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and make all the past information easier to share. We have 
always viewed this magazine as a gift to present and future 
tea lovers, so the archive will also help preserve all this won-
derful information in a better way. Hopefully, the new ar-
chive will help nonmembers find the information they need 
as well.

Over the next two months, we are going to dive deep 
into the elements, exploring the two most important factors 
of tea preparation: the “Mother” and “Teacher” of tea. In 
other words, water and fire. This month, we will focus on 
water.

Water is truly tea’s mother, and no study of tea is com-
plete without research into the influence water has on tea. 
There is no easier, simpler way to improve your tea or your 
life than water. After all, every cup of tea is mostly water. 
Learning to taste water is akin to tasting tea. The same prin-
ciples apply to both, and we think the same values do as 
well. If you value fragrance or flavor above all else in tea, 
you may not be able to smell or taste water in the same way 
(we believe good water for tea should not have any aromas), 
but you should still be able to experience the difference in 
quality or quantity of fragrance elicited by using different 
waters with a familiar tea. In other words, better water 
might result in a more flavorful tea, causing recognizable 
fragrances to bloom more fully, or it could even elicit aro-
mas that aren’t normally experienced, or too subtle to notice 
when using inferior water. There is an old Chinese saying 
that a great tea is ruined by poor water, but an average tea 
can be made great with special water. Therefore, water is a 
perennial topic and one that should be discussed regularly 
by tea lovers like us, so that we can deepen our understand-
ing and practice. We have a great tea to drink this month as 
well, one that is perfect for water experiments. 

I n October, the weather in Taiwan is perfect. We 
often drink more outdoor tea at this time, as it is 
not too hot, nor too humid. October is the height 
of autumn, the metal element. At the height of the 

season, we often want to discipline the element, which is at 
its peak. And that means turning to fiery teas. Traditionally- 
processed oolong is perfect for this, especially heavily- 
roasted Tieguanyin or charcoal-roasted tea like Heavenly 
Turn. This is the perfect time for Wuyi Cliff Tea as well, 
which we drink quite regularly. On some days, you may 
find that you want to nourish metal, especially if it rains. 
For that, an earthy tea is ideal. Nothing will fulfill that role 
as well as shou puerh. At this time of year, a nice aged shou, 
or even a Five Element blend of five shou puerh teas, is per-
fect for nourishing metal and balancing the season. These 
days are still rare for us, though, and we therefore spend 
a lot more time drinking oolongs. A roasted red tea is also 
a great fiery tea, especially in the morning. Ruby Red or 
Elevation are nice year-round, but shine in the autumn. We 
often drink these teas leaves in a bowl, but at this time of 
year they are often better steeped—in a sidehandle or even 
gongfu. Steeping requires more tea than leaves in a bowl. 
With these two teas, we only use a few leaves in a bowl, and 
much more when steeping, which increases the fire energy 
and helps makes them shine on an autumn morning, espe-
cially if it is cooling down where you are. 

As you read this, we will be hosting our first retreat in 
years—at the wonderful Casa Cuadrau in Spain. Please raise 
a bowl for us and wish us well. I am sure all will be well. At 
the time of writing this, I am sending prayers for the safe 
travel of all participants, and for a rewarding and deep re-
treat for us all. I hope to work through some more layers of 
myself and deepen my practice. I hope, too, that we can see 
more retreats around the world. I know that there has been 
a tea retreat in Oregon and one in Holland this year. I think 
we should see more organized soon, as things begin to open 
up and it becomes safer to travel and to gather together. I 
don’t know about you, but I sure do miss sitting together 
with others, sharing tea in ceremony. The world needs tea 
now more than ever. 

We are working on upgrading our website, including the 
Community page and the archive as well. We are open to 
ideas for ways of making these better. We want to figure out 
new ways to connect and inspire tea sits around the world. 
We also want to create a new and more active directory of 
tea lovers. For the archive, we are looking to maintain the 
same searchability, but move to a more fluid interface that 
allows the free issues of the past to be easier to read. The 
web designers we are working with have some great ideas 
for making this possible. Once these launch, we hope you 
will send in your feedback so that we can improve the flow 

From the editor

2

–Further Reading–

Wu De

This month, it is definitely worth rereading the 
July 2015 issue, which is also devoted to water for 
tea. In particular, the wonderful article by Fred-
erick R. Dannaway titled “Vast Waters” is such a 
beautiful and interesting read, full of amazing in-
sights into the relationship between tea and water 
in history.
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ver the course of this month, we will be diving in 
(pun intended) to the waters of tea, discussing 
the always important topic of water for tea. For 

us, there could be no better tea than a “maocha (毛茶)” 
from this year. “Maocha” is literally “rough tea”; it refers 
to tea that is unfinished. In oolong, maocha is tea that is 
waiting for its finishing roast—traditionally not done at the 
farm, but at the shop. With puerh like this, maocha is tea 
sent to the factory to be blended, piled and/or compressed 
into cakes. The Crossing, as we call this tea of the month, 
is therefore a loose-leaf, unblended tea directly from the 
mountains of Youle. 

Youle Tea Mountain, also known as “Jinuo Mountain,” 
derives its name from being the primary residence of the 
Jinuo people. Today it is classified as a township of Jing-
hong City and includes the three towns of Manci, Shizui 
and Sitong. To the northeast, it borders the tea moun-
tain of Gedeng, while to its southwest is Xiaomengyang. 
It is the head of the ancient “Six Famous Tea Mountains  
(六大茶山)” and has a long tea-growing history as the cen-
ter of this large mountain tea-growing area. Today the Youle 
tea-growing area is around 4,500 mu and produces around 
200 tons of tea yearly. The tea-growing areas are between 
570 and 1,650 meters in elevation. It is part of the northern 
tropics, with a yearly rainfall of 1,000 to 1,800 mm. There 
are between 1,600 and 2,000 hours of sunshine per year and 
a relative humidity of 85%. The weather is warm and humid 
all year round with no frost.

Our Tea of the Month comes from semi-aged trees in 
an ecological garden near the village, as opposed to more 
expensive wild trees that can be found deeper in the forests 
and are often sold at much higher prices. Still, this garden 
has never seen agrochemicals and some of the trees are over 
a century old, though this tea is blended with trees that are 
younger. There are no weedkillers used in this garden, so 
there is a nice biodiversity, despite the fact that the trees 
aren’t so far from the village. The quality and price of puerh 
is often determined by the mountain/area where it is from, 

the type of garden and the age of the trees. Much of the cost 
of teas is decided by the area, and famous regions can result 
in marketing that makes the tea costly indeed. Also, many 
teas are not from where they are purported to be. The age 
of the trees is also often exaggerated. Though influential, lo-
cation and tree age are not as important as the biodiversity 
and health of the garden itself. The wilder and more natu-
ral the ecology puerh tea trees grow in, the better the tea. 
Of course, regions have their distinct qualities, as do the 
trees—both in terms of varietal and age—but overall, the 
cleanliness, health and diversity of the ecology is the most 
important factor in our opinion. This measure of quality is 
not just important to the value of the tea itself, but also to 
the sustainability of the production and the influence the 
tea industry will have on the local environment and the 
health of the farmers. Clean, healthy, chemical-free tea isn’t 
just better to drink; it is better for the Earth and for the 
health of the farmers who do not have to breathe or drink 
such chemicals, nor be exposed to potential accidents.

We wanted to choose a tea that could bring some water 
element to the tea table, and also one that is very sensitive 
to the influences of different waters. Young sheng tea is al-
ways a good choice. Since there is rich and diverse mineral 
content in sheng puerh, it is very sensitive to different wa-
ters, and our experience shows that changes in water can 
not only result in different degrees of fragrance, aroma and 
energy, but also in very unique drinking experiences. Teas 
like this will show very different faces depending on the wa-
ter we use to prepare them. This is particularly noticeable 
in later steepings. 

The Crossing is the perfect tea to conduct water experi-
ments. It also has water energy, making it ideal for an issue 
devoted to water for tea. This magical tea is great on a sunny 
afternoon, perhaps a warmer one before it starts to get re-
ally cold. This tea can restore the feeling of spring on such a 
rare, warm autumn day. We hope you have some mountain 
spring water to accompany it, whether drinking it leaves in 
a bowl or gongfu.
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Brewing Tips
沖泡技巧 完成好茶

毛
茶Of all the teas we know, young sheng maocha is one of the most perfect for 

leaves in a bowl tea. One of the joys of this brewing method is that it allows 
one to better appreciate the beauty of the leaves themselves, so gorgeous teas like The 
Crossing are ideal, as they unfurl so beautifully in a bowl. If you use fewer leaves, you may 
also be able to taste the differences that our water is making on the tea. Pay attention to later 
steepings in particular, as you may notice that two different waters result in a night-and-day 
difference. If you really want to dive deeper into water experiments, gongfu brewing may be 
better, especially if you are matching a session of water comparisons (drinking water by itself, in 
other words) with the same waters for tea. This tea is also nice when prepared sidehandle, so most 
any brewing method works well for The Crossing.

With every practice in tea, there are two parts to our development. The first is to practice the 
skill, repeating it over and over so that we get better. We practice pouring water from the kettle, for 
example, until our kettle becomes so familiar and the muscle memory so easy that we can forget about 
it and abandon any need to focus on this skill, letting it flow on its own without effort. This is akin 
to most types of skills we learn, from chopping vegetables to playing an instrument. But there is also a 
second part to our development: sensitivity. Along with our practice to develop a skill, we also learn to 
become more sensitive to what that skill is doing. These two aspects are the Yin and Yang of learning any 
skill, like learning to finger pick a guitar and then learning to hear the differences that distinct styles of 
picking make. That is important so that we can recognize why we are learning the skill in the first place. 
After all, we don’t just want to copy others. If tradition says we hold the kettle in a certain way, we want 
to understand why, not just do it that way because we were told to. We want to be able to experience for 
ourselves what holding the kettle that way is doing—in terms of ergonomics, and ultimately, the effect it 
has on the tea. In that way, we will truly understand why seasoned Chajin before us did things the way 
they did. 

Also, the sensitivity we cultivate in one tea skill will help us improve others. If we are able to notice 
the differences holding the kettle in various ways has on the ergonomics and the tea in the cup, we will 
also notice similar effects when we pick up the tea pot and so on. This practice will be useful in all areas 
of our life, changing us for the better.  

Becoming sensitive to the differences water brings to tea is very important to our progress. The bet-
ter we are with water, the better tea we will prepare, since all our tea is primarily water. One of the subtle 
ways that we can improve our understanding of water is to learn about the ways that liquid structures, 
focusing on the feel of water (or tea) in our mouth. This is called “mouthfeel (cougan, 口感),” and is 
one of the characteristics that tea lovers have focused on for centuries. Instead of concentrating on 
what a tea tastes like, we choose to pay attention to the way it feels—using the sense of touch as op-
posed to smell or taste. Our mouths are very sensitive to touch as well as to taste and smell, and we 
can hone in on small differences as a result. Sensitivity to mouthfeel is an incredible asset in our tea 
journey, as it allows us to move toward much subtler levels of influence than flavor and aroma can 
take us, which means our sensitivity to changes will also increase.

Water: spring water or best bottled
Fire: coals, infrared or gas
Heat: medium-high heat, fish-eye, 90 °C
Brewing Methods: gongfu or 
leaves in a bowl (sidehandle or coldbrew)
Steeping: rinse, 2 flash steepings,
then increase the duration
Patience: 15–20 steepings

With some green, red and 
young sheng teas, it can be 
helpful to leave the lid off 
between steepings so that 
the leaves do not steam 
between steepings, es-
pecially if the pot is 
a large size.

GongfuSidehandle Leaves in a Bowl

Tea of  the Month
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As our values shift from what those 
before us considered the “right” way 
of doing things to an easier way, we 
stop paying attention to details and 
lose our sensitivity to nuances. Also, 
we lose skills, crafts and abilities that 
require a long time to master and un-
derstand. The good side of this is that 
convenience means more people will 
be able to participate and that we can 
drink more tea in a variety of locations, 
since it is easier to do so. The negative 
is that few will understand tea or tea 
brewing in the way that past tea lovers 
did, since we won’t learn the skills that 
were necessary for them to prepare tea 
and therefore won’t be sensitive to the 
nuances that they were, nor value the 
things they valued. 

Sometimes practitioners of tradi-
tional skills seem to have a supernatu-
ral gift of sensitivity, but to them, their 
awareness is perfectly natural. When 
hiking in the forest of Yunnan one 
year, my guide told me that the rains 
would be late that year. I asked him 
how he knew, and he said it was due 
to the sound of the cicadas. At first, I 
was shocked to hear this. The cacoph-
ony I was hearing sounded like other 
cicadas I had heard near where I grew 
up, and also in Taiwan. Did he have 
super hearing? Was he using some kind 
of intuition? He seemed to be a sim-
ple, forthright young man with clear 

W ater is life and life is water. 
When we look out at the 
sky we are made of and 

search for other planets that may have 
life on them, one of the keys to that 
quest is water. Planets without water 
are unlikely to have life. Water isn’t 
just a necessity for life as we know it, 
it is the makeup of life. Our bodies 
are mostly water, which means that 
water is not just something we drink, 
but something we are. Of all the many 
life-changing lessons that my tea prac-
tice has resulted in, the insights I have 
had with regard to water are amongst 
the most important and fundamental. 
Learning about water is more than a 
means to better tea; it is a path to a 
deeper understanding of ourselves, our 
world and the ways those two are one 
and the same.

 Through studying traditional tea 
brewing methods, I have come to real-
ize that the innovations that we make 
in the name of convenience, replacing 
an “old-fashioned” thing or method 
for something new and easier, some-
times discard more than a first glance 
would suggest, and perhaps more 
than we intend to. When something 
becomes easier and more convenient, 
we lose traditional skills associat-
ed with making that thing by hand. 
When that happens, we may also stop 
valuing the old way of doing things.  

9

eyes and an honest face. After discuss-
ing the issue with him more, I realized 
that nothing out of the ordinary was 
happening. The livelihood of farmers 
has depended on understanding and 
predicting the climate for centuries. 
As a result, farmers pay close atten-
tion to any changes in the ecology. 
To someone not paying attention, all 
cicadas sound the same, but if you 
listen, there are no doubt variations. 
Over time, the ancestors of my young 
friend discovered that these related to 
the local climate. To the beginner, all 
tea might also taste the same. Such a 
beginner might mistakenly think that 
my ability to know what type of tea I 
am drinking from the first cup is some 
kind of gift, when it is in reality just 
familiarity, practice and time devoted 
to tea. When we value something, we 
pay more attention to it. And the more 
attention we give to observation, the 
more details we notice. That brilliant 
young villager had taught me a valu-
able lesson, showing me that because 
he valued the songs of the cicadas, he 
could naturally and easily hear the dif-
ferences in their calls from year to year, 
and, through tradition, knew how 
those differences related to the climate 
and ecology—all important aspects of 
his life as a farmer, just as nuances be-
tween terroirs in the cup are very im-
portant to my life.

Water is Life
茶人: Wu De (無的)
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that I could apologize for my intolera-
ble rudeness. But I knew that you were 
a salesman and heard from neighbors 
that you were here selling water pumps. 
I know better than to buy your wares, 
and would have gladly invited you in 
for tea, but, you see, my grandson was 
orphaned some years ago and has only 
me in this world. I worry for his fu-
ture, and that he might be susceptible 
to your sales pitch.” The salesman was 
very confused. “Old man, I don’t think 
you understand. My pumps work, and 
work well. I guarantee them. I am an 
honest man. I wouldn’t sell you a faulty 
pump. My father and his father were 
farmers. I know how hard-earned your 
money is. I only want to help. My 
pump can make your life, and that of 
your grandson, much easier.” The old 
man wiped his brow with a handker-
chief. “Kind sir, please accept this tea 
by way of apology,” he said, handing 

There was once a water pump sales-
man who turned up the road onto an 
old farm. As he approached the house, 
the young boy working in the yard 
looked up from his work with a smile, 
happy for the interruption and the re-
lief from boredom a rare visitor might 
bring. To the salesman’s shock, an old 
man dashed out from the side of the 
house and chased him off with shouts, 
tossing dirt clumps in his direction. 
The old farmer was far sprightlier than 
his age suggested, and he quickly suc-
ceeded in scaring the poor salesman 
back to the main road, vowing not to 
return. Then, just as his heart returned 
to a normal pace, he was startled to 
find that same old man leaning against 
a tree waiting for him at the first turn 
in the road. The old man bowed deep-
ly, and with an unexpected kindness 
asked for the salesman’s forgiveness. 
“I took a shortcut to meet you here so 

the man a caddy of his favorite tea. “I 
meant no disrespect, nor am I suggest-
ing that you are selling faulty goods. 
Quite the contrary. It is the working 
order of your pumps that I fear.” Tak-
ing the tea, the salesman looked at 
the old man quizzically. He was even 
more confused. Was the old man se-
nile? His eyes did have a twinkle to 
them… The old man smiled and said, 
“I am an old man, you see. If I install 
your pump, what purpose will I then 
have? And if there is one thing I know 
from living amongst the same people 
in a small village my whole life, it is 
that the people who reach the end of 
their use and have nothing to do aren’t 
long for this Earth. I know that, and 
know it well, but my grandson doesn’t 
yet know these things. He may think 
the ease a pump offers is worthwhile 
without considering the value of draw-
ing one’s own water. Some things are 

Water for Tea
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The villager I met in Yunnan must be 
able to read the weather. After all, his 
livelihood depends on reading these 
signs, as did his grandfather’s (who 
probably taught him how). What do 
you think are some of the other ways 
he might benefit from his sensitivity to 
the cicadas’ song? To him, reading the 
signs of climatic and environmental 
changes comes intuitively and easily. 
Do you think that sensitivity influenc-
es other areas of his life? I wonder what 
else he can hear that I cannot… 

With the invention of tap water 
and water filtration, we have come to 
take water for granted. Obviously, no 
one is complaining about many of the 
modern conveniences most of us have 
come to expect. Indoor plumbing is 
awesome, and I love taking showers 
as much as the next guy. But when it 
comes to tea, the ease with which we 
have access to water, though a conve-

better done by the hand, my friend… 
After all, if I don’t draw up my own 
water, how will my tea taste?” 

Modern farmers stop paying atten-
tion to the song of the cicadas because 
it is more convenient, and perhaps 
even more accurate, to follow the ad-
vice of expert meteorologists. Howev-
er, when we stop paying attention to 
the cicadas, we stop valuing the signs 
they show us, and with that, we lose 
sensitivity to the differences in their 
songs. If you step back and think about 
this in the terms of the kooky old man 
in the story, you too might wonder 
what the loss of that sensitivity means 
for us as individuals. Sure, we can do 
things more easily and more quick-
ly than our ancestors could, and who 
would want to change that? But that 
doesn’t mean it is not worth thinking 
about some of the ways in which draw-
ing our own water might change us.  

nience, results in a loss of sensitivity 
and appreciation for water, both of 
which are worth discussing in greater 
detail. I think the old man is right to 
question how his tea would taste if he 
couldn’t draw his own water. 

The more I fall in love with tea, 
the more I strive to make better tea 
and the more I am able to appreciate 
the rare times when my skills do align, 
and I am able to succeed at making 
a decent cup. In other words, as my 
skills have increased over the years, I 
have also grown in sensitivity, devel-
oping an ability to notice the influ-
ence of small changes that wouldn’t 
have registered at all when I started. 
Of course, I still have a long way to 
go, which I am reminded of when I 
drink tea with any of my teachers, but 
I have developed a degree of sensitivi-
ty to tea and water that was not pres-
ent when I started on my tea journey.  



Water for Tea



cles of Nature. Water is a clear example 
of this. Our bodies are mostly water, so 
we too are a part of the cycle of water 
from rain to river, river to ocean and 
ocean to clouds. Every time we turn 
to our son, daughter or friend and tell 
them we love them, we are also saying 
“I love you water.” Each person we 
love is a facet of the water cycles of this 
Earth. We tend to think of ourselves as 
standing apart from the natural cycles 
of our world, as if the climate is some-
thing that happens to us. We think 
of rain as a “problem,” something in 
the way of our outdoor plans, or even 
more vainly as a concern for our hair 
or clothes, forgetting that the rain is 
necessary for the water we drink and 
for growing the food we eat—that it 
is not only necessary for our survival 
but is our very existence. The more we 
practice distilling the “world in a bowl 
of tea,” the more we see the clouds in 
every glass, and eventually recognize 
that we are also made of the same sky.

I now have a great appreciation for 
the waters of the world that extends 
way beyond the benefits fine water 
brings to my tea. Beyond improve-
ments in flavor and aroma, fine water 
has taught me the flavor of interbeing. 
In this way, every cup is a cup of clouds. 
I remember to be grateful for the wa-
ter, and to see my own reflection in it. 
This is the medicine of tea and of wa-
ter for tea, chanoyu. In ancient times, 
special tea occasions always included 
special waters, full of healing energy. 
Sometimes the very purpose of a gath-
ering was the opening of a stone jar of 
special water or the host’s recent trip to 
gather a very special spring water. In 
Japan, such ceremonies featuring spe-
cial water were called “meisui-date.” 

We have lost our connection with 
the healing available through water, 
as we have for food, which was con-
sidered an important part of Tradi-
tional Chinese Medicine. We tend to 
separate nutrition and medicine these 
days, but our ancestors understood 
that food is the most important med-
icine. It is always better to prevent 
illness than to treat it. When seen in 
that way, what we eat and drink tru-
ly is the most important medicine we 
take in our lives. We tend to know that 
nutrition is important to our health, 
but drinking is even more essential 
than eating. What about water and its 
impact on our health and well-being?  

Like the young villager who is able to 
hear the different cicada songs and un-
derstand what that means in terms of 
the ecology and climate, I am able to 
taste some of the differences leaf, wa-
ter, heat, wares and method have on 
tea, and to appreciate the implications 
these have on my practice and life. As 
that development has happened, I have 
realized all the many ways that I took 
water for granted growing up. The fact 
that we have polluted so much of the 
fresh water on this planet demonstrates 
that I am not alone in ignoring how 
important water is. 

I try to drink water the way I drink 
tea, allowing it to teach me of all the 
ways that I am Nature. As I move 
through the world individually, the 
world also moves through me. When 
we drink a cup of tea, we are drinking 
the clouds. The water in our tea is the 
rain, the river and the ocean; it is the 
cycle of evaporation and condensation. 
Every cup of tea contains this natural 
cycle, since the water in it is always a 
part of this flow. Tea has taught me to 
let the environment participate in my 
life. I twirl the world and the world 
twirls me, to borrow a turn of the 
brush from Dogen-Zenji. The world 
expresses itself through my form, just 
as I express myself in the world. 

Every cup of tea is a cup of inter-
being. The more we experience our 
connection to Nature through tea, the 
more we can then share this in our 
practice of preparing and serving tea to 
others. From the selection of the right 
fuel for fire, the best source of water 
and in creating a harmonious chaxi, 
the Chajin uses subtle skills to gener-
ate the “world in a bowl of tea.” This 
is why Chajin since ancient times have 
included alchemical symbols on their 
teaware. Lu Yu, for example, had the 
symbols for fire (li), wind (sun) and 
water (k’an) on the legs of his brazier. 
Drinking tea is enjoyable and it invig-
orates our bodies, but the interbeing 
converges as the wind rises the flames 
that boil the water. When all these ele-
ments are in harmony, the bowl speaks 
on behalf of the world. The true fla-
vor of tea is interbeing; it tastes of the 
space in our heart where we also know 
we are the world’s expression. 

The teapot contains the expressions 
of Heaven and Earth and so do we. 
Our practice of tea can remind us of 
the ways our lives are a part of the cy-

Clean air and good water used to be 
considered absolute necessities when 
choosing a healthy place to live, but 
we have disassociated ourselves from 
our environment and lost touch with 
the fundamental truth that you can-
not find a healthy organism in an un-
healthy environment. Living beings 
are too intertwined with their environ-
ments for this to be untrue. As we have 
ceased valuing water, since we consider 
it “all the same” H2O, we have also lost 
our sensitivity to the differences be-
tween waters and their effects on our 
health. Through tea, I have learned to 
taste these differences again, in the way 
that the villager can hear the different 
cicada songs. The quality of the wa-
ter we drink does impact our health, 
and the fact that we have polluted so 
much of the world’s finite fresh water 
is evidence that we don’t value it and 
aren’t paying attention. As a result, we 
cannot taste what was so obvious to 
our ancestors and do not recognize the 
healing powers of good water. At the 
very least, good clean water is a sign of 
a healthy and clean environment, one 
in which we will thrive. In fact, a well-
known Chinese folk proverb suggests 
that the places with the best, cleanest 
and purest spring water produce the 
most beautiful women. 

People come from afar to drink 
from healing waters and have done 
so for millennia. There are many 
springs, from then to now, that have 
drawn countless pilgrims to them, 
drinking to be healed or blessed with 
the energy of sacred water. In 1883, 
there was an epidemic in Kyoto and 
many people were dying. A group of 
Chajin met with the government and 
agreed to share a special jade urn full 
of healing waters from the heights of 
a scared mountain in China with the 
entire city by submersing it into the 
source of the Yodo River, which sup-
plied the city’s drinking water. The 
government agreed and the Chajin had 
the water blessed before giving it up. 
They believed that in doing so, they 
were better expressing the spirit of tea. 
The water could have been used in a 
meisui-date—to share wonderful and 
very special tea with guests—but in 
this way, they could share the healing 
energy of this rare water with all the 
sufferers in their hometown. This story 
somehow captures the essence of Cha 
Dao quite poignantly.

14
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from the “world of dust,” which was 
the city below. Since roads in many cit-
ies were indeed at lower altitude, and 
in China the unpaved roads were often 
composed of reddish soil (especially in 
the North), all worldly affairs came to 
be understood with the metaphor of 
“red dust (紅塵).” All the meaningful 
temples, hermitages and sanctuaries 
were therefore in the mountains, and 
the masters who tended them were 
often named after the mountain on 
which they resided. City temples were 
thought of as branches of these main 
shrines in the mountains. To become 
a monk was to leave the world behind, 
to “shake off the dust (xi chen, 洗塵).” 
Many mountains reached up beyond 
the clouds, so the sages and immortals 
who dwelt there were truly lost in the 
Heavens from the perspective of the 
mortals in cities below. Some Daoists 
called the act of leaving home to a life 
of self-cultivation in the mountains 
“cloudwalking (雲行),” and thus sages 
were “cloudwalkers (雲行者).”

The best waters were all associated 
with the space beyond the world, the 
sacred and holy springs in the moun-
tains. Many of the waters near or in 
the shrines, temples, monasteries and 
sanctuaries in the mountains were 
thought to have healing powers. The 
best waters had spirit guardians who 
watched over them, called “water fair-
ies (xueshian, 水仙),” which is a term 
that has been used to name one of the 
most famous varietals of tea as well. 
Many deities were depicted with sa-
cred waters, like Guanyin (觀音), who 
is often shown with a vase of endless 
spring water that heals, or the Medi-
cine Buddha, whose bowl sometimes 
contains healing waters. The highest 
grade of water was also called “im-
mortal,” using the same Chinese term 
“xueshian.” In fact, the spring where 
we have gathered our water for twenty 
years has a shrine on it with a unique 
deity that is found nowhere else.  

Water was medicine to our ances-
tors. Just as with tea, people sought 
out water from wild mountain springs. 
They understood that the energy, the 
Qi, of such water was unique. Every 
Chajin knows the difference between 
tea from natural, free and wild trees 
and that from manmade plantations. 
The distinction between wild versus 
cultivated has been discussed in Chi-
nese herbal medicine for centuries, and 
even today, many herbalists suggest 
that wild, gathered herbs are more po-
tent. Lu Yu states that “tea that grows 
wild is superior; garden tea takes sec-
ond place.” There is a unique energy 
in mountain tea that has always been 
exalted. In fact, such esteem applied 
to mountains in general. Mountains 
were not thought of in the materialistic 
terms that many people consider now-
adays, as piles of rock and/or resources, 
but rather as vibrant ecologies where 
energy and life gather. Life gathers 
around mountains due to the stability 
and rooted strength they provide. That 
security, and the gathering of energy, is 
what fosters life. As the rains fall there, 
the water moves underground, where 
it absorbs minerals, is purified by sand 
and then bubbles up in good, healthy 
springs. The minerals and biodynamics 
of these waters make them vibrant and 
full of energy. As these rich waters flow 
down the mountains, plants thrive and 
animals gather. The energy and water 
of the mountains also play a role in the 
best tea, since tea trees thrive in loose, 
rocky soil and are the product of fertile 
soil and abundant ecology. 

For these reasons and more, sages 
built sanctuaries in the mountains. 
The word for “sage” or “holy person” 
in Chinese is composed on the radi-
cals for “person” and “mountain,” xian  
(仙). Therefore a sage is a “moun-
tain person.” The mountains were a 
realm beyond the mundane—a place 
where the sacred and holy in Nature 
thrived—and therefore distinguished 

She is a water spirit as well, a “xue-
shian,” and the mountain itself is called 
“Xian Shan (仙山)” or “Immortal 
Mountain.” The water from the spring, 
which is under the shrine at the peak, 
is “immortal” grade, which means that 
it has the power to heal and bless; it is 
“holy water,” in other words. Xueshian 
grade water is the pinnacle of water for 
tea.

Just as tea lovers judge a tea in part 
by the Qi that they feel when drinking 
it, waters are similarly graded. Every 
tea lover knows that certain terroirs are 
responsible for the qualities we seek in 
tea. And this is not just wishy-washy, 
old-fashioned superstition, but also 
common sense. Of course the health-
iest soil, water and ecology will result 
in healthier trees, and healthier trees 
will produce healthier leaves—leaves 
with more oils, aromatics and energy. 
Biodiversity, healthy soil, good water 
and the right climate play a huge role 
in what makes a particular vintage of 
tea better than another. All tea farmers 
know this, and just as with wine, they 
will often relate particular years that 
were special. Many say that they only 
have “real” or “authentic” versions of 
their tea once every seven to ten years, 
as it takes the perfect combination of 
“Heaven, Earth and human” to make 
a great tea—meaning the ecology, 
weather and the skills of the producer 
all cooperate in perfect harmony. 

Beyond just the advantages in 
quality that healthy, natural or wild 
ecologies have over cultivated ones, 
there are also differences between 
similarly wild terroirs. As with many 
things I have discussed in this arti-
cle, our focus on quantity over qual-
ity, on industry and plantation-based 
monoculture, has meant that we have 
stopped valuing wild, uncultivated 
produce and have therefore lost our 
sensitivity to the differences between 
them, like tea gathered from one par-
ticular wild location versus another.  

Water for Tea茶用水
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iting unique brews when paired. Some 
famous tea lovers named their tea 
rooms things like “water studio (鑑止
水齋)” and talked about their tea prac-
tice as “experimenting with water.” In 
fact, the term “water experiments” was 
used both to celebrate tea practice and 
also pejoratively by others to criticize 
tea lovers’ obsession with the Leaf, as 
was “drowning (shui’e, 水厄).” It was 
clearly understood that the selection of 
good water played a huge role in the 
life and practice of a Chajin. In fact, 
most tea books and articles contained 
advice for water: lists of the best sourc-
es and what teas to pair them with, 
and often, other water-related advice. 
Lu Yu (陸羽) himself wrote a whole 
other lost book of water. Throughout 
the Tea Sutra (茶經) and his lost book 
on water, Lu Yu showed a reverence for 
water: “When it comes to water, I bow 
before the pure-flowing channels of the 
Min.” The spiritual dimensions of the 
master’s tea is evident in his work and 
in the obvious way he found “popular” 
tea culture, without religious roots, as 
vulgar, which most of us would regard 

Long ago, all tea was wild and unculti-
vated, so the differences to be noticed 
weren’t those of biodiverse, wild gar-
den versus manicured plantation, but 
rather differences between this terroir 
and that. Many of the most famous lo-
cations for tea, like Wuyi, for example, 
are famous because the tea that grew 
there naturally was somehow better or 
unique to that grown elsewhere. Some-
times the differences weren’t necessari-
ly ones of quality, just a distinctiveness. 
In other words, two different terroirs 
might produce equally wonderful tea, 
but still rather different—each ac-
cording to its own. The same is true 
of the waters from different springs, 
each with its own mineral content, 
pH, energy (Qi) and soul—due to the 
differences in the environment around 
the spring. Perhaps the spring had a 
temple nearby where meditation mas-
ters cultivated themselves or a unique 
ancient gingko tree, and so on. 

Over time, tea lovers started match-
ing these sacred waters with particular 
teas. They began to realize that certain 
waters went well with certain teas, elic-

as a mildly extreme view. Tea was con-
sidered a sacrament, a method of heal-
ing and communing with Nature and 
spirits.

Our tea practice is a water practice, 
and there cannot be one without the 
other. Every way in which we focus 
on improving our tea relates to water. 
Tea is appreciated for many reasons, 
on many different levels by tea lovers 
around the world. If one is attracted 
to fragrance, selecting good water can 
mean the difference between a blos-
soming of transcendent bliss and a flat 
tea. If tea is a practice, then under-
standing water will be a central focus 
in our sensitivity training, as the sub-
tle influences it has on all levels of tea, 
from fragrance to mouthfeel, is more 
influential than almost any other area 
of tea. And if one approaches tea cer-
emonially, then the medicine of the 
mountains and the alchemy of water 
for tea (chanoyu) represent the funda-
mental and most sacred aspect of our 
rituals. There is an old saying that “an 
average tea steeped in great water will 
be wonderful, but even the best tea will 
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It was well known that this particular 
tea could only reach its potential when 
paired with the water from a specific 
eyelet in the Yangzi called the “Tiger’s 
Eye.” Due to some other personal mat-
ters, the Chajin couldn’t go fetch the 
water himself as he ordinarily would 
and so sent his servants instead. As 
they were returning from the Tiger’s 
Eye, the boat ran aground, and they 
spilled some of the precious water. 
Thinking that the differences in water 
were just superstition and to avoid be-
ing scolded, they topped the jars with 
water from the shoreline, sure that no 
one would be the wiser. Lu Yu came 
and the two enjoyed the wonderful tea 
and a nice meal. Over dinner, the mer-
chant asked his teacher about the tea 
and his service of it. Being a Chajin, Lu 
Yu would never criticize a host, and so 
he complimented his student and the 
tea. However, the merchant insisted 
that he be left with some criticism so 
that he could improve. Since he played 
the teacher card, Lu Yu was obliged to 
offer some advice. He suggested that 
next time, water gathered by himself 
from the Tiger’s Eye would make that 
particular tea shine. The merchant was 
shocked that his teacher had intuited 
that he hadn’t gathered the water him-
self, and admitted so right away, but 
insisted that the water was from the 
Tiger’s Eye. Lu Yu looked at him skep-
tically, raising an eyebrow that insist-
ed, “I don’t think so.” When the ser-
vants were summoned, they admitted 
to what had happened. The merchant 
was astonished at his master’s sensitivi-
ty and ability to taste tea.

The more we love something, the 
more we pay attention to it and notice 
subtler and subtler details. Nuances in 
our beloved’s facial gestures speak vol-
umes to us, even though others who 
don’t know him or her very well would 
never even notice, say, the slight turn 
of the mouth that tells us everything 
about how they feel. The same is true 
for water. Lu Yu obviously had an in-
credibly sensitive and sophisticated 
palate when it came to tea and water. 
When you begin to value water, you 
understand that each type is unique 
in energy, taste and mouthfeel in the 
same way that teas are. It is a shame, a 
true tragedy, that we tea lovers cannot 
journey through the waters of Heaven 
and Earth the way that Chajin once 
did, writing our lists ranking the best 

only be average in lesser water.” No 
matter how we brew our leaves—in 
bowl, pot or cauldron—water will be 
very important to our journey.

The exploration of water can be 
divided into three categories: source, 
storage and preparation. Most of how 
we prepare water for tea is very much 
related to fire, which is the topic of 
next month’s entire issue of Global Tea 
Hut. So for now, let’s focus on source 
and storage to foster an understanding 
of water that isn’t just theoretical, but 
rooted in daily practice.

Source
Ancients divided water into “Heav-

en (天)” and “Earth (地).” Heaven 
waters fall from the sky, meaning snow 
and rain (and very rarely, dew), while 
Earth waters are springs, streams/riv-
ers, lakes/ponds and wells. Since they 
valued water so much, masters of old 
focused their attention on it and de-
veloped a profound sensitivity to the 
subtlest differences in flavor, aroma 
and energy. They distinguished snow 
gathered from a pine branch versus 
that gathered from a plum tree. With-
in streams, there were particular eyelets 
famous for their flavor, sweetness or en-
ergy. Perhaps a cluster of boulders deep 
in the mountains, at a particular bend 
in the river, caused the water to move 
in a special way that was considered 
biodynamic. Sages and tea scholars 
got busy devoting years and tremen-
dous amounts of energy writing long 
lists ranking and characterizing these 
different waters. Travel wasn’t as easy 
back then, so it could take years for a 
tea sage to travel to different springs 
and taste the waters they were writing 
about. We may hear this and be sur-
prised that they were able to tell a dif-
ference. Isn’t all water the same? That’s 
what I thought about cicada songs…

They say that Lu Yu was invited to 
his student’s house for tea. The “Trib-
ute Tea (Gong Cha, 貢茶)” sent to the 
emperor was each year dispersed to 
many different scholars, officials and 
aristocrats in honor of good deeds or 
to thank them for their loyalty and 
service. These were considered the 
best teas in the world. Lu Yu’s student 
had received such a fine tea and was 
honored to share it with his teacher. 

waters and pairing them with certain 
teas. It represents a real spiritual illness 
that we have allowed this to happen to 
our fresh water, our Heaven and Earth.

For that reason, sharing the lists or 
rankings of past masters isn’t really of 
much use to modern tea lovers. It is 
interesting to know how the masters 
ranked their water, but it won’t help us 
since so much of the water they suggest 
is toxic now. Very few of us are going to 
be able to use Heaven waters for tea. If 
you are lucky enough to have access to 
clean snow or rain, then bless you and 
by all means start experimenting with 
snow from plum versus pine trees. Or 
perhaps do like one famous monk did 
and spend thirty years going out on a 
boat every day and gathering drops of 
morning dew from lotus petals. They 
say that at the end of those three de-
cades of daily gathering, he brewed up 
the finest cup of green tea the Earth 
has ever known, and three sips later 
skipped off to join the immortals be-
yond the clouds. (We may come back 
to him later.) Most of us will have to 
settle for Earth waters, which means 
springs, streams/rivers, lakes and wells. 
Either that or we choose from a source 
that is not wild/uncultivated, but rath-
er the equivalent of plantation tea: 
bottled or filtered waters, which may 
or may not have a “source” at all. Sur-
prisingly, that is where I would recom-
mend starting.

Before we start gathering water 
for tea (or at least at the same time), 
we have to learn to taste and evaluate 
water for tea. Fortunately, most of the 
qualities we use to evaluate tea are ap-
plicable to water, meaning that we will 
be developing the same sensitivity and 
skills as we learn about choosing water 
for tea as we will develop when evalu-
ating tea. This is especially true of the 
qualities related to mouthfeel (cougan, 
口感). Ideally, water should have no 
flavor or aroma, though it can have a 
bit of sweetness in the aftertaste. When 
tasting different waters, we look for 
water that is smooth and rich. Pay at-
tention to the texture of the water. Roll 
it around, without slurping or aerating 
it. Good water feels silky and smooth, 
as if the atoms are together and aligned. 
This is what we call “structure.” The 
more sensitive you become to struc-
ture, the more details you will notice 
in liquids like water and tea, improv-
ing your ability to distinguish quality. 
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foolish and unrealistic. They had differ-
ent tea, different water and a very dif-
ferent alchemy than we do. Nowadays, 
there are definitely wells that are better 
than springs, and springs that are bet-
ter than wells. Perhaps even back then 
there were such exceptions. It’s hard 
to say without drinking the tea of the 
past. In general, it’s often misleading to 
think that all Xs are better than all Ys. I 
don’t think the tea masters of old were 
trying to convey that their lists ranking 
water sources were final and eternal; 
rather, they were suggesting that, in 
general, spring water is better than well 
water because of the minerals, altitude 
and the fact that the water flows a bit. 
(Movement is important.) They were 
also suggesting that the quest for water 
was itself enjoyable and insightful.

There are some general principles 
we can use to navigate our explora-
tion for good water. At this time, the 
most important factor is that the water 
is safe to drink. We will be boiling it 
for tea, but we may still want to test 
its potability and check to make sure 
that the stream, well or spring we are 
gathering water from is safe. If you can 
add multiple types of water sources to 
your experiments alongside bottled 
waters, you will learn even more about 
choosing water for tea. The best water 
for one kind of tea may not necessarily 
be the best for another. As I said earli-
er, the tea mystics of the dynasties were 
out experimenting with different water 
and tea combinations, so why should 
we do any less? Sure, we have less va-
riety to choose from, but that doesn’t 
mean we shouldn’t try to find the best 
of what is available to us. 

In general, waters that move a bit 
are ideal, but you don’t want water that 
is crashing, expending its Qi. The water 
should not be too still either. The best 
waters are filtered naturally through 
very slow-moving, biodynamic pools. 
When water is at rest, the water with 
the most Qi rises to the top. It is light-
er, purer and better for tea. If there 
are many slow-moving pools, then 
the water is being purified like ghee, 
since each pool downstream is made 
up of only the topmost waters of the 
previous pool. The closer we can get to 
that ideal, the better. It is also helpful 
if there are some minerals in the wa-
ter—too little and it will seem flat, too 
much and it will be heavy and cloudy, 
leaving residue behind on your teaware 

After you swallow, is there a pinch in 
your throat? No? Well, good water 
slides down comfortably. It also coats 
your mouth and throat, lingering for 
a long time. How long can you feel 
the water throughout your mouth af-
ter you have swallowed it? Great wa-
ter also quenches your thirst deeply. 
After hiking up the many hundreds 
of steps on a hot morning to get our 
water from the mountains nearby, we 
are often sweating and thirsty. Even a 
single, small metal cup of this spring 
water completely quenches our thirst 
and penetrates deeply into every part 
of our bodies. It is as if the water pene-
trates the cells more, filling us up more 
easily and staying within us. Lower 
quality waters pass through the body 
more quickly; they are slippery and 
thin, and one feels a need to go to the 
bathroom sooner.

We recommend using various wa-
ters to do experiments regularly, like 
that discussed on pp. 45–52 of this is-
sue. As your sensitivity increases, you 
will notice differences in the texture, 
flavor and aroma as well as the energy 
(Qi), the spirit and soul and even the 
way different waters feel in the body 
and how easily they quench thirst. 
These differences may seem subtle 
at first, but the more you experience 
them, the clearer they become. To re-
ally test a water, also try it with a tea 
that you are incredibly familiar with. 
In this way, you will start to recognize 
good water for tea. Try experimenting 
with as great a variety of bottled and 
filtered waters as you can. When you 
feel ready, you can then add in water 
you have gathered from Nature your-
self.

Traditionally, Earth water was 
ranked in the order of springs, streams 
and finally wells. Lakes and ponds were 
considered too stagnant, and so, rare-
ly used for tea. However, relying too 
much on old water notes betrays the 
true spirit of Tea, which is experiential 
and present. The world has moved on. 
It is interesting to read about the wa-
ter/tea combinations of past ages, but 
we must focus on the tea in front of us, 
and how to improve it. All the books 
and scholarly notes, translations and 
definitions won’t make a better cup of 
tea. In fact, they can sometimes get in 
the way. It is nice to fly on the poetic 
visions of Tang tea, but applying the 
water wisdom of that age to this one is 

and a flavor in your tea. If you want 
to take a more scientific approach, wa-
ter with the right amount and type of 
“total dissolved solids (TDS)” and a 
higher pH, usually closer to 7, is ideal. 
A scientific approach can be a welcome 
addition to our exploration of water 
for tea. There are many details related 
to the TDS in water and how partic-
ular minerals relate to the chemistry 
of tea. Perhaps one day someone will 
study to see if long term consumption 
of spring water influences health from 
an allopathic perspective. 

If possible, pay attention to the dif-
ferences between water drawn at dif-
ferent times of day. There is an amaz-
ing quality to dawn water, as it is full 
of the Yang energy of an awakening 
world. It is deeper and richer than wa-
ter from the same spring gathered in 
the afternoon or evening. “Seikasui” 
is a Buddhist term for water drawn 
from 2 to 4 am. This water is consid-
ered especially pure for compounding 
herbal medicines and for altar offer-
ings. Traditionally, doctors would rec-
ommend such water for boiling herbs, 
and Chajin often recommended water 
from pre-dawn or right at dawn for the 
best teas. Tea master Sen no Rikyū (千
利休, 1522–1591) said, “Always use 
water drawn at dawn for tea, wheth-
er the gathering be in the morning, at 
noon or at night. This is a matter of the 
alertness of the tea practitioner—of 
making ready sufficient water for the 
whole day’s tea from dawn into night. 
Just because it is a night gathering does 
not mean one uses water drawn after 
noon. During the period from dusk to 
midnight, Yin prevails; water’s spirit 
subsides, poisons are present. Dawn 
water belongs to the beginning of 
Yang, when its pristine spirit surfaces; 
it is the ‘flower of the well.’ This water 
is vital for tea and demands careful at-
tention on the part of the practitioner.” 
The “flowers of the well” are the rising 
Yang waters, the lightest water with the 
most Qi, which is near the surface and 
rises every day around dawn. For this 
reason, we also try to refill our water 
urns in the evening, so the urn is full 
for morning tea and has woken up 
with the day.

It is always better if you can gath-
er water yourself from Nature, rath-
er than buying it in a bottle. The act 
of fetching water puts some of your 
own heart and energy into your tea.  
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(depending, of course, on the water 
inside). All things equal, glass is much 
better for the Earth and for the water. 
Recent studies have shown that more 
than 90% of bottled waters sampled 
contained microplastics. These plastic 
particles aren’t good for our health, nor 
for tea. For that reason, we even sug-
gest finding another way to carry your 
water from the spring. We sometimes 
use special plastic out of convenience, 
but prefer stainless steel or ceramic, 
even though it is far less convenient. 
Glass can be an option for transport as 
well.  

In ancient times, tea lovers believed 
that fine waters had to be stored in 
stone—sometimes even jade. They 
believed that this was the only way to 
preserve the wild Qi of the water, al-
lowing the Chajin to use it at a later 
date. I often wonder if they aged wa-
ter the way we do tea, though my own 
experiments doing so have resulted 
in a degradation of the water quality  

The more of ourselves we put into 
something, the better it feels. This is 
like making a meal from scratch, infus-
ing some heart and old-fashioned TLC 
in every step. Every week, we hike into 
the mountains to gather the week’s wa-
ter for tea. This ritual is transcendent, 
and the tea on that day, when the water 
is fresh, is always some of the best tea 
of the week—lit up with the morn-
ing’s stroll through the mountains and 
the love for our favorite water. Guests 
are always able to taste the difference 
drinking tea made with such fresh 
spring water. Moreover, walking up 
those stairs this last decade has changed 
more than just my water for tea; it 
has also transformed me. In the end, 
making a commitment to gather water 
once a week is also making a promise 
to hike in Nature once a week. And a 
good hike is healthy in its own way. I 
firmly believe that the enlightenment 
the monk experienced after spending 
thirty years gathering dew from lotus 
petals every morning wasn’t just due 
to the potency of that water—though 
that certainly helped—but also had to 
do with the practice of rowing, careful-
ly and mindfully gathering drops and 
observing lotuses over three decades… 
What a practice!

If you are unable to gather water 
from Nature, try to put a bit of your 
energy into the act of getting water 
in other ways. You could walk to the 
store rather than driving, for exam-
ple—filling your water with intention 
and power, rather than viewing it as a 
means to an end. We should learn to 
respect our water as much as we re-
spect Tea, and feel grateful for the role 
water plays as medium to our sacred 
medicine. In the end, water represents 
the greater portion of the medicine—
both in terms of the living, growing tea 
trees and the liquor in our bowls.

 

Storage
Once we get our spring water 

home, storage becomes the next im-
portant step. After all, we don’t want 
to store the water we went to such ef-
forts to gather in a way that decreases 
its quality. We have found that prop-
er water storage can even improve the 
quality of bottled or filtered water. For 
example, water bottles that are glass 
are often better for tea than plastic 

rather than an improvement of water 
over time. (I notice a difference after 
about a week.) I suspect that there are 
energetic qualities of stone, especial-
ly jade, that lends it to storing water. 
Perhaps this is akin to the locations of 
great water sources in the mountains, 
since they too have minerals, rock and 
even sand nearby. Aside from any ener-
getic benefits, stone urns are dark and 
remain cool, which are both factors we 
have successfully experimented with. 

When storing water, it is helpful to 
first choose the location to put our urn. 
We want a place that is clean, odor-
free, cool and dark. Much like tea, we 
do not want the water to be exposed to 
odors or temperature changes, which 
influence its quality. We have found 
that we start to notice a degradation in 
the wild Qi of our spring water after 
about a week to ten days. With strong 
temperature fluctuations, this time is 
greatly decreased. Similarly, light ef-
fects the quality of the water as well. 

Water for Tea
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and creates purity, it is even more im-
portant that we keep the water we use 
to drink our tea in a clean space.

When it comes to the urn itself, 
the key factors are the material and the 
shape. Most of us will be unable to use 
a stone urn, let alone jade, though this 
is a great option. Ceramic is usually a 
better, easier material to create a water 
urn for tea. Like all things tea, we have 
found the ultimate water urn to be 
made of genuine Yixing purple-sand 
(zisha, 紫砂) clay. That won’t be pos-
sible for most people, though. Not all 
ceramics are food safe, so choosing 
lead-free clay is important. For the 
most part, any clay that is good for 
kettles is also good for water urns. If 
a clay works well to boil water, it will 
also work well for storage. If you aren’t 
sure about the quality of a clay and its 
influence on water, then you may want 
to get a glazed urn, which will put a 
layer of glaze between the water and 
clay, resulting in more neutral storage. 

This is another reason plastic is not 
good for storage, and though glass is 
better for transport and storage than 
plastic, it is still not ideal since the light 
activates microbes in the water and af-
fects the temperature and energy of the 
water. 

Oftentimes, cool and dark plac-
es in our house aren’t the cleanest. It 
is important that we keep the place 
where we store our water clean and 
odor-free so the water is not affected 
by any smells, dust, mildew or other 
impurities. Water has been used for 
purification in ceremonies around the 
world for millennia. In tea, water can 
be used in the art and practice of chaxi, 
like sprinkling it on the stone path, on 
flowers or in a dish with a blossom 
floating in it on hot days. There is also 
often a basin outside the tea room so 
that guests can wash off before tea. (If 
this is not possible for you, you could 
hand guests a wet towel to clean off 
before special teas.) As water expresses 

As for the size of the urn, we want 
the urn to be as big as possible to con-
veniently store more water, while also 
not being too big to lift up and carry 
to a sink or bathroom for cleaning. We 
try to clean our urn every week before 
refilling. We wash it out with a loofah 
that is reserved only for the urn and 
refrain from using any chemicals for 
cleaning. Sometimes we rinse it again 
with a bit of the water we have collect-
ed before filling it. 

When it comes to the shape, we 
should remember that the material is 
more important, as it is with teaware. 
This may mean that an odd-shaped 
jade or Yixing jar will still be bet-
ter than a properly-shaped water urn 
of inferior clay. The material should 
trump the size and shape, within rea-
son. Similarly, I would rather have 
a simple or strangely-shaped Yixing 
teapot made of great old clay than a 
well-shaped one made of inferior clay; 
of course, having both is the ideal.  
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There are many tweaks to improve 
the water we store, but none of them 
are a substitute for a good source and 
urn. Activated charcoal can be used to 
purify water and river quartz can be 
used to preserve the wild, mountain 
Qi of good spring water. Some clays 
help soften and structure the water. 
Using some good zisha in the urn is 
wonderful, especially if the urn itself is 
made of another material. Maybe this 
is the best way to bring that broken 
pot back to life. Jade is also wonder-
ful for preserving Qi, and you might 
want to experiment with crystals as 
well. “Medicine stones (麥飯石)” also 
clean and soften the water and are used 
in water filtration for that reason. Pure 
silver also purifies and slightly sweet-
ens water. It can brighten the energy 
and add some Yang Qi. We use thin 
tea leaves made of very pure silver in 
our urns and have been impressed with 
the results. 

There are many ways to tweak and/
or preserve good water longer. We rec-
ommend keeping all these objects very 
clean and try to wash ours every week 
when we wash the urn itself. Crystals 
and stone also benefit from a few hours 
in the sun, for cleanliness and energet-
ic recharging. One fun experiment is 
to put some quartz out overnight on a 
clear night with a full moon and then 
replace it in the urn the following day, 
trying the same tea before and after. 
The results might surprise you.

The Teachings of Water 
We can learn a lot by studying 

the ways of water. Water teaches us 
to flow; it takes no shape, changing 
and moving through any impasse. It 
is also the most powerful substance 
because it is the humblest, willing to 
travel to the lowest places and gather 
where no one would. The sensitivity I 
have learned through my water experi-
ments has changed my tea and my life. 
I have learned that whenever I meet a 
bottleneck in life, I have but to change 
form and go through. Other times, 
I have found that it isn’t myself, but 
rather what I am carrying that won’t 
fit. The moment I set down what isn’t 
necessary, I naturally change and flow 
on through the cracks. Over time, I ap-
preciate impermanence more.

The perfect shape for a water urn is 
one with a larger bottom that narrows 
slightly at the top, like a pear. We don’t 
want the opening to be too narrow, 
making it difficult to ladle out the wa-
ter, but it should taper in. This taper-
ing creates a larger bottom for heavier 
water to sink and allows the water with 
more Qi to rise up, which is perfect for 
tea. In essence, this shape is biodynam-
ic. We also recommend a flat lid, since 
it will reduce the amount of air in the 
urn. For the same reason, it is always 
a good idea to keep the urn as full as 
possible. As with tea storage, the pres-
ence of air encourages impurities and 
changes the energy of the water inside; 
it affects the humidity, pressure and 
cleanliness inside. 

When gathering water from our 
urn for tea, we always take a mo-
ment to put our hands on the urn 
and fill the water with loving-kindness  
(metta). We think good thoughts about 
the coming ceremony and contemplate 
our relationship to water and to the 
Earth. This gratitude can influence the 
energy of the water, improving our tea. 
After all, we are water, and we can re-
ceive, hold and express love. Couldn’t 
you then say that water can hold love 
in the bonds of its being? If we can 
hold love, and we are mostly water, 
then water can hold love… However, 
if you aren’t interested in such energet-
ic subtleties, or regard them as wishy-
washy, this practice of cultivating grat-
itude and loving-kindness for your tea 
water will, in the least, have a positive 
influence on your psyche and perhaps 
result in greater peace of mind when 
preparing tea. The mindfulness that re-
sults could mean that you will not only 
make better tea, but also be better able 
to appreciate the nuances in every cup 
through a quieter, more sensitive open-
ness and mindfulness. 

Always draw water from the top, 
as this is the best water with the most 
Qi. (We always encourage experimen-
tation with that.) In fact, we discard 
the last bit of water in our urn, often 
giving it to the plants to drink since it 
is unsuitable for tea. Urns with spigots 
are highly undesirable for this reason, 
since you are then always drinking 
the heavier, darker and thicker water 
from the bottom of the urn. A ladle is 
a Chajin’s good friend! You can fashion 
a good ladle out of a gourd or perhaps 
use a glass or even Yixing pitcher.

When water is still, it automatical-
ly purifies, separating from all that is 
not itself—letting go of the impurities 
it has picked up on its journey. I have 
found that to be a wonderful metaphor 
for meditation and for tea. Through 
tea, I have learned all this and more 
from staring into water and playing 
with it in all its forms. Most impor-
tantly, I have learned to see myself in 
water and water in myself. I therefore 
try to live within the natural cycles of 
rain, river, ocean and cloud. With each 
bowl, I get closer to my authentic self, 
and, like the water, slowly set down the 
impurities I’ve gathered along my jour-
ney to this tea table. I also learn meth-
ods for purifying my mind and body 
as I travel forward and invariably come 
into contact with further impurities. 
Sometimes, the right combination of 
elements shows me the sacred world, 
and I touch the true purity, the mind 
that is beyond purity and impurity.

Our water journey doesn’t end with 
source and storage. Like tea, water ar-
rives at our home unfinished; we still 
have to heat it up for tea. In the next 
issue, we will take the water we have 
sourced and stored so carefully and dis-
cuss how to choose the right type of 
fuel to heat it up, and how to steward 
that flame to boil the best possible wa-
ter for tea. 

Each step in our water’s journey 
flows from the spout of the kettle: 
where we gathered the water from 
(source), how it was kept (storage) 
and then how it was heated. All of 
these will influence each and every 
pour. And the way we pour becomes 
our tea. Over time, many pours be-
come our tea practice. Through tea, 
we live a life of water, and through 
water, we live a life of tea.

Water for Tea





an archer’s ring against the bite of the 
bowstring. He exhales softly, just as he 
was taught, and imagines the smooth 
release, the flight of the shaft, and the 
point of impact. But just as he is about 
to yield to the strain of the bow and 
free the arrow, a high, wheedling voice 
gently calls out, invading his dream, 
and he hears the formal address that 
breaks his reverie: “Huangshang (皇
上), Your Imperial Majesty.” 

Roused suddenly from sleep, the 
Qianlong emperor snaps open his eyes 
to the sight of a palace eunuch offer-
ing him a bowl of white jade redolent 
with the fragrance of milk tea. The 
aroma reminds him that he is nestled 
in the intimate confines of the Sanxi 
tang (三希堂), Hall of Three Rarities, 
his sanctuary from ministers and ad-
ministrative duties in the Forbidden 
City. Taking the bowl in both hands, 
he lifts it to his lips and takes a long, 
slow draught, filling his mouth with 
the weight and feel of the hot, creamy 
mixture before swallowing. A small 
sigh escapes his lips as he takes another 
sip and wonders how utterly satisfying 
milk tea is to him.

As he savors the lingering sensations 
of the rich, nutritious drink, Qianlong 

T he old man sits in a small 
room next to a bright, open 
window that looks out onto 

a sunny courtyard. Dressed in long, 
blue robes, he leans back against silk 
bolsters, his legs outstretched on an 
embroidered divan, hands flat at his 
sides, his wrinkled eyes lidded and 
closed. He dozes and dreams of his 
first chase, a time long ago when he 
was just a smooth-faced boy of eleven 
years in the company of his grandfa-
ther, the Kangxi emperor of China. 
They are on horseback, riding across 
Mulan, the imperial hunting preserve, 
where they stop at a spring to share a 
drink of water. Cool and sweet, the 
water reminds him of home. Then, a 
military courier reports that the beat-
ers have flushed a bear into the open. 
Mounting their steeds, he and the 
emperor ride hard, and the hunt is on. 
As they come upon the beast, the child 
and grandfather are surrounded by the 
imperial guard of Manchu bannermen, 
who shield them from danger until the 
emperor orders them aside with a wave 
of his hand and then a nod, granting 
the boy the privilege of the shot. Tak-
ing an arrow from the quiver, he nocks 
and draws—his thumb protected by 
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is refreshed and vividly recalls the event 
early that morning, when he formally 
announced before the court his inten-
tion to relinquish the throne, ending 
his reign of sixty years. Still active and 
hale at the age of eighty-four and the 
dominant persona of the imperium, 
the emperor presented his ministers 
with a predicament: absent the Qian-
long emperor, then…? But the emper-
or had his reasons to abdicate, for at 
the very beginning of his long reign, 
Qianlong made a vow to retire upon 
completing a sexagenary cycle of rule, 
a solemn gesture of filial piety to honor 
his grandfather Kangxi, who ruled for 
sixty-one years.

In the fluster and confusion that 
ensued among the court, a distressed 
minister, prostrate and protesting, 
asked mournfully, “How can the em-
pire go a day without its emperor?” Im-
perious and aloof, Qianlong countered 
the challenge by replying, “How can 
the emperor go a single day without 
his tea?” Said in jest, the emperor’s re-
mark was an oblique but mischievous 
play on an old Manchu saying, “Rath-
er go three days without eating than go 
a single day without tea.” And so, in a 
telling but waggish quip, Qianlong not 

JADE SPRING

茶人: Steven D. Owyoung

First Spring Under Heaven
The Qianlong Emperor & the Quest for Northern Waters
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The greatest good is like water.
Water benefits the myriad things
Without resisting.
Where it gathers, the many disdain.
Thus, water is indeed intimate with the Way.
Book of Changes



its capital and Chinese-style palace at 
Shenyang in Liaoning from where they 
controlled Mongolia and Korea as vas-
sal states. Conquering China in 1644, 
the Manchu expanded the empire to 
its greatest extent in history and ruled 
for over two and a half centuries. In 
their new capital at Beijing, the throne 
maintained and reinforced Manchu 
manners and customs, including hunt-
ing and the military arts. The imperial 
family and Manchu nobility dressed in 
traditional style: the men with shaven 
pates and long, plaited queues, and the 
women with elaborate coiffeurs and 
unbound feet. They also retained their 
dietary customs and the drinking of 
milk tea.

Like all pastoral peoples on the 
northern and western borders of Chi-
na—the Uighurs, Tibetans and Mon-
gols—the Manchus ate mutton and 
drank milk, habits and tastes that were 
quite foreign to the Chinese. Milk 
from horses, cows, sheep and goats 
was a staple that was drunk whole 
and made into wine, cream and but-
ter. Made with tea, water, milk, butter 
and salt, milk tea was drunk by young 
and old, comforting and sustaining 
the Manchu on the windswept grass-

only dismissed worldly concerns but 
pointedly and publicly professed his 
lifelong devotion to the pursuit of tea.

The Qianlong Emperor (乾隆皇
帝, 1711–1799) lived for eighty-eight 
years and ruled China from the age 
of twenty-four until his death, retain-
ing de facto power beyond his formal 
abdication in 1796. Like his grandfa-
ther, the Kangxi emperor (康熙皇帝, 
1624–1722), Qianlong reigned over 
the most populous and affluent coun-
try of the time, merging the cultures of 
the indigenous Han Chinese and the 
foreign Manchu, rulers of the Qing 
Dynasty (1644–1911).

As a Manchu of traditional be-
liefs, habits and practices, Qianlong 
drank milk tea as a matter of course. 
Milk tea was the drink of his ances-
tors, who upon coming to imperial 
power retained the custom, passing it 
from one generation to the next and 
incorporating it into the social and 
political fabric of the Forbidden City. 
Distinct from the ethnic Han Chinese, 
the Manchu were a nomadic race and 
heirs to the great equestrian culture of 
the northern steppes. In the late Ming 
Dynasty (1368–1644), the Manchu 
established a strong, sinified state with 

lands of the northern steppes. Among 
the nomads, tea came to be valued as 
an important source of nutrition and 
health. In addition to being a hot, 
stimulating drink, the essential vita-
mins and minerals in tea augmented a 
heavy meat-and-milk diet. Moreover, 
tea was highly beneficial as an herbal 
remedy; it was a restorative, disinfec-
tant, digestive and a valuable source 
of fluoride, to name but a few of its 
medicinal uses. An integral part of 
steppe culture, tea was adapted from a 
time long ago to the needs of nomadic 
life and the demands of the migrating 
hearth.

According to legend, it was a Tang 
Dynasty (618–907) princess who first 
mixed tea and milk. Sent from the pal-
ace to the northern steppes in a mar-
riage alliance to a Uighur chieftain, 
the princess taught the clanswomen 
to make a strong, rich tea, adding 
milk to fortify an already potent brew. 
Among the nomads, milk tea was a do-
mestic activity and made in the yurt, 
the circular tent of felt. The ceiling of 
the yurt opened directly above a cen-
tral fireplace where a smoldering pit 
heated the tent; this fire was also used 
to cook the meals and boil the tea.  
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Three days without tea, confuse the 
body and exhaust the strength, making 
one loath to rise from bed.” Morning, 
noon and evening, milk tea was drunk 
no less than three times a day with 
meals. Adults and the elderly took two 
to three more bowls during the day. 
Seven to eight bowls were not unusu-
al, especially when guests arrived and 
were served again and again until all 
were sated. The welcoming of visitors 
was just one of the ceremonial uses of 
milk tea. Milk and tea were exchanged 
as tribute between leaders and their 
clans. Tribal councils, gatherings, ban-
quets and festivals were all times when 
it was served, and in ritual, milk tea 
was solemnly offered with meat, grain 
and wine to the clan ancestors.

The habit and ceremony of milk 
tea were taken from the yurt to the 
Manchurian palace at Shenyang, and 
from there to Beijing where the Man-
chu emperors merged the drink with 
the pomp and circumstance of the 
Forbidden City, serving milk tea at 
celebrations and to visiting dignitaries, 
foreign and domestic. The tea kitchen 
of the imperial palace was overseen by 
the Imperial Household Department 
(Neiwu Fu, 內務府), which engaged 
a tea master who employed a strict 
recipe for milk tea. Highly skilled in 

The making of milk tea was passed 
from generation to generation, mother 
to daughter, as a skill of considerable 
importance to family and clan. The 
“five necessities” of milk tea—im-
plements, tea, milk, salt and heat—
combined at appropriate times and 
in proper proportion, made for good 
milk tea. Black tea, formed into rect-
angular bricks or compressed rounds, 
was broken into pieces, and a handful 
of leaves was put in an iron cauldron 
filled with water and heated. The pot 
was allowed to boil on the fire for 
four to five minutes, the spent leaves 
filtered out before milk and a mea-
sure of salt were added. The pot was 
brought to a second boil that lasted 
another five minutes, until the ingre-
dients were thoroughly blended and 
emitted a fragrant aroma. The milk tea 
was ladled from the pot into bowls and 
served. If the pot was not completely 
emptied, more water, tea, milk and salt 
were added. The second pot was slowly 
heated to cook in the fire and left at the 
hearth for use throughout the day.

The strong brew of milk and tea, 
taken in frequent and copious mea-
sure, habituated the nomads and fos-
tered the saying, “Three meals with 
tea a day lift the spirit and purify the 
heart, giving strength to one’s labor. 

the Mongolian brewing technique, 
the master managed his inventory of 
tea and other ingredients, tended his 
stove, and cleaned his implements and 
wares until the awaited order from the 
emperor reached him via the chain of 
eunuchs stationed throughout the pal-
ace.

For Qianlong, milk tea was always 
at hand, made by the palace mas-
ter and supplied by the Tribute Tea 
(Gong Cha, 貢茶) from the provinces 
and milk from the imperial herd. The 
emperor had fifty head of cattle that 
produced one hundred thirty pounds 
of milk a day, a portion of which was 
churned into butter and molded. The 
palace stores were stocked with the sea-
son’s harvest and the finest bricks and 
rounds of compressed tea. According 
to palace regulation, Qianlong’s dai-
ly allowance of milk tea required the 
entire herd’s production, twelve jars 
of water from Jade Spring (玉泉), 
one pound of butter, and seventy-five 
packets of tea at two ounces a pack. Al-
though the emperor might never drink 
all the milk tea allotted to him, neither 
would he lack for it.

Of the three essential ingredients 
for milk tea, water was considered most 
important, for it affected the quality of 
the brewed beverage and one’s health. 

Water for Tea
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bad water with good. Later authorities 
like the Ming poet and scholar Tian 
Yiheng (田藝蘅, 1524–1591) allowed 
for but a single source of water for tea, 
choosing spring water from mountains 
in the Essay on Boiling Spring Water or 
Zhuquan xiaopin (煮泉小品) and not-
ing:

Spring water must be heavy. And thus, 
fine spring water is especially heavy…
When the mountain is deep, the spring 
is deep. If the mountain is superb, the 
spring is superb. When the mountain is 
pure, the spring is pure. If the moun-
tain is remote, the spring is remote; 
Thus, each is excellent quality, indeed. 

And yet, all mountain springs were not 
equal:

When the mountain is not deep, then 
the spring is shallow. If the mountain is 
not superb, then the spring is inferior. 
When the mountain is not pure, then 
the spring is turbid. If the mountain is 
not remote, then the spring is raucous; 
Thus, the spring is necessarily inferior.

As a scholar and practitioner of 
the art of tea, Qianlong appreciated 
the knowledge and tastes of the old 
masters, including heavy water, but he 

The Tang tea master Lu Yu (陸羽, ca. 
733–804) wrote of water in the Cha-
jing (茶經):

For water, mountain water is superi-
or; river water is moderate in quali-
ty; well water is inferior. (The Ode to 
Tea says, ‘The flowing waters of the 
Min mountains, draw upon their pure 
currents.’) Of mountain water, gently 
flowing waters selected from stalac-
tite springs and rock pools is superior. 
Do not drink water that cascades and 
gushes or that scours and erodes. Over 
time, such water causes disease of the 
neck. In contrast, there are many other 
waters of the mountains and valleys, 
waters that saturate the ground and 
are settled and still. From the heat of 
summer until just before the first frost 
is the time of accumulated poisons from 
hidden dragons. For those who must 
drink such water, rectify by using the 
bubbling waters of a fresh spring to 
flush out the toxins. Of river water, it 
should be fetched far away from people. 
Of well water, it must be drawn from a 
well that is frequently used.

Advice from Lu Yu about water 
was generally followed by successive 
tea masters and generations of con-
noisseurs, including the treatment of 

was also practically-minded, analytical 
and had learned to judge and appre-
ciate water at the side of his grandfa-
ther Kangxi, whose instructions were 
recorded in the Dictates from the Ad-
monitions of the Sage Ancestor Emperor 
Ren (聖祖仁皇帝庭訓格言):

One’s health and diet are essential. 
Therefore, the water used is very im-
portant; indeed, We have much expe-
rience. Assess the water of each place 
by its weight, for those who know 
water’s finest qualities emphasize its 
measurement. If a locale has no good 
water available, then distill the water 
to obtain the condensation to brew 
tea. Over many years, the water used 
by Jebtsundamba Khutukhtu was the 
condensation from distilled water.

Kangxi’s knowledge of distillation 
was gained as a veteran commander 
of military campaigns in Inner Asia, 
where his armies fought across Mon-
golia, Tibet and Xinjiang, and where 
finding potable water was difficult 
since most was of uncertain quali-
ty. More importantly, distilled wa-
ter could be boiled and used to brew 
tea, the tonic and medicinal prop-
erties of which sustained the health 
and fighting vigor of his military.  
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lar source with the curious name of 
“Dapao jing (大庖井)” or the “Big 
Kitchen Well.” During the thirteenth 
century, the palace chefs of the Mon-
gol emperor Kublai Khan (1215–
1294) searched the city for good water 
for cooking, establishing galleys near 
a well just beyond the palace walls to 
the southeast. Due to its proximity to 
the kitchens and exclusive use by the 
palace, the source was given the name 
“Big Kitchen Well.” Rediscovered 
during the reign of Kangxi in 1686, 
the well serviced the newly construct-
ed Chuanxin Dian (傳心殿), Hall of 
the Transmission of the Mind, a shrine 
and auditorium where the annual 
spring and autumn rites were attended 
by the sovereign and imperial princes, 
who offered sacrifices before sitting for 
homilies by learned scholars expound-
ing on the canon, history and litera-
ture. Such biannual lectures may well 
have touched on water as metaphor, 
perhaps in reference to the writings 
of the ancient philosopher Xunzi (荀
子, circa 310–238 BCE), who in turn 
recorded stories of Confucius (Kong-
zi, 孔子, circa 551–479 BCE), also 
known as “Master Kong.” Once, the 
ancient sage gazed carefully at water 
flowing east and was questioned by a 
disciple:

“Why, when the Gentleman sees a 
great body of water, you are certain to 
gaze upon it?” Master Kong answered: 
“When water is great, it sustains all 
life everywhere without motive; this re-
sembles virtue. It flows down through 
the lowland, overlapping and bending, 
following by necessity its course; this 
resembles propriety. Ah, its sparkling 
waters, untroubled and undwindling; 
this resembles the Way. Overflowing 
its banks, it goes swift as an echo down 
a hundred gorges without fear; this is 
courage. As a standard of measure-
ment, it is perpetually level; this resem-
bles a model principle. Filled to over-
flowing, there is no need for a leveling 
stick; this resembles rightness. Soft and 
compliant, it penetrates the smallest 
places; this resembles judgment. Going 
into and out of it, one becomes fresh 
and pure; this resembles goodness. Al-
tered by ten thousand twists and turns, 
it always flows eastward; this resembles 
mindfulness. Thus, when a gentleman 
sees a great body of water, he must in-
deed gaze intently upon it.

In support of distillation, Kangxi es-
pecially noted that Jebtsundamba 
Khutukhtu (རྗེ་བཙུན་དམ་པ་ཧུ་ཐུག་ཐུ།, 1635–
1723), the spiritual leader of Inner 
Mongolia, drank only distilled water. 
Heeding the advice of his grandfather, 
Qianlong placed great importance on 
water and brewing tea, for both he and 
Kangxi understood the old maxim:

For tea, water is the spirit.
For water, tea is the body.
Without true water, 
the spirit is not manifest.
Without refined tea, 
how is the body attained?

As emperor, Qianlong availed him-
self of the finest tea of the imperium, 
acquiring the highest grades each sea-
son as tribute from the western and 
southern provinces to the palace stores. 
He also devoted himself to water, 
searching for mountain springs and, as 
per Kangxi’s instructions, meticulous-
ly measuring its weight to ascertain 
its properties and appropriateness for 
brewing tea. Sourcing fresh, sweet wa-
ter, however, was an altogether difficult 
matter, especially in Beijing.

After the fall of the Ming Dynasty, 
the victorious Manchu inherited Bei-
jing and its long history as a capital 
city, a record that stretched back nearly 
three millennia. In former times, the 
site of Beijing and the swath of north-
ern lands from Hebei to Liaoning was 
known as “Youzhou (幽州),” one of 
the Nine Regions of antiquity. Notori-
ous for bad drinking water, the territo-
ry was called “Youzhou of Bitter Water 
(苦水幽州)” or, more bluntly, “The 
Bitter Sea (苦海).” Laden with mineral 
calcium and magnesium, the water of 
Beijing and environs was heavy, hard, 
salty and acrid. However, despite its 
bad water, the strategic importance of 
the place led the dynasts of the Khitan, 
Jurchen, Mongol, Ming and Manchu 
to make Beijing their secondary or pri-
mary capital and take up palatial resi-
dence in the imperial complex known 
as the “Forbidden City.”

When the Manchu moved to Bei-
jing and into the Forbidden City, 
there were over seventy wells servicing 
the palaces and halls, but the water of 
each well was judged distasteful, unfit 
for drinking, and used only for wash-
ing and cleaning. Yet, good water did 
exist within the palace walls, a singu-

The philosophical discourse at 
Chuanxin Hall exhorted the emperor 
and princes to be sovereigns with high 
morals and lofty principles, to follow 
the tenets of virtue espoused in the 
canon and even in the goodness found 
in the myriad ways of water.

For years during his youth, Qian-
long accompanied his grandfather and 
father on their procession to the sea-
sonal lectures, frequenting Chuanxin 
Hall and aware of its distinction as 
the only source of drinking water in 
the entire palace. But although Big 
Kitchen Well was quite within the pal-
ace perimeters and never known to go 
dry, many factors mitigated against its 
use—restricted access to the sacrificial 
hall and holy shrine, limited capacity 
and discharge of a small, narrow well, 
distance from the imperial kitchens 
and residences and the logistical prob-
lems posed by the many gates, high 
thresholds, and walls of the Forbidden 
City—all reasons that precluded Big 
Kitchen Well from serving as a prima-
ry, much less a practical or convenient, 
supply of water. As was the case, the 
Manchu emperors looked to precedent 
set by previous dynasties and followed 
the practice of transporting potable 
water from a source about fifteen miles 
away to the west on Yuquan Shan (玉
泉山), Jade Spring Mountain. During 
the Ming Dynasty, the mountain and 
its springs were described in detail:

The mountain has three rock caverns. 
At the southwest foot of the mountain, 
there is a spring of an unfathomable 
depth. To the south, another spring 
flows out from the mountain, ringing 
like jade pendants, with the color of 
white silk, and deeply misted for hun-
dreds of hectares; its reflected shapes 
and myriad forms, impossible in the 
extreme to emulate. At the base of the 
mountain, there is yet another spring 
that gushes forth, tasting sweet and 
cold; its opening is inscribed with the 
two characters Yuquan, 玉泉, Jade 
Spring.

Successive generations of Qing 
emperors quenched their thirst with 
the clean, refreshing water brought 
from Jade Spring. Overseen by the 
Imperial Household Department, its 
water was delivered daily to the For-
bidden City. Early each morning, a 
procession of wagons rumbled to the 

Water for Tea
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of the capital. Along the way, he float-
ed past farmers in the rice fields busy 
harvesting the grain. Inspired by the 
scene, he wrote Celebrating the Autumn 
Harvest While Drifting to Jade Spring 
Mountain (游玉泉山見秋成志喜), a 
poem commemorating his third occa-
sion as witness to the collection of the 
crop:

capital and through the vaulted cham-
ber of the fortified Xizhi Men (西直
門), West Direct Gate. Every cart was 
fitted with water tanks, covered in 
embroidered palls, and flew a small, 
yellow flag, warning all to make way. 
Wending an eastward path through the 
broad avenues of the city, the convoy 
arrived at the rear gate of the imperial 
precinct, the carts separating to travel 
the various, high-walled lanes of the 
Inner Court. At stations throughout 
the complex, water was transferred to 
vats in the kitchens and facilities. For 
preparing tea, tonics, soups and other 
refreshments, the water was poured 
fresh into ample porcelain-covered jars 
of blue and white decor and delivered 
to the palaces, halls and apartments. 
Qianlong, who had drunk its water all 
his life, favored Jade Spring and visit-
ed it often, beginning when he was a 
young prince.

On an afternoon in the fall of 1729, 
Qianlong went on a short journey by 
boat on the old canal linking the For-
bidden City to the suburbs northwest 

At day’s end, the wind blows, clearing the sweltering heat. 
Everyone celebrates the end of the harvest,
The prospect of cool, fresh air pleases all.
The skiff draws me out several li:
Old fathers of the field, the village elders, gather to chat;
Herd boys, atop their cattle, smile in welcome.
Over the years, having seen three autumns of ripened grain,
I shall offer thanks for their industry, 
providence and relief, honoring their virtue.

View of Jade Spring and Shrine of the Dragon King, 
Garden of Tranquil Luminescence
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From the twelfth century on-
wards, writers described Jade Spring as 
spewing from between stone crevices, 
“streaming like a jade rainbow,” and 
creating a sound that was “clear and 
melodious.” The ionic charge of the 
spray generated an atmosphere that 
was said to calm and free the mind. 
The spring was further portrayed as a 
vaporous waterfall filled with a sun-
lit mist and a persistent rainbow. The 
phenomenon inspired names like “Sus-
pended Rainbow (垂虹)” and “Flying 
Rainbow (飛虹).” Seeing the mist and 
mirage shift with the wind, the Kangxi 
emperor named it “Drifting Rainbow 
(流虹).” Having closely observed the 
spring for over seventy years, Qianlong 
once lauded its spectral hues wrought 
by water and light; he later no longer 
saw a showering emission but wit-
nessed instead a majestic geyser spurt-
ing what appeared to be snowy flowers 
high in the air and into the pool below. 
Yielding to its gradual change from 
a vibrant and colorful waterfall to a 

When he composed his poem on 
that hot, autumn day, Qianlong was 
all of eighteen years of age, but he had 
witnessed the harvest before, when he 
was younger still. His gesture to thank 
the farmers was altogether moving 
and sincere, for he had eaten the rice 
since he was a toddler, and moreover 
the grain they produced was original-
ly planted by order of his grandfather. 
Once, while on tour near Tangshan 
southeast of Beijing, Kangxi was at-
tracted by one field of planted rice: 
the heavy heads of grain were roseate 
in color and exuded a rich fragrance. 
Planted near Jade Spring Mountain as 
seed, the unusual features of the rud-
dy, scented grain were enhanced, and 
when cooked the rice was so fine and 
flavorful, so aromatic and nutritious, 
that it was decreed palace tribute and 
heralded as “Imperial Rice (御用稻
米),” the annual harvest of which was 
offered to the emperor and shared with 
the imperial family and high ministers.

Qianlong believed that the excel-
lent quality of the grain was directly 
attributed to the water flowing into the 
rice paddies from Jade Spring Moun-
tain, the elusive and mystical wonders 
of which he once celebrated in a suite 
of sixteen poems and an encomium:

Jade Spring Mountain is indeed a spir-
itual place. Though the pavilions and 
terraces are richly ornate, at times it is 
dark, at times, light. And as the moun-
tains and waters breathe in and out the 
morning and evening mists in perfect 
harmony with Creation, and thus, mo-
ment to moment, varied end to end. 
From step to step, the prospects shift, 
suddenly and incomparably…

The transcendent ambiance of Jade 
Spring Mountain was further reflected 
in its natural resources and stateliness 
of setting. Undulating and forested, 
the mount was the highest of six peaks 
auspiciously aligned north and south 
in the foothills of Western Mountain at 
the northern terminus of the great Tai-
hang Range. Noted for many springs 
and streams, the surrounding slopes 
fed the Yongding River with abundant 
waters that flowed southward through 
Beijing and into the Grand Canal. Lo-
cated at the foot of the mountain, its 
namesake Jade Spring was one of over 
thirty aquifers dotted across the alluvi-
al Plain of Yongding. 

dramatic fountain, Qianlong declared 
that, “In the past, Jade Spring used 
to have a suspended rainbow. Who 
among its historians sighed, deeply 
moved? Yet, not rectifying what was 
true for a thousand autumns denies 
its present, abrupt leaps!” And so, the 
name of the spring changed by impe-
rial fiat and was designated “Yuquan 
Baotu (玉泉趵突),” or “Jade Spring, 
Sudden Surge.”

According to his writings, Qian-
long clearly believed that Jade Spring 
was the epitome of water, and he em-
ployed it as the standard against which 
to judge all other waters, north and 
south. First and foremost, he attributed 
the spring water’s essential qualities—
purity, clarity and sweetness—to its 
lightness. To observe his grandfather’s 
admonishment to “assess the water of 
each place by its weight,” Qianlong 
began a study of water density. In an 
early verse, Qianlong revealed the ex-
tent of his explorations and the virtues 
of light water:

Water that is light is precious.
We made a silver vessel to make comparisons.
Jade Spring water measures one ounce;
Only Yixun water at Saishang Pass is comparable.
The waters of Precious Pearl Spring in Jinan
and Zhongling Spring on the Yangzi,
Each is comparatively heavier by two to three
one thousandths of an ounce.
The waters of Mount Hui, Pawing Tigers
and Mount Ping are heavier still. 
Lighter than Jade Spring are snow water and lotus dew.
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On the top is an aerial view of the 
present Garden of Tranquil Lumines-
cence and Jade Spring as it stands to-
day. And next to it, the Shrine of the 
Dragon King (龍王廟), Garden of 
Tranquil Luminescence and the three 
imperial stele (三碑) that stand above 
Jade Spring, declaring it the best wa-
ter under Heaven. Below, the painting 
and photograph are old and new de-
pictions of the western suburbs of Bei-
jing, which have long been famous for 
the scenic “Three Mountains and Five 
Gardens.” This is a must-see for a Cha-
jin hoping to walk in the footsteps of 
Qianlong, perhaps drinking tea where 
he once did and sighing with the same 
satisfaction he did. 
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Spring of Pawing Tigers at Hangzhou, 
Zhejiang; and Pingshan (平山堂) or 
Mount Ping Hall in the Daming Si  
(大明寺) or Temple of Great Illumi-
nation at Yangzhou in Jiangsu. In con-
trast, the northern waters were lighter. 
Such initial findings led Qianlong to 
question the traditional hierarchies of 
springs found in the literature on tea 
and water, especially when the north-
ern waters represented by the Yixun He  
(伊遜河), Yixun River, and Yuquan 
(玉泉), Jade Spring, were equal in 
weight, and boreal melted snow and 
dew gathered from lotuses were lighter 
still.

Dedicating his poem to the theme 
of spring water, Qianlong asserted that 
light water was a treasure, possessing 
value in addition to the virtues de-
scribed by the ancients. To assay such 
riches, Qianlong commissioned the 
Imperial Household Department to 
manufacture a vessel worthy of the 
task—the device of pure silver and 
calibrated to one thousandths of an 
ounce. He found that the water from 
Jade Spring weighed exactly one ounce 
and attributed its essential qualities—
purity, clarity and sweetness—to its 
lightness. Using Jade Spring as his 
standard, Qianlong then visited and 
compared the waters from elsewhere 
during his six Southern Tours of In-
spection. When weighed, the southern 
waters were heavier: Jinan Zhenzhu  
(濟南珍珠), Precious Pearl Spring at 
Jinan in Shandong; Yangzi Zhongling 
(揚子中泠), Mid-Flowing Spring on 
the Yangzi River at Zhenjiang in Jiang-
su; Huishan (惠山) or Mount Hui at 
Wuxi in Zhejiang; Hupao (虎跑) or 

Qianlong’s verse on the lightness 
of water was compiled in the Imperial 
Annals of Rehe (欽定熱河志), a collec-
tion of writings composed by Kangxi 
and Qianlong during their annual so-
journs to the imperial hunting lodge 
at the Summer Mountain Retreat in 
northmost Hebei. Such ventures north 
of the Great Wall were known as “Be-
yond the Pass” or “Saishang (塞上).” 
Early in his reign, Kangxi toured the 
northern frontier on the border of In-
ner Mongolia about which he wrote 
in Dwelling in the Mountains (山居), 
a poem describing the delights of the 
landscape:

Sweet grass, the welcoming scent of the Summer Mountain Retreat.
Look all around, layer upon layer of hills and valleys, forever.
After the rain, a young warbler sings from the dense woods.
Ahead of the wind, a sparrow prances, dancing along the portico.
Quietly beholding a vision of such allure,
A beauty arises, uncontained, bestowing such joy.
Brewing tea, the water drawn from the spring, a pure flavor.
Of this, who indeed grasps the fragrant Truth?

Left: Blue and white porcelain (Qinghua, 青花) jar 
for Jade Spring water. Made for the Qing Guangxu 
era (1875–1908). Inscribed with Qianlong poem 
on the Zhongling Spring on the Yangzi.

Above: Pair of First Spring Under Heaven (玉泉
山天下第一泉記) jars for Jade Spring water from 
Qing Guangxu period. 
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brimming with pearls of condensation, 
the blossoms sparkling with morning 
dew. Late fall and early winter brought 
flurries to blanket the mountains and 
thick mounds of chaste snow for him 
to melt for tea. Kangxi described the 
persistence of the northern snows in 
Imperial Poems (御製詩):

On a further excursion northward 
in 1681, Kangxi was met by Mongol 
princes who presented him lands of 
nearly four million acres. Impressed by 
the rich diversity of its forested moun-
tains, vast plains and abundant waters, 
Kangxi planned an extensive com-
plex at Chengde between the western 
mountains and the banks of the Wulie 
River. Established in 1703, the Bishu 
Shanzhuang (避暑山莊), or Summer 
Mountain Retreat, was a palatial lodge 
and garden that formed the southern-
most part of a vast preserve. From the 
months of May through October, and 
occasionally into November, the em-
peror and his family traveled a hun-
dred miles to escape the oppressive 
summer heat of Beijing for the cooler 
climes of the north. The lodge was a 
detached palace, and unlike the for-
mal and highly decorated halls of the 
Forbidden City, the manors and apart-
ments of the retreat were unpainted 
and rustic; the gardens and lakes were 
filled with rare varieties of trees, flow-
ers and lotus. Water was an essential 
and constant feature of the retreat and 
its gardens. Kangxi celebrated Fragrant 
Water, Beautiful Cliffs (水芳岩秀), one 
of the thirty-six garden scenes in the 
collection Imperial Poems on the Sum-
mer Mountain Retreat (御製避暑山莊
詩):

Water, when pure, is thus fragrant. 
Mountains, when tranquil, are hence 
beautiful. Here, the springs are sweet, 
the water pure. Thus, We have chosen 
to delight in them…The nature of wa-
ter is either bitter or sweet. The fra-
grance of water is either light or full. 
We have seen many famous springs: 
None compare. These here are supreme.

In the autumn, Kangxi then rode 
northwest from the lodge to conduct 
the fall hunt and military exercises on 
the plains of the Mulan game reserve, 
where, as a young prince, Qianlong 
first accompanied his grandfather in 
1722.

Like Kangxi, Qianlong experienced 
the seasonal progress of the north 
country through its water. In summer, 
Qianlong roamed the game reserve, 
drinking from the natural springs that 
sprung among the eastern hills and 
fed the Yixun River. In autumn, he 
drifted at sunrise on the garden lakes 
gathering lotuses, the broad leaves 

South of the mountain retreat is surrounded by layered peaks.
The gathered snow atop the peaks remains undiminished over time.
From this northern pavilion, remotely gazing;
The snow lies white, pure, deep and shining.
On a clear day, a fresh morning, fine jade pales in comparison…
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Above: Garden of Tranquil Luminescence, Jade Spring, suburbs of Beijing

Below: Summer Mountain Retreat at Chengde, Hebei
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buds that bloomed and colored a deep 
pink, the gaudy flowers standing lu-
ridly radiant amidst masses of broad, 
green and darkly shadowed leaves. 
Long lasting, the blossoms endured 
well beyond the heat of summer into 
the frigid autumn such that the showy 
blooms were also called “Frosty Flam-
boyant (Rehe Lengyan, 熱河冷艷).” 
In the poem Brewing Tea with Lotus 
Dew (荷露烹茶), Qianlong described 
floating adrift on a chilly morning at 
sunrise to gather dew:

On a calm lake with several li of lotus, 
their fragrance on the wind.
Blossoms and leaves 
filled with countless pearls of dew;
Jars of collected dew for brewing tea.
Such elegant pastimes 
at the mountain retreat, 
truly unsurpassed…

The bounty of lotus dew was such 
that the dawn endeavor was often 
portrayed as “drawing water,” as if 
the blossoms and leaves were natural 
springs. Qianlong presented jars of 
dew to family, distributing the water 
as an imperial favor, especially to the 
empress dowager, the empress and 
high consorts, with the understanding 
of its superior qualities for brewing tea. 
Qianlong further wrote of lotus dew:

Flowers and plants, moist with dew,
Incomparable to beholding the lotus.
Lotus dew is of a certain beauty,
A beauty unique 
to the mountain retreat.
Under the sky of the Pass, 
ambrosial vapor,
Luminous, polished pearls.
Gathering it, endlessly,
Using it, unendingly.
Paired with tea: the fragrance.
Heated at the brazier: 
the harmony complete.
Pure and flourishing, 
penetrating the mind…

While lotus dew and mountain 
snow provided Qianlong with super-
lative but limited sources of water for 
tea, his most consistent and capacious 
supply lay in the Yixun River. The 
name “Yixun He (伊遜河)” is elusive 
in meaning and may translate as “the 
river of ease” or “the natural river” or 
even the “source of the easy, natural 
river.” Noting its languid, meandering 

Qianlong’s understanding of wa-
ter—even its most ephemeral forms as 
fleeting snow and evanescent dew—
was also revealed in verse. For snow, 
Qianlong once rhetorically posed the 
question, “Is there none lighter than 
the water from Jade Spring?” “Yes.” 
“From what spring?” “It is not a spring 
but snow water. Generally, We simply 
collect and boil it. It is lighter than 
Jade Spring by three one thousandths 
of an ounce. Snow water cannot always 
be obtained…” Similarly constrained 
by the seasons, late blooming lotus and 
dew were only available in the late fall.

Regarded as a symbol of purity, the 
lotus was, for one southern poet, long 
the object of adoration for its beaute-
ous virtues:

I especially love the lotus, for it ris-
es from the mud unstained, cleansed 
in rippling water, appealing, yet not 
seductive. The center of the stem is 
unobstructed and clear; outside, it is 
straight, not tendrilled nor branched. 
At a distance, its fragrance is all the 
purer. Planted in elegant stands, the 
lotus is esteemed from afar and not to 
be trifled with…

Having toured the south, Kangxi 
transplanted many varieties of lotus to 
the northern summer retreat, describ-
ing them in Imperial Poems:

East of the winding waters, 
We built a cool studio.
Front and back, it overlooks ponds
Where the famous double bud 
and thousand-leaves lotus are planted.
Jade tops rise above the waves, 
rosy beauties gather dew.
Flowing breezes gently 
fill the vale with fragrant scents.

Late autumn brought chill morn-
ings to the lotus ponds. At such time, 
Qianlong described the dew as copi-
ous, drenching the leaves:

 Autumn lotus fronds 
 flowing with dewdrops.
The stems, the stems, 
bending, brimming, overflowing…

In contrast to the southern variet-
ies brought north by Kangxi, the lotus 
that filled the garden lakes at Chengde 
was native to Inner Mongolia. Known 
as the “Aohan,” the plant yielded large 

course of nine bends, the Mongols, 
however, named it in more graphic 
terms as the “Yangchang He (羊膓河) 
or “Sheep Intestines River.” Streaming 
through forests of mountain pine, the 
ample waters were also called “Yisong 
He (伊松河),” the name that Qian-
long used in a poem written in 1743:

The waters of the Yisong 
are pure autumn.
The banks of the Yisong 
are pure autumn wind.
We come, urging Our horse 
across its waters.
Just then, 
We see the grey mist spreading…
The year before, 
there were only long waves crashing,
Crashing, unceasing sound.

The source of the Yixun was inves-
tigated by Qianlong during one of his 
many excursions north of the summer 
retreat. In a series of poems entitled 
Entering the Canyon (入崖口), the em-
peror described making camp during 
an autumn hunt in the Mulan game 
reserve. Exploring the terrain, he dis-
covered the headwaters of the Yixun 
spouting from fissures in the rocks. 
Running through a gorge in the north-
east, the water was so voluminous that 
there were but five crossings among the 
cliffs that rose above the valley floor. 
When drawn, the water was described 
by Qianlong as “pure and cold, truly 
singular”; when sampled, the water 
tasted “superb, its quality very light 
and sweet.” Thus, in addition to snow 
and dew, the Yixun supplied Qianlong 
with a superb source of water for tea 
during the long, northern tours at the 
Summer Mountain Retreat.  

On his return to Beijing, Qianlong 
spent time at the five imperial estates, 
including Jade Spring Mountain, that 
lay just ten to fifteen miles outside the 
Forbidden City. Through the centuries 
and over many dynasties, the nearby 
forests and mountains northwest of 
the capital offered sites for hunting, 
retreats, detached palaces, parks and 
gardens away from the formal setting 
of the imperial palace complex. The 
Qing emperors created an elaborate 
system of waterways—channels, canals 
and reservoirs—that connected their 
suburban parks while providing sweet 
water to their gardens, the Forbidden 
City and the capital.

Water for Tea
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architecture and elaborate fountains. 
After he ascended the dragon throne, 
Qianlong expanded the imperial gar-
dens by building the Qingyi Yuan  
(清漪園) or Garden of Clear Ripples 
(now known as the “Yihe Yuan, 頤和
園,” or “Summer Palace”) as a gift to 
his mother, the Dowager Empress, in 
celebration of her sixtieth birthday. 
In accordance with geomantic princi-
ples, her palace sat atop a high hill that 
overlooked the vast expanse of Kun-
ming Hu (昆明湖), Amassed Bright-
ness Lake, which served as the primary 
reservoir for the adjoining gardens and 
the Forbidden City.

In 1750, the emperor harbored his 
greatest attention for the Garden of 
Tranquil Luminescence by enhancing 
the very place on Jade Spring Moun-
tain favored seventy years earlier by 
his grandfather. Formed as a rolling 
range of six forested peaks, the moun-
tain was the highest natural prom-
ontory on the Yongding Plain, rising 
over three hundred feet above the 
level, alluvial landscape. Four of the 
six peaks were surmounted by high, 
seven-storied pagodas that further ac-
centuated the heights of the mountain.  

The building of detached palaces, 
the palatial manors and gardens where 
the Qing emperors preferred to live, 
was begun by Kangxi and continued 
through the reign of Qianlong and 
thereafter. In 1677, the Kangxi emper-
or established a palatial residence on 
Xiangshan (香山), or Fragrant Moun-
tain, from which to stalk the abundant 
game. In time, the palace was enlarged 
to include a garden known as the 
“Jingyi Yuan (靜宜園)” or “Garden 
of Quiet Delight.” Three years later, 
Kangxi established another residence 
at Jade Spring Mountain named “Jing-
ming Yuan (靜明園),” the “Garden 
of Tranquil Luminescence.” In 1687, 
Kangxi founded the Changchun (暢
春園), or Garden of Joyful Spring, 
a palace and garden that became his 
principal residence while in the capital. 
Ten years hence, Kangxi built the Gar-
den of Perfect Brightness or Yuanming 
Yuan (圓明園, now known as the “Old 
Summer Palace”) as a residence for his 
son, who later became the Yongzheng 
Emperor (1678–1735) and the father 
of Qianlong. Qianlong grew up in the 
Garden of Perfect Brightness and lat-
er lavished its palaces with Italianate 

In contrast to the dazzling pagodas 
built there by Kangxi, Qianlong fo-
cused on Jade Spring and a small, old 
water garden at the southern slope of 
the mountain.

As described by Qianlong, Jade 
Spring Mountain was truly “a spiritual 
place,” where “the mountains and wa-
ters breathe…in perfect harmony with 
Creation.” The southwestern foothill 
was marked by three rock caverns and 
sweet water springs, which filled deep 
pools and lakes, issuing with the sound 
of jade chimes and spouting thirty feet 
up to the sky. 

The site of the Garden of Tranquil 
Luminescence had long attracted the 
attention of emperors. In the twelfth 
century, a Jin (266–420) dynast built 
the Furong Qingzhao (芙蓉晴照), a 
vista known as “Lotus Hall (Furong 
Dian, 芙蓉殿)” to enjoy the clear, fine 
reflections of the lotus blossoms rising 
across Jade Spring Lake. An ardent ad-
mirer of the flower, Qianlong rebuilt 
the hall and restored the lake’s three 
small islands, which represented the 
fabled Isles of Immortality (Penglai, 
蓬萊), and surrounded them all with 
lotus plants.

Portrait of Qianlong
Handscroll: ink and color on paper
By Zhang Zongcang 
(張宗蒼, 1686–1756)
Inscription says: “Commissioned of 
Zhang Zongcang, a minister, April 
of the eighteenth year of Qianlong’s 
reign.” This means the emperor was for-
ty-three years old. The painting shows 
him writing while tea is boiled on the 
famous bamboo stove discussed on the 
following page.
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was named “Kaiji Zhai (開錦齋),” 
“Studio of the Source of Brightness,” 
after a literary phrase that signified 
boiling water for tea. The other was 
called the “Zhulu shanfang (竹爐山
房),” “Mountain Hermitage of the 
Bamboo Stove,” after the famous Ming 
Dynasty brazier kept at Mount Hui. 
Once, while sitting in the Jade Spring 
hermitage and listening to the foun-
tain, Qianlong composed a poem to 
celebrate the delights of the moment:

The sudden surge of springtide 
imparts vigor to the rock spring.
An Yixing pot, a Yue celadon bowl: 
such a pure display.
‘Crane forest’ and ‘jade dew:’ 
such elegant phrases.
Gathering pine branches 
to light the bamboo brazier;
Each day, always drinking water 
from Jade Spring.
Brewing and sipping 
at the side of the spring is so very fine. 
Because of it, 
Our benevolence is manifest;
Fulfilled, joyful and renewed by all.

The bamboo brazier was one of just 
a small number of things that Qian-
long kept in the hermitage, where 
each of the objects referred to the art 
of tea or to Jade Spring. Teaware and 
equipage were at hand as well as an 
image of the Tang tea master Lu Yu, 
the Saint of Tea. Also kept were scrolls 
in the hand of the emperor: a hand-
scroll inscribed “First Spring Under 
Heaven (Tianxia Diyi Quan, 天下第
一泉)” and a hanging scroll painting 
depicting the Mountain Hermitage of 
the Bamboo Stove. Kept at the her-
mitage and used to boil water for tea, 
Qianlong’s bamboo brazier was made 
of purple sandalwood and modeled on 
the structures and sentiments of the 
Ming original:

Shaped like the vault of Heaven 
and the square of Earth:
Bamboo sheathed metal, 
bamboo wrapped clay
Within, a lively fire burns,
Bearing sounds of waves 
on the river Xiang.
One drop of sweet dew
Cleanses my poetic core.
A pure wind 
sweeps beneath my sleeves,
Carrying me beyond the realm 
and into the Void.

In keeping with the transcendent 
purity of the Garden of Tranquil Lu-
minescence, Qianlong then established 
the Longwang Miao (龍王廟), Shrine 
of the Dragon King, on the western 
shore of Jade Spring Lake. The shrine 
was one of four in Beijing devoted to 
the water divinity, but the only one 
dedicated by Qianlong, who under-
took its design and personally con-
ducted rites and offered sacrifices and 
incense. There, during periodic rites 
and seasons of drought, Qianlong per-
formed rituals to the dragon deity to 
ensure water for the people and rainfall 
for the crops of the region. The imperial 
tablet over the shrine read, “Perpetual 
Beneficence to the Imperial Capital,” a 
plea to the serpentine spirit to preserve 
Jade Spring, the primary source of wa-
ter for the Forbidden City, symbol of 
the dynastic center of the imperium. 
In 1756, Qianlong performed rites to 
the Dragon King on three occasions, 
elevating the status of the shrine and 
Jade Spring to the highest levels of the 
Qing imperial sacrifices. 

The appearance and location of the 
Shrine of the Dragon King within the 
garden was significant. As if marking 
the sanctuary with the overlapping, 
verdant scales of the dragon, the shrine 
was roofed with green, glazed tiles and 
stood high on a terrace right above 
Jade Spring, linking the deity direct-
ly to the spouting water below. Three 
imperial inscriptions conjoined the 
shrine to the spring. Two massive stone 
tablets embedded in the stone walls of 
the terrace emphasized the spiritual 
connection between the Dragon King 
and the waters of Jade Spring: one stele 
bearing the inscription of the Record 
of Jade Spring (玉泉記) and the other 
carved with the imperial affirmation 
“Tianxia diyi quan (天下第一泉),” 
“First Spring Under Heaven.” Qian-
long further underscored the spiritual 
and literary relationship between the 
spring and shrine by erecting atop the 
terrace another large, engraved stele 
that declared in Qianlong’s own words, 
“Yuquan Baotu (玉泉趵突),” “Jade 
Spring, Sudden Surge.”

Just south of the spouting water, 
Qianlong built two small tea rooms, 
the nearness of the spring allowing the 
emperor to easily fetch water within a 
few steps—each door, porch and win-
dow affording a slightly different view 
of the spring and garden. One room 

Qianlong’s tea room was named 
after the famous brazier created for 
the Ming Dynasty abbot Xinghai (性
海, flourished 1362–1416), who so 
enjoyed the sound of the “wind sough-
ing through pines” that he planted 
the conifers all about Mount Hui and 
his temple retreat, which came to be 
known as “Tingsong An (聽松庵),” or 
“Hermitage of Listening to Pines.” Lo-
cated in Wuxi (無錫), Jiangsu, Huish-
an (惠山), or Mount Hui, was known 
for fine water, and ever since the Tang 
Dynasty, the spring there was named 
“Tianxia Dier Quan (天下第二泉),” 
or “Second Spring Under Heaven,” 
and the honor was even said to have 
been bestowed in the eighth century 
by Lu Yu. In 1392, Xinghai received a 
visit from a cabinet maker who offered 
to make the abbot a special brazier in 
which the fine water of the spring at 
Mount Hui could be boiled for tea. 
On heating the water, Xinghai heard 
the ring and pulse of the kettle, the 
sound resembling “songfeng (松風),” 
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barked on an extended Southern Tour 
of Inspection from Beijing in Hebei 
to Hangzhou in Zhejiang. Attended 
by a retinue of thousands, including 
ministers, military officers, officials 
and servants, the emperor accompa-
nied the Dowager Empress on a three-
month journey southward: Qianlong 
to inspect the hydrology of the Grand 
Canal, and his mother to visit the sce-
nic and cultural sites in Jiangsu and 
Zhejiang. For Qianlong, it was his 
first encounter with the legendary tea 
estates of the Jiangnan (江南), south 
of the Yangzi River, at every stop he 
sought out the famous springs of the 
region to weigh their waters with his 
silver measure: Precious Pearl Spring of 
Jinan; Mount Jin Spring on the Yang-
zi; Mount Hui at Wuxi; Pawing Tigers 
Spring at Hangzhou; Mount Ping in 
Yangzhou; Pure Cool Spring (清涼
山); White Sand (白沙); Tiger Hill  
(虎丘); and Green Cloud Temple (碧
雲寺) on West Mountain (西山). But 
even as he tested and tasted the waters 

the gentle whispering of wind in the 
pines. Delighted with the bamboo 
stove, Xinghai celebrated its creation 
with a tea gathering, and thereafter, the 
brazier became the iconic tea imple-
ment of the age. Copies of the bamboo 
stove were coveted treasures by Ming 
and Qing connoisseurs of water and 
tea. After the loss of the original brazier 
during the reign of Kangxi, Qianlong 
had twenty versions of the bamboo 
stove made, some of which he kept in 
the thirteen tea rooms he constructed 
in the imperial gardens at Beijing and 
the palaces of the Forbidden City, as 
well as the rustic rooms of the Summer 
Mountain Retreat at Chengde.

After ascending the dragon throne 
at the age of twenty-four in 1735, 
Qianlong spent sixteen years consol-
idating control of the central govern-
ment. When he was about to celebrate 
his fortieth birthday, he laid plans to 
leave Beijing and travel south into the 
heartland of tea and fine water. In the 
early spring of 1751, Qianlong em-

of the south, Qianlong was never with-
out water from the north—from his 
precious Jade Spring.

During the southern trip of over 
two thousand li, Qianlong drank only 
water from Jade Spring. Among the 
baggage carts, victuals and supplies 
that proceeded his progress, Qianlong 
ordered the delivery of wagons to be 
fitted with tanks of water from Jade 
Spring so that when he stopped to 
rest along the way, he and his family 
would refresh themselves with bever-
ages or tea brewed with water from his 
favorite spring. However, according to 
the Qingbei Leichao (清稗類鈔), an 
anthology of historiographical essays, 
Qianlong believed that during the tour, 
the long-term transport affected the 
quality of Jade Spring water, so he in-
structed his servants to “xishui (洗水),” 
or “wash water.” In the procedure, a vat 
was filled with water from Jade Spring 
and the water line marked. Next, fresh 
local water was poured, filling the vat 
and blending with Jade Spring water. 

Hongli, The Qianlong Emperor (1711–1799)
Hermitage of the Bamboo Stove, 1753
Zhulu Shanfang 竹爐山房圖
China: Qing Dynasty
Hanging scroll: ink on paper
北京故宫博物院藏

Drawing of Xinghai’s bamboo stove
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After a time, the two waters settled and 
separated: The heavier, local water sank 
and Jade Spring rose. Qianlong then 
ordered, “Take only the upper layer 
of water,” explaining: “Because the 
quality of the other water is heavy, it 
sinks. The body of Jade Spring is light, 
and thus it rises. Ladle and contain it, 

The virtue of water is that it nourishes humankind; its taste is delicate and sweet, and its quality, 
noble and light. This being so, these three are perfectly attuned to one another: being light, water’s taste 
is sweet, and drinking it purifies and enhances longevity. Thus, those who judge water always distin-
guish a spring water’s quality, high or low, by its lightness or heaviness.

We once commissioned a silver vessel to compare the relative weight of various waters. The water of 
Jade Spring of the Capital weighs one ounce. The water of Saishang at Yixun weighs one ounce. The 
water of Precious Pearl Spring of Jinan weighs one ounce and one ten thousandths. The water of Mount 
Jin Spring on the Yangzi weighs one ounce and three ten thousandths. These waters are therefore heavi-
er than that of Jade Spring by one to three ten thousandths. As for the spring waters of Mount Hui and 
Pawing Tigers, each is heavier than Jade Spring by four ten thousandths; that of Mount Ping is heavier 
by six ten thousandths, and those of Pure Cool Spring, White Sand, Tiger Hill and Green Cloud Tem-
ple on West Mountain are heavier than Jade Spring by a tenth. Theses comparisons were all reached 
while on inspection tours, the precise measurements acquired on Our command by Palace Attendants.

But is there none lighter than the water from Jade Spring? Yes. What spring? It is not a spring but 
snow water. Generally, We simply collect and boil it. It is lighter than Jade Spring by three ounces. 
Snow water cannot always be obtained, so of all the cold waters issuing from mountains, truly, there is 
none to surpass Jade Spring of the Capital.

In the past, according to the judgments of Lu Yu and Liu Bochu (劉伯芻, 758–818), either the 
water from the valley at Mount Lu was first or that from the Yangzi was first, that from Mount Hui 
was second. Though the southerners indeed enjoyed the benefit of their evaluations, regarding the com-
parative lightness or heaviness of water, Mount Hui doubtless should yield to the Yangzi. It should be 
appreciated that the elders did not speak hypothetically, but it is a pity that they not only did not reach 
Saishang at Yixun, they likewise did not reach Yanjing. As this is the case, Jade Spring is decidedly the 
First Under Heaven.

In recent years, the Western Sea was cleared to become Lake Kunming and in the region of Mount 
Wanshou there exist several famous springs. If all were traced to their very sources, then Jade Spring 
is the numinous artery, true and eminent, the heart of fine water. Moreover, its water is light, and its 
taste is sweet, qualities that the water of Mount Lu cannot achieve and that, We believe, surpasses the 
water of Mount Jin along the Yangzi. Therefore, Jade Spring is designated First Spring Under Heaven. 
We order the establishment of the Chonghuan Shrine and a memorial carved in stone to support the 
Huiji River project. Construction at Jade Spring reinforces the base of Mount Baotu, flowing out to 
form a lake. Poets compare it to the Rainbow of the Waterfall. We inscribed the Eight Scenic Views of 
Mount Yan of bygone days; why not also follow in these footsteps and so on?

It is evident that there is justice in the world and falsehood in the world. The record is quite com-
plete. Change is difficult. As for freshwater springs and humankind, there is virtue without resentment. 
Yet, one cannot avoid misrepresentation. Those Under Heaven who hold virtue and resentment can 
know fear yet need not be afraid.

there will not be a bit of difference.”  
At intervals all along the journey, from 
Beijing to Hangzhou and back, the wa-
ter of Jade Spring was, by Qianlong’s 
command, freshened and reinvigorat-
ed by “washing” with the local waters.

After his last Southern Tour of In-
spection in 1784, Qianlong composed 

a long discourse, which he titled Re-
cord of Jade Spring Mountain, First 
Spring Under Heaven (玉泉山天下
第一泉記). He concluded his ines-
timable study of water and adamant-
ly defended his designation of Jade 
Spring as the foremost spring in all the  
imperium:

Qianlong’s Southern Tour of In-
spection among the tea gardens and 
sweet water springs of the south was 
renewed five times over the course 
of his sixty-year reign, and each visit 
reinforced his views on tea and wa-
ter, especially the superiority of Jade 
Spring over all the famous sources of 
the south. Even late in life, the Qian-
long emperor was absorbed with the 
issue of water for tea, insisting that the 
Tang masters and the vaunted, tradi-

tional list ranking waters were wrong, 
stressing that Jade Spring was foremost 
among the great springs of the empire. 
In a final, imperious display of willful-
ness, Qianlong imposed an unequivo-
cal declaration on the matter of water, 
forcefully writing his thoughts in a cri-
tique of the southern tradition and its 
foremost advocates, past and present, 
reminding everyone of the difference 
between truth and myth, admonish-
ing the recalcitrant with veiled threats 

of imperial displeasure, while assuring 
them of noblesse oblige. Regarding the 
status of Jade Spring, the Qianlong 
emperor and his silver measure had the 
last word, and none dared gainsay the 
Dragon Throne.

Water for Tea
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other than the sounds and rhythms 
of Nature, influences the spring wa-
ter that we gather. Connecting more 
intimately to the environment there 
has influenced my experience when 
gathering the water, through an even 
quieter dialogue that unfolds when 
one is immersed in a particular place 
over a period of weeks or months, each 
visit offering the chance to enter into 
a deeper understanding of mountain, 
its changing weather, flora and fauna, 
as well as the way I, too, become a 
part of its ecology and being. Trips to 
Xian Shan are, for me, a conversation. 
Of course, it is a special and different 
type of discussion beyond words; it re-
quires us to listen and be open to the 
environment, which allows us into it 
so that we are a part of it. In this way, 
there really is a discussion, a type of 
communication that involves talking 
and listening in equal measure. This 
back and forth has left a bit of me on 
the mountain, just as I have taken the 
mountain down with me.

O ne of the joys of each week 
is fetching spring water from 
Xian Shan (仙山, “Celes-

tial/Immortal Mountain”) in Shitan 
Township. It is something that we try 
to do as often as possible, other than 
the times when the weather is rainy 
and not suitable for fetching spring 
water. It was always one of my favorite 
mornings back when we offered ten-
day courses at the Tea Sage Hut, since 
I always loved to see how each of the 
guests would relate to the experience. 
The simple act of fetching spring water 
often surprised them. The location 
definitely plays a part, as Xian Shan 
itself enhances the magic of gathering 
water, then and now. 

I have had the opportunity to ex-
plore the area around Xian Shan more 
thoroughly on solo hikes, which has 
helped to strengthen my connection to 
the mountain and further deepen my 
gratitude for the spring water there. 
The receptive state that is nurtured by 
those solo hikes, immersed in silence 

41

Learning to listen to Nature is a 
powerful practice that used to be a 
common skill amongst our ancestors, 
but nowadays we could all do with 
more practice. Instead of just going 
into the forest or mountains for a time 
in a unreceptive, hardened state—dis-
tracted by our devices or consumed by 
our own thoughts, we could become 
the experience and journey into Na-
ture with an open heart. In that way, 
we let all the sounds and rhythms of 
the environment enter into us. This 
fosters a state of heightened attention 
that is natural to us. Evolutionarily, we 
have millions of years of programming 
in our very cells—ways that awaken 
if we quiet down in Nature and listen 
the way our ancestors did. This allows 
us to find more joy and peace in life, 
slowly dissolving some of those hard-
ened mental barriers that separate us 
from our environment. After all, our 
sense of separation is not real. There 
are no real boundaries between us and 
the world. 

Living Water

茶人: Connor Goss
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bowls or cups. The liquor in every 
bowl is a reflection of all that went into 
it, just like a soup is a combination of 
all the ingredients and the way they 
were grown. Each bowl is made up of 
water, leaves, heat, teaware, method 
and mind. The mind with which these 
things are chosen and then prepared is 
very important. There is a noticeable 
difference even between bottled spring 
water and spring water that you gather 
yourself, though if you only have ac-
cess to bottled spring water, it can still 
make nice tea.

Due to the pandemic, we were 
unable to go to Xian Shan for quite 
some time and the difference in our 
water and tea while these trips were 
on pause (like everything else) was not 
subtle. Aside from the forced isolation, 
which I embraced, the lack of great 
water served to highlight how great 
that water really is, and how awesome 
it is to hike there each week. Absence 
truly does make the heart grow fonder. 
I missed taking the time one morning 
a week to physically journey for such 
delicious water for tea. When we fi-
nally could return to the mountain, it 
was like visiting a close friend I hadn’t 
seen for a while. And the effect of the 
water leapt up out of each cup: so pro-
nounced and beautiful. Wow! I knew it 

The ability to watch and listen in 
Nature is a skill that I have made an 
effort to nurture over the years. It en-
riches my life and allows me to honor 
the water and the trip itself each and 
every time we head up the mountain 
to fetch water. I continue to work on 
this skill and on quietening my mind, 
so that I can apply the same mindful-
ness to life, like being present for a dif-
ficult conversation with a loved one. 
In such cases, I also try to remain re-
ceptive and stop hiding behind being 
me—behind a sense of separation as a 
physical being in a static environment 
that is unchanging. The quieter my 
mind is when fetching water, the better 
the tea that I brew is. This is because 
each step flows into the next. Through 
this understanding, I honor this magi-
cal spring water that transforms our tea 
into a sacred ambrosia from the celes-
tial mountain. The wild and holy ener-
gy of this mountain elicits the same in 
the teas I adore.

From the Source
There is no easier way to improve 

tea than water! What water we use for 
tea and the method for getting that 
water all affect the tea liquor in our 

was good water, but it really was much 
more influential than I remembered. 
Perhaps I’d grown in sensitivity, or the 
time spent drinking familiar teas with 
decent, but much flatter water had 
prepared me to notice how strong the 
effect is when you use mountain spring 
water with the right wild Qi.

Being unable to fetch spring water 
from Xian Shan was a wonderful op-
portunity to cultivate deeper gratitude, 
accepting what is rather than seeking 
something else. After all, during that 
time, we were still able to get spring 
water from a local business that drives 
up to a different spring with a truck 
and gets water in a much larger quan-
tity, which they deliver or offer from 
a water dispenser. This still makes for 
decent water, but the difference in the 
water quality is very noticeable, even 
though the water is sourced directly 
from a spring. The quality of the wa-
ter changes greatly due to the energy 
that goes into gathering it and how 
it is carried from the source to the 
kettle. Much of the magic in the wa-
ter is missing, and I don’t know how 
much of that is from the source itself 
and environment, the storage of the 
water or perhaps in the journey up 
into the mountains I take to gath-
er my own water from Xian Shan.  

Water for Tea
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naturally want to appreciate it more, 
the way you sit up for a meal you spent 
a long time preparing. There is greater 
mindfulness and presence that is not 
always so noticeable during the times 
when I am using water that I have not 
gathered from the source, though I still 
try my best to be mindful even then.

There is always something rather 
special about the first tea session after 
fetching the water. We always drink tea 
immediately after getting home, while 
the water is fresh. This is highly rec-
ommended. The water from Xian Shan 
is sweet, silky smooth and alive in a 
way that nourishes the body on even 
the hottest of summer mornings, reju-
venating us after the slow hike up to 
the temple where the spring is located. 
There is a healing magic to the spring 
water there that has steeped into my 
body and soul gradually over the years. 
Each time I go on the journey to fetch 
water from there, the water and envi-
ronment seep into me a little more, 
bringing healing to even the parts that 
I do not know need healing. 

A significant part of the magic for 
me in fetching spring water from Xian 
Shan is the journey itself and the op-
portunities it offers me to practice be-
ing fully embodied throughout the en-
tire journey, from the winding car ride 

Nonetheless, when fetching water 
from this sacred place, I try to be ful-
ly present and mindful so that I can 
honor the water and honor the con-
ditions that make it possible to have 
spring water, even if we cannot travel 
ourselves to the source. After all, some 
people don’t have any good water. I re-
mind myself to be grateful every time 
I take water from the local vendor. In 
practicing gratitude, I am able to slow-
ly remember my own truth and align 
myself with Nature. The more I do 
that, the more grateful I feel for life 
and for water. My whole tea practice 
can be understood as a cultivation of 
gratitude.

Liquid Gratitude
The act of fetching spring water has 

deepened my love for tea and strength-
ened my gratitude for the simple 
things that we often take for granted, 
like access to clean, natural, wild wa-
ter. To have access to fresh spring water 
is something that I am deeply grateful 
for each and every time I sit for tea. 
It encourages me to be more present. 
I am reminded of the time and energy 
it took to gather that spring water and 

into the mountains of Shitan to the 
hike up the steps to reach the temple. 
Each of these moments offers me the 
chance to practice being more mind-
ful so that I carry the meditative mind 
off the cushion and into every part of 
my life. We often practice noble silence 
throughout the entire journey, so it 
naturally lends to a more still, receptive 
state that allows us to honor ourselves 
and Nature by being open and aligned 
to the inner stillness that is always 
there. I have received a number of in-
sights on the journey there that I carry 
back with me to reflect on and inte-
grate deeper into my life. Perhaps the 
most important and nourishing lesson 
for me has been practicing gratitude, 
which the pandemic further highlight-
ed for me during the long absence and 
eventual return to the holy mountain, 
to Xian Shan.



how I select it for tea, and what kind 
of effect all that has on me. By being 
more closely connected to the source 
of my water, and understanding how 
much it makes up my entire body and 
being, I find myself less likely to waste, 
pollute or contaminate water. What 
about you? If you knew where your 
water was coming from—river, lake 
or well—wouldn’t you want it to be as 
clean, pure and protected as possible? 
You certainly wouldn’t put harmful 
chemicals in it or throw your trash into 
it, and yet, on a collective and uncon-
scious level, we do just that. That’s ul-
timately why we reconnect with water 
and get back to our source, so we can 
remember what’s truly important and, 
from that place of clarity, make edu-
cated decisions that benefit ourselves, 
others and the environment. What I’m 
getting at is that any discussion about 
water for tea isn’t just about flavors and 
mouthfeel. It is as deep as the ocean, 
and relates to our relationship to our-

W henever we teach about 
tea, we talk a lot about 
water—and for good rea-

son. Tea is, after all, 99% water. Water 
is the very essence of tea, the medium 
through which we experience tea in all 
forms. When we teach, we don’t just 
talk about water though. We also do 
experiments so that we can take that 
intellectual understanding and trans-
late it into something experiential. Not 
only do we conduct experiments, but 
when given the chance, we take our 
guests to fetch spring water from one 
of, what we consider to be, the best 
water sources in Taiwan, and maybe 
even the world. 

Experimentation improves our 
ability to appreciate the finer quali-
ties of tea, and it also brings us closer 
to our own source. At any given mo-
ment, my body is comprised of 50 
to 70 percent water. It’s important to 
think about what that means in the 
way I relate to water: how I treat it, 
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self and our environment. Water for 
tea is not just about selecting better 
water to improve the flavor of our tea. 
By doing experiments to find the best 
water, we are also learning life lessons, 
especially if we include water we gath-
ered from Nature in our experiments. 

That said, this is an article address-
ing how to choose water for tea and 
how different water influences your 
tea. I just thought it worthwhile to 
point out the context of water with-
in a life of tea before discussing water 
experiments specifically. It is relevant 
in many ways. For example, we are 
extremely privileged to live in a time 
where we can sample different waters 
from around the world and choose the 
one that is most suitable for preparing 
tea. Talk about being provided for. 
That’s a blessing, a privilege and a lux-
ury in ways we shouldn’t overlook or 
forget. I am very grateful to even be in 
a position in which I can write about 
this kind of relationship with water. 

Water 
Experiments

茶人: Shen Su (聖素)





even delicious at all. In the end, we 
leave all such decisions to you and turn 
to experimentation.

We have conducted this kind of 
experiment dozens of times over the 
years, with hundreds of tea wayfarers. 
It is one of the foundational experi-
ments that any tea lover simply must 
try. It is also very easy to do and ac-
cessible, requiring next to no teaware 
(at least for the first part of the experi-
ment). If tea is 99% water, then choos-
ing good water should be a priority, 
as it will improve your tea more than 
any other factor. More than quality 
teaware, more than the most expensive 
tea or the best brewing method, and 
second only to your state of mind, is 
the importance of water when it comes 
to preparing a fine cup of tea. 

Ironically, in some ways, we live in a 
time with less access to clean sources of 
water than our ancestors did, but there 
is still a great need to be grateful for 
what we do have, and to work toward a 
way of living that safeguards our great 
water sources. Though the best tasting 
tea may be the one made with water 
from a spring far away, we may want 
to include environmental factors into 
our evaluation and not choose that wa-
ter due to the cost of transportation. 
In other words, there are factors not 
included in this experiment that may 
play a role in choosing water for tea. 
Sometimes the water with the best 
mouthfeel isn’t really the best, even if 
it does make the most delicious tea. In 
fact, it is worth asking if delicious tea 
that harms the environment is really 
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The first part of the experiment deals directly with different kinds of water and does not require any teaware or brewing 
method. It is simply a process of elimination, hopefully narrowing down options to only three waters. After that, we 

will use each water to brew a simple tea, ideally using the gongfu brewing method, and keeping as many factors as uniform 
as possible. That means the amount and type of tea, the amount and temperature of the water, the teaware used, the steeping 
time, etc. 

The Experiment實驗

What You Need

Here is what you’ll need for the first part of the experiment:

茶 As many different bottled waters as you can get. Get as wide a 
variety as you can, including water from different sources, stored in 
glass versus plastic bottles, different pH, mineral content or with 
different filtration methods, and so on. Variety is important. 

茶 It is wonderful if you can also include spring water that you 
have fetched yourself or purchased at a water outlet. 

茶 As many porcelain cups for as many water types as you have. 
What’s most important is that the cups are all the same so that as 
you drink them side by side, you can be sure the cup won’t influ-
ence the results. 

茶 A pen and notebook to record your observations. 

For the second part, you’ll require these items:

茶 The three best waters from the first part. 

茶 An authentic purple-sand (zisha) clay teapot. The smaller the 
better if you’re doing this by yourself. This is essential to get the 
most of out of this experiment. 

茶 Standard gongfu teaware such as a waste-water basin, a cup 
tray or coaster and a tea boat. If you have purple-sand clay gongfu 
teaware, that’s great but not essential. This includes any subsidiary 
wares you need, including a scoop and stick, a runner or other tray. 
You can substitute any accoutrements you are familiar with. 

茶 About 2–3 grams of a simple tea (per session), one that you 
are very familiar with. The lighter and simpler the better, so that 
it is easy to detect the differences from water to water as you brew 
the tea. 

茶 A digital scale.

茶 A timer and thermometer.

茶 A kettle and heat source. Anything is fine, as long as it remains 
consistent from session to session. Electric infrared burners and 
hotplates are useful to maintain the same temperature.

茶 Your trusty notebook and pen. 
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Procedure

Part I: Selecting the Best Water

The goal in the first part is to reduce your selection of bottled waters down to three. These are the three waters that you 
think are best for tea. What does that mean? In general, anything with any kind of flavor is automatically removed. (A slight 
sweetness may be acceptable.) Your water should be as neutral as possible. 

As you drink the water, it’s a good idea to gently move it around in your mouth to see how it feels (without slurping or 
aerating it). Water has structure that we can detect as a sensation in the mouth. It should be thick, round and smooth, akin 
to drinking milk. As you swallow, it should feel comfortable in your throat and leave a lasting or coating sensation in the 
mouth and throat. The best waters will also completely quench your thirst even after one cup; they are “alive” with energy 
that penetrates the body. This kind of energy comes from waters that are exposed to natural energy—the minerals, gentle 
movement and other environmental influences we call “wild Qi.” Stagnant water usually feels stale, whereas crashing water 
from rapids lack structure, feeling rough in the mouth. 

Good water for tea has a relatively neutral pH, ideally around 7, and has a balanced mineral content called “TDS” or 
“Total Dissolved Solids.” If you can, you may be interested to see what alkalinity and what types of minerals, and even in 
what quantities, are in the waters you chose as the best ones.  

Some of these qualities are easy to notice, such as flavors or the water’s structure and sensations in the mouth and throat, 
or the quenching of your thirst. Anything to do with sensations in the mouth that you can detect should be focused on as 
they relate to the qualities outlined above. Other qualities, like accurate readings of pH or TDS, cannot always be observed 
directly, but may be interesting to note after you have chosen. Better not to look beforehand as it could introduce bias. Some 
bottles, for example, will outline these qualities on the label. And because we are dealing with mostly bottled waters for this 
experiment, they are obviously not subject to the natural movements of springs or streams. That’s why it is important to 
include at least one spring water that you were able to source yourself (as close to the time of the experiment as possible, so 
that you can compare bottled waters to water in a more natural environment). It may be a good idea to cover the labels of the 
bottles and just mark them with numbers or letters, allowing you to taste them blind and therefore not be influenced by any 
biases caused by brand, price or the water you gathered yourself. Such preferences can interfere with an honest exploration 
of the water based on mouthfeel. 

This first part won’t take too long. Narrow your selection down to three waters that you think are the smoothest, thick-
est, softest and sweetest. It’s a good idea to utilize your notebook here and jot down any important features of your selected 
waters. After you have chosen, you can take off the labels and add any additional information.

Water for Tea
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Part II: Brewing Tea

Now it’s time to use the waters you have chosen and brew tea. As suggested 
above, choose a tea that you are very familiar with and brew it lighter than you 
normally would. This will make it easier to distinguish the differences from water 
to water. Set up your gongfu teaware as you normally would for tea. You will 
essentially be brewing the same tea three times, using the same teaware, same 
amount of water and tea, and steeping at the same temperature and for the same 
time for each infusion (which is why we need a timer and thermometer). It will 
be important to take detailed notes after each cup so that you can compare notes 
at the end. I also write a short conclusion for each water after brewing three cups. 
This can be done over three sessions or just three steepings within a single session.

You’ll want to drink at least three cups of tea for each water. That should be 
enough to take adequate notes and compare your results at the end. That said, feel 
free to brew as many cups as you desire. That would introduce the effect water 
has on the patience of the tea. Patience means the amount of steepings we get in 
a session. Normally, we focus on mouthfeel when testing waters for tea, but it 
can be worthwhile to brew your tea to its conclusion with each of the waters and 
notice if any of them provides more steepings. This is hard to measure perfectly, 
however, since any variation in brewing method will also influence the patience 
of the tea, so what we are experiencing may be more to do with method than with 
water. But it is still worth noting.

The more observations the better. After three cups, I empty and clean the 
teapot, rinse the cup, and refill the kettle using the next water. I heat the water 
for the same amount of time (using my timer) and maintain an even temperature 
once brought to a boil. (I have a laser thermometer.) I weigh the same amount of 
tea and follow the same brewing steps, rinsing and prewarming all of my teaware 
and tea before the first infusion. I time the length of each infusion on my timer 
and follow this same procedure for all three waters.

由
水
成
茶
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overall, it seemed out of balance with 
regard to the qualities of flavor and 
aroma. In the end, if I had to, I would 
still choose this water over the previous 
one as flavor and aroma are secondary 
in the way I select good water for tea. 
Of course, this is not including the fact 
that it was imported and would be ex-
cluded for that reason. This shows me 
that material is also very important. 
The glass bottle really is quite a bit bet-
ter than plastic.

Believe it or not, the spring wa-
ter made such a large difference that 
I actually went back (out of my own 
skepticism) and brewed with the bot-
tled waters again just to be sure. I was 
brewing a young sheng puerh that I am 
quite familiar with, and I thought that 
perhaps I had broken off the leaves un-
equally. But as soon as I went back and 
started drinking with the other waters 
again, I could quickly tell that there 
was no mistaking the obvious effect 
of our local spring water. The spring 
water was superior in all respects and 
expressed a balance between mouth 
sensations, flavor and aroma. It was 
almost like drinking a completely dif-
ferent tea! That said, it isn’t really fair 
to have such fresh water stored under 
such ideal conditions (zisha urn) com-
peting with bottled waters that have 
sat for a long time, but it just goes to 
show how big the difference can be, 
even after years of doing this kind of 
experiment. 

Conclusion
It is not so important to choose 

a winner as it is to cultivate the sen-
sitivity necessary to notice the differ-
ences from water to water and tea to 
tea. Some waters will highlight certain 
qualities that might be suitable for one 
tea to another. There isn’t necessarily 

I tried this experiment again for the 
sake of this article, and it was a great 

excuse to learn more and practice. For 
my experiment, I ended up blindly 
choosing waters stored in three differ-
ent kinds of material. One water went 
through a bamboo filtration process 
and was stored in a very thin plastic 
bottle. Another came in a good-qual-
ity glass bottle and was imported from 
Italy. I wouldn’t choose such a water 
for regular tea, but bought it for this 
experiment since it was different from 
others. For the third tea, I used spring 
water from Taiwan that had been 
stored in a purple-sand clay water urn. 

The first water in the thin plastic 
bottle is one I was familiar with. The 
bamboo charcoal filtration makes the 
water quite neutral in terms of flavor. 
It has a neutral pH and nothing else 
remarkable about it, which can be a 
good thing. The tea itself brewed up 
a little thin and light (not because 
of the amount of tea, but because of 
the structure of the water). There was 
minimal coating in the mouth, but it 
was smooth and left a nice aftertaste. I 
could feel a slight pinch in the throat 
as I swallowed. In general, it’s a decent 
water as far as bottled waters go. It was 
very easy to isolate because many of 
the other waters had a flavor or were 
noticeably flat and lifeless. I would use 
this water in a pinch if I had to while 
traveling. The bamboo charcoal filtra-
tion certainly has a positive effect.

The second water from Italy was 
interesting; it was definitely more 
structured than the first one. It was 
thicker, softer and had more coating in 
general. It splashed to the upper palate 
and swallowed more easily. But what it 
gained in mouth sensations it seemed 
to have lost in flavor and aroma, which 
seemed dampened or lacking in com-
parison to the previous water. None-
theless, the mouth sensations were 
noticeably more suitable for a tea, but 

one water that is perfect for any tea. 
In fact, quite the opposite. One water 
may highlight the fragrance of a tea, 
making it suitable for lightly oxidized 
oolongs, for example, while another 
water may be very thick and smooth, 
making it excellent for shou puerh. 
These are all branching experiments 
worth trying. It really depends on the 
situation. A balance of as many qual-
ities (mentioned above) as possible 
will make for an excellent choice in 
any situation. There is also a difference 
when it comes to brewing method: 
gongfu versus leaves in a bowl. The 
water needed for boiled tea can be very 
different to that needed for other types 
of tea. Like all things tea-related there 
are infinite variations and a lifetime of 
learning to pursue. There are many wa-
ter experiments beyond this one.

A long time ago, it was common to 
choose specific waters, such as melted 
snow from the branch of a plum tree, 
water from a well-known eddy or even 
rainwater during a particular season 
and pair them to very specific teas. 
To discover that kind of combination 
would require a lot of time and lots 
of experimentation, not to mention 
a clean and unpolluted environment, 
which we are not so fortunate to have 
in this modern age. The most import-
ant quality for us, then, is the ability 
to discern the differences between the 
waters that we do have access to, the 
waters that are clean, unpolluted or 
treated to be potable. That’s why the 
specific results of my experiment aren’t 
very important, but it is important 
to do the experiment and experience 
these qualities within the framework 
of my own body. That way, I am able 
to choose the best water for tea in any 
situation, and I will have taken a large 
step toward improving all of my tea. 
And, on a deeper level, I will be that 
much closer to the source of my wa-
ter and hopefully more appreciative of 

Doing the Experiment Again再次重複實驗

Water for Tea
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As always, I recommend that you 
make the process of experimentation 
as fun as possible. Explore and learn, 
reveling in what you uncover. Design 
your own follow-up experiments to 
test water and you will grow as a result.

I hope you’ll take the time to do 
this experiment. It’s very easy and ac-
cessible, and really lays the foundation 
upon which many other experiments 
can be built on. It will deepen your 
understanding of water and tea and 
potentially change your entire life. I 
don’t say that facetiously, but rather, 
speak from my own experience fetch-
ing spring water regularly over the last 
decade and living a life of tea to the 
best of my ability. My relationship to 

why that’s important to the way I live 
and experience myself and my world. 
After all, we are water, so experiment-
ing with water is experimenting with 
our self. Our insights into water are all 
insights into ourselves.

For me, this understanding applies 
to all experimentation in gongfu tea: 
My aim isn’t to create rigorous scien-
tific objectivity in order to prove some-
thing one way or another, but rather 
to use the process of experimentation 
to develop my skills and grow in sen-
sitivity. That said, I do try to make the 
experiments as objective and unbiased 
as I can to increase the possibility that 
others will experience the same thing 
that I do.

water has completely shifted over the 
years, and that has guided the way I 
make many decisions in life. Water is 
a powerful element with endless les-
sons to teach us. It should come as no 
surprise that we must, like water, seek 
the path of least resistance and move to 
the lowest, most humble level, so that 
those lessons may flow into us. Exper-
imentation starts and ends with listen-
ing to water.



mended that I at least check it out. Skeptical but fully open to 
see what this place was about, I organized my visit. Upon the 
first steps into the Hut, I received the most warm and soothing 
welcome a guest could ask for. I was greeted with loving smiles 
and hugs from Wu De and the student residents. It was a feel-
ing I hadn’t felt in a long time—a feeling of arriving home. 
It was as if I was reconnecting with brothers and sisters from 
lifetimes ago…

A few months later, without any premeditated intention, 
life led me to move to Miaoli and become a full-time resident 
at the Tea Sage Hut. My year at the Center was life-changing to 
say the least. The motivation that had brought me there was to 
learn about tea, but what I ended up receiving was something 
holistic: an entrance on to the Path, and into a life of Tea. I am 
forever indebted in gratitude to Wu De, Shen and Joyce’s open 
arms, selflessness and tireless work and service in guiding us to 
find the Way. 

I have since moved to Bali, Indonesia, where I serve tea and 
practice Chinese medicine. If any of you should find your way 
to this lovely island, please reach out and let’s share some tea!

I  was struck by luck, good fortune, karma, a conspiring uni-
verse or whatever it is you want to call that sort of thing, in 
the way I came to find this path of Tea. Many of you who 

have come to connect and be inspired by Global Tea Hut prob-
ably also say the same thing. As we say, “as the person seeks the 
Leaf, the Leaf seeks the person.” Whether we were consciously 
seeking Tea or not, there has been some unspoken magic or call 
to destiny that has led us down this path.

My tea journey began in a small San Diego, California tea 
shop over ten years ago. I was passing through the place where I 
did my higher educational studies and had the chance to catch 
up with an old classmate and dear friend I hadn’t seen in years. 
He had just returned from a sabbatical year of life in Taiwan, 
and as he recounted his many tales over intoxicating cups of 
oolong tea, I was easily whisked away to this special faraway 
island. As a relative beginner of Chinese medicine at the time, I 
yearned to have a more intimate connection to the vast treasure 
that is Chinese culture. A mere six weeks later, I found myself 
boarding a plane to Taiwan with a one-way ticket in hand. 

Living within the ubiquitous tea culture of Taiwan, I found 
it effortless to engage with the Leaf on the casual level. Tea is 
everywhere. I can remember the excitement of my first trip to 
Yingge, the famous pottery town. As someone completely new 
to the world of tea, the amount of teaware to choose from made 
my mouth drop and head spin. The purchases from that initial 
trip are what I came to know later as “tuition tea and teaware,” 
but I was at least starting down the path. With toes now dipped 
in tea culture and practice, I soon realized I was navigating a 
vast ocean without a compass. I had a decent proficiency in 
Mandarin, so I was emboldened and ready to find a Taiwanese 
tea teacher to guide me.

Where attention goes energy then flows, and the inten-
tion to find a tea teacher led me closer to finding the Way. 
A Taiwanese friend introduced me to a humble man of tea, 
Mr. Zhen, who willingly shared his wisdom and love for tea 
with me one-on-one each week at the cultural center where he 
worked. He seemed to be going out of his way to make time 
for our tea sessions after the end of his work day, which were 
a reflection of this man’s great Tea spirit. After some time, he 
got the feeling I longed for a more thorough tea experience and 
respectfully ended our meetings as he modestly told me there 
was no more for him to teach me. 

Shortly thereafter, through a fellow tea friend in Taipei, I 
first heard about the Tea Sage Hut. As interesting as the Center 
sounded, the fault-finding mind complained about the idea of 
a Western tea teacher based in Taiwan. “I can speak Mandarin, 
so why would I learn about tea here from an American?!” I 
thought. After visiting the Center himself, my friend recom-

53/ TeaWayfarer

茶人: Andy Taylor, 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 Andy Taylor.

TeaWayfarer
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介
紹The world asks flexibility of us. I meet it 

with an open and fluid form, ready to 
change form and let go of what holds me 
back from moving forward.

October Affirmation

Center News

We are in the process of redoing our website 
to make it faster and better looking. Most of it should 
be done by the time you receive this magazine. We are 
also working hard to improve the “Community” page 
to provide more interaction there and figure out bet-
ter ways for us all to connect. In honor of last month’s 
issue, we have started adding your playlists there. Go 
check out some members’ favorite tea music and add 
your own as well. Also, please let us know if you have 
suggestions for the page.

This is the last month to submit a photo to our 
annual photo contest. We will announce the winners 
in next month’s issue. Winners will receive some great 
prizes, including rare teas and teaware. Please make 
sure you have submitted your photography by the mid-
dle of this month, since we need time to prepare the 
November magazine. Remember that you don’t have to 
be a member to submit an entry, so please tell all your 
friends who are photographers, tea lovers or, ideally, 
both. Have fun and be creative!

We have two new wild teas from Dehong. One 
is Evening Sky, a purple varietal Dian Hong, and the 
other is a Moonlight White tea made from the same 
purple varietal trees.

We have a very special loose leaf shou tea from 
this year on its way. It should arrive this month. We call 
it “Stone Lion.” It is a rare loose shou that is good for all 
types of brewing, including leaves in a bowl, since it is 
made from large leaves.

We have a very limited amount of this month’s 
tea, The Crossing, left for sale on the website. If you en-
joy it, grab a bag because it won’t be around very long 
due to its deliciousness.

By the time you read this, our non-profit will 
have been finalized. We will start releasing more 
details as time goes on. There will also be a “do-
nate” option in the checkout of your shopping 
cart when buying from our website. We can of-
fer tax deductible donations in the United States 
and will soon be connecting our non-profit to 
all of our websites, including our fundraiser for 
Light Meets Life. If you are interested in making 
a donation, or have any advice for ways that our 
new status can help this global project, please 
reach out. We are very excited about this new 
chapter in our journey.

We are starting to create a worldwide organi-
zation of public tea spaces where Global Tea Hut 
members can visit. We also imagine a system of 
service where tea lovers can serve at tea hous-
es around the world in exchange for room and 
board. It would be wonderful to facilitate trav-
el and the sharing of experiences and tea with 
each other. It is looking like this will start with 
California, and then maybe New York, Europe, 
Australia and Taiwan. If you have any ideas or 
want to participate in this idea as it burgeons, 
reach out to us via email.

Inside the Hut
Coming Soon to Global Tea Hut Magazine

Zen & Tea Dong Ding

Fire for TeaClassics of Tea

茶主题:

茶主题:

茶主题:

茶主题:

I am fluid



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

www.globalteahut.org
Tea & Tao Magazine
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