
How will i know 
when my tea 

is ready?
Josh Chamberlain

I s tea a beverage or a culture?” inquired a Tai-
wanese tea elder. I know this type of question 
is a test. In this case, it was posed at an event in 

a Taipei tea room after learning that I sold tea in the 
United States. The atmosphere was serene, with an 
elegant mixture of modern and ancient; the tea room 
is an oasis amid the bustling city. Tea masters and el-
ders huddled around several brew areas set up in the 
plush room. The event was designed to introduce us 
to extremely limited production high mountain Tai-
wanese teas: Li Shan Oolong, Da Yu Ling, 105K Iron 
Goddess and Fu Suo Shan Oolong. Talented masters 
brewed these rare teas, affording us the opportunity 
to gain a clear impression of each. 
 In Taiwan, I am constantly tested. Typically, 
these trials are designed to assess my knowledge of 

tea, and the results are mixed. If I pass, I gain ac-
ceptance and doors open. People invite me into 
their homes and offer to teach me. If I fail, I will not 
be taken seriously. Either way, I learn. When I fail, 
humiliation accompanies the often steep learning 
curve. I am accustomed to these tests, but within the 
test, I must also evaluate if it’s a person from whom 
I want to learn. Some people will offer to teach with 
hidden agendas. They will share information with the 
hope of selling expensive items or for another per-
sonal gain. How did I know that the elder’s question 
posed today was a test? Simply because both answers 
are correct. He wanted to understand my perspective. 
I answered the question the same way that one goes 
about putting their head in a lion’s mouth: very care-
fully.

“



 I responded that, to most Americans, tea is 
a beverage. Yet, beyond this, tea is a culture. When 
brewed with the appropriate teaware, care, and the 
intention of bringing something to those drinking 
the tea, it is nothing less than a culture. My answer 
spoke to both aspects, as both were correct. These 
questions require answers broad enough to encom-
pass both sides. Yet, they must be brief as a sign 
of respect for elders and my yet-to-be-established 
status. Taking up less space verbally allows for more 
important information to be imparted by an elder. 
My answer was apparently adequate enough and the 
venerable master nodded. 
 Earlier, the woman to my left commented 
that the master’s cup was more fragrant than her cup, 
though they were served the same tea. He explained, 
“I brew tea every day, no matter what. I have brewed 
two pots of tea every day for the last twenty years 
without exception. There is no secret to Chinese 
Gong Fu (Here, Chinese Gong Fu refers to an art 
form that comes from diligent practice). There are 

many things that can be achieved through time and 
focus. Just as a deep impression can be made in a 
stone from drops of water, so are we transformed 
through focused practice. There is an interaction that 
takes place between people and tea when they brew 
tea. Through this diligent practice, one can have a 
deep understanding of tea. A person can only have 
one thing in their body.” Accordingly, his cup proved 
more fragrant because he had developed a deeper way 
of interacting with tea. After listening, I paused and 
smelled my cup. It was less fragrant than the vener-
able master’s, but more so than the person in between 
us. 
 How is knowledge transmitted? A student 
of esoteric arts must listen, observe and feel to gain 
knowledge through more subtle communication 
channels. Then, the knowledge must be absorbed 
and combined into a personalized perception that 
lies beyond an exclusively intellectual understanding. 
Here, as the student brewed tea, and picked the pot 
up to pour, the master said, “Feel it in the center, all 



the way down through your core.” At that moment, I 
felt a downward spiraling pull, like water going down 
a drain. This feeling was taking place both outside 
of me with the tea and internally, in my core. It was 
very subtle and I would not have noticed without his 
guidance. But this was it. This was the feeling that 
lets one know that the tea is ready. Since then, I have 
practiced creating this feeling internally. When the 
feeling materializes, I pour the tea. I’ve noticed my 
brews have started to improve. Such is the Way of 
Tea.
 The master offered some words of advice. He 
told me that the music we listen to and the poetry we 
read will also enhance the quality of the tea we brew. 
He recommended that I contemplate the work of 
Zheng Ban Qiao (鄭板橋), a Qing Dynasty painter, 

writer, and poet. As we continued to talk, we discov-
ered that he had visited my hometown of Eugene, 
Oregon and he encouraged me to brew tea outdoors. 
 Finally, he advised, “Don’t just buy tea that 
your customers want. Be sure to buy tea that you 
feel is good. This way, your work will be sure to have 
meaning.” He asked me which hand I brewed tea 
with. “My left hand,” I replied. He then took my 
left hand, clasping his hands around it. Furrowing 
his brow and entering into a state of deep concentra-
tion, he transmitted an energy that would be with me 
as long as I brew tea. When he let go, I felt moved. 
Somehow I had been transformed. I felt grateful and 
honored to receive this serendipitous gift. I had not 
sought it out, nor was I expecting it.  



 As we prepared to leave, the woman seated to my left asked the master, 
“Do you write about tea?” 
“No,” he replied. “As soon as I write it, it is wrong.” 

Zheng Ban Qiao website:
http://www.chinapage.com/calligraphy/zhengbanqiao/zhengbanqiao.html
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