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In the same way a coffee connoisseur wouldn’t dream of buying 
instant coffee, a tea purist wouldn’t touch a teabag. A visit to 
Christchurch’s specialty tea sellers will show you why using loose-leaf 
tea is a sign of good taste, redefining the meaning of a good brew. 

“People think tea is bitter; it’s not. New Zealanders have been told 
this, which is why we add milk and sugar to our tea – because it’s so 
awful,” Martin Phelan, who owns The T Shop in Merivale, says.

A lifelong lover of the beverage, Martin says 95 per cent of the tea 
drunk in the eastern world is full-leaf tea, but 95% of tea drunk in 
the western world is brewed from teabags. The majority of us are 
committing a terrible tea sin, but it’s not our impatient dunking or 
ruthless squishing that is killing our cuppa; it’s what is in the bag.  

Have you ever been told teabags are filled with sweepings off the 
factory floor? That’s a myth with merit. Once tea leaves are picked, 
they must be dried, and fans once played a significant role in the 
process. To ensure tea leaves don’t compost, the air must be kept 
circulating, but the fans used to do this knocked small bits of leaf or 
dust off the drying tables and on to the floor. These became known as 
fannings and were taken home by the workers. 

“It’s the stuff that was given away to the peasants, because the tea 
drinkers wouldn’t have it,” Martin says.

When teabags were invented, a new use for fannings arose. Full tea 
leaves expand in hot water and break teabags, but if they’re cut into 
pieces, expansion is no longer a problem. The grade of tea used in 
teabags is still called fannings, but it’s no longer remnants off the floor. 
Instead, it’s the mulchings of machines driven through the tea plants, 
shredding leaves into small particles. It’s a process that leaves a bitter 
taste in the mouth. 

“In a nutshell, a cup of full-leaf tea, made correctly, carries 
antioxidants, polyphenols, taste and is a positive fluid, and is beneficial 
to your system. Teabags, because of the way the leaf is cut … create 
acid. It’s a bitterness. The moment you have any bitterness, there are 
no antioxidants or polyphenols, because they can’t survive in acid. 
There is no flavour, because the acid has burnt it off, and what people 
mistake for flavour is tannic acid,” Martin explains.

He stopped dunking after learning this lesson from a doctor, but 10 

Second to water, tea is the most popular drink in the world, but in the western world, we’re drinking 
the dregs. Can the tea industry ever gain the momentum of coffee’s high? 
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years ago, he couldn’t find quality loose-leaf tea in New Zealand. 
To fill the obvious void and to satisfy his own drinking habits, Martin 

began sourcing loose-leaf tea from around the world. He made his 
first sale at the Dunedin Farmers Market five years ago and today his 
Merivale kiosk stocks 120 to 130 tea varieties. A third are from single 
tea estates, a third arrive blended, and the rest are blended by Martin 
and his partner, Kim Fleming. Each week, they hand-blend 50kg to 
80kg of tea, adapting the recipes to keep flavours consistent. 

All tea comes from the same plant, Camellia sinensis, so, in theory, 
tea can be produced anywhere a camellia grows well. New Zealand 
has a successful grower in the Waikato. Vincent Chen’s 25 hectares 
boast a million plants, producing oolong tea that’s sold for as much as 
$9 a gram. Martin says it’s taken Vincent more than 10 years to reach 
commercial growing status and much of his produce heads straight to 
Shanghai, where the price is more palatable. 

Tea is affected by climatic factors such as rainfall and sunshine hours, 
making each season’s crop slightly different. If it’s a bad season for a 
particular blend, Martin won’t stock it. If your favourite Darjeeling is 
going through a rough patch, try a different one, he suggests. 

“It’s like, do you like chardonnay, or do you like Oyster Bay 
chardonnay? If there is no Oyster Bay in the pub you go to, do you still 
drink chardonnay?” 

Asian immigrants and the well-travelled are bringing an appreciation 
of tea to Christchurch. However, tea remains a grossly overlooked 
beverage, according to Martin. “There is more tea drunk in a single 
day than there is coffee drunk in a week,” but the tea industry in New 
Zealand remains where the coffee industry was 20 years ago. 

Shih-Yen Chen took a punt on tea when he opened his Riccarton 
shop Tea’sme Specialty Teas several years ago. 

“When I first came to New Zealand in ’92, you pay $3 for filter 
coffee and now, if people sold filter coffee, people would be 
disappointed,” he says. “They sell 10 cups of coffee to one cup of 
tea.” It’s a statistic that made people sceptical about his idea for a tea 
shop in Church Corner Mall, but he saw infinite potential.

“At time [2007], it wasn’t so much like this, but I hoped it would 
become the next China Town.” 

Over the past few years, the European-run shops have slowly 
been replaced by Asian-owned and operated ones, boosting Shih-
Yen’s business. Many Asian students from Riccarton, Burnside and 
Avonhead drop in after school for a cup of bubble tea. 

Invented by the Taiwanese 20 years ago, bubble tea is a brew of 
loose-leaf tea mixed with fruit extract, creamer or flavoured syrup, 
combined with ice and shaken in a cocktail shaker. Shih-Yen says 
the drink was probably named after the sweet potato and caramel 

There is more tea drunk in a single 
day than there is coffee drunk in a 
week. ”

Martin Phelan



tapioca pearls that can be added to the mix and sucked up through a 
wide straw. Or, perhaps it’s the way the drink froths up after it’s been 
shaken. 

From a blackboard full of flavours, I chose Caramel Milk Tea and was 
pleasantly surprised. Black Formosa tea – Shih-Yen’s “house black” – 
was blended with creamer, caramel syrup and ice and served in a cup 
sealed with a plastic cover with cute Asian cartoons. It tasted delicious 
and left me wondering how Strawberry Black or Chocolate Earl Grey 
would compare. 

The novel drink bar complements the loose-leaf tea side of the 
business, which sells teas from 13 countries. Many of the teas hail from 
Taiwan, with the oolong varieties grown on Shih-Yen’s family tea farm. 

White tea is the young bud of the tea leaf, picked in the first week to 
10 days of the season, he explains. Leaves picked later become green 
and black varieties. Green and white tea leaves are neither oxidised 
nor weathered, while black tea leaves are completely weathered by 
the sun and fully oxidised. Anything in between is an oolong tea.

All tea comes from the same plant, but it’s not created equal. For 
example, it’s impossible to get The Great White Rope blend, which 
originally came from just two plants, Shih-Yen says. “It used to go to 
the emperors; now probably the presidents.” 

Shih-Yen has been in New Zealand for 18 years, but his passion for 
tea hasn’t faded. “We live and breathe with this.”  

“I try and drink as much green and white tea as 
possible, for health benefits. After sport, I’ll drink a 
raspberry-leaf tea, which is good for muscles,” he 
says, pointing to the herbal teas he sources from 
Chinese medicine suppliers. 

The performance element of preparing tea is often 
lost in western cultures. Shih-Yen’s demonstration 
of a Chinese way of serving tea turns a simple 
cuppa into an intricate series of movements. Once 
his traditional teapot is filled with hot water, it is 
rotated 15 times in one direction and then 15 times 
the other way to not only mix the flavour but to get 
the timing right for the perfect brew. 

Tea is never poured from the teapot directly into 
cups, but instead into a tea vessel – a bowl a similar 
size to the teapot – ensuring the tea’s consistency is 
uniform. The first pour into the tea vessel is tipped 
out, to filter out dust and reduce caffeine. Guests 
might receive one handle-less cup, or a small tray 
holding two cups, one from which to drink and a 
tall skinny one to smell. “The aroma gets trapped 
and you can always smell it when you’re drinking.” 

The tea pourer constantly tops up his guests’ tiny cups, ensuring the 
flow of conversation is never interrupted and the tea drunk is always 
hot. 

Jasmine Pat was quick to get on the tea wagon after recognising its 
beautifying properties. Having long battled skin allergies, she became 
hooked on a beauty range that utilised white tea and sold loose-
leaf tea alongside its creams and cleansers. She established her own 
company, China White, and began importing organic white tea leaves 
through an agent in 2006.

“I started selling through friends and family and people I knew, 
and then through word of mouth. In my first month, I sold over 100 
bags.” 

Tea connoisseur Martin Phelan doesn’t dunk, but searches the world for quality loose-leaf tea.
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Peach blossom burst tea, before and after; rosebud tea.

I try and drink as much green and 
white tea as possible, for health 
benefits. After sport, I’ll drink a 
raspberry-leaf tea, which is good for 
muscles.

”
Shih-Yen Chen



Shih-Yen Chen, of Tea’sme Specialty Teas, has been converting people to bubble teas.

Nabila Saadon, Argus Chan, Jonathan Loh and Anni Chen enjoy a tea break.
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Tea v coffee
Ever hear the rumour tea has more caffeine than coffee? It’s 
hogwash. If you compare a coffee bean with its equivalent 
weight in tea, there might be more caffeine in the tea, but one 
bean doesn’t make a full cup of coffee.
“There is about four times the amount of caffeine in coffee than 
there is in a black tea,” concludes Martin Phelan, from The T 
Shop. 
The caffeine in tea is slowly released into your system, giving 
you a two to three-hour glow instead of coffee’s instant hit. 
Martin says this fact was recognised during the industrial 
revolution, when employers noticed an increase in work rates 
following a break for tea. Thus, every few hours, we are given … 
tea breaks.

Is a chai latte the same as  
loose-leaf chai tea? 
“What people buy as a chai latte in a café bears very little 
resemblance to a chai [tea],” Martin says. 
Chai lattes are made using a commercial powder or syrup, not 
brewed using loose-leaf tea. The use of a syrup, in particular, 
sends the sugar content sky-high. “It’s about the same as having 
four or five teaspoons of sugar in a cup,” Martin says.
Loose-leaf chai is not sweet. 
Martin recommends brewing it for five or six minutes and 
thickening it with condensed milk. 
“People go ‘oh, I couldn’t use condensed milk’, and I go ‘well, 
it carries about a third of the calories of your chai latte you’re 
going to buy in the café’.” 

Why bag tea?
The teabag was invented quite by accident. An American tea 
merchant, who needed to send samples of his tea to prospective 
buyers, filled squares of silk with his produce, tied them with 
string, added a label and popped them in the post. Recipients 
were unsure what to do with their little bag, and at least one 
popped it in a cup of hot water. 
“About two weeks later, he started getting orders: ‘I want 500 of 
these little bags’,” says Martin. 

Unravelling TEA myThsChina White’s organic ice tea range was just an idea when Jasmine 
won a spot on the New Zealand television show Dragons’ Den. 

“I was really excited, but I was in a mad panic because I only had six 
weeks to get the finished product.” 

Jasmine pitched her business idea and received an investment 
proposal from property tycoon Sir Bob Jones. However, she declined 
his offer and instead took the publicity generated by the programme 
and ran with it. Similar investor proposals since, as well as an offer to 
buy her out, have also been rejected. 

My impatient reach for a teapot of China White’s original blend was 
interrupted. 

“White tea takes a good 10 minutes,” according to Jasmine. “It’s 
really subtle, slightly sweet, and also has a slightly nutty flavour.”

She claims white tea contains about five times more antioxidants 
than green tea. 

“And also there’s less caffeine in the white tea. Black tea, for 
instance, has about 40g of caffeine per serving, and coffee has 80g. 
Green tea has 25g and white tea has 20g.” 

Every month, 30kg of organic white tea leaves from the Fujian 
province of China are air-freighted to Jasmine’s door. Like the other 
Christchurch tea merchants, Jasmine then packages the loose-leaf tea 
herself. She sends a portion to a processing plant for her ice tea range, 
where an extraction process produces large volumes of tea every six to 
eight weeks. At the bottling plant, fresh ingredients such as organic 
New Zealand clover honey, ginseng, and echinacea are added and up 
to 5000 bottles of Blush, Grace and Quench are sent to market. 

With so many ways to experience tea, there’s little reason to reach 
for a teabag. New Zealand’s tea industry might not have caught up 
with the coffee boom yet, but there’s definitely something stirring in 
the tea leaves.  

Jasmine Pat is quenching a thirst for white loose-leaf tea.
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When using a teapot, add one teaspoon of loose-leaf tea per cup of water, plus 
one for the pot, if you plan on making a second brew. 
“Only put enough water in the teapot as you’re going to pour out straight away,” 
advises Martin Phelan, of The T Shop. “That way, when you pour the tea, you’ve 
poured all the water out. The leaves are left dry in the teapot, waiting for the next 
water to go on to them. That’s how you get your second pot.”

Tea leaves have enough juice in them to make more than one cup, so, despite 
costing more than teabags at the outset, you still get your money’s worth. A 
teaspoon of Tea’sme’s oolong leaves makes at least four cups of tea.

White tea: Brew for 10 minutes, “because it’s really delicate and quite subtle,” 
says Jasmine Pat, of China White. “It’s best to use hot water, not boiling hot. 
What I do is boil a kettle, and I just let the water sit for five minutes.” 

Breakfast-style tea or black tea: “My recommendations are you use boiling 
water ... and you brew for three to five minutes, depending on how strong 
you like it – because it’s your cup of tea. If you’re going to add milk, brew it 
longer, like towards the five-minute mark,” Martin says.

If you have bought a new type of tea, always taste it before adding milk, 
as fresh hand-picked tea varies in taste. It’s not a sin to add milk or sugar 
to tea, says Martin, who might add milk one day but not the next. “It’s like 
having a sandwich; do you add mustard to your ham, or not?”

Keep loose tea leaves well sealed. “Don’t stick them in glass and stick them 
on the windowsill. They’ll last about two weeks,” Martin says.

Avoid plunger pots. If you have to use one, leave the plunger at the top and 
use it merely as a filtering tool. Plunging breaks the leaves, which will make 
tea bitter. If the plunger holds more than one cup, the tea left in it will be 
overbrewed by the time you pour your second cup. 

You can tell a lot by a tea’s aroma. “What you smell should be around three-
quarters of what you taste. If you like the smell, you’ll probably like the taste. 
If you don’t like the smell, the chances are you probably won’t like the taste,” 
advises Martin. If you detect any mustiness or dust, don’t buy the tea. 

To make ice tea, add cold water to tea and refrigerate overnight. 
“Tea tastes different hot and cold, but any tea can be used 
for ice tea,” says Tea’sme’s Shih-Yen Chen. “Cold 
water stops it from tasting bitter, and keeps 
the minerals and vitamins.” Jasmine says 
adding freshly picked mint to white tea 
makes a nice cold drink.
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