
seasonal from now on. We are switching to a quarterly for-
mat rather than monthly. This may disappoint some of you, 
but it has been a long time coming. As we move toward the 
possibility of a new Center and all the work that will require, 
along with an opportunity to travel again, we need to reduce 
the amount of time this magazine consumes. Producing a 
monthly magazine is labor-intensive. It absorbs the majority 
of my month. I spend weeks on it. I am not complaining.  
I love it and it has been an honor. But I do need to give some 
time and energy to some other areas of service, as well, like 
teaching, my own books and more. The same goes for all the 
others who work so hard to make this magazine possible. The 
fact is that there are a lot of members who find the monthly 
format to be too much. The latter is also another motivation 
for this change: the environmental impact. We hope to reduce 
printing, packaging and shipping, and are therefore looking 
into environmental options for all of these, as we always have. 
Still, creating and shipping less is always going to be better.

Second, Global Tea Hut will become more tea-centric. 
Instead of three teas, you will receive four teas each season 
(meaning one extra tea over the current monthly program). 

From the editor
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–Further Reading–

Wu De

This month, it is definitely worth rereading the 
January 2016 issue, which also has some great 
information on Dong Ding. It also contains an 
introduction to Master Tsai Yizhe (蔡奕哲), who 
donated our Tea of the Month this month. The 
whole issue is a valuable context for this return to 
Dong Ding Mountain.
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ver the course of this month, we are going to 
explore the region of Dong Ding, which is one 
of Taiwan’s oldest and most famous tea-grow-

ing areas. We are once again returning to one of our all-
time favorite teas, which we are only able to share due to 
the generosity of Master Tsai Yizhe (蔡奕哲). This tea is 
a legend around here. 

Dong Ding’s name comes from the same place as the 
original Dong Ding bushes—Wuyi Mountain in Chi-
na—and it means “Frozen Summit.” As the name sug-
gests, this tea knows how to handle a chill in the air, and 
it can help you do the same. (There is another local story 
for how it got its name, suggesting that the “Dong” re-
fers to the flexing in the calf muscles required to get up 
the cliffs to the trees, as it sounds identical to that word 
in the local Taiwanese dialect.) According to local folk-
lore, the original Dong Ding tea bushes were brought to 
Taiwan around 1855. Legend has it that a government 
official named Lin Fengchi (林鳳池) traveled to Wuyi 
and came back with thirty-six Qing Xin (Gentle Heart, 
青心) varietal tea plants. He gave twelve of these trees as 
a gift to a friend in Nantou, who then planted the trees 
amongst the gorgeous views outside the town of Lugu. 

Unfortunately, the region temporarily lost its way 
when lighter oxidation, unroasted oolongs came into 
fashion in the 1980s, and many traditional processes 
were cast aside in favor of the prospect of higher prof-
its. In an attempt to compete with the success of nearby 
San Lin Xi high mountain oolongs, the farmers of Lugu 
abandoned their traditional methods, and many lost the 
knowledge and skills behind traditional oolong roast-
ing entirely as a new generation of farmers took over. 
However, in recent years, awareness of more sustainable 
farming methods has become not just a practice, but also 
a necessity, and the older styles of oolong production 
have been revitalized by several tea masters who cham-
pion this classic style of tea. 

Our special oolong this month is very unique for 
tea production nowadays. Over time, oolong produc-
tion has moved more and more toward lighter, greener, 
less-oxidized and/or roasted tea. This trend began in Tai-
wan in the late 1970s, but has since spread to the Main-
land, as well. At that time, the quality of life improved in 
Taiwan by leaps and bounds. Many of the world’s goods 
were produced here, the way they are in China now-
adays. The increase in wealth brought about a cultural 
renaissance, including tea. As the tea industry thrived, 
more and more investment moved to Nantou. Small, 
local farms were replaced with plantations that could 
create the yield needed to meet demand, and processing 
shifted more and more toward lighter, greener and more 
fragrant oolong, which appealed to the new mainstream 
tea drinker. 

As Master Tsai would travel to Dong Ding to get his 
different organic teas, he would sometimes drink tea 
with the old, retired grandfather who lived on the farm, 
Master Su. All the tea production has since been handed 
over to his son. Though the decades of tea oils soaked 
into the old man hands would have attracted any Cha-
jin, every time they shared tea, Master Tsai noticed that 
the oolong was very different than what he was buying. 
After getting to know the old man better, Master Tsai in-
quired about this tea. The old man admitted that their 
farm was producing a relatively traditional Dong Ding 
oolong compared to what is available in the market now-
adays, with more oxidation and roast. But to him, it was 
still not “traditional” enough. He liked his tea as it had 
been made long ago when he was young. So every year he 
would process some of the tea for his own enjoyment, re-
tiring in style, as it were. After a few years and more rap-
port, Master Tsai asked if he could commission some of 
the tea the old man was enjoying, since he too preferred 
the taste of tradition. The farmers agreed and “Old Man 
Dong Ding” was born. 



Old Man Dong Ding

Dong Ding, Taiwan

Traditional Oolong

Taiwanese

~750 Meters
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Brewing Tips
沖泡技巧 完成好茶

烏
龍Oolong is, of course, best brewed gong fu. We recommend staying present 

with it over many infusions. Notice the way that its aromas, flavors and Qi 
change as the tightly rolled leaves unfurl and expand in your pot. Feel the roastyness, 
warmth and strength of early infusions shift into mineral notes and a softer feeling in 
later steeps. And listen to what the leaves want to tell you of their tale. Oolong and gongfu 
tea grew up together. They are made for one another. To get the most out of an oolong tea, 
you will need a gongfu set. This doesn’t mean it is impossible to enjoy this month’s tea without 
one, but that you will need to brew gongfu to unlock Old Man Dong Ding’s full potential. That 
said, it can be wonderful to brew ball-shaped oolong leaves in a bowl. The little leaf clusters unfurl 
like no other tea and are beautiful to behold.

Gongfu tea is a skill and mastery that can be cultivated for a lifetime, including deep, internal/
spiritual mastery as well as greater skill with the art and craft of brewing—handling the pot, kettle 
and cups. Consequently, there is no formula or easy step-by-step guide to brewing gongfu tea. On 
the practical level, you need to focus on the heat. Temperature and graceful movements are the key to 
mastery in gongfu tea.

When we brew gongfu tea well we “steal” the tea’s essence. If the temperature remains consistent and 
our movements are slow, gentle and graceful, then we disturb the tea as little as possible and its essence 
is released slowly over the session. This ensures a more patient tea and a better overall experience, as the 
shift from cup to cup is smooth and the transition even. This will take lots of practice and will cover a 
vast array of factors starting with the often-neglected skill of selecting—choosing the right tea, teaware, 
water and fire and then using the right methods to elicit all the potential nuances a tea has to offer. Of 
course, on the other side of things, we must also cultivate our sensitivity so that we are able to notice and 
appreciate the subtle nuances we unlock when we improve our selection and technique. There is no point 
in saving to get better wares, hiking to fetch the best water and then improving our technique if we aren’t 
going to be able to experience the subtle changes these differences make. 

We always include the caveat that in this process of improving our ability to select tea, wares, water 
and fire (and consequently, improving our selection of these) and bettering our technique, we also 
need to avoid feeling like gongfu tea is too complicated or that we cannot brew satisfying tea until we 
reach a certain level. It is much better to drop the goal-oriented mindset and turn all “mistakes” into 
lessons, learning from our choices (making “tuition” out of poor purchases). Most importantly, there 
is no destination. The journey is the goal. And so, we should always focus on having fun and enjoying 
ourselves along the way. We have to drop any fixation on goals, since it prevents real and meaningful 
contact with the present moment, which means it is also a barrier to the sensitivity we have been dis-
cussing here. This plays a large role in the skill that makes this a gongfu. Also, we would point out 
that another important skill to develop when it comes to tea is a comfort around tea. We have 
to become familiar with tea, teaware and brewing. In order to develop that familiarity, we will 
have to be comfortable around it and okay with “mistakes.” This means some casual tea has to 
be a part of our gongfu practice, as important a part as sensitivity training or experimentation. 

Gongfu Leaves in a Bowl

Water: spring water or best bottled
Fire: coals, infrared or gas
Heat: high heat, fish-eye, 95 °C
Brewing Methods: gongfu or 
leaves in a bowl (gongfu is best)
Steeping: rinse, 2-3 flash steepings,
then increase the duration
Patience: 10–15

Experiment with shower-
ing the teapot this month. Try 
showering the pot both be-
fore and after steeping the 
tea to see what effect this 
has on the tea liquor 
and the patience of 
the session.

Tea of  the Month
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oolong been gradually forgotten, but 
the flavor and style of traditional Dong 
Ding oolong have also been adapted 
to suit changing consumer preferences 
for lighter, greener oolong that is oxi-
dized much less.

Some of the tea gardens in the 
“hometown of Dong Ding oolong” 
have gradually fallen out of use due 
to factors such as declining soil fertil-
ity, aging tea trees and the tea farm-
ers growing older and passing away. 
Many of the pieces of land that once 
produced tea are now used for grow-
ing fruit, vegetables or other crops, or 
have even been left to grow wild. In 
addition, that distinctive style that is 
so representative of Dong Ding oolong 
was at odds with the changing trends 
of the 1980s. As a result, the degree of 
oxidation decreased, and the tea leaves 
that originally took the shape of partly 
rolled, partly loose half-spheres were 
replaced by tightly coiled, distinctly 
separated balls. The color of the tea 
liquor changed from orangey-red with 
hints of yellow to a clear, bright golden 
yellow. The fragrance of the tea, once 
a result of the perfect intersection of 

A lthough other tea areas once 
had an influence on the cre-
ation of Dong Ding oolong, as 

times have changed and more tea lov-
ers have become nostalgic for the past, 
a revolution has occurred. These days, 
traditionally-processed Dong Ding 
oolong tea has even started to influence 
other tea-producing regions, which 
have changed their tea to be more like 
traditional Dong Ding oolong. This 
changing trend is representative of all 
of Taiwan’s tea and its future. Making 
traditional oolong demands great skill 
in the art of tea processing. That need 
for skill could change everything in 
Taiwan. 

Lugu Township in Taiwan’s Nantou 
County is known as the home of Dong 
Ding oolong tea, and is considered 
to be where traditional Dong Ding 
oolong was first invented. However, 
in recent years, the growth of Taiwan’s 
Hsinhsing high elevation tea region, 
along with consumers’ changing tastes 
and the development of other types of 
tea, have all had an influence on Lugu. 
It seems that not only has its reputa-
tion as the hometown of Dong Ding 
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oxidation and wood charcoal roasting, 
morphed into a lighter floral fragrance, 
drifting gracefully through the air. The 
tea liquor, once rich, sweet and mellow 
in flavor, leaving a thick creaminess in 
the throat, became fresh and lively in-
stead. The changing face of the birth-
place of Dong Ding oolong, and the 
changing fragrance and character of 
its traditional tea, left many tea lovers 
who had a certain affinity for tradition 
with an ineffable sense of nostalgia and 
ambivalence toward the greener tea 
from higher altitudes that had come 
to dominate the whole tea market in 
Taiwan, including Dong Ding.

Putting aside these feelings of nos-
talgia for the time being, there are plen-
ty of other aspects of traditional Dong 
Ding oolong that are worthy of further 
exploration, in terms of production 
techniques alone. So, I shall use a small 
corner of these pages to offer a general 
overview to you, the reader. If there are 
any places that are incomplete, I hum-
bly welcome any advice or comments 
from experts in the field. My aim is to 
start a conversation about what I think 
is important in Taiwanese tea.

Taiwanese Tea

茶人: Guo Kuanfu (郭寬福)

Through the Lens of

Dong Ding
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ficult to master the knowledge needed 
to judge all these changes and apply 
that knowledge to the next step in tea 
processing. Unless there’s an experi-
enced master overseeing the process, 
a new tea maker attempting to learn 
all this on their own through trial and 
error would take three, five or even up-
wards of a dozen years of experimenta-
tion before they would have sufficient 
experience to deal with even the most 
common variations in the tea leaf, the 
weather conditions and the tea pro-
cessing environment, let alone outliers. 
This sort of tea-making technique, in 
which decisions are based on instinct 
and the accumulation of experience, 
approaches the realm of fine art, and 
is why fine tea is so hard to make and 
to find, and why the quality and prices 
are so high. Semi-oxidized oolong teas 
are very complex and time-consuming 
to make, so any small discrepancies in 

During the production of the dis-
tinctive tea that is traditional Dong 
Ding oolong, aside from the prerequi-
site of top-quality raw tea leaf, the fac-
tors with the most profound influence 
on the finished tea are the experience 
and techniques that go into processing 
it. During the processing of Taiwan’s 
semi-oxidized oolong teas, the fac-
tors that can influence the variations 
in quality are extremely complex: the 
conditions of the tea leaf, weather and 
environment differing from one day to 
the next, and so on. For that reason, it’s 
impossible to take a linear, measured 
or formulaic approach to tea process-
ing. Because of this, the tea makers are 
most concerned with accumulating 
and passing on their experience. For 
example, the state and degree of water 
evaporation during withering in the 
sun results in changes in the scent, col-
or, luster and shape of the leaf. It’s dif-

the tea-making process or changes in 
the raw leaf, climate or surrounding 
environment will affect the quality of 
the finished tea. Because of this, the 
more heavily-oxidized these semi-ox-
idized teas are, the more technically 
challenging they are to make.

Taiwan’s tea regions have an island 
climate, which offers a superior envi-
ronment for tea, so the leaf they pro-
duce differs somewhat from the leaf 
grown on inland tea mountains and is 
especially well-suited to a heavier de-
gree of oxidation to bring out the ex-
cellent quality of the leaf. This is why 
we continually advocate for increasing 
the degree of oxidation of semi-oxi-
dized teas, to better showcase the dis-
tinctive character and flavor of the lo-
cal teas. We believe it is also a way of 
safeguarding the reputation of the tea 
makers and their houses, which their 
predecessors toiled so hard to build,  

Dong DingDong Ding
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tinuously lose moisture. When pro-
duced this way, the finished tea is fresh 
and lively with no bitterness or astrin-
gency, yet its flavor is weak and bland 
and it lacks the thick, creamy texture 
and rich, mellow flavor of tradition-
ally-processed teas. Even if you take 
some excellent raw tea leaf and process 
it in a well-equipped indoor environ-
ment, it will nonetheless lack the dis-
tinct characteristics founded on tech-
nique and skill that were the hallmark 
of earlier teas processed in a natural en-
vironment. When it comes to the role 
of technique in the character of these 
teas, it has to be said that there is really 
no evidence of much technique at all. 
When a tea is processed without regard 
to skill, but simply by following a set of 
procedures, the finished product lacks 
any ability to be competitive in the 
market, let alone have a competitive 
advantage. Taiwan’s local tea industry 

as well as their tea-making methods, 
the finest and most irreplaceable that 
exist. Lighter teas are easier to make 
and have a larger margin of error and 
are therefore easier to produce in larger 
quantities and with less skilled labor. 
The need for great skill in traditional 
oolong processing demanded that tea 
makers devote themselves to master-
ing tea processing skills, lest their teas 
be below average in the market. These 
skills were handed down and became a 
part of Taiwanese tea culture. 

If we look at the processing of many 
semi-oxidized teas today, we see that 
the tea leaf is moved indoors when it 
has not yet been sufficiently sun-with-
ered. Once in the temperature- and 
humidity-controlled environment of 
a withering room, the leaf is withered 
indoors and is turned over infrequent-
ly or even hardly at all. In this indoor 
environment, the leaf is forced to con-

faces challenges such as limited arable 
land, low output, labor shortages and 
high wages, all of which make it unable 
to compete with the world’s largest tea 
producers, with their relatively high 
output and low cost of production. 

Traditionally, the reasons why Tai-
wan’s tea commanded respect and 
high prices and has gained a solid 
competitive edge in the free market 
were the unique advantages afforded 
by the local environment, the com-
petence of its tea workers, the high 
level of skill involved in tea-making 
and the positive image of Taiwan’s tea 
production industry as a whole. Of 
these, the most precious of all is the 
processing technique for semi-oxi-
dized oolong tea, honed through years 
of accumulated experience. So, when 
the tea makers process the tea, they 
must adopt a “tea-centric” approach, 
one focused on quality over quantity.  
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them on, or to accumulate even more 
knowledge as the techniques continue 
to be preserved. From my experience 
of evaluating and grading fine teas in 
the Dong Ding tea region, I’ve ob-
served a recent trend: The degree of 
oxidation is gradually increasing year 
by year. For example, there’s been a 
noticeable reduction in the number of 
finished teas that have a grassy, vegetal 
aroma, and the density and richness 
of flavor of the tea liquors have been 
on the rise. This demonstrates that al-
though other tea regions outside the 
traditional Dong Ding area once had 
an influence on the flavor and degree 
of oxidation of traditional Dong Ding 
oolong, as times changed and people 
became nostalgic for the past, the ta-
bles turned. These days, traditional 
Dong Ding oolong tea has gradually 
begun influencing other tea-producing 
regions, which have adapted their tea 
to become closer to traditional Dong 
Ding oolong.

Throughout every step of the process, 
from withering the leaf in the sun 
right through to the finished product, 
the tea maker must consider what the 
tea leaf needs, and not simply follow 
a prescribed sequence of procedures. 
If the tea maker can successfully ful-
fill the needs of the leaf at every step, 
not only will the tea be endowed with 
the unique character of Taiwanese tea 
and its irreplaceable competitive edge, 
but also then, and only then, can the 
tea-making technique be called a true 
skill, a true gongfu.

In recent years, the Yuchih branch 
of the Tea Industry Improvement 
Center (農業改良場) I head up has 
shifted toward more practical, hands-
on teaching and mentoring methods, 
whether at agricultural colleges or tech-
nical workshops at farmers’ co-opera-
tives throughout various regions. The 
goal of this is simply to preserve these 
tea-making techniques that are born 
of accumulated experience by passing 

This changing trend is representa-
tive of the quality of Taiwan’s tea, and 
perhaps of its future development. It 
requires that the tea makers once again 
develop strong practical skills in the 
art of tea processing and is once more 
heralding the dawn of a new era. With 
the changing times and environment, 
we may never be able to go back in 
time and experience the original flavor 
of traditional Dong Ding oolong, but 
through our feelings of nostalgia and 
the hard work of the tea makers, we 
can face the circumstances that pose a 
threat to Taiwanese tea and meet them 
head on. Through the art of tradition-
al tea-processing techniques, we can 
bring out the innate qualities of Tai-
wan’s raw tea leaf and, despite its small 
production volumes, secure a contin-
ued place in the global market for Tai-
wanese tea.

Tighter rolling of modern tea does result in less astrin-
gency and bitterness, but it also changes the way the tea 
ages and results in a tea with less body. The leaves above  
are modern and traditional, hand-rolled tea side by side. 
Beneath that we can see a Dong Ding tea from the 1980s 
with the original paper wrapping. The wet leaves above left 
are what the hand-rolled tea looks like after brewing. They 
are thick and leathery, smooth and juicy to the touch, be-
coming clay-like when they are rolled. The best hand-made 
teas would have red edges rarely seen nowadays. Such teas 
are much more patient, lasting for many more steepings, 
each more rounded and deeper, with longer lasting flavors 
and a stronger body. The liquor of traditionally-processed 
Dong Ding tea is thick and viscous, with a deep reddish-or-
ange to golden hue. It should have a strong body, coat the 
mouth and throat for a long time and be very patient.

Dong DingDong Ding
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dry out the tea leaf—this is completely 
different from the sun-withering step 
that occurs with oolong. There is also 
sun-drying in some white production, 
but that is also different.

Withering & Shaking
The main goal of the sun-withering 

step is to break down the polysaccha-
rides in the tea leaf into monosaccha-
rides—levorotatory glucose, or L-glu-
cose. It also serves to evaporate part of 
the moisture content in the tea leaves 
and stalks. By comparison, tea that is 
made from “rainy day vegetables” (tea 
leaf picked during wet weather) ab-
sorbs too much moisture, and on top 
of that, there’s no sunlight to wither 
the leaf. This gives the tea a “water-
logged” flavor, which results in a tea 
liquor that tends to be relatively bitter 
and astringent with less sweetness, and 
sometimes even with a strong “sugar 
cane” fragrance. (Note: this aroma is a 
result of the polysaccharides in the leaf 

W hether you’re a tea expert 
or simply a tea drinker, 
trying your best to under-

stand oolong teas simply based on the 
names of all the different tea products 
or tea types is a bit like looking for 
flowers in the fog; the more you look, 
the hazier everything gets. Therefore, 
I shall cut through all the confusion 
and explain it in terms of the manufac-
turing process, which should make it 
much simpler to understand.

The greatest distinguishing factor 
between oolong and other famous teas 
is the first step in the oolong tea-mak-
ing process after harvesting the raw 
leaf, namely withering in the sun. One 
ancient tea book has this to say about 
the sun-withering process: “All other 
teas lose their flavor when exposed to 
sunlight; only oolong tea likes to be 
sun-dried.” Some people may point 
out here that Puerh tea also undergoes 
a sun-drying process to produce the 
semi-finished maocha, but this is differ-
ent because it happens after the tea leaf 
has already been withered to achieve 
the kill-green step and its purpose is to 
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not completely breaking down.) So, 
from this, it’s easy to see just how im-
portant the sun-withering step is.

After the raw tea leaf has lost 
enough moisture through sun-wither-
ing, it is moved indoors for the next 
step, known as “withering by letting 
the leaf sit.” After the leaf has lost its 
strong vegetal odor (臭菁味), the next 
withering step begins: a repeated pro-
cess of tossing the leaf and then letting 
it sit. During this process, the vigor 
with which the leaf is tossed and the 
amount of time it is left to sit both de-
pend on the approach of the individu-
al tea master. In the early days, tossing 
the leaf five or six times was considered 
the norm, whereas these days it’s quite 
unusual. This is one reason why people 
talk about a certain difference in aro-
ma between traditional and new-style 
oolongs—the latter have an unpleas-
ant, vegetal odor. Tossing the raw tea 
leaves causes them to bump against 
each other, damaging the structure of 
the leaf and triggering the plant’s “emer-
gency rescue system,” which is a cute 
way of understanding the chemistry.  

Defining

茶人: Gong Yu Yao (龔于堯)
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Rolling into Balls
With traditionally flavored oolong 

tea, the tea leaves gain a red color 
around their edges, which has given 
rise to the verse, “With leaves of red-
edged green and fragrance strong, 
this unique and famous tea is called 
oolong.” By way of explanation, I 
ought to add here that if you want the 
leaf to oxidize to the point that the 
edges turn red, the best way to achieve 
this is to harvest the tea leaves in “equal 
leaf pairs (對口葉).” This means pick-
ing at the point where the tea plant 
has already finished growing soft new 
shoots and the two outermost leaves at 
the tip of the twig have unfurled, ma-
tured and ideally developed about six 
to eight pairs of leaf veins. Such leaves 
are ideal for making oolong tea.

The water molecules within the leaf are 
just like little ambulances, rushing to 
transport pectin to the damaged sites 
to seal the leaf ’s wounds. While all this 
is going on, the tea leaf is being left to 
sit and is undergoing oxidation. 

Using the anthocyanidins con-
tained within the catechins in the tea 
and looking at their degree of oxida-
tion are indicators of how oxidized (or 
“fermented,” 發酵, in traditional lan-
guage) the tea is. Oolong tea is often 
called semi-oxidized tea (or in Chinese, 
literally, “half-fermented,” 半發酵). In 
reality, this “half ” can really mean any-
where between 10% and 40% or more, 
which can naturally be very confusing 
for students of tea. Given all of this, 
how do we distinguish “new-flavored” 
oolong from “traditionally-flavored” 
oolong?

Usually when we talk about har-
vesting “one heart (bud), two leaves  
(一心二葉),” this applies to Formo-
sa oolong (Baihao/Liar’s tea/Eastern 
Beauty). This method is not very well 
suited to high mountain tea, Dong 
Ding oolong, Wenshan Baozhong or 
Tieguanyin; yet these days, “new-fla-
vored,” lightly-oxidized oolong is al-
ways harvested with the new shoots 
included, while they are still too young 
and tender.

Due to a shortage of workers on 
the tea mountains, the task of rolling 
the tea leaf is distributed using an al-
location system. Under these circum-
stances, realistically speaking, har-
vesting the tea leaf according to the 
“equal leaf pairs” method has become 
an unattainable ideal. On top of this, 
rolling machines have substituted for 

Dong DingDong Ding
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nose and in the tea liquor itself; it’s rare 
to find a tea with a fragrance that lin-
gers on the palate after it is drunk.

2) When brewing tea that has been 
hand-rolled in fabric balls, the leaves 
unfurl slowly, giving a long-lasting 
flavor. With machine-rolled tea, on 
the other hand, the leaves all unfurl 
quite quickly; the first three steepings 
have a full flavor, but any subsequent 
steepings tend to be quite bland. This 
is what I call “losing its integrity.” The 
theine/caffeine in the tea also tends 
to be released in large quantities from 
the fourth steeping onward, leaving a 
sweetness in the liquor as the only no-
table characteristic from then on. Un-
less one uses clever brewing techniques 
to make up for these tendencies, the 
tea will inevitably become weak and 

hand-rolling, which has meant that 
instead of forming the hemispherical, 
traditional, Baozhong-style tea leaves 
that used to characterize high moun-
tain oolong and Dong Ding oolong, 
the tea leaves are now formed into 
little fully-rolled balls, identical in ap-
pearance to Tieguanyin, an example of 
round, ball-shaped Baozhong oolong.

So, when brewing the finished 
product, what is the difference between 
tea that has been hand-rolled in cloth- 
enclosed balls and machine-rolled?

1) The effect of the tea becoming more 
bitter and astringent the more it is 
rolled has improved. Today’s “new-fla-
vored” tea has less bitterness and as-
tringency, but the aftertaste in the 
throat has also become weaker. Often, 
the fragrance is only noticeable in the 

flavorless. By contrast, most traditional 
oolong tea will only begin to gradually 
lose its flavor after the sixth to tenth 
steeping.

Roasting & Storing
Lastly, let’s talk about roasting the 

tea. Traditionally, roasting, or bei huo 
(焙火, literally “baking/drying over 
a fire”), meant heating the tea leaf to 
bring out its best qualities and correct 
its faults—to dissipate the “stagnant” 
or “stuffy” aroma after the leaf has been 
rolled in fabric balls then spread apart, 
to get rid of any unintended odors the 
leaf may have absorbed from the air 
while the tea stems were picked out 
and to dispel or transform the original 
vegetal odor of the tea leaf. 
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perature to bring out the best qualities 
in the tea has become a new area for 
thought and experimentation. Hence, 
“roasting the tea” has come to mean 
using changes in temperature to mag-
nify the good qualities of the tea and 
minimize the bad ones.  For example, 
the most common method now is the 
“room temperature standing (常溫靜
置)” method, in which the tea is left 
to sit and time is the main factor in 
transforming the flavor and fragrance. 
This is the concept of “storing the tea 
(藏茶).”

As for roasting the tea over a char-
coal fire versus an electric heat source, 
in my opinion, the main point is that 
radiant heat and convective heat have 
somewhat different effects on the tea 
leaf. Even between charcoal fires, the 
different types of charcoal will result in 

For traditional Dong Ding oolong, 
the roast is increased until it produces a 
sort of puffed rice aroma; at this point, 
the floral and honey notes of the tea’s 
fragrance become more pronounced 
and a subtle fruity aroma emerges, 
deepening the pleasure of drinking the 
tea.

However, the more tightly coiled 
the tea leaves are, the more difficult 
it becomes to roast them evenly both 
inside and out, since the outer surface 
of the balled-up leaf is directly exposed 
to the heat and is already transform-
ing while the inside is still heating up. 
Of course, roasting for a longer time 
over a lower temperature is one way of 
dealing with this, but the final step of 
raising the temperature to boost the 
fragrance of the tea is often unsuc-
cessful. As a result, using variable tem-

differing far infrared ray indices, which 
has some effect on the deeper layers 
of the tea leaves. This is all science, so 
there’s a rational explanation for the 
differences charcoal brings.

To define traditionally-processed 
oolong tea concisely is challenging. 
Tradition says that oolong tea leaf is 
“the color of an eel; the leaves, once 
they have brewed and unfurled, have 
the texture of a toad’s skin; the tea li-
quor is the rich yellow of an egg yolk 
and the leaves before brewing are 
shaped like curled-up shrimps.” All 
these characteristics have earned tradi-
tional oolong tea a lasting place in the 
hearts of die-hard tea fans, even today. 
And after it has been roasted twice and 
aged in storage, the flavor grows even 
more profound and enduring. There is 
nothing like it in the tea world.

Dong DingDong Ding
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phenol oxidase and peroxidase act on 
other polyphenols to produce theafla-
vins. These red-orange compounds 
then react with more polyphenols to 
produce thearubigins, the chemicals 
responsible for changing the leaf ’s col-
or from green to golden, coppery or 
chocolate brown. The thearubigins, 
meanwhile, are also busy reacting with 
some of the amino acids and sugars in 
the leaf, creating the highly polymer-
ized substances that develop into the 
various and distinctive flavor compo-
nents that we expect in red tea.

Fermentation is an important com-
ponent in the fabrication of puerh 
and black teas like Liu An or Liu Bao. 
Therefore, any discussion of fermenta-
tion in tea manufacture ideally focuses 
on—and is well illustrated by—the 
manufacture of puerh. So let’s examine 
what fermentation is and why careful, 
expert fermentation is so integral to the 
manufacture of traditional, high-quali-
ty puerh and black teas. 

Fermentation is microbial activity 
involving one or more types of bacteria, 
molds and yeasts. Most fermentation 
is anaerobic, occurring most readily in 
the absence of oxygen. Other types of 
fermentation are aerobic and happen 
in the presence of oxygen. There are 
examples of both types of oxidation 
within the world of tea. The leaf that 
is being fermented must be exposed 
to bacteria (or have bacteria present 
inherently) in order for fermentation 
to occur.

As is the case with the fabrication of 
traditional “hard” cider or Roquefort 
cheese, the bacteria necessary for mi-
crobial activity to commence is present 
naturally, in the atmosphere and/or on 
the interior surface(s) of the chamber 
in which the fermentation occurs (the 
cider-house or cheese-curing cave). In 
the case of puerh, the bacteria required 
to both initiate and maintain fermen-
tation are potentially present during 
several aspects of its production.

M aster Gong’s article alludes to 
the fact that traditional tea 

farming was done before the era of 
modern science, so oxidation and fer-
mentation where not understood to be 
separate processes. To this day, many 
farmers use the same term, “fa xiao  
(發酵),” or “fermentation,” to refer to 
both oxidation and fermentation, as 
well as the changes that happen when 
aging tea. With the help of tea expert 
Robert Heiss, let’s review oxidation 
and fermentation.

First, let’s define oxidation: Oxida-
tion is a biochemical, enzymatic activ-
ity during which oxygen is absorbed 
by and subsequently causes changes 
to the host physical matter. In the case 
of freshly plucked leaf for tea, this is 
plant matter. Oxidation can be sponta-
neous or controlled and cause positive 
or negative change. A familiar example 
of spontaneous negative oxidation is 
what happens when one cuts an ap-
ple or banana and leaves the cut side 
open to the air. The exposed cells ab-
sorb oxygen, soften and turn brown. 
This is a very simple form of oxidation 
that most people have witnessed. Left 
undisturbed, the fruit may simply air-
dry or it may rot, depending on the 
atmospheric conditions present in the 
room. Similarly, cutting an apple into 
slices and drying these in a dehydrator 
is an example of controlled oxidation, 
occurring within the process of drying. 
The browning of the cut surfaces is not 
considered aesthetically pleasing in the 
marketplace, so sulfur compounds or 
citric acid are sometimes used to mit-
igate the color change, but oxidation 
occurs in this situation even without 
a visible change in color. The oxygen-
ation of the polyphenols stimulates 
them to start the series of chemical re-
actions that ultimately yield the flavor 
components and cup characteristics 
that we expect in red tea. During the 
first and most important period of the 
enzymic oxidations, the enzymes poly-

Puerh and black teas both fer-
ment and oxidize as they age, where-
as oolong tea just oxidizes. But that is 
the whole of what we understand re-
garding changes in oolong tea. There 
is also hydrolysis, which is the release 
or breakdown of chemicals due to a re-
action with water. All oolong tea has 
some moisture content after process-
ing. Understanding some of the chem-
istry of hydrolysis in oolong tea as it 
is aging hasn’t yet explained why low-
er moisture content is better though, 
save perhaps the assumption that these 
changes happen slower and maybe 
more consistently. 

In the tea leaves, there are many 
compounds that are part of glycosid-
ic bonds or linkages, which are a type 
of covalent bond joining sugar mole-
cules to other groups, usually another 
carbohydrate. These aromatic com-
pounds are often sweet and floral and 
the bond means that they are not de-
tectable, which explains why some teas 
are so much more aromatic after be-
ing brewed in hot water, which breaks 
these bonds. It is possible that the 
moisture content in tea leaves is also 
affecting the oolong as it ages in this 
way, breaking these bonds and releas-
ing more sweet, aromatic fragrances as 
time goes on. Certainly, aged oolong 
is more aromatic, sweet and delicious. 

When it comes to the chemistry 
of aging oolong, the Maillard reac-
tion is a reaction between amino ac-
ids and sugars that are being reduced 
by heat, often causing cooked food 
to turn brown and have a distinct fla-
vor and fragrance. This is what gives 
roasted oolong its toasty flavors and 
what causes onions to “caramelize.” 
Normally, this reaction requires heat, 
but in the aging of oolong, the tea, 
sugars and theanines transform over 
time through degradation of the mo-
lecular chains. These complex changes 
of amino acids create aromatics like 
pyrazine, which we perceive as nutty,  

Oxidation & Fermentation 氧化

Dong DingDong Ding
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processes. The overall patterns of vol-
atile compounds observed in five dif-
ferent preparations of old oolong tea 
were fundamentally identical… Char-
acteristic aroma nitrogen-containing 
compounds, including N-ethylsuccin-
imide, 2-acetylpyrrole, 2-formylpyr-
role and 3-pyridinol, were consistently 
found in the examined old oolong teas. 
These compounds might be regarded 
as typical constituents at least for a cer-
tain kind of old oolong tea.”

This quick introduction of some 
of what we were able to research in 
the changes of oolong tea over time 
only represents the tip of the iceberg. 
No doubt more research will uncover 

roasted flavors and fragrances (most of 
what we “taste” in tea is actually aro-
ma-based and aroma and flavor are of-
ten blended in our experience). 

A 2011 Chinese study of aged 
oolong, reported in the January edi-
tion of the Journal of the Science of 
Food and Agriculture, found that “Sig-
nificant differences were observed be-
tween the volatile compounds in fresh 
and old oolong teas. This observation 
suggested that long straight chains of 
alcohols and acids were putatively de-
composed while shorter-chain acids, 
their amide derivatives and many ni-
trogen-containing compounds were 
generated during the tea conversion 

deeper levels to the chemistry of tea 
leaf transformation over time. Also, 
we should end where we started by 
saying that the chemistry does not ful-
ly explain the experience of why aged 
oolong is so great—not on the level of 
flavor and aroma, nor the energetics 
of why aged tea has such a profound 
effect on our consciousness and much 
more. 

This is shou puerh being piled (wo dui, 渥堆) for fermentation. 



and-white dysentery.” Another record 
appears in Interviews from Yunlin 
County: Mount Dong Ding (雲林縣採
訪冊: 崠頂山), written by Ni Zanyuan  
(倪贊元) in 1849: “The craggy peaks 
are often shrouded in white clouds; 
several dozen families make their 
homes here, which have naturally 
formed a village. Walking tracks wind 
around the mountains, and many tea 
trees are planted here. Lan Luzhou (藍
鹿洲) once came to Taiwan and ended 
up in Shalian; he praised the local tea 
for its excellent quality, saying it had 
a wonderfully pure fragrance and the 
ability to dispel summer heat and 
relieve swelling in the stomach. City 
folk buy it in large quantities.”

It’s said that in 1855 (the 5th year 
of the Qing Xianfeng era), Lin Fengchi  
(林鳳池), a native of Lugu Village in 
Taiwan’s Nantou County, visited the 
province of Fujian in southern China 
to sit the imperial examination and 
passed with flying colors. To thank his 
fellow villagers for their help with his 
travel expenses to go and sit the exam, 
he brought back thirty-six tea seedlings 

T aiwan has a warm and humid 
climate all year round with 
soil rich in organic matter, 

making it a great environment for tea 
trees. Thanks to this fortunate combi-
nation, there have been wild tea plants 
growing in Taiwan since ancient times. 
According to a record from the Zhu-
luo County Annals (諸羅縣誌), writ-
ten in 1717 (the 56th reign year of the 
Kangxi Emperor), “A great quantity 
of tea grows on the inner mountain 
of Shuishalian (水沙連); it has a dis-
tinct flavor and shares the green color 
of Usnea lichen. The ravines here are 
very steep; the tea is cold in nature and 
has the ability to dispel summer heat 
and relieve swelling” (dispelling heat 
in a TCM sense). In 1765 (the 30th 
reign year of the Qianlong Emperor), 
a scholar by the name of Zhu Yunyuan 
(朱筠園) wrote a book called Records 
of Little Liuqiu (小琉球漫誌) that also 
mentioned Shuishalian tea: “The most 
frequent visitors come from Fuzhou, 
the provincial capital of Fujian; these 
visitors all seek Shuishalian tea, as it has 
the ability to miraculously cure red-
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of the Qing Xin (青心) oolong varietal 
from Mount Wuyi and gifted them to 
the residents of Xiao Bantian and Da 
Pingding. Twelve of the seedlings were 
planted on what is known today as 
Mount Dong Ding by a Mr. Lin Sanx-
ian (林三顯), thus marking the origins 
of Dong Ding oolong tea.

A record on page 50 of the Gene-
alogy of the Song Family of Dong Ding  
(凍頂蘇氏宗譜) mentions a Su Gen-
kun (蘇艮坤), a member of the 19th 
generation of the Su clan, born in 1854 
(the fourth year of the Qing Xianfeng 
era), who was one of the earliest pio-
neers of Dong Ding oolong tea culti-
vation. In addition, a document from 
1878 (the fourth year of the Guangxu 
era) detailing the family assets to be in-
herited by two brothers from the Lin 
family of Dong Ding, named Lin Ai 
(林愛) and Lin Xi (林喜), listed “old 
Dong Ding tea bushes” as part of the 
estate. The document uses an archaic 
form of the name Dong Ding: 崠頂, 
with an older variant of the character 
dong (崠), rather than the one that is 
used today (凍).

The Glory Days

茶人: Lin Xian Tang (林獻堂)

of
Dong Ding
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for over a century. In the early days, 
the county mostly produced grain, and 
tea trees were planted in between rows 
of sweet potatoes or other crops. This 
tea was simply for the growers’ own 
consumption, and there was no oppor-
tunity to make money from it. After 
Taiwan’s economy took off, starting in 
the 1960s, tea gradually became Lugu’s 
most important agricultural specialty 
product, with Qing Xin (青心) oolong 
as the staple tea varietal. 

Each Step 
 Leaves a Footprint

The three villages of Zhangya, 
Fenghuang and Yonglong were Lugu 
Township’s frontrunners in terms of 
tea production. In the 1950s, there 

In A Comprehensive History of Tai-
wan (臺灣通史), compiled by poet 
Lian Heng (連橫) in 1918 during 
the Japanese occupation era, we find 
the following passage: “Taiwan’s [tea] 
industry has a long history. Old re-
cords praise the tea from Shuishalian, 
with the color of Usnea lichen and 
the ability to dispel miasma and sum-
mer heat. Today, tea from Wucheng is 
still the top seller on the market, with 
Dong Ding tea being the finest of all, 
although it is not produced in great 
quantities.”

From a survey of textual records, 
it’s evident that there was already wild 
tea growing at Shuishalian (the region 
encompassing the townships of Lugu, 
Yuchih and Puli) during the Qing Dy-
nasty (1644–1911); this wild tea is dif-
ferent from the tea varietals that have 
been cultivated in Nantou County 

were already some scattered tea gardens 
in the area, few in number and without 
any dedicated tea processing facilities. 
Instead, storehouses or living rooms 
doubled up as places to wither the tea 
leaves, while kitchen stoves served to 
fire and roast the tea. In the 1960s, the 
government played an active mento-
ring role in the management and op-
eration of the tea gardens, organizing 
research on tea-making techniques; 
teaching demonstrations at the tea 
gardens; and hosting competitions for 
harvesting, processing and picking out 
tea stems, all of which were aimed at 
improving the quality of the tea leaf.

In 1974, Lugu established a special-
ized tea-producing region, and in 1976 
the Lugu Township Farmers’ Co-op-
erative held their first ever “fine tea 
grading and packaging exhibition and 
sales fair.” Thanks to the momentum 

To the right: (opposite page): A photograph from the 
1980s showing (from left) Lin Xian Tang taking notes, and 
judges Lin Qi San and Wu Zhen Duo (photograph supplied 
by Lin Qi San).

Above left: A photograph from the 1970s. In the early days, 
the tea leaf was pan-fired on kitchen stoves. People didn’t 
have special tea-processing facilities, and certainly no ma-
chinery to speak of. Most tea was made in the home and 
for home consumption, and yet, there is a charm in such 
handmade tea.

Above Right: A photograph from 1985. Drawing a raffle to 
win a car at the winter tea exhibition. Such contests were 
common in the early days of the Dong Ding fairs. They were 
extravaganzas.

Left: Tea packaging from the first tea competition in 1976. 
Such tea is well-aged and very expensive nowadays, some-
times auctioned for large amounts.

Dong DingDong Ding
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The Golden Years
Looking back on Lugu Township, 

the home of Dong Ding oolong tea, 
the fragrance of tea drifted far and 
wide during the 1980s and tea factories 
stood proudly in great numbers; there 
were over a thousand households in 
total, and just about every one had its 
own small-scale tea processing facility. 
To borrow a slogan from the tea farmers 
of the time, “We grow it ourselves; we 
make it ourselves; we sell it ourselves.” 
Each tea grower had their own special 
tea-making skill, their own book of 
trade secrets, and each produced a tea 
that was unique in the world. These 
teas were very distinctive and recog-
nizable. Each grade of competition 
tea, in particular, had its own special 
characteristics and differentiating fac-
tors, and they found considerable favor 

built by both of these popular events, 
Lugu Township’s tea-planting land 
area grew faster than bamboo shoots 
after the spring rains. Previously, some 
of the tea terraces in the area were only 
big enough to plant a single row of tea 
trees, or a few rows; but after a signif-
icant amount of land was cleared for 
new tea gardens, with diggers used to 
prepare the soil, stones or river pebbles 
brought in from elsewhere were used 
to build graded steps into the steep 
hillsides, and the whole of Mount 
Dong Ding was converted into tea 
terraces. With each step leaving a foot-
print and terraces stretching from the 
bottom of the slopes all the way up 
into the clouds, the new tea gardens 
became Lugu Township’s most impres-
sive vista of their time. By 1990, Lugu 
Township’s tea gardens covered an area 
of 1,500 hectares.

with consumers. Crossing Chuxiang 
Bridge from Zhushan Town, the aro-
ma of tea floated along the roadside; 
during tea-making season, the route 
was aglow with bright lights and doors 
open to all as the tea makers swapped 
pointers, comparing and tasting each 
other’s teas, with tea merchants passing 
by in a never-ending stream. It made 
for a peaceful and happy atmosphere, 
as if the bustling scene from the Song 
Dynasty painting “A Riverside During 
the Qingming Festival (清明上河圖)” 
had sprung to life once more. During 
this period, Dong Ding oolong tea was 
at its pinnacle and established its lead-
ing status within Taiwan’s tea industry. 
Other up-and-coming tea regions all 
scrambled to invite Lugu Township’s 
master tea makers to come and share 
their wisdom and guidance with local 
tea farmers.
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branches that had grown excessively. 
This harvest yielded a small volume 
of tea and was known as “selecting 
the buds (tiao ya, 挑芽).” The second 
round of tea picking was a comprehen-
sive one and yielded the largest volume, 
comprising about 80% of the year’s to-
tal harvest. This was called “great water 
tea (da shui cha, 大水茶).” The third 
harvest round happened about a week 
later, which yielded very little volume 
and involved picking any remaining 
tea leaves that had developed rather 
late or had been missed during the 
main harvest. This was called “cleaning 
up the buds (qing ya, 清芽).”

In general, the daily tea-picking 
hours lasted from sunrise till sunset, 
with the harvest being divided into 

In the traditional Dong Ding oolong 
tea-processing method, the tea leaf 

has to undergo harvesting, sun-wither-
ing, indoor withering, tossing, heaping 
to achieve oxidation, kill-green, first 
rolling, first drying, rolling in a ball to 
shape the leaf, drying, picking out the 
stems and roasting. The entire process 
relied on the experience and technical 
skill of the tea maker and was all done 
without temperature-controlled facto-
ry facilities or standardized processes.

The 1980s were an industrious and 
frugal time. Tea harvesting was divided 
into three stages based on the maturity 
of the tea leaves. The first harvest in-
volved picking the early-maturing tea 
leaves, which were mainly found on 
the outer edges of the tea trees and on 

“morning leaf,” “midday leaf” and “af-
ternoon leaf.” The finished tea made 
from “midday leaf” was considered 
the finest quality. In the early days, tea 
harvesting was done in shifts, with ev-
eryone taking turns helping each other 
out; although the value was calculated 
based on quantity, all the tea pickers 
were neighbors from the same area, 
so they all approached the tea picking 
with a team spirit, meaning that it was 
fairly easy to control the quality of the 
tea leaf. Generally, the tea was picked 
when the topmost leaves had opened 
equally and the tea bud in the middle 
had unfurled to a reasonable degree, 
and each tea tip was harvested, includ-
ing the bud and two or three leaves. 
The standard picking method was 

Traditional Flavor, 
Like Virtue, 

Takes Effort to Achieve

Above: A Japanese tea ceremony (sado) of the Hayami-ryu school, demonstrated by visitors to Lugu in 1984.

      Right (opposite page): A tea-making competition in Yonglong in 1969.

Dong DingDong Ding
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would all have moved on to the next 
tea garden, and it would be several 
days before their turn would roll back 
around. By this time, the tea leaves 
may already have become too mature, 
negatively affecting the quality; you 
can well imagine how distressing this 
would be. 

On the day of the harvest, the tea 
leaf had to be weighed and gathered 
every two hours to avoid it sitting too 
long in piles and overheating. Then, 
around ten in the morning, the tea gar-
den owners had to bring refreshments 
out to the tea workers. In those days, 
these were all home-cooked by the tea 
farmers’ wives, who would be practi-
cally run off their feet with all the extra 
work. Once the tea leaf was gathered, 

called the “direct picking” method, 
which involved using the force of the 
thumb and forefinger to pinch off the 
tea tip. If you picked too far down the 
stem, including too much stalk or old-
er, fibrous leaves, your fingers would 
end up unbearably achy by the end of 
a full day of tea picking. 

Since the owners of the tea gardens 
grew and processed the tea themselves, 
harvesting season was a very busy and 
stressful time. They had to rally the tea 
workers first thing in the morning, and 
if the weather was looking unstable, 
they had to make the anxiety-inducing 
decision of whether or not to go ahead 
with the harvest that day. But if they 
missed their turn for the harvest that 
day, the following day, the tea workers 

the first of the many tea-processing 
steps would begin: the kill-green, first 
rolling and drying steps would be com-
pleted late at night, and the workers 
could then catch a few hours of sleep. 
Then, at first light the next morning, 
they would start back up again, rolling 
the tea in balls to shape the leaf, then 
drying it once more. As you can imag-
ine, the whole tea village was bustling 
with activity. The tea leaf used for the 
competition-grade teas of this period 
was meticulously selected to make the 
finished product, and thanks to the 
phenomenon of tea competitions, the 
tea-roasting masters of Dong Ding be-
came the most highly renowned in the 
whole of Taiwan. Some remain legends 
to this day.

傳統的味道
像美德一樣
需要努力實現



Above: The venue of the winter tea exhibition in 1984.

      Below: Packaging of a competition tea from 1981.
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became an important marketing tool 
for the whole tea region. From 1984 
onward, various organizations within 
Lugu Township all began vying to host 
their own tea fairs, with the result that 
there were events hosted simultaneous-
ly by four different entities: the Lugu 
Township Farmers’ Co-operative, the 
Lugu Township government office, 
the Dong Ding Tea Leaf Production 
Co-operative and the Fenghuang Yon-
glong Community Development As-
sociation. On top of this, the Nantou 
County Farmers’ Co-operative and the 
Nantou County Tea Merchants’ Guild 
also decided to join in the fray, and the 
supply of would-be competitors even-
tually outstripped demand. In the end, 
it was a case of survival of the fittest, 
and the market decided which players 
would successfully remain in the game. 
In 2001, the Lugu Township govern-
ment office stopped running their tea 
fair, so as of 2008, there were still three 
different tea competitions and fairs 
running each spring and autumn.

The longest running of all these 
tea fairs is the one hosted by the Lugu 
Township Farmers’ Co-operative. 
From the inaugural event in 1976 to 
the present day, they have continued 
for more than forty-five years, weath-
ering many ordeals, including the 
major earthquake of 1999, Typhoon 
Toraji in 2001, the pandemic of 2019 
and several economic recessions. To get 
through difficult times, the farmers’ 
co-operative took measures to support 
the tea farmers, such as allocating its 
staff promotional raffle tickets to sell 
to the public, with major prizes such 
as cars, scooters and bicycles. They also 
implemented a guaranteed purchase 
price when buying from the tea farm-
ers, and, most importantly, maintained 

T he Dong Ding Top Grade Oolong 
Tea Exhibition and Sales Fair  

(凍頂高級烏龍茶展售會) was sim-
ply nicknamed the “tea competition,” 
and the whole of Taiwan went wild for 
it. Although the competition was run 
for the first time by the Lugu Town-
ship Farmers’ Co-operative in 1976, it 
wasn’t until the 1980s that the whole 
township really started going crazy 
over it. Every spare moment was occu-
pied with talk of the tea competition, 
and the thoughts, hopes and dreams of 
the tea farmers were all bound up in 
this competition. In the early days, few 
prizes were awarded—the first-place 
winner hosted a banquet for everyone 
as a matter of course, and any tea farm-
er who won a special prize would also 
set up dozens of tables and invite all 
his fellow villagers for a feast to cele-
brate. It was an occasion every bit as 
grand as a huge wedding reception. In 
order to build some buzz around the 
awards ceremony, up until 1986, the 
announcement of the prizes was done 
in a manner shrouded in secrecy, much 
like the Oscars: They didn’t announce 
the winners until the actual day of the 
ceremony. So, from the moment the 
judges came to a conclusion to the big 
announcement, an air of mystery de-
scended over Lugu Township, with ev-
eryone feverishly trying to guess which 
family had won. Although it was hard 
to avoid a certain amount of anxiety 
over one’s standing in the competition, 
winning a prize was an important form 
of recognition for a tea farmer, and it 
also provided a great foundation for 
marketing and sales.

Although the sales volume of com-
petition teas only represented a drop in 
the ocean compared to the total tea out-
put, they enjoyed a leading status and 

strict quality control over the tea leaf 
and promoted tea art and culture to 
establish sustainable business practices 
and cement the leading status of com-
petition tea in Taiwan’s tea market.

The Young Return Home
In the 1980s, the prospects for 

Dong Ding oolong were looking 
bright, and the tea competitions were 
thriving, which resulted in waves of 
young people moving back home from 
the bigger cities to their native villages. 
The government established a project 
to provide loans to rural youth starting 
their own businesses, and during this 
period, new tea gardens and small-
scale tea-processing factories sprung 
up everywhere, forming thirty tea 
villages in total. The whole mountain 
was planted with tea, from an altitude 
of 200 meters all the way up to 1,000 
meters, and it was around this time 
that people started hearing the names 
“Dong Ding” and “Dong Jiao”: Dong 
Ding (凍頂), the name of the moun-
tain, literally means “icy peak,” and 
“dong jiao (凍腳)” means “icy foot” 
(in other words, denoting which part 
of the mountain the tea came from). 
The young tea farmers had their own 
approaches and their own dreams, 
and they flocked to the Tea Industry 
Improvement Center to receive train-
ing and grow their knowledge, break-
ing away from the traditional “master 
and apprentice” model of learning. 
By combining theory and practice in 
a complementary way, they progressed 
at lightning speed. Oftentimes, the 
best teas are made through the cooper-
ation of innovation and tradition.
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Lugu Gets Swept Up 
in a Whirlwind 

of Tea Competitions
鹿谷捲入一場比賽茶旋風
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stages, a preliminary round and a sec-
ond round. To solve this, the farmers’ 
co-operative voluntarily established 
the tea evaluation training course, 
testing hundreds of applicants group 
by group, then carefully selecting and 
training them. The graduates eventu-
ally formed a tea evaluation committee 
of sixty members, who were in charge 
of judging the preliminary competi-
tion round.

In the preliminary round, these 
judges were in charge of sorting the 
entries into grades, which were: elim-
inated entries, “two plum blossoms,” 
“three plum blossoms,” and entries for 
further evaluation (A grade). After the 
first round of judging, the teas select-
ed for reevaluation (the A-grade teas, 
which represented around 20–25% of 
all the entries) were delivered to the 
senior judges for examination. Serv-
ing on the preliminary round judging 
committee was not only a great respon-
sibility, but also a supreme honor. The 
neighboring tea farmers would often 
approach the committee members for 
advice and guidance, and this gradual-
ly contributed to the growth of the tea 
industry in the surrounding villages. 
Skills were shared throughout the area 
as a result of the competitions.

This wave of young tea farmers re-
turning home, along with several tea 
culture exchanges organized by Tai-
wan’s Chinese Tea Art Alliance, who 
brought tea experts from South Korea 
and Japan to visit Lugu Township, re-
sulted in a renewed value placed on tea 
art and tea culture in the Dong Ding 
tea region. In 1991, the farmers’ co-op-
erative officially began running tea art 
classes, inviting Master Chen Lingli  
(陳憐利) from the Lu Yu Tea Art 
Center to teach the lessons. Following 
this, tea art and tea culture began to 
grow like spring shoots after the rain, 
and tea art was introduced to all the 
local elementary schools, high schools, 
households and communities, where it 
has flourished to this day.

Taking the Lead
In 1986, the Tea Industry Improve-

ment Center had not yet opened its 
dedicated “tea leaf sensory evaluation” 
classes, yet the Lugu Township Farm-
ers’ Co-operative tea competition was 
already attracting over 3,000 contes-
tants, so judging the tea was no longer 
a job for just a handful of judges—the 
judging now had to take place in two 

Beginning in the 1980s and peak-
ing from 1990 onward, Taiwan’s high 
mountain tea developed rapidly, and 
people who were experiencing tea may 
have gone a little crazy for its sweet 
fragrance, or even its vegetal aroma. 
Everything was somewhat muddled, 
and people were happy as long as it 
was fresh. But as they gained more ex-
perience of the tea, people learned to 
savor it slowly and properly appreciate 
its subtleties, and eventually it recov-
ered some of that perfection that ox-
idized tea ought to embody—just as 
a young person needs proper training 
to develop noble and elegant manners. 
Among Taiwan’s semi-oxidized teas, 
Dong Ding oolong boasts the most 
complete tea-making process; its de-
gree of oxidation progressed from pro-
ducing a floral fragrance to an aroma 
of ripe fruit, plus the additional aroma 
imparted by the roast. This results in a 
tea that is rich, sweet and mellow with 
a lingering, saturated flavor—other 
teas simply cannot compare! And the 
prize-winning teas that distinguish 
themselves among their competitors 
have ascended even further, approach-
ing the very pinnacle of perfection.

Dong DingDong Ding



Above: Modern tea pickers are often still local in Dong Ding. Working together ensures quality harvesting.

      Left (opposite page): A tea art seminar hosted by the Lugu Farmers’ Co-operative in 1991.

      Below: The tea farmers use a “thumb blade,” a device worn on the finger, to help them snip off the tea leaves more efficiently.
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Master Deng’s story is relevant to 
this issue for reasons beyond our new 
kettles, since he lives a stone’s throw 
from Dong Ding. Through scenic 
tea mountains, down a simple village 
road and tucked away into a gorgeous 
garden studio he designed and built 
himself, lives one of Taiwan’s greatest 
treasures, a potter who has contribut-
ed so much to the culture of tea here 
and abroad that it’s difficult to find 
the words to express his influences. 
For us authors, there are always some 
topics and people that we long to write 
about, yet we falter since we hold the 
topic in such high esteem that we’re 
worried we won’t do it justice. As a 
tea lover and author living in Taiwan, 
Deng Ding Sou is just such a topic, 
and not just because of his awards or 
fame, but because he truly is an im-
portant and amazing person. I always 
knew that one day, I would write this 
article, approaching it now as ever with 
excitement and trepidation both. I 
don’t want to just list his achievements 
or put forth his biography, which 
has been done in countless other ar-
ticles—I hope to capture a bit of his 
distinct personality and the effect it has 
had on tea culture and on my own tea 
journey. If I succeed, this tour through 
his life will leave you with as much re-

D eng Ding Sou is one of our 
closest and oldest tea teach-
ers and friends. The influ-

ence his work has had on our journey 
is beyond measure. Aside from many 
wonderful tea sessions in the moun-
tains, amongst boulders, in both our 
homes and at gatherings, we have 
countless other lessons and memories 
that we treasure. As you can imagine, 
Master Deng devotes his heart and 
life to crafting wonderful teaware. We 
always knew that we wanted to involve 
him in our own teaware creations as 
much as possible, since he could do a 
much better job than we ever could. 
We have passed through several gen-
erations of our own affordable kettles, 
but always hoped that he would help 
us. Our collaboration began a couple 
years ago when Master Deng offered 
us the design of his small gongfu ket-
tle, donating it to us to use. And now, 
after a long and winding road, we are 
very proud to announce that, together 
with Master Deng, we have new, full-
size, two-liter “Cloud Kettles.” They 
are going to make an amazing addition 
to many tea sessions around the world. 
Before we introduce these wonderful 
new kettles, we thought we would 
return to Master Deng’s story for those 
readers who don’t know who he is.
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spect as I have for him—as a friend, 
mentor, fellow tea lover and artist.

Deng Ding Sou (鄧丁壽) was born 
in Jiayi County in 1959. From an early 
age, his artistic talents were recognized 
by his family and teachers. He grew 
up painting, practicing calligraphy 
and dabbling in other art forms. He 
started working in clay at a very ear-
ly age and fell in love almost immedi-
ately. He also fell in love with tea at a 
young age. He studied ceramics with 
different teachers around Taiwan for 
many years. In 1981, he started an ap-
prenticeship under Master Chen Jing 
Liang (陳景亮) to learn ceramic art. 
His teacher taught him more than just 
the technical skills of molding teapots, 
using a potter’s wheel and kiln, or even 
the unique knowledge of stones and 
ores that his teacher passed on to him. 
He also encouraged a spirit of inde-
pendence in Deng, suggesting that he 
utilize tradition as but a stepping stone 
for his own creative endeavors.

It wasn’t long before the student 
was shining brightly on his own, and 
his unique approach to tea culture and 
teaware in particular started to make 
him famous. There are many aspects 
of Master Deng’s character that sepa-
rate him from other artists in the tea 
world, but let’s focus on two of them.  

Our New

茶人: Wu De (無的)

Cloud Kettles
by Deng Ding Sou
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the teas on his shelves brings us to the 
second factor that makes a great art-
ist of teaware: Master Deng is as true 
a tea lover as ever there was. Far too 
many artists who create teaware do 
so because it is lucrative. But the best 
teaware is always made by those who 
love tea.

Many potters here get involved in 
making teaware because it sells. They 
bring their skills in painting, glazing 
or design to teapots and often make 
very beautiful teapots, cups, pitchers, 
etc., but the problem is that much of 
this teaware doesn’t function well. Des-
tined to sit on shelves and look nice, 
such teaware is often dulled by the fact 
that it will never embrace Tea or bring 
joy through sharing. The best teaware 
has always been used, and antique pots 
and cups glow with life in part be-
cause they have made so much tea and 
brought so much joy to tea lovers over 
time. The true tea lover is saddened by 
the cup that is behind glass, knowing 

As I was contemplating why he is so 
special, it dawned on me that perhaps 
these two traits have always character-
ized the best teaware artists, now as in 
ages past. The first quality that makes 
Master Deng a great teaware artist is 
that he doesn’t create out of any fi-
nancial motivation. If having passed 
through his years of the cliché “artistic 
suffering” isn’t enough, one need only 
follow his career—his compassion for 
the people of Taiwan and his courage 
to experiment with new trends and 
ideas—to know that he is someone 
who creates for the love of clay, and 
would do so alone on a mountain with 
nothing but homegrown herbs and 
vegetables as much as he would to be 
appreciated and awarded, as he is. In 
fact, his fame has done little to change 
his personality or way of life: He still 
lives in the mountains and still teach-
es for free, and his shelves are filled 
with pots and good teas, not the many 
awards he’s received. And admiring 

that it is dying. Even priceless antiques 
are preserved and cared for in the tea 
world—because they are alive; they are 
handled with care and respected as they 
participate in our tea sessions. That life 
is much of their elegance and the true 
measure of their craftsmanship. And 
that is why most tea lovers have mixed 
feelings about the glorious antique 
wares in museums—happy that they 
are protected for future generations, 
but sad that they aren’t being used to 
make tea anymore. Of course, there is 
nothing wrong with making teaware 
for a living. But the best teaware is 
created by and for Chajin, who under-
stand the function of the wares since 
they use them to make tea every day. 

Master Deng always puts function 
first and aesthetics second. He says, 
“If you can’t use the teaware I have 
created, I might as well make a vase or 
pot for you to display. I could do that 
as well. I choose to make teaware be-
cause tea is my greatest passion in life!  

Teaware
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I experiment.” Looking around his stu-
dio, I realized that this was the under-
statement of the decade! There are bro-
ken bits everywhere, failed attempts 
and countless sketchbooks filled with 
inventions and designs. Models, molds 
and experiments fill his shelves, and 
none of them are focused on trying 
glaze colors or other aesthetic qualities. 
Instead, he is focused on solving prac-
tical issues, improving spouts or find-
ing exciting new ways to improve our 
tea, either in terms of quality of the 
liquor or the ergonomics of brewing.  

These days, Master Deng spends 
more time inventing than he does cre-
ating artwork. His handmade pots, 
pitchers, cups, etc., are often made 
as templates that are then produced 
in limited quantities by factories 
throughout Asia. He showed me one 
of his sketchbooks and I was amazed to 
see five corrections, in so many pages, 
to problems I myself have encountered 
in my own tea preparation, including 

I myself drink tea every day, so I know 
what it is like to buy a pot that you 
thought was so beautiful only to get 
home and find that it doesn’t pour 
well or leaks. There is one pot like that 
which sits on my shelf there,” he sighs 
and points to an elegant pot. “It sits 
there collecting dust and still disap-
points me when I pass it, glancing at 
what could have been…” Not only is 
Master Deng’s teaware inspired by a 
true love for tea, it also is based upon 
decades of mastery over the art. In 
other words, he is also a tea master. 
Learning about the deepest intricacies 
of gongfu tea and practicing every day 
for decades with the eye of an artist has 
given him countless ideas. “I watch 
the tea ceremony with an artist’s eye: 
When a pot breaks or doesn’t function 
well, when a lid stand doesn’t hold 
the lid well or when a pitcher pours 
improperly or decreases the tempera-
ture of the water too quickly, I always 
think,‘How could I fix that?’ and then 

a new design for a tetsubin he is de-
veloping with a Japanese company that 
will prevent the spout from dripping 
or leaking and has a gorgeous wooden 
knob, so you can remove the lid with-
out tongs. I asked him about it, and 
he led me to a shelf filled with about 
ten such tetsubins that he had rejected, 
adjusting things before sending them 
back to the producer. His clever smile 
at such times is unforgettable. He has 
the shimmer of childhood wonder in 
his eyes whenever we discuss tea. In his 
own humble way, he says:

If the inspiration for artistic creation 
derives from life and from culture, then 
each of the ceramics that I create is a 
portion of my soul—a hyperactive soul 
that is constantly bounding around, 
never at rest. If the works that I have 
produced have helped to make people’s 
lives better in any way, then that is only 
an accidental reflection of the good side 
of my personality.
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tween various teas and minerals, like 
volcanic basalt, andesite, turquoise and 
many, many others. “Some stones en-
hance water, keep the heat in the pot, 
while others are purely decorative,” he 
says. “I continue to experiment with 
water, tea liquor and even tea leaves 
stored and prepared in different miner-
al combinations. This is really infinite, 
since maybe a mineral that works well 
for brewing oolong won’t be ideal for 
a jar meant to store puerh tea, and so 
on.”

Master Deng says that such min-
eral-blended clay is a powerful expres-
sion of elemental wisdom. “The Earth 
element in the tea ceremony is repre-
sented by the teaware, and such stones 
are deep statements of this.” He often 
experiments with mountain spring wa-
ter, allowing guests to sip from a few 
of his cups and normal porcelain ones 
side by side. I am always amazed to 
find that each cup changes the texture, 
smell and/or flavor of the water dra-
matically. Whenever we drink tea to-
gether, we either relax and catch up on 
each other’s lives or we do experiments, 
since we both love learning and explor-
ing. We brew the same tea in an aver-
age porcelain pot and then in one of 
his pots designed for that specific kind 
of tea, with a specific combination of 
stones and minerals mixed into the 
clay. I am always astonished at the dif-
ferences. We always grin ear to ear like 
little boys lost in play. I have decades 
of memories drinking tea with Master 
Deng, and all are playful and fun. 

Beyond the function, I always 
point out to Master Deng that his pots 
are also gorgeous. He explains this by 
saying, “In a rock teapot, the pot be-
comes a canvas on which the ceram-
icist can express himself. Employing 
a wide range of different stone mate-
rials, the teapot-maker uses the firing 

The two most famous kinds of 
teaware, Yixing and porcelain, are 

both made with clays rich in minerals 
and ores. There are many reasons for 
this: On the most subtle level, stone is 
elemental earth, which imparts body 
to the tea liquor. The scientist would 
perhaps argue that the porous quality 
of unglazed pots allow them to ab-
sorb the oils in tea and enhance fu-
ture brewing, and the minerals affect 
the consistency of the water and tea 
liquor, enhancing certain flavors and 
aromas; the potter would say that such 
clays have less reduction, which makes 
it easier to fit lids to pots, hand-mold 
handles, etc. The tea lover would re-
ply that mineral-rich earthen clay has 
a simple aesthetic that fits well with 
tea preparation. The truth is that all of 
these reasons, and many more, court-
ed the marriage between mineral-rich 
clays like purple-sand from Yixing and 
tea culture over time.

Master Deng learned ceramics in a 
tradition that blends various kinds of 
minerals and stones with clay to pro-
duce unique and innovative textures 
and styles of pottery. His teacher did 
this for aesthetic reasons. With his 
love for tea and childlike brilliance 
and inquisitiveness, it wasn’t long be-
fore Master Deng began to explore the 
possibilities that certain kinds of min-
erals and stones were suitable to cer-
tain aspects of tea preparation, rather 
than just decorative addition. Again, 
it’s always function first with Master 
Deng. “After all, everyone who loves 
tea knows that Yixing teapots are so 
great because the stone ore that they 
are derived from is so special. I realized 
that the Earth is filled with many kinds 
of stone and ore. Why not experiment? 
Perhaps some of them would end up 
making great tea.” Master Deng spent 
decades exploring the relationship be-

process to create textures and patterns 
that combine the beauty of traditional 
brush painting with the elegance of oil 
painting. These pots have the simple 
beauty of earth and stone, and the ra-
diance of metal. They may be speckled 
with spots of light, like scattered stars 
in the heavens, or they may display 
the warm luster of ancient bronze or 
gold vessels; bold, wild patterns are 
complemented by exquisite attention 
to detail. In these pieces, the beautiful 
aesthetic qualities of ceramics and met-
als are united as one in a new way. The 
multiple strata of visual effects, from 
the dark and subdued to the shiningly 
radiant, create a form of self-expression 
that is based around natural elements, 
and over which the human artist can 
never hope to exercise complete con-
trol. Each piece has its own unique 
character, and no individual piece can 
ever be replicated exactly; this is where 
the special charm of rock teapot cre-
ation lies.”

The 1999 Earthquake
Early in the morning of September 

21, 1999, Taiwan was hit with a mas-
sive earthquake of 7.7MS. The earth-
quake-prone island often suffers major 
and minor trembles, though nothing 
like this one. When the day dawned, 
the rest of the world sadly watched the 
news: Thousands had been killed or 
injured, while a huge crowd of others 
were left homeless. The earthquake’s 
epicenter was in central Taiwan, near 
the city of Taichung, but most of the 
loss occurred in Nantou and Yunlin 
counties, which are central to the tea 
industry and culture of Taiwan.

Of course, all Taiwanese were 
affected by the news, and relief ef-
forts began domestically and abroad.  

Stone in Clay含石泥土

Teaware
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the secret knowledge he had inherited 
and developed over the years to the cit-
izens of Nantou. Anyone affected by 
the earthquake was free to come and 
learn pottery, use his kilns and develop 
a new trade for themselves and their 
families. 

Immediately, students showed up, 
eager to learn from Master Deng. De-
cades later, you can see the influence 
of his charity all throughout Taiwan, 
and pots made like his with minerals 
and stones can be found all over Nan-
tou and even in Taipei. Master Deng 
not only provided a financial basis for 
rebuilding much of what was lost, but 
the unique teaware industry that de-
veloped has also helped to attract valu-
able tourism to this part of the island. 
Some of his students have gone on to 
fame of their own and now run schools 
teaching the next generation of potters.  
I met one who had lost his home in the 

Having so many friends whose farms 
or businesses had been directly affected 
by the earthquake, Master Deng also 
decided to get involved. He moved to 
Nantou County and started to help at 
some of the farms. Together with his 
students, he purchased large quanti-
ties of the volcanic ore and stone that 
had been uprooted during the quake 
and used it to produce teapots. He 
started using his name and art to hold 
fundraising shows around Taiwan and 
abroad, generating relief and awareness 
through art.

While this was already more than 
what most were doing, Master Deng 
realized, as he lived in Nantou longer, 
that it wouldn’t be enough. “I thought 
of the old proverb that if you give a 
man a fish, you feed him for a day; 
but teach him to fish and you feed him 
for a lifetime,” he said. Master Deng 
opened his studio and shared most of 

earthquake. He said his life had lost all 
meaning and he had turned to drink-
ing day and night. He needed direc-
tion, which he found in clay. He then 
stopped drinking and eventually got 
over the depression of losing his home 
and livelihood. Master Deng says, “It 
was easy to get them involved. Most 
of them love tea, and every tea person 
loves good teaware—so it wasn’t as if 
they were uninterested. It was the clay 
that really healed them,” says Master 
Deng modestly.

Most of the tea farms have been 
rebuilt now. Master Deng still stays in 
Nantou, teaching pottery to this day. 
Most times we visit, we also visit local 
tea farms, and it is always obvious that 
everyone, even the next generation, re-
veres Master Deng, knowing the con-
tribution he has made to Taiwanese tea 
culture over the years, and the way he 
helped locals through troubled times.
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years ago); but then, as is its wont, in-
spiration capriciously struck, flashing 
through the clouds of loss. We can 
only imagine Master Deng’s gaping 
mouth slowly sculpting into a grin.

He told his teacher he had to go 
and quickly raced home to do some 
drawings. What then resulted was the 
first-ever guyi teapot. The guyi teapot 
is unique because the spout is on the 
bottom of the pot, rather than the side, 
which allows gravity to pour the tea. 
As Master Deng began to experiment 
with this new teapot, new innovations 
followed over the years. He improved 
the rest that the pot sits in, perfected 
the seal to trap the air by holding one’s 
finger over the button and started de-
signing new ways of decorating, even 
adding his knowledge of minerals and 
stones to create some guyi of that vari-
ety. From his own description of guyi 
teapots: “As with traditional teapots, 
the guyi pot exploits the power of air 
pressure. By covering or uncovering 
the air holes, you can control the flow 
of water within the teapot. With the 
guyi pot, however, the tea flows out 

O f Master Deng’s many contribu-
tions and innovations to tea cul-

ture, none are as famous as his legend-
ary guyi (古逸) teapots. I asked Master 
Deng about them, and he said, “About 
thirty years ago, I started drinking tea 
avidly. I delved into the process of ex-
tracting the best liquor from tea leaves. 
After I acquired some skill at brewing 
tea, I started to think about how I 
could design a teapot that would meet 
my tea-making needs and would be 
uniquely my own.” Like any lover of 
tea, Master Deng began to collect an-
tique zisha teapots from the legendary 
“Pottery City,” Yixing. One day, when 
he was pouring tea for himself and his 
teacher, the lid fell off one of his fa-
vorite teapots and cracked on the table. 
Most all people who drink tea seriously 
for some time must pass through the 
loss of some treasured teaware, bro-
ken or cracked by our clumsiness as 
we learn the process of gongfu tea. At 
first, Master Deng was also distraught, 
looking down at his loss in awe (which, 
funny enough, is exactly how I reacted 
when I broke one of my Yixing some 

from an opening near the bottom of 
the pot. Because water naturally tends 
to flow downward, the flow is smooth-
er, and it is much easier to ensure that 
all of the water has been removed from 
the pot. At the same time, because the 
teapot is always in a horizontal posi-
tion, there is no need to worry about 
the lid falling off.”

The guyi teapot was an immediate 
success in Taiwan, and even though 
Master Deng invented it so that we 
wouldn’t break the lid of our favorite 
pot, I think its success was more be-
cause of the effect it has on tea prepa-
ration, especially when brewing the 
tight, ball-shaped oolong tea that is 
so common in Taiwan. When brew-
ing ball-shaped oolong tea, the key to 
making great tea is to have the balls all 
open at the same time, uniformly, so 
that each releases its essence together 
in a symphony of flavor and aroma. 
In the first few steepings, as the balls 
are still opening, this can be difficult 
to do with a normal teapot because the 
balls often shift to the side when we are 
pouring, which sometimes traps some 

Guyi Teapots
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In that way, a guyi teapot can help in-
crease a tea’s patience. This just fur-
thers Master Deng’s trend of putting 
function before form. Guyi teapots 
can be exemplary of all great teaware 
because they are aesthetically pleasing 
and function well in equal measure.

Because of their popularity, in the 
late 1990s, Master Deng started de-
signing series of guyi pots to be made 
from molds. He has made one series 
per year, creating only about 500–600 
pieces, which are then shipped to dif-
ferent regions of Taiwan and abroad. 
The pieces are numbered, and the 
molds are destroyed after the process 
so that they can never be replicated. 
Even these production pieces are often 
worth money these days. 

As mentioned earlier, it is often the 
mark of a master in the Chinese arts 
if he or she is copied, and of course 
Master Deng’s success, coupled with 
the fact that he has so freely passed on 
his wisdom to so many students, has 
resulted in the creation of many kinds 
of guyi teapots in Taiwan, China and 
abroad. Some of them mimic his style 

of them and prevents them from open-
ing at the same time as the others. This 
problem can also be solved by skillful 
pouring of the water over the tea and 
teapot, but I have found that a nice, 
round guyi teapot really does the job 
excellently. Because the ball-shaped 
leaves never shift, and the steepings 
pour out from the bottom, each steep-
ing—including the initial ones—is an 
even and pure representation of that 
tea. I especially like the designs he has 
made that are rounder, allowing for 
more space for such oolong tea to un-
furl.

As Master Deng mentioned above, 
the guyi pot also helps to ensure that 
all the water drains from the pot. If, 
like me, you enjoy having your tea over 
long periods of time and enjoying it 
slowly, this can be important with cer-
tain kinds of tea. If the water isn’t all 
removed, the leaves will stew in the pot 
and detract from future steepings and/
or reduce the amount of steepings one 
gets from a tea. It also affects the flavor 
of some teas, like aged oolongs that get 
sour when they stew in leftover liquor. 

and design, while others are even made 
of plastic or glass and meant to pro-
vide convenience. When I traveled to 
America for a tea expo in the summer 
of 2007, I was surprised to see many 
devices for steeping tea that were (prob-
ably unknowingly) based on Master 
Deng’s invention—with the pour 
coming from the bottom and some 
form of a seal. I told him about that 
and he was happy. He said, “The idea 
is a good one and it should be shared 
and used.” I think that more than just 
copying him, many ceramicists and 
other artists have also been inspired to 
try new things and innovate because of 
the success Master Deng has achieved. 

Master Deng’s guyi teapots have 
shown other artists that tradition 
should be a guide rather than a task-
master, and when it is possible and 
rewarding, creative ingenuity can cre-
ate better teaware. Innovation and tra-
dition always go hand in hand, each 
nourishing the other. A tradition must 
preserve what is worth preserving, 
while also growing and adapting with 
new ideas and innovations.
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41/ Our New Cloud Kettles by Deng Ding Sou

Master Deng’s carefree and unimpos-
ing personality, innovative and inven-
tive mind and his skill with stone and 
clay have merged like leaves and water 
with his love for tea, and, like his pots, 
made a lasting brew that stays in the 
throat and returns to the memory long 
afterward. And if you haven’t guessed, 
he also has a wonderful sense of hu-
mor. Being an amateur clown myself, 
the two of us are always up to hijinks 
and spend much of our time together 
joking, laughing and playing.

Master Deng has always support-
ed our efforts, contributing ideas to 
this magazine as well as supporting 
the creation of Light Meets Life. Last 
year, he donated the design of his small 
gongfu kettles to us, allowing us to use 
his factory molds to produce them for 
ourselves. He insisted that we also put 
“Light Meets Life (光壽無量)” on 

M aster Deng and I are friends and 
brothers in tea. As a student of 

Tea, I find that my taste in friends is 
much like my taste in tea and teaware: 
The artists, producers and tea drinkers 
that attract me the most are the ones 
who truly love tea. Without knowl-
edge of tea brewing, teaware never 
really reaches the level of mastery; the 
same can be said about the teaware 
that is made commercially, without a 
deep passion for tea. Master Deng is 
unpretentious, warm, friendly and 
humble. As soon as you sit down for 
tea with him and see his childlike joy 
as he opens a homemade tea canister 
inscribed with the words “Crappiest 
stuff on Earth,” which he assures you 
is to mislead potential thieves from 
the fact that this jar actually holds the 
“good stuff”—when you see that smile, 
you cannot doubt his passion for tea. 

the back of the kettles, saying that he 
was proud to have our Center’s name 
next to his own. These kettles have the 
best pour of any mold-made kettles 
we have ever used. When it comes to 
gongfu tea, the smaller the kettle, the 
better. These make a nice compromise 
between size, perfect pour and conve-
nience. 

Master Deng has spent decades 
working on spouts. He often says that 
it wasn’t until seventeen years into his 
career that he made a single spout that 
he himself found to be acceptable. 
While I don’t doubt his careful work, 
since the quality of his craftsmanship is 
obvious in his pots, I wonder if this is 
just modesty. That said, he does make 
the best spouts I have ever seen. They 
are as good as master-made Yixing, 
even antique. His pots pour smooth 
and clear, with the most perfect twist,  

Our New Kettles & Braziers

Teaware
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新品燒水壺和爐座
eration. Eventually, the obvious next 
step presented itself and we discussed 
making a larger, universal kettle with 
Master Deng—one that could be used 
for bowl tea or gongfu tea. These new 
“cloud kettles” are Master Deng’s own 
design, donated to us again. Of course, 
they are much better than ours. We 
are in love with the spout, the shape, 
the clay and the smooth pour. The 
cloud-inspired bronze handles seal the 
deal; they are gorgeous and comfort-
able to use. To us, the bodies of these 
kettles also appear billowy and some-
how cloudlike. They seem soft and flu-
id, gathering the rain for tea.

We are also going to release an alco-
hol brazier that Master Deng designed 
to go with the kettles. He made it to 
look like a Japanese iron lantern. At 
first glance, it does appear to be metal, 
though it is, in fact, ceramic. The lid is 

resulting in smooth, unruffled tea. 
His mold-made pieces aren’t as nice as 
his own handmade ones, but they are 
the best pouring kettles of their type. 
Many of you who own one know ex-
actly what we are talking about. Noth-
ing compares.

Beyond the spout, his kettles are 
designed with a lot of care for func-
tion. He spent seven years making 
them, including dozens of prototypes. 
Every feature from the button to the 
handle, and the hood over the carb so 
the steam doesn’t burn your fingers, has 
been carefully thought out, sketched, 
created and then molded and refined 
through prototypes. Some of these in-
sights influenced our decision making 
as we began creating our own kettles. 
Master Deng advised us in some areas, 
including the spout as we improved 
our kettles from generation to gen-

removable even in use, remaining cool. 
Of course, the new Cloud Kettles will 
also fit our other braziers. 

Master Deng has blended a nice 
clay that makes clean and smooth wa-
ter for these Cloud Kettles. We hope 
you like the purplish hue as much 
as we do. We are very proud to offer 
these with the worldwide community. 
They are gorgeous, pour like a dream 
and make beautiful water. We are 
also in discussions with Master Deng 
about making a small amount of the 
same Cloud Kettles using a stone/
mineral clay like his own pieces. These 
will come in time, but will be more 
expensive, of course. He is research-
ing a blend that can be made in large 
enough quantities and also has a great 
effect on water. May these new kettles 
inspire thousands of cloudwandering 
tea sessions around the world!





Kettles
Cloud
& Lantern Braziers
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becomes a commodity, something to be analyzed and evalu-
ated, bought and sold. At first, I struggled (and at times still 
do) with finding a balance in all this, but I wouldn’t have it 
any other way. There’s a chance for deep respect to develop 
once you feel tea to be sustenance for your life—in a literal 
sense, bringing food to the table. And for the most part, I 
am happy for any hardship met as it offers me a chance for 
practice. 

We at Chado like to think of ourselves as mediators be-
tween people and Tea, finding the right tea for the right per-
son at the right time with the right words. A few years ago, 
we created a tea space just next door to our shop. There, 
we do weekly tea ceremonies together with friends from the 
amazing local tea community named “Teeline,” plus other 
tea workshops and tastings. This is a kind of coming full cir-
cle for me, serving regular tea as I once did in my apartment.  

If you happen to find yourself in Tallinn, be sure to drop 
by at Uus Street 11, or drop a line to timo@sygis.net.

I  first learned about tea through my older brother. Being 
five years younger, I looked up to him and often mim-
icked the things he was doing. He was into the bohe-

mian style and that included the drinking of tea. Later on 
in my teens, I became interested in Eastern thought and 
large cups of tea went along with reading Zen and Daoist 
stories. In the latter half of high school, I briefly studied 
Taichi (misunderstanding everything that was being taught) 
with a Chinese teacher who also owned a Chinese shop that 
sold tea. That’s where I first bought my first puerh cakes, 
captured by the exotic looks and unique flavor and feeling 
of that tea. 

Later I befriended Steve, who had just opened Chado tea 
shop in Tallinn, and he lent me Wu De’s book The Way of 
Tea, and I was absolutely stunned. The next year, in 2012, 
he asked whether I wanted to join him on a trip to Tai-
wan, so I did, staying at Tea Sage Hut. After returning (and 
subscribing to Global Tea Hut magazine, of course) I start-
ed serving tea ceremonially at my house every Wednesday 
evening. Wednesdays became special: Every week, I would 
take the two-hour forth-and-back bus trip to a spring out 
of town, fetch the water and carry it on my back, patiently 
hand mopping the floors of my apartment once I got back, 
meditating an hour before the guests arrived, making cute 
flower arrangements and preparing smelly charcoal using 
cheap hookah coals. I remember being very nervous when 
answering questions about “Why tea?” I’m as slow to answer 
this question today as I was several years ago. The question 
makes me pause, as if telling me to tread carefully or I will 
miss the delicate ethereal essence of Tea. The beauty of the 
nonverbal nature of Tea makes it a medicine for contem-
porary people like me, living in this bustling and to a large 
degree eclectic, information-driven world.  

Tea teaches me patience toward myself and others. Tea 
reminds me not to seek something special, something out-
side myself, but to pay attention to the simple yet profound, 
utterly magical life in this very moment. I am most grateful 
to Tea, to all who have preserved, nurtured and cared for this 
tradition and to this global community.

Eventually, I moved to the capital and started working as 
the manager for Steve’s shop. Aside from the absolute and 
obvious awesomeness of working with tea for a living, I have 
also faced the challenges of a hobby and passion becoming 
work and livelihood. Suddenly, there are bills, prices, texts 
and translations, high sellers, low sellers and so on. Tea easily 

45/ TeaWayfarer

茶人: Timo Einpaul, Estonia

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 Timo Einpaul.

TeaWayfarer



介
紹There is a sacred world and I stand at the 

center of its mandala. I make efforts to live 
in the sacred world, and to act accordingly 
through all my actions and speech.

December Affirmation

Center News

The biggest announcement by far is the end of 
Global Tea Hut in this format. This has been a long 
time coming. From now on, Global Tea Hut is going 
to be quarterly. It will come in the form of a book with 
four teas, each one in larger quantities than what we 
have offered up to now. We are very excited about the 
new teas, the new format of the book and its design and 
some other exciting surprises that will come with each 
box. We are very grateful for your support through this 
giant transformation!

The transition process as we move to the new 
format is going to require your help. We will be reach-
ing out to those of you who need to change your pay-
ment information. We will be offering a box with the 
new book and four teas or an envelope with just the 
book and no tea included. You can therefore choose the 
option that best suits your budget. The price increase 
will allow us to include rarer and better teas, and also 
in greater quantities so you can have more sessions 
each season.

We have an amazing, wild, old-growth puerh 
cake from Bulang called “Heavenly Drift.” This 2005 
cake includes “ya bao (芽寶)” buds. We only have a 
very limited amount of cakes, though.

We have a new favorite aged shou puerh from 
the 1970s/80s. It is smooth, deep and delicious and of-
fers a light in the darkness. It is well-stored, deep and 
strong. For all these reasons, we named it “Eärendil,” 
beloved star that watches the doors of night.

We are now offering gift certificates for our 
website that we can send to you or a loved one to buy 
anything they want from the website. You can find the 
details on the site.

We are beginning to host some private tea 
sessions on the West Coast of the United States. 
For now, they will remain low key (reach out to 
us to find out more). We have our own space 
and two others that we are partnering with in 
southern California and New Mexico. We hope 
that the communities there evolve and that we 
can then invest in our own tea house, ideally 
with a distribution center, a casual gongfu space, 
a ceremonial space and shop and more. That 
way, we can host classes and events throughout 
the year. Our aim is to build a network of tea 
spaces like this around the world!

We are in the process of organizing two po-
tential tea retreats here in Taiwan for 2023. We 
have found a location; it is a retreat center that 
we can rent for a ten-day course. Since we have 
to rent the facility, these courses will most like-
ly have a fee to pay for the facilities. This is a 
great way to restart our sharing before we land 
at a more permanent Center of our own (which 
will then be donation-based). The location is 
nice enough. Please let us know if you would 
be interested in attending so that we can gauge 
interest before moving forward.

Inside the Hut
Coming Soon to Global Tea Hut Magazine

Zen & Tea Yixing Teapots
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The most summit-peaking 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
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