
In 1995 the Cornell University Library began put together a preservation project entitled The 
Making of America with free publications available online, attempting to preserve writings that 
help demonstrate the development of the United States. Recently, a friend involved sent us this 
article from The Century, a popular quarterly in the nineteenth century.
 The article appeared in Volume 58: August, 1899 and is entitled China. The River of Tea. 
It is written by Elijah Ruhamah Scidmore, and depicts his travels through Hong Kong and 
China, and what he learned about tea, lore, history, production and culture.
 Unfortunately, Mr. Scidmore’s work often has an ethnocentric tone, and at other times 
appears blatantly racist. We can either forgive these issues to the times he lived in, his own ig-
norance or both. Overlooking these flaws, and the archaic language, does provide an interesting 
read, however. And there is much to be learned from his journey.
 
 Of particular interest are Mr. Scidmore’s comments on Puerh tea, which he was offered at 
several people’s homes. He comments that the tea was always “musty,” saying, “The Chinese con-
sider the Pu’erh-cha the better by age, and do not heed the mildew flavor.” This helps demon-
strate the fact that most, if not all, Puerh was traditionally wet-stored (sometimes even in caves). 
There are other testimonials from travelers, Western and Asian, who express similar observations: 
that musty, mildewy fermentation has always been an aspect of aged Puerh, and that the move-
ment towards so-called “dry storage” is indeed a newborn fad. He goes on to express the tradi-
tional belief that aged Puerh promotes longevity, and is therefore coveted greatly by the Chinese, 
though he believed at the time that its mustiness would make it unpopular in the West.
 There are several other insights in this article, and like finding an old book in an attic 
trunk we hope you turn the pages in insight. Though not all of what is to be learned is positive, 
the article does provide a window into another time, another generation of tea lovers. We appre-
ciate the efforts of the Cornell University Library, and are grateful for the chance to read, learn 
from and share this old article.
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