
國際茶亭 November 2022
Tea & Tao Magazine

GLOBAL        EA  HUT

Part II
Fire for Tea



Contents

09 Stewarding Fire
         by Wu De (無的) 

29 Getting Started
         with Charcoal
          by Connor Goss

33 Cleaning Charcoal
         by Shen Su (聖素)

This month, we are returning to the Teacher of Tea: 
fire. As a compliment to last issue, we will explore 
a foundational piece of tea preparation. We begin 
with great water, and move on to master the next 
step of preparation in heat. We’ve selected the per-
fect tea: a traditionally-processed Tieguanyin.

29

Iron Guanyin

03 Tea of the Month
         “Iron Guanyin” Tieguanyin Oolong,
          Shi Ding, Taiwan

39 Seventh Annual
        Photography Contest 

45 TeaWayfarer
         Samantha Jones, USA

鐵觀音

33

© 2022 by Global Tea Hut
All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be 
reproduced, stored in a retrieval sys-
tem or transmitted in any form or by 
any means: electronic, mechanical, 
photocopying, recording, or other-
wise, without prior written permis-
sion from the copyright owner.

recycled & recyclable

Soy ink

Love is
changing the world

bowl by bowl

Tea & Tao Magazine
GLOBAL     EA HUT

03

真
理

Issue 130 / November 2022

Features特稿文章

觀

09

鐵

茶老

音

師
傳統文章Traditions



In the coming year, I hope we begin to make strides to-
ward a new Center. If things begin to open up more here, 
we may host a retreat whether there is a Center or not. We 
are looking into renting a space that we could use to host 
some ten-day courses this year. We have done this before 
and the retreats were successful. This is a good stop-gap for 
the time being. Would you be interested in coming for such 
a retreat? Let us know via email. 

In partnership with the last issue, we turn from Yin to 
Yang; from water, the “Mother of Tea,” to fire, the “Teacher 
of Tea.” It is better to start with the Yin, for it is more of 
what is needed in a chaotic, distracted world. As the dis-
tractions increase and we lose ourselves in the electronic 
currents that pull us, we need surrender and connect to  
softness—to the Water that is our source. Finding and stor-
ing the best water for tea really is a huge part of the journey. 
If the right ingredients are all gathered into our home and 
life, the practice becomes much easier. That is why a huge 
portion of our training is spent learning how to select and 
then store the right water, tea and teaware. As we learned 
last moth, even tea-loving emperors devoted time and re-
sources to finding the best possible water for their Tribute 
Tea (Gong Cha, 貢茶).

Once we have a great source for water and an urn to 
store it in, we then have to heat the water properly. As with 
our quest for water, we first have to understand the different 
types of heat, as well as how to choose fuel, and then prac-
tice using it to heat our water in the right way, to the right 
temperature and even to the right duration. We will explore 
all this and more in this month’s amazing issue. Of course, 
we needed a fiery, roasted oolong to perfectly express the 
energy of the month and the Yang of the topic.

I n November, we are in the late autumn period when 
metal starts to dissolve into water. The minerals gath-
ered in the earth are hardened into metal, which 
then erodes into the water of winter. The center of 

the autumn period, usually October, is a time of harvest— 
a time of gathering the year’s work and contemplating what 
we have learned and of using abundance to save for future 
challenges. In the later part of autumn, our tea drinking 
starts to shift more toward the earthy teas that will define 
the winter: aged sheng and shou (young or old) and some 
black teas. These teas balance the energy of this time of year 
by nourishing the slowly diminishing metal element as it 
dissolves into water, especially as the weather starts to cool 
down, the days begin to grow short, slightly quieter and 
more inward-focused. We often boil these teas at this time 
of year, since the fire introduced by that brewing method 
also helps stabilize the metal. We sometimes also brew  
middle-aged sheng puerh during this season, finding that 
the energy of wood mixed with earth can balance and har-
monize with the weather, depending on the weather of any 
given day. Also, fiery oolongs are still great on many of the 
days that are more metal, especially if it is gloomy or wet. 
Teas like this month’s Iron Guanyin are perfect for Novem-
ber rainy days.

These last few years have been quite the challenge. This 
theme returns again and again, in life and in these pages. 
As a practitioner of Zen still working very hard to integrate 
dharma into my life, a part of me welcomes the challenges 
that arise. Sometimes it can feel like the teachings we re-
ceive are neat ideas, or cool philosophy, but somehow not 
“real” enough when the day to day becomes hectic or when 
larger challenges arise in our lives. Through daily tea, I have 
made some slight progress in making the Dharma I have 
learned a more living one. Instead of focusing on what to 
do about a situation, I ask how this situation can help me 
to wake up. That is always better than responding with my 
usual habitual reactions. The wise people I have been fortu-
nate enough to meet and learn from all have cultivated their 
wisdom through what has happened in their lives, moment 
to moment. The real challenge isn’t what we are facing, but 
in seeing the wisdom in it. Rather than turning away, we 
can relax into whatever is going on, and how we feel about 
it, thereby turning the obstacles into offerings. That is the 
real difference between the enlightened mind and mine, I 
know; the Buddha turns all obstacles into offerings and all 
offerings into dharmas. Where I see real obstacles, the Bud-
dha sees only the path, which is the goal—freedom. It is 
one thing to know this intellectually, and another to put it 
into practice. Tea with all of you, though from a distance, 
has helped me to realize this a bit more. I am grateful for 
the challenges, and the opportunity to practice for the good 
of all beings.

From the editor
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–Further Reading–

Wu De

This month, it is definitely worth rereading the 
August 2015 issue, which is also devoted to fire 
for tea. Some of this issue is a consolidation of 
that material, but there are also enough differenc-
es and alternative perspectives to make Part I a 
worthwhile supplement to this issue. The kettle 
article is particularly helpful.
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ver the course of this month, we are exploring 
fire for tea. Just like last month, we wanted to 
choose a tea that is both representative of a 

fiery energy, but also responds to the differences in heat 
sources when brewing. For us, the most fiery of teas are 
roasted red teas and heavily-roasted oolong. No oolong 
is more fiery than traditionally-processed Tieguanyin.

Most of the Muzha Tieguanyin made nowadays is 
rather expensive and rarely meets the standards we have 
in terms of sustainability. Tieguanyin is a varietal and a 
processing method. Our Tea of the Month was made us-
ing Tieguanyin processing but with Buddha’s Palm vari-
etal trees grown on ecological gardens in Shi Ding. Bud-
dha’s Palm varietal is similar to the Tieguanyin varietal, 
with thick and hearty leaves. It is only natural that some 
people process it using Tieguanyin processing.

These gardens are protected by Master Tsai Yizhe’s 
Tea Mountain Preservation Society. This beautiful or-
ganization helps farmers transition to sustainable, or-
ganic or even ecological gardens by agreeing to buy all 
their tea for a set term (usually ten years). The tea is then 
shared between a large group of tea lovers who all get 
an equal share of the production, as well as the oppor-
tunity to visit the farm and participate in the produc-
tion. This frees the farmer from worrying about creating 
a certain quantity of tea, which is usually a factor in why 
they choose agrochemicals. It also provides them with a 
guaranteed, stable income that can improve their life in 
many ways. Both the tea lovers and the farmers are hap-
py. Iron Guanyin is an amazing Tieguanyin, processed 
traditionally and from a very nice farm. 

Traditional Tieguanyin was the most heavily-roasted 
of all oolong teas. It was often roasted using charcoal for 
up to three straight days. The roasting masters were of-
ten not related to the farms. Traditionally, oolong was 
often purchased as maocha (毛茶), “unfinished tea,”  

and then roasted at the shops. Some of the oldest shops 
in Taipei still have their original roasting rooms with 
charcoal wells for roasting the Anxi Tieguanyin that 
they imported. Light oxidation and little to no roasting 
produces a greener kind of oolong that is easier to make, 
has a lower margin of error and can be brewed any way 
you like, maintaining a bright, flowery fragrance that 
appeals to the mainstream. This shift in tea production 
later moved to the Mainland, as well. It changed a lot in 
the tea world, including teaware, tea brewing and even 
puerh scholarship. As a result of these changes, many 
Taiwanese tea lovers began switching to puerh because 
they didn’t like these domestic changes. Their interest 
reinvigorated a deteriorating puerh culture. 

Most modern Tieguanyin isn’t roasted as heavily as it 
once was. In fact, a lot of it is being produced in green-
er styles, here and on the Mainland. Iron Guanyin falls 
in the middle of these two. It is definitely processed like 
a traditional oolong, but it is not dark and roasty like 
Tieguanyin was in yesteryear. These days, even tradition-
alists try to find a middle ground between the more flo-
ral, lighter teas and the heavily-roasted teas of the past. 

Iron Guanyin is gloriously fragrant and will reward 
you if you get the temperature and brewing just right. 
Like a lot of traditional oolongs, the narrow cliffs of per-
fect water, heat, wares and method result in bliss. There 
are also lots of nuances to enjoy if and when our brewing 
parameters fluctuate. There are many nooks and cran-
nies to explore in this tea, in other words. The Qi is deep 
and pushes outward from the center. It rises up in spurt-
ing gusts and produces body warmth. Overall, we find 
this tea sensual and very uplifting. 

We enjoy drinking such a tea over the course of a very 
free afternoon or early evening—hopefully, with some 
nice companions since this tea often gets us chatting the 
time away.



Iron Guanyin (鐵觀音)

Shi Ding, Taiwan

Tieguanyin Oolong

Taiwanese

~400 Meters
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Brewing Tips
沖泡技巧 完成好茶

烏
龍Of all the magical teas to drink in an issue on fire, we couldn’t think of 

anything more perfect than a Tieguanyin. Originally, the term “gongfu tea” 
referred to oolong tea and tea production, since making oolong tea is more complicat-
ed than other teas and was thought to require greater skill to make well. Later, a brewing 
method evolved to prepare this tea with as much skill as was used to process the tea itself. 
As the years went by, the term “gongfu tea” eventually grew more and more associated with 
the brewing method and less with the tea. This context is another way of saying that oolong tea 
was born and grew up with gongfu brewing, and so that is obviously the best way to make this 
month’s tea. Ball-shaped oolong can be nice leaves in a bowl, as it is fun to watch the tight leaf sets 
unfurl in the water.

If you are brewing this month’s tea gongfu, you could perhaps return to an exploration of heat 
on your brewing. In our experiments, we have found temperature to be among the most important, 
if not the most important, factor in tea brewing. A very slight variation in temperature can make or 
break the finest teas. Even in more forgiving teas that are not so sensitive, the right temperature can 
offer us nuances in the tea that won’t show themselves otherwise—often causing those cups of bliss 
that shine above the ordinary. And that is, indeed, the first step in mastering temperature: finding the 
right temperature for the right tea. We try to offer advice for this in each issue, since some teas are better 
brewed with lower temperatures and other with high, but really this is something we each develop our-
selves with growing familiarity. Sometimes, the temperature might even vary from the early to the middle 
to the later steepings of the same tea. For example, green teas are often produced to be brewed with lower 
temperature waters and shine when brewed that way, but that doesn’t mean that a higher temperature 
water will always destroy them. Sometimes, hotter water just results in a different experience than the 
lower temperature brew, while other times, it can overpower the tea and make it less fragrant and patient. 
We have to get to know a tea and learn to experiment.

The second aspect of temperature that is important in gongfu tea is preserving the heat. By main-
taining a consistent temperature throughout a session, we make a tea more patient and thereby allow 
ourselves to experience more steepings. By slowing down the release of essentials by the leaves, we also 
experience more nuances—the cups between the cups, in other words. The preservation of temperature 
is achieved through the choice of the right teaware, through all the heat lessons we will cover in this 
issue and through the right technique. We would suggest experimenting with temperature consistency 
over the course of this month. One of the best ways to preserve temperature in terms of technique is 
to shower the Yixing pot both before and after steeping the tea. Of course, don’t ever take our word 
for anything. Experimentation and enjoyment are the wings of tea. Just as with finding the right tem-
perature for the right tea, we have to learn through our own experience and growing familiarity with 
tea, wares and techniques. It is important to have fun as we do so, enjoying the process of learning. 

Experimenting with heat is a great way to show that the same tea can taste, smell and feel very 
different from session to session, depending on how we prepare it. And our Tea of the Month is very 
sensitive to all the changes in heat we can make.

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 steepings

If you can, try brewing this 
tea using different heat sourc-
es, especially charcoal. This 
month is a wonderful op-
portunity to notice the 
effects that different 
types of heat have 
on our tea.

Tea of  the Month
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In most of the world’s mythologies, 
fire is stolen from the gods and given to 
humans. This is usually by a relay race 
of animals that get burned carrying it 
to us, which explains their color varia-
tions in plumage, fur, etc. Such stories 
remind us, amongst other things, that 
our earthly lives are connected to great-
er, Heavenly circles. There is insight in 
understanding that the fire at the cen-
ter of the first human councils and the 
heat that powers our cars and jets is 
all the same as the heat and fire in our 
sun. Furthermore, the heat in our sun 
is the same as the heat in its distant rel-
atives, many of which are fueling and 
energizing their own planets full of life. 
Do those distant relations pay homage 
to their sun, knowing that it catalyzes 
all life on their planet? Or, have they 
forgotten as many of us have? 

Though the movement of Tea be-
gins with water, it is fire that stirs the 
ceremony and begins the alchemy. 
Imagine the tea ceremony as a dance: 
The water boiling is the quiet rolling 
that begins the movement. Then, a 
hush fluidly lifts us into its quiet em-
brace as the dancer and her music gen-
tly drift onto the stage. But it is only 
when she meets the first surge of en-
ergy and the music rises in tempo and 
grace that the magical alchemy of mu-
sic-to-dance begins. A rhythm ensues 
between the water and fire, and when 
it peaks, we introduce it to the tea. 

F ire is the energy at the center 
of our universe and our civ-
ilization. The stars of fire fill 

our sky and remind us of how vast a 
world we live in. And their nearest kin, 
our sun, lights our world and courses 
through all that we do. Even our tech-
nology is fueled by solar energy, fossil 
or renewable. Ancient people knew to 
respect the sun and its relationship in 
our lives. They always made their sac-
rifices to fire. As our sky is filled with 
the fire of so many suns, so too is our 
own Mother Earth pregnant with a 
deep, burning warmth. That warmth 
has nurtured all life on this planet as 
much as the sunlight that enlivens us 
from without. And within us, too, is 
fire, which is how we digest our food 
and turn it into energy.

Without heat, nothing moves. Tea, 
like all plants, translates sunlight and 
starlight into Wood—into physical 
substances we can touch, taste, smell 
and drink. Through the plants, we 
absorb sun energy and motivate our 
bodies. The temperature in our bodies 
is a measurement of life itself, and con-
sequently, so many of our metaphors 
regarding death contain variations of 
the word “cold.” Internally, so many of 
our bodily and spiritual processes re-
quire heat. Externally, fire is the center 
of our tribes—the nascent beginning 
of civilization, around which our cul-
tures were born.
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In the natural flow of life and death, 
some forces and beings in our world 
build and others destroy. Some things 
grow up straight while others twist 
and grow around the straight things. 
Some take what is destroyed and break 
it down so that others can come along 
and use that energy to build again. 
This cycle of growth and decay is there 
in every seed and in tree it becomes. 
The leaf holds this power. The water is 
a similar cycle of rain to river, river to 
ocean and ocean to cloud. The coals are 
the sun, whose energy is in the wood. 
When we add the wind, the flame rises 
and the water boils. This transforma-
tion connects the process of making 
tea with the cycles of the world. Our 
alchemy thus captures the transforma-
tions happening in Nature through 
the water cycles, the transformations 
caused by heat and the extraction of 
the living essence within the leaves.

The leaf has been dried and de-
prived of sun and water, but via the coal 
and water, these elements are returned 
to the leaves; the life in each cell is 
thereby resurrected. The tea has known 
heat, water and air before. It was once 
a leaf on a tree, gathering sun and wa-
ter through its stem. Since it was dried, 
it has been in meditation, resting with-
out the air, temperature and water that 
once meant life to it. Now, we will res-
urrect it, returning the natural elements 
to the leaves through the boiled water.  

Stewarding Fire
茶人: Wu De (無的)
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prepared with true fire, we aren’t even 
aware of the changes it brings. 

It is far easier to ignore the kettle 
and the heat source, choosing a simple 
electric kettle for convenience. That 
can be the best choice depending on 
the situation; we aren’t against conve-
nience. Who is? We use infrared elec-
tric stoves all the time and also have 
some induction kettles for the rare oc-
casions when we serve tea at a location 
where fire is not permitted.  However, 
if we only drink tea using cheap elec-
tric kettles, we never taste tea prepared 
with proper attention paid to choosing 
the material and design of the kettle 
heated on true fire. If we never try tea 
made that way, we don’t value the qual-
ities that fire elicits from tea; we don’t 
even know they exist. In other words, 
the convenience of an electric kettle 
means we won’t value the differences 
caused by kettles and heat sources and, 
therefore, won’t be able to taste them. 
As a result, there are tea experiences 
that are then left unexplored.

We pour the result into a bowl made of 
earth, and all these elements in harmo-
ny are the reason why the Chajin can 
produce “the world in a bowl of tea.”

There is an old Chinese adage that 
“water is the Mother of Tea, a teapot 
its Father and fire its Teacher.” In the 
last issue, we discussed the importance 
of proper water—source and stor-
age—and had an in-depth exploration 
of values. We talked about how some-
times when we choose to do things in 
a more convenient way, we stop valu-
ing some of the results of the old way. 
Over time, we lose sensitivity to the in-
fluences of the things we stop doing by 
hand and eventually stop experiencing 
them altogether. Fire for tea is the per-
fect example of this. If we never experi-
ence what true fire does to tea, we have 
no reference for the qualities it brings 
out in tea and, therefore, we can’t val-
ue them. Since we value convenience 
over the result, we slowly lose our ap-
preciation for fire and our sensitivity 
to its changes. Having never tried a tea 

The tea liquor isn’t the only thing 
affected by our decision to ignore fire 
and grab a convenient electric kettle, 
without ever learning. Obviously, since 
we never make tea with fire, we won’t 
taste what it does nor learn to appreci-
ate it, but there is more lost than that, 
since the development of that sensi-
tivity and of those skills is itself valu-
able. The sensitivity to the differenc-
es caused by various kettles and heat 
sources can be applied to other areas 
of tea, and also to our lives. The skills 
we must practice to become proficient 
with natural fire will foster discipline, 
patience and dexterity, amongst other 
things. When we boil our water with 
real fire, we act more as stewards of 
a natural force, one we must respect, 
rather than controllers or operators of 
a machine—a simple one with a few 
buttons and maybe a dial. 

In the Discourse on Boiling Spring 
Water (煮泉小品), Tian Yiheng (田
藝蘅) states, “People merely know hot 
water but they don’t know about stew-

Fire for Tea
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Yu, this master found tea without spir-
it to be vulgar. While we may find such 
perspectives extreme, reading the old 
masters can be inspiring. It encourages 
us to take our practice more seriously 
and highlights the many areas we still 
need to improve our skill and develop 
our sensitivity. There is an old Chinese 
adage that the two worst things in the 
universe are the miseducation of youth 
and the misbrewing of a fine tea.

 

One Kettle, One Steeping
In traditional gongfu tea, the prin-

ciple of “one kettle, one steeping (一壺
一泡)” governed most traditions’ fire 
practice. For that reason, very small 
sidehandle kettles called “shadiao (砂
銚)” were used to boil water, and tea 
was prepared in small pots to preserve 
precious leaf. These tiny kettles re-
quired more than just general fire stew-
ardship. Since the water for each steep-
ing was boiled separately, the skilled 

arding fire. When the fire burns then 
the water dries up. One must first test 
the fire and only then try the water. In 
the Spring and Autumn Annals, Min-
ister Yi speaks of the five flavors (bit-
ter, salty, sour, sweet and spicy) of hot 
soup. He mentions that there are ‘nine 
boils and nine changes’ and that fire is 
the regulator of these. When the water 
is merely simmered then the tea flavor 
cannot be properly expressing. When it 
is past boiling, the water grows old and 
tea is lackluster. Such tea liquor will 
then have only flower fragrances with 
no body. Such a tea brewer only learns 
of pouring and steeping.” He means 
that one who doesn’t learn about how 
to source, store and prepare water only 
learns to slosh and pour it between ves-
sels. This would be without the skills 
that transform the heart and hand, and 
without the sensitivity to truly appre-
ciate tea. He later compares such tea 
drinking to using the water from a 
pure and distant mountain cave spring 
to water weeds in the garden. Like Lu 

brewer also had to have great timing 
to make sure that the next kettle was 
ready just as the guests were finishing 
the previous cup of tea. 

Preserving temperature throughout 
a tea session is paramount in gongfu 
tea, since it makes a tea more “pa-
tient (nai pao, 耐泡),” which means 
more steepings; it also smooths out 
the tea. The more steepings we get, 
the more satisfied we are and the more 
subtle shades of a given tea we enjoy. 
Therefore, we try to shorten the time 
between steepings and prevent tem-
perature fluctuations that make the 
tea rough and less patient. The perfect 
time between steepings is the time it 
takes for guests to sip a small cup of 
tea slowly, and to enjoy the lingering 
fragrance in the cup for a while as 
well. This meant that during that short 
time, the host had to tend to the coals 
and boil a fresh kettle every time. Long 
before one could achieve such synchro-
nized timing, basic fire stewardship 
would be required. 
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We also then develop sensitivity along 
the lines intended by such practices. 
Then, if we need to compromise and 
choose something more convenient, 
like an electric stove, due to the cir-
cumstances of the session, we can do 
so consciously, by choice. Though the 
primary skills of selection really pre-
cede the skills we need to prepare tea, 
I hope that this doesn’t make tea brew-
ing seem intimidating. We can learn 
as we go. The ability to choose water, 
quality tea, wares or heat are not pre-
requisites for brewing tea, they are just 
the skills that are antecedent to brew-
ing in the process of creating a fine cup 
or bowl of tea. Enjoy the journey and 
learn through experience!

We should examine exactly why the 
skilled brewers of yesteryear followed 
the “one kettle, one steeping” princi-
ple, as knowing the reasons can help 
inform our tea brewing, even though 
most kettles have slowly grown larger 
and larger over the years to compro-
mise skill for convenience. As we have 

Of course, a fire practice begins in 
the same way that all tea practice be-
gins: with selection. As one learns to 
brew tea, one must also develop a skill 
for selecting the right water source and 
the right teaware, creating the environ-
ment (chaxi) and, in the case of fire, 
choosing the right heat source. In oth-
er words, tea brewing skills also include 
the ability to choose the right water, 
fire, wares and leaf. After all, what use 
would a skilled brewing method be 
if it was applied to low-quality tea or 
cheap wares made of the wrong ma-
terial or perhaps dysnfuctional in de-
sign? Choosing the right fuel and then 
learning to light and steward it is a ba-
sic necessity before one can learn how 
to time each kettle to each steeping. It 
may seem as if these principles are no 
longer relevant in modern tea, but they 
are—no matter what type of kettle and 
heat source we use. Understanding tra-
ditional ways of doing things means 
we value what they elicit in tea and 
what the practice can do for our lives. 

chosen larger kettles, which are obvi-
ously easier since we then don’t have to 
learn timing, we have cut off the values 
that govern the timing and the boiling 
of each steeping individually. As we 
have often discussed, this means we are 
no longer sensitive to the qualities that 
using a small kettle and boiling each 
steeping brings to our water and our 
tea. The first of these has to do with 
structure.

As we discussed in last month’s is-
sue, the best water for tea is full of wild 
mountain Qi and has a strong, smooth 
and full structure. Understanding that 
liquid can and does structure is im-
portant for a Chajin, especially when 
the realization is experiential, meaning 
that we can feel the structure in our 
own mouths. Smoothness and rough-
ness are important starting points as 
they are the easiest sensations to access 
when learning to explore the structure, 
the “mouthfeel (cougan, 口感)” of 
tea or water. However, structure goes 
much deeper than that. 

Fire for Tea
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As Tian Yiheng said in the quote 
above, boiling water too slowly or for 
too long spoils it. Ideally, the heat for 
tea should be quick and Spartan, al-
lowing the water to retain its essence 
as it transforms in this way. If the heat-
ing process takes too long, the water 
is overcooked (meaning boiled too 
slowly) and flattens, losing much of 
its magic. Overboiling also causes such 
flatness, deflating the energy of the wa-
ter and collapsing its structure, making 
it rough and scratchy in the mouth. 
As any tea lover who experiments with 
heat sources knows, there is so much 
more to heat than just temperature, es-
pecially when it comes to boiling water 
for tea. 

The great Chajin Zhang Yuan (張
源) said, “One of the most essential 
factors in tea brewing is fire. The coals 
must burn deep and red before the ket-
tle is placed on the stove. When fan-
ning, the skilled brewer must be gentle 
and yet fleet. When a sound emerges 
from within the kettle, speed up the 
fanning, harder and faster. Tending 
the fire is a balance of a gentle and a 
martial flame. If the flame is always too 
gentle, the water will boil slowly and 
be flimsy and weak. Such simmered 
water will fail the tea. With a martial 
flame, the water will boil quickly and 
preserve its essence. Thus, the tea will 
prevail. If all of this is done with suffi-
cient skill, a harmonious infusion will 
result.” This quote captures the essence 
of tending a flame and stewarding a 
fire to harness its energy properly. In 
order to make fine tea, we need to boil 
water quickly, which, in the case of 
charcoal, requires the right coals, stove 
and the skills needed to arrange the fire 
and tend it, including fanning it at the 
right time and at the right pace.

The quicker the water boils, the 
more we preserve its wild Qi and struc-
ture. The same martial heat is used in 
Chinese cooking to similarly “trick” 
greens when frying them. Some of you 
may have heard the jet-like rumble of 
strong gas flames under woks coming 
from the kitchen of a Chinese restau-
rant. In my opinion, Chinese cooked 
greens are the best when made with 
martial heat. Since they are cooked 
very fast, they have the curious com-
bination of tasting cooked while at the 
same time maintaining some of the 
raw, green flavors of uncooked leaves. 
It really is as if the martial heat “tricks” 

The water that we fetch is unfin-
ished, like the dried tea leaves in our 
jar. Our spring water and leaves are 
like the quality ingredients we brought 
home from the farmer’s market: They 
still require the skill of a cook to be 
made into the final dish. Having gone 
to such great lengths to source water 
with wild Qi and nice structure, we 
store it in a special urn to preserve its 
energy. And that same respect applies 
then to the heating of the water: We 
don’t want to prepare water for tea in 
a way that damages its structure or en-
ergy, but rather preserve them in the 
heated form as much as possible. In 
other words, we don’t want the process 
of heating the water to transform its 
quality, which it can do if done care-
lessly, just as quality vegetables could 
be ruined by poor cooking (burning 
them, for example). Assuming that we 
have the right tools and heat source, 
we then can start to understand why 
Chajin followed a “one kettle, one 
steeping” method.

the greens into thinking they are still 
raw, even though they are cooked. The 
same is true with water: The faster we 
boil it, the more we trick it into pre-
serving its original structure.

If water boils too long, oxygen dis-
solves and leaves the water, escaping as 
gas. This breaks the structure and dissi-
pates the wild Qi of good spring water. 
Also, dissolved minerals in water play a 
huge role in what makes fine tea, and 
from a scientific perspective, are really 
the measurable and quantifiable dif-
ference between various waters. The 
type and quantity of certain minerals 
can play a big role in what the water 
extracts from the tea. When we boil 
water for some time, the concentration 
of minerals increases in the water since 
these do not leave as gas. And as the 
concentration changes, so does the ef-
fect the water has on the tea. 

By boiling each steeping individu-
ally and using a strong, fierce martial 
flame produced using the right fuel in 
the right stove, with the right fanning, 
the tea practitioner could preserve 
the quality, structure and essence of 
the water and ensure that it was nev-
er overboiled. This is the ideal: “One 
kettle, one steeping.” Though we may 
have bigger kettles now, we can still 
apply this understanding to our tea 
practice by seeking to use less water at 
a time when preparing a fine tea (i.e., 
not filling up the kettle all the way, 
which also improves pouring) and by 
using a fierce martial heat so that the 
water heats up as quickly as possible. 
There is a difference between heat 
sources that extend beyond their abili-
ty to heat quickly. After all, some elec-
tric kettles can heat water very quickly. 
Just as water sources change our tea, 
and sensitivity to them changes us, so 
too does the heat source. 

Understanding different heat 
sources and how to use them is a nec-
essary step in the journey of a Chajin. 
We must learn to experience the differ-
ences brought about by various types 
of heat, in terms of tea and in practice. 
Even though we may understand these 
differences and are able to tell which 
one is better, we have to develop the 
practical skills needed to use many dif-
ferent heat sources since we will have 
to be flexible in the modern world, 
using many heat sources. And each 
source comes with its own set of prac-
tical skills to be mastered.
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How do we restore that value for 
beauty? How do we feel, see and touch 
the sacred world and learn to live in it? 
Tea as a way is just this; and a “way” 
that guides us toward living in the sa-
cred world is a “Dao.” However, as a 
Dao, we have to learn to see factors 
like heat as more than just temperature 
read out on a thermometer. We have 
to learn to experience the qualitative 
differences caused by different waters, 
heat sources and heating methods, 
even if the temperature is the same in 
all of them. And, equally important, 
our practice and sensitivity cannot be 
instrumentalized. If we just view our 
understanding of tea or our skills in 
its preparation as a means to an end— 
toward the goal of better tea liquor—
we lose the quintessential aspect of tea 
as an activity done without an end or 
aim, done for its own sake, and all the 
valuable insights that proceed from ap-
proaching tea practice in that way. We 
might instead regard these skills as not 
just instruments to better tea, or even 
instruments of self-betterment, but of 
worthwhile tasks in their own right. In 
other words, I make the best tea I can 
because it is good and right to do so, 
because that is the way it is done and, 
of course, because I love tea. My love 
is the answer to why I take the time to 
make it well and to train in the skills 
required to do so, as well as the sen-
sitivity to recognize the influence of 
those skills. Whenever someone asks 
my teacher why he makes such nice 
tea, he always answers: “I just love tea.” 
To love tea is to make it well, and to 
regard every detail as important. That 
is a life lesson, and the way that our 
practice of sourcing water, heat, wares 
and leaf and then blending them to the 
best of our ability can become a way of 
life—a Dao.

The way the heat penetrates the 
leaves and extracts the liquor is very 
different using different heat sources. 
Why does water from charcoal feel so 

T hroughout this article and the 
previous issue, I have emphasized 

attention and values, sensitivity and 
skill, all for a good reason. What we 
focus our attention on matters. The 
direction of our attention and our ori-
entation leads to the formation of our 
values. Those values form pathways 
in our being and develop sensitivity 
to new areas of experience, which in 
turn form our way of life. As we dis-
cover more along those pathways, we 
further direct our attention, and our 
navigation system is slowly developed, 
along with our acumen and, therefore, 
ability to respond to changing param-
eters. This is as true of life as it is of 
fire for a pot of tea, or tea practice in 
general. I believe that our attention 
doesn’t just determine what we focus 
on “out there,” but, in fact, participates 
in the very creation of our experience. 
Thus, what we value and how we use 
our limited attention will determine 
the course of all that we know and are. 
We can be guided by and to the sacred 
by any endeavor that values the sacred 
feeling and seeks to further discover its 
beauty and value. And that is why Cha 
is a Dao, and why detail in fire for tea 
matters so much more than just the 
production of more fragrant, delicious 
or even energetically enhanced cups of 
tea. 

Films of modern life have been 
shown to aboriginals in the Amazon, 
who immediately express horror and 
concern for the way we treat animals, 
trees, land and even our elders. They 
are aghast by our failure to respect the 
sacred and the cosmos because they see 
such actions as a disregard for beauty 
and its value in a human life. They 
wonder how we could fail to recognize 
how valuable and beautiful the holi-
ness in Nature is. And if we do value 
the beauty, then how could we disre-
spect it in such ways? How could we 
make the beautiful ugly? But all is not 
lost, certainly not...

much hotter even when the tempera-
ture is the same? And is there not a 
sense of depth to heat? Is there a differ-
ence when the heat source is even/uni-
form? Or how about how quickly the 
water is heated up? How does it change 
with the kettle size and how much wa-
ter we boil at a time? The structure and 
wild Qi of the water and how the heat-
ing process affects this subtle aspect of 
water? All of these issues are beyond 
just the temperature of the water, and 
they are all relevant. Consequently, the 
exploration of fire for tea is more than 
just heat; it is elemental. There is a lot 
more for the Chajin to explore than 
just the temperature of the water in de-
grees, which is only one factor in fire, 
the Teacher of Tea. 

When exploring different heat 
sources, these qualities are also relevant 
to the effects our fire has on tea. We 
should also keep in mind the practice 
itself. In other words, there is more to 
fire than just its effect on the water or 
tea. We also have to take into account 
environmental factors, like whether 
the heat source is bad for the Earth 
(like gas cans). The ergonomics of the 
kettle, stove and tools also matter. In 
other words, how does it feel to use a 
kettle shaped like this or that, made of 
this or that material? What does it feel 
like to take the time to use charcoal, 
and learn to steward it, versus quick-
ly turning on an electric kettle? The 
practice itself is as important as the 
quality of tea we make. There are also 
practical considerations when it comes 
to heat sources. For instance, some lo-
cations don’t allow a flame, so we need 
to understand electric stoves for such 
sessions. There are also ergonomic and 
other practical considerations relative 
to what type of brewing method we 
are using. For example, we will need a 
larger kettle for bowl than for gongfu 
tea, and boiled tea in a cauldron is very 
different from boiled tea in a sidehan-
dle pot. 

Heat  Sources熱源

Fire for Tea
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merely invitations to explore. Tea is a 
path of self-cultivation. The best tea is 
tea prepared with love, from the heart. 
And that has nothing to do with what 
kind of heat source you use. This is not 
an exploration of snobbish judgment. 
As we progress on our tea journey, we 
naturally seek out finer tea and tea 
brewing methodology to bring out the 
best in our tea and to create sacred cer-
emonies that transform others. When 
we’re starting out, however, it’s best to 
keep in mind that tea is just leaves, wa-
ter and heat. Heat your water with the 
love in your heart and you will surely 
find the best source of heat for you. 

Before we discuss the types of heat 
sources, we should first distinguish 
between the two types of fire in tea: 
boiling and maintaining. Most ket-
tles cannot maintain temperature very 
long. Sometimes we include a discus-
sion of kettles in our fire lectures, but 
this month we decided to leave that 
out and focus just on heat. Still, most 
Chajin start with ceramic kettles; they 
are the most affordable and easy to 

There are many kinds of heat in 
this modern world, and each must be 
weighed in terms of suitability for tea, 
as well as convenience. Last month, we 
talked about sourcing water for tea, 
which is similar in a lot of ways. We 
have to face the facts that much of the 
natural water sources around these days 
are polluted. Sadly, we can’t try our 
teas with rain, snow and river waters 
to see which is better the way past tea 
sages could. We sometimes must settle 
for what we can find, which is different 
for all of us depending on our living 
conditions. Just because you can’t fetch 
spring water every week or use char-
coal for every session because you live 
in the city, for example, doesn’t mean 
that you still shouldn’t do so every now 
and again on special occasions, or that 
you can’t find other ways to put more 
heart, attention and love into your tea 
practice!

We share our experience with dif-
ferent kinds of heat for tea so that you 
can learn, explore and further your tea 
knowledge. All teachings are always 

get. These don’t hold temperature very 
well, so it is important to also have a 
way of maintaining temperature. 

Since we want to boil water as 
quickly as possible, the boiling heat 
source should be martial. It ideally will 
also include a real flame to satisfy the 
elemental aspects of heat we discussed 
earlier. When it comes to maintaining 
heat, we need more control to prevent 
overboiling. These two heat sources 
could be one, as in an electric heat 
source we turn up for boiling and down 
for maintaining. Contrary to what one 
may think, we have found that the 
maintaining heat source is more im-
portant than the boiling. The ideal, of 
course, is that both be great. Charcoal 
is perfect, but if we can only use char-
coal in one location, the maintainer is 
better. We suspect this is because this 
is the last heat source the water expe-
riences before being poured onto the 
tea, and so the final heat source is the 
energy that elicits our liquor from the 
leaves. Below is a brief introduction to 
the kinds of fire for tea.

Fire for Tea

火
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Electric Heat Sources
The plus side of an electric heat source is that you can control temperature 

very easily and consistently when heating water, and it is quick and convenient. 
The downside is that you are then using electric heat to power your tea ceremony 
rather than actual fire, and therefore lose one of the five elements. Here are the 
varieties of electric heat for tea:

Induction: Many electric water heaters use induction to heat the water, which 
is a way of reversing electromagnetic currents to create heat. While such devices 
are convenient and incredibly fast and efficient, they also spoil the water. Some 
of the energy gets in the water and changes the energetic structure. I, therefore, 
wouldn’t recommend using them unless convenience and speed outweigh other 
parameters. Using induction devices with spring water basically deflates its Qi. In 
many ways, induction heaters are akin to microwaving food: It is fast and conve-
nient, but not the same as properly cooked food in some essential ways. It is not 
a natural heat, and this will be felt by the sensitive tea lover, especially when you 
compare such water with water prepared on other heat sources, even electric ones; 
some of the water’s spirit is lost. Induction heaters come as plates, kettles or kettle/
base sets. Some of them even impart a flavor into the water. Also, as an aside, these 
induction heaters are often cheaply made and rarely last for years—some are made 
of sketchy plastic, etc. (Though there are nicer induction kettles that you can find, 
which are well made and a nice, long-term teaware.) 

Iron Hot Plates: These electric plates are simpler than induction plates or kettles. 
An element heats up an iron or Teflon plate, which then heats your kettle. These 
are usually built stronger, last longer and make better water than induction plates 
or kettles. They aren’t as quick as induction, but the water will be smoother and 
brighter. Hot plates are also very convenient: They come with dials so you can 
boil the water and then turn the heat down to keep it warm throughout a session. 
If you are going to get a hot plate, we recommend real iron as opposed to coated, 
man-made hotplate. The iron will make nicer water for tea. We find that German 
companies make excellent and affordable iron hot plates that are very well-built 
and last forever. 

Japanese Electric Braziers: In the 1970s, the modernization of the tea ceremo-
ny in Japan meant preparing tea in places where charcoal was no longer a viable 
option. Tea lovers invented braziers with electric coils in them that wrap around 
pieces of artificial charcoal to give the appearance of a charcoal arrangement. 
While these coils can be slow if you have a big kettle, they make nice water and 
have a nice aesthetic, especially for an electric heat source. The element is often 
housed in a bronze or ceramic brazier and can look gorgeous in a tea space.

Infrared: Infrared plates make very nice water, as close to charcoal as we have 
found in an electric device. In fact, the heat in charcoal is essentially infrared. 
This technology is also convenient and fast, and has a dial to control temperature, 
but makes water that is comparable to a real flame. Infrared plates can be cheap 
or expensive, depending on the wattage and the style. You will want to get one 
with the highest wattage possible to heat the water as quickly as you can. Some 
also have overheating cut-off switches that get in the way of long tea sessions. In 
Taiwan, there are nice infrared plates that are sealed into handmade clay braziers. 
We have several and often recommend them to others. They are the most stable 
we have found and have enough wattage to heat water quickly.

電
力
熱
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Gas & Alcohol Flames
Gas and alcohol are a slight step up from electric heat sources. These stoves at least have a real flame and are closer to fire 

in its elemental form. Though heat and fire are related, there is something very different about them. Elemental fire changes 
everything. Most people can tell the difference between a room heated by a fireplace and one heated by an electric radiator, 
just as we can distinguish between water heated on fire and that on electric burners. Alcohol burners are for maintaining 
heat rather than bringing water to a boil. If you have one of those, you will want to heat the water on a gas stove and then 
use the alcohol burner to maintain the heat. 

You can either use a gas camp stove and seat it next to you while you serve tea, using a higher flame to boil and a lower 
flame to maintain temperature, or you can boil your kettle on gas and then use an alcohol burner by your side to keep the 
kettle warm. If you have two kettles, a gas stove and an alcohol burner, you can make endless water for larger groups. This 
is always our setup when we do events out in the world: one kettle boiling on the gas and the other staying warm on the 
alcohol burner. To serve larger events, you just need to add gas stoves and kettles, increasing relative to the number of guests. 
The downside to such camp stoves is that they use up gas cans, which aren’t good for the environment long-term. If you are 
going to use gas at home, it’s better to boil on the stove and then carry the water to an alcohol burner. Alcohol is inexpensive 
and lasts a long time, since the flame is small.

Fire for Tea
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Wood Fire
A wood fire can be an excellent way to boil water. It is martial, hot and adds elemental heat to the water in all the ways 

we have discussed. There are two main issues with using a wood fire for tea, though. The first is that it will negatively impact 
the kettle, staining it with soot and perhaps even cracking it, depending on the material the kettle is made from. When 
camping, we use a stainless steel kettle that we don’t mind blackening, and keep it solely for this purpose. We use a very big 
one, which then allows us to decant the water into a smaller kettle for serving. 

The second issue is smoke. Smoke can easily get into the water and affect its aroma and flavor. This one can be harder to 
deal with. Choosing the right type of wood can help, as well as letting it burn down so that the logs are red and the smoke 
has decreased or even stopped altogether. Sometimes we heat the water off to the side of the main fire, but rake some coals 
into a pile and fan them, though this is really more akin to charcoal. Another option is to brew a rich tea and allow the 
smokiness in, as just another flavor and one that is a part of the occasion (usually camping). Doing so can be nice, and if 
the flavor is mild and the tea isn’t delicate, it can be acceptable—not regularly, but as a one-time compromise to experience 
tea with water boiled on fire. With the right sheng puerh or a shou blend, this can be an interesting experience. And so is 
boiling tea in a cauldron over wood fire. It is wonderful at night in particular. There really is something magical about sitting 
around a fire at night, ladling out a nice shou into the cups or bowls of our guests. Such evenings are ancient and powerful.
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tasted like weathered wood. The em-
peror questioned the chef and the chef 
admitted that he had cooked the meal 
with some broken parts of an old cart. 
This is similar to the water story about 
Master Lu from the previous issue, 
highlighting the sensitivity a Chajin 
should cultivate, as well as the skills 
needed to steward the fire for tea.

My teacher said that a Chajin who 
wishes to understand charcoal should 
keep their coals going for three years. 
At the end of that time, they’ll be an 
expert, though doing so is a bit hard 
for most people. Don’t be intimidated 
by charcoal. We suggest starting with a 
simple brazier and smokeless, non-tox-
ic charcoal. Here in Taiwan, we start 
students out with a smokeless coal 
made of compressed coconut husks. 
This is a good option because all the 
pieces light uniformly and are all the 
same shape, which makes arranging 
them easier than the natural kinds of 
coal. Better, hardwood charcoals will 
burn with a more lively flame and heat 
the water quicker. One of our favorites 
comes from the Dragon Eye fruit tree (
龍眼, long yan). Later in this issue, we 
will go through all the different kinds 
of charcoal we use here at the Hut, as 
well as the different kinds of braziers 
and charcoal implements.

There is a lifetime of practice and 
devotion that goes into laying charcoal 
for tea, and the depth to which you 
wish to make it a practice is entirely up 
to you. That doesn’t mean that char-
coal can’t be a part of the life of every 
tea lover, no matter how busy you are. 
It is not necessary to brew all your tea 
with charcoal. We also use electric heat 
sources when the situation calls for it. 
There are easier ways to enter the world 
of charcoal for tea. (See. p. 29)

T he ideal way to heat water for 
tea is to use charcoal. Charcoal 

has infrared energy, like the sun, and 
returns that energy to the tea. We ar-
en’t sure of the scientific reason, nor 
is it necessary for us to figure it out, 
but water prepared on charcoal steams 
much more than other water, even if 
they are the same exact temperature. 
Also, we have done experiments heat-
ing water on electric and charcoal to 
exactly equal temperatures and then 
found that everyone present could 
still distinguish the water heated on 
charcoal as being hotter and brighter. 
Sometimes we use the adjective “ion-
ic,” though not in any proper scientific 
way. We mean that the heat seems el-
emental, like it is in each of the atoms 
at their core. It feels as if more of the 
water’s substance is infused with heat. 
Such heat penetrates deeper into the 
tea, and then into us when we drink 
the liquor. The heat is penetrating, ex-
tracting and then conveying more of 
the tea’s essence to us.

In the Tea Sutra (茶經), Lu Yu said: 
“Fire for tea should be fueled by char-
coal, but without that, hardwood is the 
second-best option. Coals which have 
been used to roast meat or cook food 
will infuse the odors of cooking into 
the tea. Therefore, always use clean 
and pure coals to roast tea cakes or boil 
water. Trees that secrete oily resin or 
decayed timber should not be used as 
fuel either. Ancient people often com-
mented that some food could ‘smell 
of withered timber,’ and I could not 
agree more!” The end of this quote re-
fers to a passage in the Chronicles of Jin  
(晉書), in which an official named 
Xun Xu (荀勖) was once invited into 
the palace to have a meal with the em-
peror. He commented that the food 

One of the keys to using charcoal 
for tea is nontoxic, smoke-free char-
coal. We will go over the kinds of char-
coal for tea in more detail later in this 
article. You will also need to make sure 
you have proper ventilation if you are 
going to use charcoal indoors. Even 
nontoxic charcoal creates a minimal 
amount of carbon monoxide. Car-
bon monoxide is odorless and unde-
tectable and can become lethal very 
quickly, so it is important to always 
be safe and ensure adequate ventila-
tion if you are going to use charcoal 
for tea. If you are worried, you can use 
a handheld carbon monoxide detector 
to monitor your tea space (our carbon 
monoxide levels are safe, due to proper 
ventilation) or only use charcoal out-
doors. If you have a nearby balcony or 
veranda, you could also heat the water 
for tea on charcoal and then bring it in 
to an alcohol burner to stay warm.

There are many tools used tradi-
tionally in making charcoal for tea. 
Many are non-essential and can be 
replaced by modern, sometimes more 
affordable, tools. Most of the tools we 
use for charcoal are from the Japanese 
tea ceremony, which we also practice. 
Sometimes, implements that are used 
ceremonially in Japanese tea also func-
tion practically in our day-to-day tea, 
like the haboki (feather brush), which 
is used to purify the sunken hearth. It 
also serves so well in cleaning up loose 
ash from our brazier that we use it dai-
ly. You will have to decide which of 
these tools to invest in, and which to 
make or replace. Many can be replaced 
with other modern tools or crafted by 
oneself using natural materials. Later, 
we will talk about the kinds of charcoal 
we use and give some brief instructions 
for laying the coals. 
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Brazier
The most important teaware you will need for making charcoal, and the only absolutely essential piece, is the brazier. 

These can be modern ceramic, antique iron or bronze, rattan baskets with ceramic lining that you can carry away from 
an outdoor session without waiting for it to cool down (clay braziers, etc). There are so many varieties, and most of your 
decision making will be based on aesthetic or financial factors. Of course, certain braziers function better than others, with 
better airflow for the coals, but most of your choice will be based on your style and what you can afford. If possible, make 
sure the airflow is strong, as the aim of using charcoal is to have as lively a flame as possible, and thereby heat the water as 
quickly as possible. Antique Japanese braziers are usually the best, since Japanese craftsmanship has always been exquisite. 
Antique braziers are often gorgeous and well designed, obviously built to last, and have the right airflow for their design. 
You may also want to account for how and where you will be using the brazier—on a table or the ground—as the height and 
size will matter. Also, ceramic braziers can break and have to be handled with more care. There are also cheap metal braziers 
that you can find. One way to make a nice-looking and affordable brazier is to buy a cheap metal brazier with handles, light 
the coals in it and then place it on a small board inside a nice-looking plant pot. You can adjust the height by using varying 
thicknesses of wood so that the kettle sits on the metal brazier just inside the pot. Decoratively, the ceramic plant pot then 
becomes the brazier. There are essentially two kinds of brazier, open and closed, and knowing the difference between them 
will matter when making your choice. 

Open braziers are wide and open inside, without ventilation holes. They can use more kinds of charcoal and have a 
greater range of use, but the charcoal will have to be properly arranged. You will need a tripod or a hanging rod/chain for 
the kettle in order to use an open brazier. Using an open brazier requires more skill, as the charcoal will have to be arranged 
in a pile that is conducive to your kettle, brazier and brewing style, but it has more versatility and can be used with any kind 
of charcoal. Using an open brazier will also require knowledge of other skills, like using hibashi (火箸, metal chopsticks). 

A closed brazier, on the other hand, has an insert for coal. This is usually a kind of sleeve made of metal or ceramic that 
you place the kettle on top of. Make sure the design allows for proper airflow under your kettle—ideally with air hole(s) 
in the body to increase ventilation. Closed braziers are often smaller, lighter and more portable, so they can be placed atop 
a table. They are also much easier to use, as you can fill them with charcoal and start them (outdoors since the starter will 
always smoke) and then carry them to your tea space before they get hot. There is less technique to using them, as you can 
essentially just stuff them full of coal. We usually recommend that people start their journey into charcoal with a closed 
brazier, which is much simpler and requires fewer tools. 

Examples of one open and two closed braziers: 

Fire for Tea
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Haboki (羽箒), Feather Brush: In traditional Japanese tea ceremony, after the 
kama is removed from the sunken hearth (Ro), the rim is ritually cleaned with 
this feather brush. This is done again after arranging the charcoal. However, at the 
Hut, we also use them to clean the brazier of ash before starting any ceremony. 
There are different styles, with wider or longer feathers for different seasons. Most 
of them are recovered eagle, crane or hawk feathers. 

Hibashi (火箸), Long Metal Chopsticks: We light our charcoal outside, us-
ing a fire-starter or gas stove depending on the charcoal, and then carry 
it to the brazier with a pan. We then arrange it using the hibashi. Tradition-
ally, these were used to arrange unlit charcoal into the sunken hearth. This 
means some of them aren’t meant for lit coals and can get hot. The win-
ter ones have mulberry wood handles. When the others get too hot, you can 
stop and wipe them with a rag. Hibashi aren’t necessary when using a closed 
brazier, as you can light it and then carry the brazier itself to your tea space. 

Sumitori (炭取), Charcoal Container: In a Japanese tea ceremony, the charcoal 
container is usually a basket, and is used to carry in all the equipment used in 
arranging the charcoal. We have one of these baskets around our tea space with 
extra charcoal we can use to add to our coals during extra-long sessions. We would 
also include the charcoal pan as a kind of sumitori, though. We use it to transport 
unlit charcoal outside to be broken and lit, and then to carry lit charcoal indoors 
to be arranged. We made ours out of a kitchen pan with a wooden handle (so it 
won’t get hot), which we then decorated. 

Hai (灰) ash: After time, you will develop a continuous flow of ash from used 
charcoal, but you will want to start out with a good layer if you are using an open 
brazier. This is another place in which closed braziers are better, since they don’t 
need any ash. The best ash comes from burnt rice paper. After you start accu-
mulating an excess of ash, it can be used for many wonderful tasks, like cleaning 
dishes or pans, rinsing/scouring teaware and other cleaning. 

Haisaji (灰匙), Ash Spoon or Scoop: These come in all shapes and sizes. We 
use them in many different ways: to scoop out excess ash for use in cleaning, to 
compact the ash in the brazier, etc. You can find a set of different sizes, which will 
be very useful.

Rake: We use this to rake up the excess ash in the open brazier, and also to draw 
nice patterns in the ash, making the tea space more beautiful—even in the places 
that guests rarely look.

Fire-Starter: For some kinds of charcoal, we use a gas stove to light them. For 
others, you will need a fire-starter. These are compressed sawdust, essentially. Try 
to find ones that are not coated in wax and are more environmentally friendly. 
The wax smokes, smells unpleasant and melts onto your coals. 

Fan/Hollow Bamboo Tube: It is nice to have a couple of different ways of bring-
ing the flames out of your charcoal arrangement—whether using an open or 
closed brazier. If you light the coals outdoors and then bring them in, the new 
arrangement will take some time to get going. Sometimes it helps to fan or blow 
on the coals until you have a lively flame. We use both these tools often, though 
we usually fan on a closed brazier and blow through the bamboo tube on the open 
arrangement. Our tube is a simple piece of bamboo with the nodes hollowed out.
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Types of Charcoal
Sumi (炭), Japanese Tea Ceremony Charcoal: “Sumi” is the Japanese word for 
“charcoal.” Japanese charcoal has been produced for centuries. Beginning in the 
eighteenth century, several types of charcoal were produced to be used in tea cere-
monies and the processes were refined. Black hardwood charcoal is made by firing 
the wood at temperatures between 400 and 700 degrees Celsius. The kiln is then 
sealed until the burning stops and the heat dies slowly over a period of time. Black 
charcoal is often soft and retains some bark. Many kinds of trees have been used 
over the years, including the famous oak charcoal from Osaka prefecture. Japa-
nese charcoal for tea ceremony is made in several shapes and sizes, used together 
to create a beautiful arrangement. The oak burns well and long. There is often a 
piece of “branch charcoal” added, which is called “edazumi.” It’s a branch of oak, 
azalea or even camellia coated in lime to help start the coals. Such an arrangement 
will be gorgeous and produce an excellent, lively flame. The downside is that this 
kind of charcoal is expensive and the learning curve is higher, as it will take you 
time to learn how to arrange it properly.

Compressed Charcoal: Charcoal made from compressed woods can be an  
environmentally-friendly and an easy way to start using charcoal for tea, especially 
when made from compressed coconut husks. It is often easier to source non- 
toxic coconut husk charcoal than environmentally-friendly versions of other types 
of charcoal. To use these coals, you will have to light them on a gas stove and then 
transfer the hot coals to your brazier. Since they are compressed, the pieces will all 
have a uniform size and shape (usually a hexagon with a hole in the center). This 
makes it easier to arrange, as you can use a chisel or cleaver to chop the pieces to 
the desired length and then light them. After they are lit, you can then transfer 
them to your brazier—piling them in if it is a closed brazier and arranging them 
if open. This is one way charcoal students can start learning the practice. The ease 
of use and long burning time of coconut husk charcoal make it the best choice to 
start learning about using coals for tea.

White Charcoal: White charcoal is made in Japan by charring the wood at a rel-
atively low temperature for some time, then, near the end of the process, raising 
the kiln temperature to about 1,000 degrees Celsius to make the wood red-hot. 
The charcoal is then pulled out and quickly smothered with a covering of pow-
der to cool it. The powder is a moist mixture of earth, sand and ash, and gives a 
whitish hue to the charcoal surface. The rapid rise in temperature, followed by a 
rapid cooling, incinerates the bark and leaves a smooth, hard surface. If you strike 
it, you’ll hear a clear, metallic sound. White charcoal is excellent for a variety of 
uses. We add a little piece to the center of our arrangement every day. It makes 
the coals burn longer and hotter, changing the water texture noticeably. White 
charcoal is more expensive, but if you only use a small piece in the center of your 
arrangement, it will last a long time. You can’t start it on gas. (A gas flame would 
cause this kind of charcoal to crack and pop apart.) So, just place a raw piece, 
sawed with a hacksaw, in the center of your arrangement. 

Dragon Eye Fruit Tree Charcoal: In Taiwan, tea is roasted using hardwood char-
coal from the Dragon Eye tree, which is also renowned for its delicious fruit. It 
produces a great flame that also boils amazing water for tea. This is the most be-
loved of all charcoal at our center. It burns with a lively flame and has a glorious 
odor. It takes some skill to arrange the large pieces in an open brazier, but once 
you do, it can heat up some amazing water. If you learn how to manage the tem-
perature by covering the coals with ash when you aren’t using it as a heat source, 
such a hardwood coal can burn for days. Like the wonderful flavors it imparts to 
roasted oolongs, this charcoal makes great water for tea. This kind of coal also 
cannot be started on a gas flame, so you will need a fire-starter to get it going. We 
have also found that you can age Dragon Eye charcoal. We have some twenty-
year-old pieces that we reserve for the best tea sessions, as they produce amazing 
water. This could be substituted for other types of smoke-free hardwood charcoal.

Fire for Tea
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Olive Pit Charcoal: When using a small, closed brazier, there is no better charcoal than olive pits. It is great for maintaining 
temperature on a smaller kettle that water is transferred to. In this way, you can boil a large kettle outside on a larger charcoal 
fire and then pour the water into a small kettle on a little brazier, as you would with a gas and alcohol setup. The oils in the 
olive pits make the flame burn strongly and with a concentrated heat. They also last a surprisingly long time, given how 
small they are. We often use olive pit charcoal when brewing traditional gongfu tea with a small, ceramic sidehandle kettle 
on a traditional Mulberry Creek stove. 
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Laying Charcoal
There really is a lifetime of skill in each and every aspect of tea, which is why it is a discipline of mastery (gongfu). Most 

of what is needed to master charcoal arranging for tea will have to be learned in practice, and will depend greatly on whether 
you are preparing bowl tea, gongfu tea or a Japanese tea ceremony. The easiest way to get started is to get a closed brazier. You 
may want to wash off your coals when they arrive to remove dust. Simply hose them off with a spray nozzle and let them dry 
out in the sun. In that way, you can also learn to pick out the pieces that are misfired. Look for shiny inconsistencies. These 
pieces can be used to purify the air and placed around your puerh storage cabinet or even in your water urn. Then, pack the 
closed kettle around a fire-starter, using a long lighter to reach in and get it going. After the fire-starter burns down, fan the 
coals until you have a nice flame and carry the brazier into your tea space before it gets hot (unless you choose to heat your 
kettle outdoors). 

The great Chajin Xu Cishu (許次紓) says “the fire must be hardwood charcoal, which is generally regarded to be the 
best fuel, since it also allows the wood element without the smoke of a wood fire, which will get into the water, rendering it 
useless. For the same reason, we light the charcoal early and let it burn until it is red and without smoke. Then, be sure to fan 
a fierce, martial fire from the coals. The water then boils easily and quickly. Once the coals are red and the flames lively, then 
place the kettle on the stove. Then quickly and gracefully fan the stove—the quicker the better and without pause. Water 
that is overboiled or stops boiling due to insufficient heat is better off discarded and replaced with a fresh kettle.” 

The most important thing about your charcoal arrangement is what is called “martial heat.” The ideal method is to heat 
the kettles as quickly and evenly as possible. When the heat is spread evenly, it makes smoother water. For that, you will want 
a nice, lively flaming arrangement of coals. Also, the flames reduce the carbon monoxide, making an indoor arrangement 
healthier. (You will still need proper ventilation, of course.) The greatest heat isn’t in the charcoal, actually; it is in the spaces 
between the pieces. There is a great and deep Daoist wisdom in that. As you practice, pay attention to the way the pieces 
interact with each other. You will soon realize that most of the heat comes from the spaces between the coals.

Fire for Tea
Be careful and have fun harnessing fire for tea. Treat fire with respect and love, as you do water and Tea. The rewards are 

more than better heat, for this alchemy changes your heart! You should try to experience, harness and master fire, letting 
it teach your Tea. Harnessing heat was a huge step in human evolution. We must respect fire, and not assume we create 
it. Rather, we invite it into our Tea and bodies. If it is not harnessed with respect, fire can be very destructive. In order to 
experience the fire element in Tea more deeply, you should learn to experience it on as many levels as possible. This means 
gauging temperature with your senses rather than using a thermometer.

Fire is a huge aspect of Tea and life. There is so much to explore looking into its swirling depths when you are camping, 
or seeing it twinkle in the distant stars that map our sky. Most essentially, we can feel it burning from within the center of 
our Earth and the center of our bodies. When we drink tea, we can look inward at the temperature as it flows in currents 
that awaken us, connecting us to all the greater circles around us…

Fire for Tea





tice. They are what finally pushed me 
through the door to start working with 
the fire element in my tea sessions.

The great part about beginning 
with a simple, small closed brazier and  
shadiao is that you do not need much 
to begin with and the time investment 
is less serious, so hopefully you will not 
lose heart after a few tea sessions. And 
once you experience the difference be-
tween using charcoal and not using 
charcoal in your tea, you will find it is 
hard to go back! I am going to offer the 
easiest way to get started with minimal 
effort. Ideally, we boil our water start to 
finish on charcoal, but this introduc-
tion outlines an easier way. Of course, 
this method only applies to gongfu tea 
brewing, but I only use gongfu for ex-
perimentation anyway.

As many of you know by now, there 
are two heat sources in tea: the one 
that boils the water and the one that 
maintains temperature. We have found 
the latter to be of greater significance. 
Of course, we always recommend ex-
perimenting yourself. If, like us, you 
find this to be true, then a convenient 

F or a long time, I was intimi-
dated by what I perceived to 
be the “difficulties” of starting 

a charcoal practice. However, once I 
began to experiment, slowly cultivat-
ing deeper roots in this part of my 
tea practice and understanding the 
importance of the fire in tea, I real-
ized it is surprisingly easy. I started 
using a smaller charcoal brazier to cre-
ate a foundation in charcoal, starting 
slowly, and, tea session by tea session, 
strengthening my practice. 

Using a small Chaozhou brazier 
and traditional gongfu sidehandle ket-
tle, commonly known as a shadiao (砂
銚), is a perfect starting point as you 
do not need so much charcoal and you 
have greater flexibility in where you 
can use the brazier since it will not 
need as much ventilation relative to 
a larger closed brazier or open brazier  
(I still recommend getting a carbon 
monoxide monitor to be sure and 
open a window, or a few). Chaozhou 
braziers and kettles are affordable and 
easy to find. I found them to be the 
perfect small step in a charcoal prac-
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way to start using charcoal is to boil a 
larger kettle on a gas or electric stove 
and then fill/refill your small sidehan-
dle and use it for steeping. An alterna-
tive approach would be to boil water 
on charcoal, perhaps even outdoors 
if you do not have proper ventilation 
inside, and then use alcohol to main-
tain the temperature. If you have two 
kettles, you could even keep this going 
by switching them, especially if some-
one is helping you. This method could 
even be used for bowl tea or gongfu 
tea, which is nice. Perhaps I will try 
this soon! I chose the former method 
as it seemed easier to me and, since we 
have found the last heat before steep-
ing to be of greater significance, it is 
also a more effective way to notice the 
differences charcoal brings to a famil-
iar tea. I recommend experimenting 
with heating the water from scratch 
and adding in hot water, which is, of 
course, more convenient. The differ-
ence between these two methods is as 
meaningful as the difference between 
charcoal and other heat sources (espe-
cially electric).

Getting Started

茶人: Connor Goss

with Charcoal



of white charcoal as well and a little 
less of the hexagonal charcoal. 

I light the charcoal by placing it on 
a metal grate over a gas burner or gas 
stove if there is suitable ventilation. If 
you are going to light the charcoal this 
way, be careful to use a metal grate that 
is an appropriate height so that the 
heat from the charcoal does not begin 
to melt the gas burner. I am more fa-
miliar with the process now, so I can 
properly place the charcoal directly in 
the flame without the grate and then 
carry it to my tea table, since I know it 
does not get too hot during that period 
of time. 

There are two ways to fill the bra-
zier. You can fill it right next to the 
stove, after the charcoal is fully lit, or 
you can carry the charcoal into the tea 
space using a metal pan. I recommend 
a set of gloves/kitchen mitts for carry-
ing the brazier. Ideally, you will need 
a pair of metal chopsticks (hibashi) for 
laying the charcoal in the brazier. You 
could also use metal tongs, though you 
will need some small enough to match 
the size of the brazier. 

These are the materials and teaware 
that you will need to start:

茶 Gas stove to light the charcoal
     (could be a camping one) 
茶 Gas or electric burner (could be in
      the kitchen) if you are going to boil
     a bigger kettle
茶 Compressed hexagonal charcoal
     and white charcoal (or alternative)
茶 Metal grate
茶 Hibashi (火箸, metal chopsticks)
     or metal tongs from the kitchen
茶 Metal pan for carrying charcoal
茶 Gloves
茶 Sidehandle kettle (shadiao)
茶 Traditional Chaozhou brazier or a 
      small closed brazier
茶 A fan, if boiling from scratch

Normally, I use a few smaller pieces 
of a charcoal that is compressed into 
hexagonal pieces, as this is simple to 
use and works well for the smaller bra-
zier, especially when you break them. 
The uniformity of size makes arranging 
them easy. If I have time in my day for 
a longer tea session, I add a small piece 

As I mentioned, it is ideal to use 
charcoal for both boiling the water 
and maintaining temperature once 
you add the water to the sidehandle 
kettle. However, this might be intim-
idating and add greater complexity, so 
if you need to, boil a larger kettle in the 
kitchen or, more conveniently, on an 
electric stove within reach. If you want 
to boil from scratch, you will have to 
learn the art of fanning, which is diffi-
cult. We want the water to boil as fast 
as possible. There is a real art to this, 
making sure to not allow sparks to fly 
all over, which could burn things, and 
to create as lively a flame as possible. 
Simply maintaining a temperature cre-
ated on another heat source is a much 
easier starting point. As I am still learn-
ing, I usually have the water heating in 
another kettle on an infrared burner, 
which I try to time to be ready once I 
have placed the charcoal in the gongfu 
brazier. This way, it is a smooth transi-
tion from infrared burner to charcoal 
stove. Then, throughout the tea session, 
the charcoal arrangement should be 
okay on its own, which is convenient.  

木
炭
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venient, push-button heat source. The 
more that I invest in preparing for tea, 
the more I get out of sitting for tea.  
I am actively investing my entire being 
into the activity, which is then carried 
forward from the preparation into the 
tea ceremony, leaving me more open 
and receptive in daily life as well.

Beyond just the practice or the 
deeper appreciation that fire made 
from scratch brings to tea, I have no-
ticed an obvious and very large dif-
ference in the fragrance and flavor of 
every familiar tea I have tried this with, 
many of which appear as a completely 
different tea! Over time, charcoal gets 
easier, and the times that I don’t or 
can’t use it make the distinction even 
more clear. 

Standing back and looking at what 
I have learned, I don’t want to be forced 
to use charcoal or feel like I cannot ap-
preciate tea without it. I think the de-
cision can center around what type of 
tea session I want to have and whether 
it is appropriate to use charcoal or not 
in a particular setting. I feel grateful to 
now have a choice. There are certainly 
mornings when I know the landscape 
of my day will not allow for a more 
spacious sit. On those days, I naturally 
gravitate toward preparation and brew-
ing method that align with whatever 
will fill my day. But even then, I am 
careful to not allow myself to fall too 
much into a “go with the flow” type 
of heart-mind, as it can be a slippery 
slope that leads to laziness for me. If 
I do that too much, I will neglect my 
charcoal practice and miss out on all 
the deeper layers of the tea that come 
out from charcoal-heated water.

There truly is something to learn-
ing the traditional way of doing things 
and then compromising intentionally, 
by choice, as opposed to just doing 
something because it is convenient 
or popular and never experimenting 
yourself. I am here to say that the bar-
rier to entry is not as great as I thought 
it would be and the same may be true 
for you. As with everything in life, Tea 
is an ever-changing landscape that re-
quires receptivity and some discipline 
to remain rooted in what nourishes the 
heart.

It is much easier to get it right in the 
first place so you don’t need to rear-
range the charcoal. This method for 
getting started in charcoal has been 
profoundly nourishing to my tea prac-
tice, offering countless bright cups of 
tea infused with the fire element. I am 
amazed at the difference it makes.

There is a traditional way of hold-
ing the sidehandle kettle (shadiao), 
which varies in different lineages. It 
takes a bit of time to master, but I 
think it comes rather easy since it is 
really the only way to prevent yourself 
from burning your fingers. You place 
the handle between the middle knuck-
les and the third knuckles of the point-
er and middle fingers of the strong 
hand. The thumb is then placed at the 
end of the handle or on its upper rim, 
depending on comfort and the size of 
the kettle. You aren’t meant to touch 
the button or lid as you do with a si-
dehandle when using it as a brewing 
vessel; it is way too hot for that. Some 
adjustments for the size and shape of 
your hand, as well as your fingers, may 
be required. You may want to practice 
a bit with a cool kettle first. 

Pouring with a shadiao is interest-
ing and has also improved my practice. 
It demands fluency. If you hesitate, 
you spill. It is easy to be sloppy if you 
are hesitant or thinking too much. 
You have to move smoothly and freely, 
which helps me relax and create a sense 
of ease necessary for gongfu tea.

Preparation & 
 More Preparation

I am still very much a beginner and 
student of charcoal, but since I began 
using my small brazier, spurred on 
during a deeper dive into gongfu tea 
earlier this year, I have found an abun-
dance of lessons that flow outward 
and influence the rest of my tea prac-
tice and my life. Most notably, I have 
noticed the importance of investing 
time and energy into an activity—in 
this case, the period of time preparing 
everything for charcoal. It requires a 
degree of discipline to nurture that pe-
riod of time, but as you do, you may 
find more joy in doing so. That joy is 
then reflected in each cup of tea, which 
now shines with a little more magic 
than when prepared with a more con-

Fire for Tea





Good water for tea has a structure 
to it. It is structured in a way that 
makes it feel smooth, coating, round 
and soft in the mouth, and the goal is 
to maintain that structure as much as 
possible when bringing your water to 
a boil. That is why some conventional 
methods of heating water are less than 
ideal options, such as most electric 
kettles with heating coils or induction 
kettles that produce an electrical cur-
rent. This is because, while they may 
be fast and convenient, they leave your 
water flat and broken, sharp and spiky 
or thin and lacking—all of which do 
not make for a good cup of tea. This 
is surprisingly easy to observe through 
simple experiments. These kettles have 
their respective place in the world of 
tea, but they are not ideal heat sources 
if your goal is to produce a finer cup 
of tea or learn a practice that gathers 
the natural elements and alchemizes 
them—a practice that we do with 
all our heart and care, since doing so 
changes us as much as it does the tea. 

There are many ways to heat water, 
some much better than others, such 
as infrared, for example, but charcoal 
is certainly the best option when it 
comes to boiling water to make tea. If 
done well, a skilled charcoal arrange-
ment will heat a kettle almost as fast 
as a conventional electric or infrared 
kettle (or even faster in the hands of an 
expert with good fanning skills), and 

U sing charcoal to heat water 
for tea is without a doubt one 
of the best ways to improve 

your tea. Personally, I think it’s one of 
the most enjoyable steps in the tea cer-
emony. I feel more involved in the pro-
cess when lighting and arranging char-
coal in a brazier as opposed to setting a 
kettle on an electric or gas burner and 
just flicking a switch. It’s cliché, but 
the more you put in, the more you get 
out of anything you do. Investing your 
time to learn about using charcoal is 
no exception. In other words, the 
energy and effort are worth it. There’s 
something in the way the steam billows 
from the spout and the way the light 
from the brazier windows flicker and 
dance against a backdrop when using 
a charcoal heat source. It’s similar to a 
candlelit room—somehow making the 
room feel warmer and more relaxing 
on the eyes. It gives the atmosphere 
a sense of welcome and comfort that 
light switches and florescent bulbs 
do not. And beyond all this, the tea 
itself is greatly improved when using  
charcoal-heated water to steep your 
tea. For some, the difference may seem 
to be a small or subtle detail, but the 
foundation of tea is built on such 
attention to detail. The more experi-
ence we gather, the more pronounced 
these differences become. And using 
charcoal doesn’t require as much effort 
as you might think. 
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the results will make much finer tea. It 
may not be the most convenient or ac-
cessible method, depending on where 
you live, but the work can be minimal 
if you know what to do and have access 
to the right charcoal. 

Some people are surprised to 
find out that some charcoal needs to 
be cleaned, and by cleaned, I mean 
washed in water, scrubbed and dried. 
It was a surprise to me at first, though 
I’ve come to understand and appreci-
ate why it is necessary. That’s what I’ll 
be addressing in this article: How to 
clean and store charcoal and why it’s 
important. 

Why We Clean Charcoal
One reason we clean charcoal is 

to make it safe and functional for use 
in tea ceremonies. I should note that 
most of my experience with cleaning 
charcoal comes from using long yan  
(龍眼) or Dragon Eye tree charcoal, 
which is quite common in Taiwan. It 
is an excellent charcoal for tea because 
it generates good heat, stays lit for a 
long time, and, once properly cleaned 
and lit, should not spark, smoke or 
smell, which is especially important 
when using it indoors. Dragon Eye 
is the traditional charcoal used lo-
cally in Taiwan to roast tea as well.  

Cleaning Charcoal
茶人: Shen Su (聖素)
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safe manner, your CO monitor will 
likely never be triggered, but it is an 
important safeguard to have in place 
when using charcoal indoors. They’re 
cheap and accessible; definitely pick 
one up. 

The main reason for cleaning char-
coal is to remove dust and sort the 
charcoal, removing unwanted pieces. 
By removing dust, we make the char-
coal easier to store and the result is a 
much better, more even and livelier 
flame. When there is dust, the char-
coal can smoke more, crackle and 
pop—potentially shooting unwanted 
sparks about—and won’t burn as even-
ly or slowly. When it is cleaned, dusted 
and then stored well, the flame is even 
and bright and doesn’t spark or smoke 
or perhaps have an unwanted odor.  

In general, Wu De always says that 
when looking for good hardwood 
charcoal for tea, see what the local tea 
farmers are using (or once used) to 
roast their leaves. Long yan is also an 
affordable and accessible resource here 
in Taiwan. Furthermore, it releases less 
carbon monoxide than other types of 
charcoal. This is an important safe-
ty aspect to consider because carbon 
monoxide can be lethal in very small 
quantities. I would strongly suggest 
getting a CO monitor if you’re going 
to be using charcoal indoors. Always 
make sure you have proper ventilation 
by opening a window or door, or run-
ning a fan, all of which mitigate the 
buildup of CO. Cleaning and sorting 
your charcoal properly could also re-
duce CO emissions. When done in a 

Removing misfired pieces, or cutting 
out those sections, is also essential for 
the same reasons. Depending on the 
quality of your charcoal, it may be 
sorted at the factory already, but it’s 
usually stored and shipped in boxes in 
which it bangs around, breaking into 
smaller pieces that inevitably end up 
stuck in the grooves of other charcoal 
pieces. These can be like little fire-
crackers ready to shoot off and explode 
in all directions during a tea session. 
That can be alarming to you and your 
guests. Not only that, but it can also 
damage furniture, clothes or nearby 
carpets if the pieces are large enough 
and don’t burn up before landing. (I 
speak from experience!) You want to 
do everything you can to prevent this 
from happening. 

Fire for Tea
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K eep in mind that not all charcoal needs to be cleaned as outlined below. I don’t have a lot of experience with different 
varieties of charcoal. Again, I am speaking specifically about Dragon Eye charcoal, which comes from the long yan 

fruit tree. Whatever you do, don’t choose any kind of charcoal used for barbecuing—those briquettes are typically coated 
in chemicals that facilitate igniting them and are not safe or healthy to be used indoors. No amount of cleaning is going to 
make such briquettes suitable for tea. That said, any charcoal that is suitable for indoor use would probably benefit from at 
least a mild scrubbing to remove dust and debris. One such example would be white charcoal from Japan, which is amongst 
the best charcoal for tea, but is also a budget-breaker for most of us, not to mention difficult to cut to size. It is typically 
clean enough upon purchase and ready for use after a quick brushing. But Dragon Eye charcoal requires some further steps 
to ensure a safe and healthy tea session. 

The Cleaning Process
清潔處理

Equipment
I suggest a heavy-duty wire brush for surface cleaning, a soft-bristled brush for getting into the grooves and cracks, some 

kind of large chisel or paint scraper for removing bark and some work gloves to protect your hands from the roughness of 
the charcoal. A large, cheap cleaver is useful for breaking up charcoal pieces. It doesn’t need to be very sharp and will become 
dull immediately even if it is. The heavier the cleaver is, the better it will be for cutting charcoal. As we will discuss shortly, 
we want to leave the charcoal as whole as possible, and a heavy cleaver helps. You will also need some old buckets for rinsing 
the charcoal and a tray or open area to dry the charcoal. 

Beyond that, it’s also a good idea to have a broom and dustpan, cleaning rags and a separate storage box or bin for the 
cleaned charcoal. You have to store the cleaned charcoal well, ideally in small batches, or it will just get dusty again. We use 
Tupperware and newspaper or rice paper for this. You also need a large outdoor space to sun-dry the charcoal, or at least an 
indoor space, perhaps with a fan.

Step One: 
 Visual Assessment

The first step is to separate the charcoal by eye. The main things to look for are bark, any visible discoloration, shiny, oily 
rainbow patches that glisten in the light (misfiring or tree resins) or very thin, crumbly-looking sections that may collapse 
while being lit or collapse early on in the tea session, often causing sparks or the entire arrangement to fall apart. Some of 
these physical issues can be dealt with while others cannot and the whole piece must be removed. 

Leftover bark from the kiln is a surefire way to create smoke and unwelcome aromas unless completely removed. This can 
often be scraped away with your chisel or wire brush. However, this often indicates underfiring (maybe in that part of the 
kiln) so such pieces need to be examined thoroughly. Discoloration might come in the form of brown spots that are soft and 
crumbly, or oil-like residue that leave a rainbowesque pattern on the surface. Sometimes these issues can be scraped away; 
other times, they penetrate too deep and the whole piece must therefore be scrapped. Shiny patches that glisten in the light 
like metal can sometimes be scraped away, but not always. Pieces with deep grooves that run along the grain can be tested 
by hand. Simply squeeze the piece in question between two hands under moderate pressure. If you feel it collapse inside, it’s 
not a suitable piece for the foundation of the arrangement, which usually requires thicker, more solid pieces relative to the 
size of your brazier. 

You might end up separating more charcoal than you think, which is good if you want to play it safe. The separated 
charcoal that doesn’t make the cut (no pun intended) should be repurposed for outdoor use; maybe for outdoor tea or even 
a barbecue. Some of the worst pieces will simply need to be discarded in the end. It’s a dusty, messy business firing charcoal 
at a kiln; we can only expect so much from the factory. For use in a life of tea, we must take the additional steps to check 
quality and separate the wheat from the chaff. 
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sues you were checking on before, as 
they can be buried deep inside, which 
is why it is worth re-examining every-
thing at this stage. 

Step Three: 
 Rinsing & Drying

It may sound strange, but you need 
to wash your charcoal in water. As you 
can imagine by now, this step will re-
move more dust and debris that would 
otherwise cause sparks and smoke. The 
crevices in each piece of charcoal are 
chalked full of broken bits that only 
water and scrubbing can remove. This 
is where you’ll need a bucket full of 
water and a soft-bristled brush. You 
can take each piece and fully submerge 
it in water. You’ll want to work fast be-
cause it is counterproductive to soak 
your charcoal in water for too long. 
Brush each piece as fully as you can 
under water and immediately place 
it out to dry. Work gloves are useful 
here. I place the scrubbed pieces out-
side under direct sunlight. We have 
large bamboo trays that are useful for 
this, but anywhere outside under sun-
light is fine. The charcoal needs to fully 
dry and the quicker the better! This can 
take two full days in order for the wa-
ter in the deepest parts of the charcoal 
to fully evaporate, weather depending. 
Partially dried charcoal will be difficult 
to light or may not light at all. At least 
two days is recommended before use. 
Using an electric fan can be useful to 
speed up and fully dry the charcoal.  

Step Four: 
 Storage & Use

After the charcoal is fully dried, it’s 
important to check each piece under 
good light. You’ll be surprised what 
reveals itself after a proper scrubbing. 
You’ll most likely have to separate 
more pieces at this stage. It’s a good 
idea to make twice or thrice as much as 
you think you need in the beginning as 
it will quickly reduce down once all is 
said and done. To save yourself time in 
the long run, it may be better to sim-
ply do one large batch so that you don’t 
have to repeat this entire process too 
often. Depending on how much tea 

Step Two: 
 Cutting to Size

The Dragon Eye charcoal we use is 
usually broken up into fist-sized pieces 
or larger. I’ve seen very large trunk-like 
pieces that need to be broken up be-
fore they are useful, but we’ll cover that 
below. The final size you require really 
depends on the kind of brazier you are 
using. Full size, open braziers require 
larger pieces, whereas smaller, closed 
braziers need pieces to be further bro-
ken up. There is a technique to break-
ing up charcoal into smaller pieces.  

Once you’ve visually separated your 
charcoal and removed any of the issues 
addressed above by scraping and brush-
ing, you need to break up the pieces so 
they fit your brazier. You’ll need multi-
ple sizes: larger pieces on the bottom, 
smaller as you move up, and really small 
pieces that act like kindling during the 
lighting step. This all depends on your 
brazier. Using your cleaver or chisel, 
you want to break up the charcoal into 
wedge-like pieces. I usually do this 
outside on a concrete surface that is 
easy to clean up after. It’s important to 
be very careful of your fingers during 
this step. It’s also much easier and safer 
to split the pieces by cutting along the 
grain. It won’t require much pressure 
in order to achieve a clean cut along 
the grain. Gentle, repetitive taps with 
your cleaver will produce cleaner cuts 
and less waste. Cutting across the grain 
will simply create dust. Sometimes a 
hammer is helpful to tap the cleaver, 
gently pushing it through the char-
coal piece. Always remember that, like 
breaking up a puerh cake, our goal is 
to keep the pieces as whole as possible. 
Ideally, we can leave them the size they 
are. Finding pieces of the perfect size 
happens often and is a bonus. Drag-
on Eye charcoal doesn’t always cut so 
neatly, so you may end up with lots of 
different sizes and shapes, but that’s 
useful for different braziers and situa-
tions. As your chopping skills increase, 
you will get better at preserving your 
hardwood charcoal. Keep whatever is 
most useful and sweep up the debris 
at the end. At this point, you’ll notice 
that the exposed surfaces of your cut 
pieces are full of loose bits barely hang-
ing on. This can be quickly removed 
by using your soft-bristled brush. You 
might even find more of the same is-

you drink with charcoal, think about 
making enough to last you a while.  

Store your cleaned charcoal in a 
clean box or tupperware. I like to line 
my tupperware with newspaper and 
add desiccants to keep moisture out. 
Place the charcoal inside carefully as 
it’s quite fragile. Rough handling of 
the storage bin will only create more 
broken bits that create the very prob-
lem you are trying to remove: dust. 
You should notice that when using 
your bare hands, they don’t become 
chalked full of dust because the char-
coal has been thoroughly cleaned. I 
usually have three bins for different 
sizes that are marked clearly and ready 
when needed. I keep large pieces for 
the foundation, medium to small piec-
es for the middle and top layer, and 
smaller bits that act as kindling during 
the lighting stage. 

A proper tea session with char-
coal-heated water will quickly unveil 
what all that effort was for! Since us-
ing charcoal is less convenient than 
more modern methods, an organized 
approach such as what was outlined 
above will make it more accessible, 
ensuring that charcoal is ready when 
you need it and, furthermore, safe to 
use indoors. Your guests and your tea 
will certainly thank you for your dusty 
efforts! 

I am fully prepared to enjoy tea 
made with water heated over any heat 
source, but if given the choice, I will 
take the time to heat my water over 
charcoal any day of the week, or at 
least to incorporate a small amount 
of charcoal into my tea session every 
day. Not only am I rewarded by much 
better tea, but I also continue to learn 
about the determination and attention 
to detail that go into a life of tea when 
working with charcoal like this. I raise 
a bowl in hopes that you too benefit 
from this kind of relationship to char-
coal and enjoy endless cups and bowls 
of charcoal-heated tea!

Fire for Tea
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Every year, members and non-members submit photographs that express their Tea spirit. 
We so enjoy seeing how people creatively show the ways Tea is manifesting in their lives. It is 
always difficult to choose our winners each year. We are often awestruck by the entries that 
are submitted each and every year we do this. Alas, it is a contest! We would like to commend 
the bravery of all the photographers and to say that we love them all. They will stay up on 
our website as beacons of Tea spirit to the world! Check them out in the Community section 
of the website and keep on making such beautiful and inspiring photography celebrating Tea 
spirit! Feel free to send us any of your photographs and we would be happy to share them on 
our Instagram!

This year, our winner is:

P hotography Contest

Vanessa Fleming 

Vanessa Fleming is from the United Kingdom. We are inspired by this beautiful photograph. The simplic-
ity of the environment resonates as a Zen emptiness. Even the sky feels like a part of the desert. And the 
tea stains in the bowl, worn with use, make it feel as if the bowl and the tea are part of the scene—as if the 
tea grew out of the desert and has been here for ages. The best chaxi connects the tea to the cosmos like a 
mandala. In a powerful and simple way, the bowl itself is the chaxi in this tea session. There are no bound-
aries here. The tea, the sand and the sky are all one, and the drinker is lost, drifting into the emptiness that 
makes this form. In terms of tea and photography, this is a masterpiece!



年度攝影比賽



There were so many amazing photographs this year 
that we chose three runners-up to receive some great 
cakes of tea:

Mikhail Anosov, Russia
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Thomas Carrol, Canada

Dinara Mansurova, Sweden



Global Tea Hut tea lovers, artisans and photogra-
phers Raneta Coolakova and Petr Novak also chose 
winners to receive handmade gifts from them:

43/ Seventh Annual Photography Contest

Petr: The quality that I value the most while exploring the photography field is storytell-
ing. When the captured moment comes to life in front of my eyes, and when I can feel the 
mood and understand what is going on, a photograph makes me curious to know more.  
I find this photograph by Matthew Barbour to have all that. I can see the ocean moving 
and hear the waves. The person seems to grow out of the rocks and the sun is shining 
through the pouring water. Some magic is happening here! Is it tea?

Matthew Barbour, Australia



Marisa Franco, USA

Raneta:  Right now there are a hundred thousand tea rooms around you. It doesn’t matter 
if you find yourself in the middle of Manhattan or in the desert of Africa, standing under 
the arches of an ancient castle in France or walking through the woods in Canada. That 
might sound a little strange at first, if you start thinking about all the tea shops around, 
maybe even reaching into your pocket for your phone to search for tea shops near you. 
Obviously, there are not so many of them. You might think I am therefore mistaken about 
being surrounded by tea rooms. However, the truth is, wherever you are right now, there 
are many astonishing places for tea ceremony all around you—places with unexpected 
views that contribute to deep insights and joyful interchange. I’m talking about the tea un-
der a sprawling tree with rough bark, rustling leaves and beautiful roots that have grown 
out of the ground or in a clearing overgrown with grass, where it smells of earth and herbs, 
and if you sit still, bird trills begin to settle in from above; or perhaps the banks of a river, 
where the clouds are reflected in the surface of the water, is your tea spot. Yes, it’s just an 
ordinary spot, and there are a lot of them around, but if you bring a teapot, bowls and tea, 
something incredible will happen. This place will illuminate and reveal its potential. And 
what’s more, it will help you to open up to tea like never before. Just go outside and Nature 
will work Her magic to relax and restore you. Being surrounded by aliveness makes us 
feel more alive. Sharing tea in the company of birds, flowers and maybe a dear friend of 
yours is a simple pleasure and an extraordinary honor that we as tea people share. This 
photograph captures this love for outdoor tea and inspires me to pack up my wares and 
head outdoors again.
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Grief has a miraculous way of shifting our perspective, or 
at least that is my experience. I began feeling the call to ser-
vice through Tea. After so many profound and meaningful sits 
with myself, I wanted to share the wealth. I began attending 
yoga at a local studio, and within a few months, started host-
ing monthly tea ceremonies for the community. 

Tea has become the catalyst for so much growth and beau-
ty in my life. This medicine has quite literally changed me. 
She has given me the opportunity to reconnect with not only 
my most authentic self, but also with a community that feels 
like family. Tea continues to light the path and lead the way, 
giving me presence and purpose. I practice Cha Dao with ut-
most respect, reverence and devotion, and this has caused me 
to completely shift the way I show up in the world and how 
I live my life. Tea reintroduced me to myself and continues 
to be a spiritual companion and teacher every day. The most 
exciting thing is, I know that a life of Tea has never-ending 
opportunities for learning, growth and connection. I plan to 
intentionally and reverently commune with this wise plant 
spirit for the rest of my days. I am grateful to do so.

I  t is hard to think of my tea journey in linear time because 
in a lot of ways, it feels as though Tea has always been a 
part of my life. I suppose that’s what She does: weaves 

Herself into your being—in essence, becoming a fleck in the 
strands of your DNA. I found Tea in a way quite fitting for 
this technologically heavy twenty-first century world: through 
social media. 

It was summer of 2016 and I had long been searching for 
a spiritual and meditative practice that really clicked. I’d been 
practicing yoga off and on for years, and though I reaped great 
benefits from it, I found myself searching for more. One day, 
I was scrolling through social media when I happened upon a 
post from someone I later discovered to be a Global Tea Hut 
member. I possess a deep love for beauty and tend to appre-
ciate things from an aesthetic perspective first. I remember 
being so enamored with the beauty of the tea stage (the chaxi): 
the colors, the textures, the teaware and so on. The love that 
was so obviously radiating from the atmosphere of the photo 
instantly drew me in. I was intrigued and immediately want-
ed to know more. I signed up for Global Tea Hut that week 
and I can honestly say that since then, my life has drastically 
changed.

I began sitting with Tea every day, just me and leaves in a 
bowl on my bedroom floor. It felt so simple, yet so rich with 
presence and connection. I began following fellow tea lovers 
online, and for the first time in a long while, felt myself fitting 
into a community of like-minded, heart-centered humans. I 
had become a bit of an antisocial recluse and the connection 
I found through Tea began to wake up my heart. The more I 
drank tea, the more tea I wanted to drink and the more still I 
wanted to be. The daily practice of sitting with tea medicine 
quickly became an anchor for my busy mind and a respite 
from the world of dust and suffering. This eventually turned 
into a wider circle of compassion, as Tea reminds me that all 
living things are connected and there’s no escaping anything.

In May of 2020 my dad was diagnosed with Stage IV lung 
cancer and tea became the most gentle and loving companion 
during that most difficult time in my life. My dad left his 
physical form in October of that year and my relationship 
with tea only deepened further. I would spend hours every 
day sitting with Her—crying, listening, being held, soothed 
and eventually healed. Those sits are now what the basis of my 
practice is built on. I felt myself softening, my heart opening 
and being filled with the ancient wisdom woven into the veins 
of Her leaves. The amount of love, compassion, awareness and 
presence that I feel when with Tea is unmatched. She has so 
gently yet powerfully cracked open my life and shifted my 
perspective.

45/ TeaWayfarer

茶人: Samantha Jones, USA

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 Samantha Jones.

TeaWayfarer



介
紹The world responds to our creativity. It is 

important to find our bliss and follow it 
with fire. I am passionate. I put heart and 
soul into my life and my art.

November Affirmation

Center News

We are proud to announce the launch of a new 
Community page on our website. We want to make 
this a gateway for connection with other tea lovers 
around the world. The new directory is up, and if you 
are serving tea locally, you can easily join and put up 
your details so that other Global Tea Hut members can 
find you locally or when traveling to share some tea. 
We hope you like the new page and find it helpful. We 
are open to any feedback to make the page more us-
er-friendly. After all, it is your webpage!

There are big changes to the Global Tea Hut 
experience just over the horizon. Next year is going to 
mark the most dramatic change in this experience since 
its inception years ago. A lot of the details are still a bit 
of a secret, but we can say that the format of the mag-
azine is going to shift dramatically, and the experience 
is going to be a lot more tea-centric. The shift will also 
come with an overhaul to the website, so there really 
is a tea revolution coming with the new year. We hope 
you are excited!

Have you tried the new purple teas? One is our 
classic favorite, wild Evening Sky. The other is a Moon-
light White. Both come from old-growth trees in De-
hong, Yunnan.

We now have some amazing powdered teas for 
whisking that are made of shou puerh! These are very 
rare teas. One is Stonehenge and the other is Ancient 
Highway, a 1990s shou. We also have lovely chawans 
made by Petr Novak to whisk them in.

We have two beautiful new Tieguanyin teas, 
including our Tea of the Month and another, rarer 
Tieguanyin from the same location, but a different va-
rietal. They are delicious!

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.) Our aim is to take the 
space public within a year and have an official 
Global Tea Hut headquarters in the United 
States by that time. We can then send Wu De, 
Shen Su or Connor there to teach for months 
at a time, perhaps start a warehouse and offer 
cheaper order fulfillment and, of course, build 
tea community. We hope to make the public 
space a big tea house with a social space, a tea 
shop and a simple, open room for ceremony.

We are moving to a new property this month 
as our lease was up on one of the three spaces 
we rent. We hope that this space can offer day 
visits. We are also looking into the possibility of 
renting a retreat center a few times next year to 
host the first ten-day courses in a long time. This 
will, of course, depend on Taiwan opening and 
if there is a desire for this on your part. Would 
you sign up for such a retreat? Please contact us 
and let us know so we can get a feel for what 
participation would be like if we go ahead with 
this plan.

Inside the Hut
Coming Soon to Global Tea Hut Magazine

Zen & Tea Dong Ding

Tea & FoodClassics of Tea
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I am passionate



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

www.globalteahut.org
Tea & Tao Magazine
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