Meet your pusherman, Paul
Murray, the American tea
dealer behind White2Tea,
which hawks boutique
blends—and strong highs—
to Western tea obsessives.

THE

PU-ERH

BROKER

HUNTING FOR TEA,
INTRIGUE, AND INTOXICATION
HIGH IN THE MOUNTAINS
OF CHINA’S YUNNAN PROVINCE
By Max Falkowitz

T 4,000 FEET,
the paved part of the road stops. It’s fall, the rainy
season in Yunnan, so the dirt trail that follows
is more quicksand than pathway. Deep rivulets
formed by rain creep along the 40-degree incline;
getyour leg caught in one and you’re liable to break
an ankle on the fall. ¢ Short of an army Jeep, noth-
ing on four wheels will make it up quicksand hill,
so we leave our truck in the village and hop on the
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backs of motorbikes driven by locals who’ve agreed to take
us the rest of the way. The ascent is slow, the driver kicking
atboulders and bushes with his flip-flopped feet to keep us
upright. Me, I'm just hanging on for dear life, leaning hard
into the mountain and this stranger’s hips because if I sSlump
back, the bike’s engine stalls.

There’s no guardrail in sight, and the uninterrupted view
leaves me dumbstruck with its primeval beauty. Mist cloaks
the mountains sprawled across the horizon; up close, all you
seeisreedybamboo, gnarled trees, gemlike wildflowers, and
anear total absence of human settlement. Left to its own
devices, Xishuangbanna Prefecture in southern Yunnanis
jungle territory, and the sheer biodiversity here is awesome
in the classical sense of the word.

At 5,500 feet, the road part of the road ends altogether. We
walk, single file, along a trail I can just make out by follow-
ing the footsteps of Paul Murray, the American tea dealer.
The villager in the lead unhooks a machete from a bungee
cord belt to hack his way through the bamboo overgrowth.

Afewslips, falls, and dead branches conking on heads later,
we finally reach a clearing. Close your eyes and imagine what
Edenlookedlike. Gotit? Here it is: a grove of knobbly, ancient
trees dotted with fragrant pure-white blossoms. Dragonflies
the width of my palm race through the air over sun-dappled
banana leaves as wide and floppy as green blankets.

“Here,” says Paul, plucking abud off the end of a tree. “Try
this.” The taste is bitter and untamed—electrifying.

Thisisnaturally grown, high-altitude, old-arbor pu-erh.
The Helen of Troy of teas that’s become synonymous with
luxury and power butis only grown in this remote and moun-
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tainous corner of China. The precise location of which I’'ve
been sworn to secrecy about because Paul doesn’t want
anyone to know where he procures the really good stuff for
White2Tea, his online company.

Ifyou’re hardcore about pu-erh, soon enough you’ll hear
about Paul. To some he’s an enigmatic ambassador for a
community of Western tea enthusiasts that trade brews
and bravura in chat rooms and forums. To others he’s a
recalcitrant asshole who refuses to release enough details
about his products and charges too much for them. In the
world of pu-erh, such lacunae are more common than you’d
think. Because while tea has drinkers, pu-erh has addicts.
And here, in this magical grove on amountain in Yunnan I'm
not allowed to name, is a taste of the lengths those addicts
will go to get their fix.

On the southwestern border along Vietnam, Laos, and
Myanmar, Yunnan Province is not what you think of when
you think of China. Culture and food blend seamlessly into
the nations of Southeast Asia. The Hani and Lahu peo-
ple, two of the 20-plus ethnic minorities that have called
the mountains home for thousands of years, could pass for
Burmese or Tibetan. Much of the
architecture looks Thai. The food
wouldn’t be out of place in Hanoi.

For all the wealth China has
accumulated over the years, Yun-
nan has seen little of it. For decades
that’s meant relatively modest
urban expansion outside the cap-
ital city of Kunming and crushing

For centuries, pu-
erh, pronounced
poo-err or poo-ahr
(and also spelled
puer or pu’er) has
been pressed into
dense cakes (above)
for easy transport;
pressing also helps
the aging process.

poverty in some rural areas where mining or cash crops of
tobacco, rubber, bananas, and sugarcane can’t pay the bills.
Teahasbeenin Yunnan forever, butit’s only in the past cou-
ple of decades that anyone’s wanted to pay anything for it.

Scholars suspect Camellia sinensis—the bush all tea
comes from—first originated in what’s now Yunnan over
to modern-day Assam in eastern India. And for hundreds
of years growing, selling, and drinking pu-erh has been a
daily staple of Yunnan life—a cheap local product pressed
into dense bricks for portability, wrapped in bamboo, and
laden high onto the backs of mules and men to be traded
along caravan routes to equally poor places. Hardly the stuff
refined elites even wanted, let alone lusted after.

Then something happened. Starting in the late 1990s, tea
farmers noticed an influx of well-to-do buyers from Taiwan,
Hong Kong, and Guangzhou, willing to trek all the way to the
mountains and pay unheard-of amounts for their pu-erh. In
the mid’80s, pu-erh sold for pennies a kilo. By 2006 prices
had climbed high into the hundreds of dollars.

Seemingly out of nowhere, this regional bittersweet brew
became an object of Chinese national obsession, a modern
luxury with a cult following and a horde of investors thirsty
to cashin on agold rush. Faraway speculators paid top dollar
for production lots they never bothered to taste. Crafty smug-
glers schlepped tea to famous mountains so they could sell it
for higher prices. And forgers started blatantly copying suc-
cessful brands’ packaging to dupe unsuspecting consumers.
The bubble burst in 2007, sending a rampant futures market
spiraling downward out of control. Now prices are climbing
again with no sign of falling. Pu-erh’s rise has turned many
of Yunnan’s farmers and merchants into overnight million-
aires. It draws tourists not just to the tea mountains, but to
the entire province, and it’s helped spur a new era of devel-
opment in tea-trading urban centers.

Beyond Yunnan’s borders, pu-erh is a shibboleth of sophis-
tication, a battlefield on which self-styled masters come to
blows over tiny details of cultivation, terroir, and storage.
But here in the mountains, for people long used to picking,
processing, and selling the tea for pennies, its unlikely suc-
cess is simply a green miracle.

HISPLACEISNOTATALLTYPICAL OF PU-ERH PRO-
duction today,” Paul says as we clamber over ferns and
errant roots. We’re joined by Dabu, whose family has
owned the land for 200 years. By Dabu and Paul’s esti-
mates, many of the tea trees are well over a century old.
Dabu sports faded green highlights beneath a traditional
pink Hani headscarf, and her pin-striped blouse and dark
blue jumper would look at home on the streets of Shibuya
or Soho. She comes from a family of tea farmers, but at the
age of 23 she’s branched out in new directions, launching
successful businesses selling honey, sugar, and modern varia-
tions on traditional Hani clothing. “Tused to be afraid of this
place when I was younger,” she says of their secret grove
reachable only by treacherous hike. “But now it brings me
to tears, it’s so beautiful.”
On a standard tea plantation, row after row of verdant
bushes sweep over hillsides with geometric precision. It
makes for great photos but not necessarily great tea. Tea

planted as a dense monoculture saps soil fast, and the shal-
low root systems of young bushes can’t drink up the deeper
layers of nutrients that older trees can access.

Here the trees have room to breathe, to grow into hulk-
ing sinister things, their bark crusted over by lichen, their
roots entrenched in the earth. Smaller plants sprout up
between the trees, adding critical layers of biodiversity
lacking on plantations.

“It’s not just about the age of the trees,” Paul says. “It’s the
whole environment, that nothing’s been interfered with.”

All this wildness produces a tea with more energy and
intensity than the plantation stuff, though at the cost of a
much lower yield and amuch higher price. But Paul doesn’t
care. “I tell Dabu’s family, ‘It doesn’t matter what it costs me.
Just keep selling your tea to me, not other people.” Finding
this place has taken years of searching and building relation-
ships, and I don’t want anyone to know where it is.”

It’s time to head back to the home of Dabu’s aunt and uncle
below. By now they’re processing the day’s haul of leaves and
we don’t want to miss it.

On the way down the mountain we pass two women hoist-
ing massive bamboo baskets on their backs. They’re on their
way up to pick leaves from a nearby grove, then take them
back to the village where the tea will be wok-fired, rolled,
and dried, then sold either on-site to itinerant merchants
like Paul or at larger markets. We saw these women before,

WHEN IT COMES TO HIGH-
END PU-ERH, TASTE IS

ONLY THE BEGINNING—ITS
ENERGY FLOWS

TO YOUR SHOULDERS, YOUR
CHEST, YOUR BELLY.

casually ambling down the mountain on foot while we strug-
gled our way up by bike. Two hauls a day are typical for them,
one of them tells us after taking a deep drag on her pipe.

Dabu’s aunt Er Lu grabs aload of fresh leaves and uses her
hands to toss them in a massive wood-fired wok.

The teasizzles and sputters, giving off aromas of wilted
greens, caramel, and incense. “She’s cooking the leaves
for longer than usual,” Dabu says, “to drive out some of
the extra humidity.

“This time of year, with this much rain, all bets are off,”
Dabu goes on, explaining that too much rainfall means there’s
no guarantee the tea will be any good, and too much mois-
ture in the air means it takes extra skill to dry it properly.
“You really have to know how to work with the leaves.”

Getting this step right is crucial for good pu-erh. You have
to cook the leaves enough to break them down and drive
away moisture, but not so much that you completely shut off
the enzymes that cause oxidation, as you would if you were
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making green tea. Processed properly, the tea will slowly
oxidize and ferment after it’s dried, transforming over the
years and decades from a sprightly green into an earthy
brown with layers of dried fruit, leather, and petrichor.
Over time, the fresh top notes of the tea fade into something
deeper, almost medicinal. Brackish bitterness becomes a
mellow sweetness that lingers in your throat. The brew
turns silky in the mouth and its warmth slinks through
your body. It’s rib-sticking.

It’s this capacity for aging that’s made pu-erh such an
object of desire, that’s driven prices up a thousandfold over
the past couple of decades. Some old-school drinkers in
Hong Kong won’t even touch the stuff until it’s been aged
for 10 to 30 years—anything younger is too green, they’ll
say, too rough on the stomach.

The weird thingis, in Yunnan, almost no one ages their
tea. Until the pu-erh rush of the past few decades, most
locals didn’t even know you could age pu-erh. Ask producers
today if they have any interest in the stuff and they mostly
respond with a shrug. “I prefer tea that’s bitter first, then
hits you with sweetness later,” one tells me. “Aged pu-erh
is only sweet.”

Once Er Lu finishes cooking the leaves, she rolls and
kneads them by hand to squeeze out even more moisture.
Then she spreads them out onto mats to dry for hours in
the tropical sun. The timing for all of this is critical: Wait
too long to fire the leaves after picking and they may oxi-
dize too much; knead them too little or too long and the
taste won’t be right; dry them on a too-humid day and the
day’s production may brew up cloudy or bland.

Paul gives some of his farmers specifications for how he’d
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like them to process their tea; for other sources he buys the
loose teaasis. From there, he tastes and tastes and tastes,
brewing fresh tea well into the night, as he composes blends
of material from multiple sources for each of his produc-
tions. Once he’s settled on a blend, he’ll take his haul of
maocha—“rough” loose tea—to one of Xishuangbanna’s
many factories where workers in hot, hazy rooms portion
out leaves, steam them for a few seconds until soft and pli-
able, and press them into dense disks called cakes for easy
transport and, ultimately, long-term aging.

After working through a few rounds of tea, Er Lu sits down
with us and the rest of the family for a lunch of wild herbs
dipped in prickly chile sauce, a deeply satisfying chicken
and rice porridge, and refreshing pork and winter melon
soup. And moonshine, of course: the preferred drink of tea
farmers everywhere, cheaper than water and as good for
killing stowaway ticks as for toasting every five minutes,
asyoudo in Yunnan.

IKE MOST PUSHERS, PAUL DOESN’T TALK MUCH

about himself. But you already know him. You went

to high school together, where his uniform was band

T-shirts, baggy jeans, and giant headphones. There

was that one party senior year when you spent hours getting

blazed while he spoke at length about Titian and Nirvana—
then you graduated and never heard from him again.

After getting his degree in fine arts, Paul moved to China

to study Chinese in 2005. He wasn’t a tea drinker then—a

brief stint as marketing director for an Italian wine company

and an obsession with poker kept his attention elsewhere—

and later he only adopted a tea habit as a source of caffeine
to keep him up during hours-long online gaming sessions.
But as he drank his way through the world of tea, he noticed
how he kept getting sucked into pu-erh’s gravity well.

“The first time someone introduced me to really high-
quality old-tree material was when I saw that other teas
just couldn’t hang,” he says. Eventually he amassed more
than he could drink in a lifetime and in 2011 started sell-
ing some of his stash to buy even more. In 2014, White2Tea
became his full-time business. In 2015 he moved from Bei-
jing to Guangzhou in part because he prefers the latter’s
climate for storing and aging pu-erh.

Twice a year, in spring and fall, Paul swaps home in
Guangzhou for a flophouse in Menghai, a small city of
63,000 in Xishuangbanna that thanks to its proximity to
anumber of tea mountains has become one of Yunnan’s
major pu-erh trading centers. It’s a big but concentrated
business: Pu-erh only comes from Yunnan, and only from
the big-leaf assamica variety of the tea plant processed in
a particular way. While you can buy cakes of pu-erh all
over China and across the internet, you never really know
ifyou’re getting what you think you’re getting unless you
buy the maocha yourself and watch over its production.
And even then, farmers and middlemen may swap one lot
for another right under your nose.

And like many dealers of intrigue, Paul prefers not to
show his face on camera. He only agreed to take me around
Yunnan on the condition that we keep him under wraps.
Why the secrecy? “Maybe it’s a Wisconsin thing,” he says.
“But I feel like my face isn’t the point. It’s a conscious deci-
sion to keep me out of the brand.”

That choice reflects his broader frustration with the
teaindustry—both Chinese and Western—that privileges
self-described experts, origin statements, and Orientalist
exoticism over raw product quality, especially consider-
ing how many of those experts exaggerate the rareness
of atea or the age of the trees, or
flat-out lie about where it really
comes from.

“There are statements some
companies make about their tea
thatifyou spend any time here you
know can’t be true.” Paul’s nor-
mally a pretty chill guy, but here
his gentle Midwestern cadence
turns to rancor. “They say these
leaves are from 800-year-old trees
or from that super-rare area. If you know the market prices
for that material, it’s obvious there’s no way. But I can’t say
anything about it, because if you try to be truthful, there’s
athousand vested interests rooting for you to fail.”

So where most tea descriptions are choked with tasting
notes and questionable histories, Paul’s are maddeningly
spare. This year he hit peak obscurantism with a production
he calls the Treachery of Storytelling Pt. 2, which costs $369
forjust 200 grams and features alabel scrawled with purple
text shouting, Magritte style, THIS IS NOT OLD ARBOR PUER.

Published in 2013, Dr. Jinghong Zhang’s book Puer
Tea: Ancient Caravans and Urban Chic is the definitive
English-language text on the subject. Zhang’s chief metaphor
for describing the tea’s complexities, controversies, and con-
tradictionsisjianghu, which translatesliterally as “rivers and

From left: Er Lu rolls,
kneads, and shakes
wok-fired tea leaves
before laying them
out to dry on bamboo
mats; stones com-
press steamed leaves
into dense cakes;
Dabu’s family digs into
a restorative meal.
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Picking tea is tough
work even on flat land.
This picker makes the
1,500-foot climb up

the mountain twice a
day during tea season,
hoisting a bamboo
basket full of leaves on a
wooden shoulder yoke.

lakes” but refers to a storied literary and cultural concept of a
“non-governmental space...[with] its own chaos, full of dangers
and contests” where martial artists and rogue knights converge
and “bandits...declare their tough resistance to authority.”
Those bandits are literal as well as metaphorical. In 2015,
Chinese officials arrested five people for counterfeiting eight
metric tons of tea under the famous Dayi brand, which they
would have been able to sell for almost a million dollars,
aroughly 40-fold profit margin. But for every fraudulent
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tea shipment caught by authorities, countless others slip
through the cracks.

Compared with most teas, sold anonymously through
layers of middlemen, it’d seem that understanding pu-
erh—which has established brands and recognizable
labels—should be more objective. If two people brew two
separate pu-erh cakes from the same production, they
should, in theory, be drinking the same thing. Butit’s that
very presumption of authenticity that makes pu-erh so

confounding and ambiguous. Separating a pu-erh from
the stories built around it comes down to each and every
drinker. Who do you believe, what can you believe, and how
much can you trust your own senses about what’s true?
It’s strange to think that for all of pu-erh’s history—its
primordial heritage in Yunnan, the centuries of human
life built around it—these modern cultural constructs and
obsessions are only a few decades old. When I talked to
Dr. Zhang by phone she told me, “Before the 2000s, the

very definition of pu-erh wasn’t clear to most people in
Yunnan.” Even now, she said, “the so-called art of making
pu-erh is still on the road of being invented.”

Paul’s notinterested in helping anyone understand what
pu-erhisorwhatitreally means. “I'd be thrilled for some-
one else to take that up,” he says. The innate vitality of
the tea matters to him far more than the fluttering factual
details we’re trained to focus on as consumers. Drill too
far down into that stuff, and soon “you’re carrying around
so much baggage that you’re more focused on what some-
thing should be than what it actually is.

“I think people think about this stuff too much,” Paul
goes on. “It’s like trying to think about sex while you’re
having sex—can’t you just enjoy the sex? If you ever try to
describe a high to someone, the words always fall short.”

COUPLE DAYS LATER WE’RE HANGING OUT AT
Paul’s office, a buddy’s no-frills white-walled tea
shop in Menghai.

The word shop suggests a place where you can
actually buy tea, which is a bit of a misnomer in this case,
as Paul’s friend Ge already sold his entire season’s harvest
before it was finished being picked. Ge is from Lao Ban-
zhang, a remote village on Bulang mountain in southern
Xishuangbanna that produces some of the most sought-
after—and counterfeited—pu-erh in Yunnan. So, while you
can’t buy tea at this Menghai storefront, it makes a nice
place for friends and family to hang out and drink. Ge can
spare the rent. Paul suspects his tea brings in half a mil-
lion dollars a year.

THE TEA IS AN OBJECT

OF OBSESSION, A MODERN
LUXURY WITH A CULT
FOLLOWING AND INVESTORS
THIRSTY TO CASH

IN ON A GOLD RUSH.

Pu-erh from Lao Banzhangis prized less for its taste than for
its strength of somatic character, what Paul calls “body feel”
and some tea people refer to as gi, literally “breath” or “energy
flow.” When it comes to Chinese tea, especially high-end pu-
erh, tasteis only the beginning. A tea’s g hits you deeper than
any flavor. It flows to your shoulders, your chest, your belly.
It can creep between tight joints and turn your muscles into
jelly and make your skull feel like it’s being caressed under
your skin. There’s pleasant gi and unpleasant gi; this Lao Ban-
zhang we’re drinking delivers bombastic gi. A few sipsin and
I'm already sweating. A few more and my chest feels like a
furnace. My knee pits are drenched—did you know knee pits
could sweat?—which I only register by reaching down and
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HOW PU-ERH
BECOMES PU-ERH

Depending on how you look at it, processing
pu-erh from fresh leaves to finished tea
takes as little as a day or as long as decades.
Here’s a cheat sheet to understanding the
life of pu-erh, from tree to cup.

All tea is made from Camellia sinensis, but to
be pu-erh, the leaves must be from the large-leaf
C. sinensis var. assamica, grown in Yunnan
Province, and processed to encourage oxidation
and microbial fermentation.

You’ll find pu-erh bushes densely packed on
plantations, but many obsessives go after tea
made from old-arbor trees in wild, spread-
out forest groves. Ancient trees—some centu-
ries old—draw more complex nutrients

from the soil for a tea with richer character.

First, the leaves are picked by hand, then
laid out on long beds indoors to wither.

The withered leaves are then tossed in
massive woks by hand. This “kill green”
step drives out moisture from the leaves
and moderates enzymes that would
cause excessive oxidation.
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touching them, because I can’t feel my legs anymore.

T have to turn a fan on my face because the high is getting too intense.
Everything is sunlight and the world tastes ecstatic and someone in the
distance is saying something fascinating and I want to write it down but
the pen keeps slipping out of my fingers.

Paul and his buddies are used to this kind of juice. I'm not. Very little gen-
uine Lao Banzhang makes its way to the Western market. Even in China,
most of the good stuffis scooped up fast by plutocrats with money to burn.

Fortunately a street vendor is passing by with rods of bamboo stuffed with
sticky rice that he grills over a portable charcoal stove. We take a breather
and eat for awhile. The rush slows, but half an hour later the teais still danc-
ing in my throat. We move to another tea and carry on drinking time. The
hours taste like minutes.

ITknow how all this sounds. There’s alot of dreamy language that makes
its way into tea culture, but good pu-erh really is drugs. You do have to

ILLUSTRATIONS: MUTI - FOLIO ART

practice the high, though. Pay close attention to what’s happening to your
body. The effect is different for everyone, because you need to meet the
tea halfway, open yourself up to what it’s telling you. But when it hits you,
you know. I’'ve drunk pu-erh as soft and warm as a down comforter on a
winter morning; another as exhilarating as that first deep breath of moun-
tain air on a hike through the woods. One bad trip sent me spiraling into
a panic so severe I had to pop a Xanax to calm down.

AUL’S FRIEND XIAO CHEN RUNS ANOTHER TEA SHOP IN

Menghai. Business has been slow this week, so he’s agreed to drive

Paul and me around to eat noodles and shop for water buffalo meat

while pointing out all the edible fruits, plants, and bark you can find
along the road. Today we’re makinga trip to visit his girlfriend’s family in Ya
Kou Lao Zhai on Nannuo mountain.

The leaves are then rolled and kneaded to
develop flavor and aroma while driving off
additional moisture. Finally, they’re sun-dried.

Most pu-erh is then compressed into
dense cakes with heavy stones or hydraulic
presses. People originally pressed the tea
to make it easier to transport over long
distances. Now they continue the practice
to facilitate better storage and aging.

An alternative to this “raw”-style

pu-erh is “ripe” pu-erh, made from
leaves that compost in big, humid piles
for a few months, which accelerates
the aging process to mimic the taste

of vintage tea. It’s generally less expen-
sive than raw but also less complex.

THE MANY SHAPES OF PU-ERH

40

mushroom = jin cha cake = chabing
brick = cha zhuan bowl =tuo cha

The tea can be pressed into a number of
shapes, and the degree of compression also
impacts how the tea will age. The tighter

a cake is compressed, the slower it ages.

Now the tea is ready for its journey across the
world for drinking or aging. A pu-erh’s storage
climate influences how it ages: A cake

stored for 10 years in Hong Kong will taste
different from one in Seattle. Naturally, pu-erh
nerds obsess about where and how their

tea was stored as much as how it was grown.
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WHAT’S IN A LABEL?

Pu-erh labels often offer frustrat-
ingly little information, and

what they do share is often inaccu-
rate. There’s no regulation about
origins, age statements, even what
brand produced a tea.

You might see a sequence of
four numbers on a cake, like
7542. Pu-erh people call these
codes recipes, which refer to
specific factory blends. The first
two digits correspond to the
year the blend was introduced
(not the year the cake was
pressed)—in this case, 1975.
The third digit corresponds to
the size of the leaves (graded
1-9). The fourth refers to the
factory; 2 is the Menghai Tea
Factory, and 7542 is their most
prestigious recipe.

But arecipe is far from a guar-
antee. Quality varies by year and
season; it even depends on where
the tea is aged. So the best way

to read a label? Ignore it and taste
the tea on its own terms.
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Teahasbeen good to Nannuo. An hour away from Meng-
hai with decent roadways, it’s one of the more accessible
mountains in Xishuangbanna. The pu-erh grown here com-
mands only a fraction of the price of Lao Banzhang’s, but
in Ya Kou Lao Zhai, the second highest village on Nannuo,
the streetis lined with solar-powered lamps and McMan-
sions all built within the last decade. Xiao Chen’s girlfriend
Wang Hong Ying greets us by the door of one.

In the past, Hong Ying’s family grew more corn than tea,
but as the pu-erh boom took off, they, like many families,
changed their priorities. Hong Ying is just 21 years old, but
she brews tea with studied grace and precision. She, her
brother, and her father are all practiced tea producers; the
teawe’re drinking now was processed by her brother, Hong

Cai, who’s all of 24 but already making impressive tea
with a deep sweetness and calming energy. “What do
you think of your brother’s tea?” I ask. She smiles,

demure. “It’s...alittle more aggressive than the way I

5
%&‘5‘3} make it. More masculine.” Hong Caibreaks a sheep-

ish grin to take another sip. He’s the tea maker

§ who likes his pu-erh bitter first, then sweet; Hong
' % Ying is after more softness and elegance. “We’re

¢ ”; each other’s teacher,” he says.

o For lunch, we move from the patio to a small

[N
AP wooden shelter on stilts connected to but dwarfed

by the giant modern house. Up until a year ago, this creak-
ing one-room dwelling was what three generations of Hong
Ying’s family called home. Five decades of soot and smoke
are baked into the walls from the bonfire in the center of
the floor. Hong Ying is cooking with her mother, Li A Zhen,
afeast of greens from the mountain, sour preserved bam-
boo, and some especially delicious grubs fried as crisp as
potato chips.

Task Mom what she thinks of her kids getting into pu-erh.
“I'want them to make their own choices and do whatever
makes them happy,” she says. Hong Cai admits he’s young
and that he doesn’t know what the future holds for him
yet. But even in his lifetime he’s seen how much his vil-
lage has to gain from the tea—as well as what it might lose.
“We worry about the pollution from the cars,” he explains.
Just afew generations ago, mules were still the dominant
mode of transportation around here. Now there’s a car in
every driveway and more on the road from tourists looking
to buy tea and hike through the forest. “The more money
people here make, the more they drive.”

We return to the patio after lunch to drink more tea and
snack on cucumbers as fat as grapefruits and as sweet as
melons. Then we spot Quezi, a relative of the family who’s
also in the tea business, ambling down the street with a
bundle of greens under his arm.

Quezidoesn’tlike pu-erh that much, he says. He’d rather
drink hot water. “And I like to have a smoke and some alcohol
every day,” adds the 74-year-old. I ask him what’s changed
in the village since pu-erh took off. “Look around you,” he
says, laughing and gesturing toward the road and the bas-
ketball hoop in the neighbor’s driveway. “Everything. They
repaired the roads and we make more money. But now we
feel like what we have isn’t enough, that we need to do bet-
ter. The next generation can do better.”

On the other side of the table, Hong Ying is rinsing out

Wang Hong Ying
savors a pu-erh
processed by her
brother, Hong Cai.
Paul sells their tea in
a Sister Brother set,
so customers can

compare the siblings’

processing styles.

her gaiwan—a 4-ounce lidded bowl—for the next batch
of leaves. The idea is to brew the tea briefly with a lot of
leaves, then re-brew the leaves again and again. The flavor
and character evolves from the first to the fifth to the 10th
brew. It’s all part of an unceremonial but meticulous pro-
cess that’s not at all native to Yunnan. When buyers from
Taiwan, Hong Kong, and elsewhere on the mainland came
to the province to buy tea, they brought the style of brew-
ing with them; now it’s ubiquitous.

Queziremembers a time when everyone was more casual
about the whole thing. “We’d set a big kettle over the stove
and throwin some tealeaves and let it all boil,” he says. “You
didn’t need to measure or anything. And after we drank

the tea we’d add more water and boil it again, and do that at
least five times. The more you do it, the sweeter the tea gets.”

Hong Ying pours water into the gaiwan, then decants the
brew into a pitcher, then pours into thimble-size cups. At
this point we’ve been drinking for well over an hour and
I’'m alittle high again. Paul’s sipping silently, looking out
onto the road, and I’'m chewing on the central contradic-
tion of drinking pu-erh at its source: that as much as it is
central to life here, the one thing you won’t hear is any kind
of dogma about what tea is or how it should be consumed.

One idea does persist. As Dr. Zhang, chronicler of pu-
erh’s allure and culture, putsit: “There’s a sense that once
youdrink pu-erh, all other tea is useless.” m
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TEA HUNTER’S

BREAKFAST

In Yunnan, this savory soup with myriad mix-ins

is a common way to fuel up for the day

f you’re gearing up for a day of tea
hunting, you’re going to need a big
breakfast. In ’Banna—shorthand for
Xishuangbanna Prefecture in south-
ern Yunnan—that almost always means a
bowl of noodle soup called mi xian or mi
gan, depending on the kind of noodle you
order. In big cities and small towns, locals
pack bare-bonesnoodle shops by midmorn-
ing, hunching over knee-high tables to slurp
tender rice noodles and arich pork broth
fortified with ground pork. An order of soup
arrives with some assembly required: It’s up
to each customer to season his own bowl to
hisliking with the dozen-plus condiments
at anearby table. At the best shops, these
include homemade roasted chile pastes, local
mountain herbs, and an array of pickled veg-
etables. Because those condiments take the
lead, the broth is intentionally simple; resist
the urge to complicate it. Instead, simmer
the broth in giant batches, then customize
individual bowls with these toppings.

1. PICKLED CHILES: Pick-

led Thai bird chiles
add tanginess to what
would otherwise be
straight heat.

2. CHILE OIL: Store-
bought is good; home-
made is better (see
page 22 for recipe).

3. GARLIC CHIVES: Also
called Chinese chives,
these lend oniony
flavor and crunch.

4.MSG: Monosodium
glutamate is as com-
mon as table salt in
Yunnan, and a little
punches up the com-
plexity of the broth.

5.MINT: Loads and
loads of mint add a
welcome astringency
and note of freshness.

6. PORK: Boiling
ground pork results
in meat that is tender
and not at all greasy.

7.SCALLIONS: Thinly

sliced raw scallions

add bite and a burst
of color.

8. SESAME SEEDS:
Sprinkle on top for
texture and a subtle
nutty flavor.

9.SPICY PORK: The
best-outfitted noodle
shops in Yunnan will
also slide some chile-
spiced fatty pork into
your bowl.

10. BLACK VINEGAR:
Sour ingredients are
essential to Yunnan
cuisine, represented
here with mild—and
mildly sweet—Chinese
black vinegar.

11. CHILE PASTE: Use
one with a short ingre-
dient list like sambal
oelek, made with
chiles, salt, and vinegar
for the cleanest flavor.

Yunnan-Style Breakfast
Noodle Soup

SERVES 4

Active: 35 min. * Total: 3 hr. 35 min.

This popular breakfast in China’s
Yunnan Province starts with fresh
rice noodles and ground meatina
bare-bones pork broth, then gets
customized with as many as a dozen
condiments. Yunnan mixian noodles
(round and spaghettilike) or migan
(flat and wide) are traditional, but
any size rice noodle works, and dried
varieties are fine in a pinch. Find
freshrice noodlesinthe refrigerated
section at most Asian markets.

For the broth:
5 Ib.pork bones
Y% tsp.koshersalt

For the meat and noodles:
Kosher salt
3% oz.porkshoulder, thinly
sliced
Fermented chile bean paste
(doubanjiang), to taste
Y2 Ib. ground pork
16 oz.freshrice noodles

To serve:
Black vinegar
Chile oil
Chile paste, such as sambal
oelek
Fresh mint leaves
Garlic chives (Chinese
chives), chopped
Pickled mustard greens,
chopped
Pickled red chiles, thinly
sliced
Scallions, thinly sliced
Sesame seeds
Kosher salt
MSG

1 Make the broth: Fill a large stock-
pot halfway with water and bring
to arapid boil over high heat. Care-
fully add the pork bones and cook,
undisturbed, for 5 minutes. Remove
the bones using a slotted spoon and

reserve. Discard the liquid. Clean out
the pot and place back on the stove.
Add the bones and fill with enough
water to cover (about 18 cups).
Bring to a boil, then reduce to a
simmer. Cook, undisturbed, until
the broth is flavorful and reduced,

3 hours. Strain through a fine-mesh
strainer and discard the solids (you
should have 8 cups broth). Use broth
immediately, or let cool, then chill up
to 2 days.

2 When ready to serve, reheat the
broth over medium-high heat until
any fat has been melted. Add % tsp.
kosher salt and up to 1 cup water to
dilute and stretch the broth slightly.

3 Make the pork: Meanwhile, fill a
medium saucepan with 2 inches
water and bring to a boil. Season
with 2 pinches of salt and add the
pork shoulder. Cook until tender and
no longer pink, 3 minutes. Using a
slotted spoon, remove the pork to

a bowl (reserve the cooking water).
Stir in the fermented chile bean
paste, and cover the bowl with foil.

4 Bring the cooking water back

to a boil and add the ground pork.
Cook, breaking it into small pieces
with a wooden spoon, until just
cooked through, about 8 minutes.
Remove the ground pork to a sepa-
rate small bowl and cover with foil.

5 Make the noodles: Add enough
additional warm water to the pot
to cook the noodles in. Bring to a
simmer over high heat, then add
the rice noodles and cook until
tender, about 30 seconds.

6 Using tongs, divide the noodles
between 4 soup bowls. Divide the
broth between the bowls to cover
the noodles. Garnish with mint.

7 Serve with the chopped and
ground pork, black vinegar, chile
oil, chile paste, mint, garlic chives,
pickled mustard greens, pickled
chiles, scallions, sesame seeds,
salt, and MSG for topping.
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