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LONG-TERM
STORAGE OF
PUERH TEA

Wu De

This article was originally published in two
parts in The Leaf Magazine (www.the-leaforg).
Wu De cut down the content and updated
some of the information for us. Theres a lot
to say about aging puerh. If you're interest-
ed, check out the original as well.
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I here is always a commotion

in the world of puerh con-
cerning the proper way to store tea
and create fine vintages—a teahouse
bustling with friendly discussions,
arguments, laughter and wisdom in
both English and Chinese alike. Like
so many topics floating around the
global teahouse, there are a lot of ru-
mors, conjecture and even misinfor-
mation offered up between sips. And
like most things, mastery only comes
with experience. In the meantime,
we have to seek out as many trust-
worthy sources as we can, and rely
on a rational comparison of them
all based on whatever experience we
have acquired—although sometimes
common sense and even intuition
can lead us to teachers with a better,
deeper understanding of these mat-
ters.

One problem we find is that,
especially in the English-speaking tea
world, there are too few people with
real, lasting experience aging puerh.
We are, of course, indebted to the few
Chinese who have braved the topic in
English, but otherwise most of what
you read is not based on any real
foundation—it’s teahouse rumors
and conjecture. It seems obvious that
someone who has only been storing
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tea for a couple of years cannot have
anything of substance to say about
long-term storage. We have been
storing puerh for fifteen years, and
yet we still would rather go to mas-
ters like Zhou Yu or Paul Lin, who
have been watching tea change for
more than thirty years, seeking any
information on the transformation
of puerh over long periods, as well
as how to make sure such teas reach
their highest potential. I trust their
wisdom not just for its profundity
and breadth alone—they have been
teaching tea almost as long as I have
been alive, after all—but also because
I have tasted many of the teas they
have aged into maturity and found
them all exquisite.

Even more problematic is the
idea that you can learn about aging
and aged tea by drinking new tea.
The tea room now is a bit rowdy
with the opinions of people who
have drunk little to no aged puerh.
You can’t sample a few different kinds
of tea from any genre and expect to
have any kind of grasp on its flavor
profile. I drank aged puerh from the
Qing Dynasty, Antique, Masterpiece
and Qi Zi eras almost daily for five
years, sampling every vintage, and
many of them several times, before

I felt even a little confident when
commenting on the characteris-
tics of the genre itself. I really don’t
mean to come off snobby or elitist
in saying this. Almost all the great
teas I drank werent ones I myself
owned. I was just really fortunate
to meet some of the great masters,
and through no worth of my own to
be given wisdom and steeped teas I
often felt and/or was undeserving of.
Anyway, for much of the time that
I have been drinking vintage puerh
it wasn't as special or rare an experi-
ence as it is today. As I said, I don’t
mean to boast; I made this point
merely to express the common sense
that without a lot of experience, one
really should do more listening than
talking. You wouldn’t expect some-
one to write a substantial, meaning-
ful article on oolong tea, for exam-
ple, if they hadn’t tried hundreds of
kinds—enough times to develop an
experiential wisdom worth listening
to. Similarly, a handful of sessions
with a few aged teas is not enough
for one to understand the genre. And
one thing all masters I've ever met
have concordantly exclaimed is that
when it comes to storing puerh tea
for a long time, the only way to really
understand which new teas are ideal,
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and how to store them propertly, is to
drink a whole lot of well-aged puerh.
The need for a substantial

experiential foundation in the genre
of vintage puerh in order to really
explore proper storage seems rather
obvious to me. The problem, how-
ever, is that the growth of the puerh
industry has led to dramatic price
increases of vintage puerh—to levels
that are often well beyond any realis-
tic value. Those of us who were lucky
enough to drink and collect all the
great vintages did so at a time when
they were much cheaper than now. I
paid 300 USD for my first cake of
Hong Yin (Red Mark). Now they are
often sold for more than $70,000.
I would, of course, never pay that
price even if I could afford it. This
incredible price increase has effec-
tively pushed the enjoyment of vin-
tage puerh into the hands of the few
wealthy tea lovers who can manage
to pay for it. Unfortunately, the Chi-
nese saying “those without grapes call
the wine sour” all too often applies
to many of the conversations one

can hear as one strolls around the
teahouse: some people dismissing
this or that vintage more out of such
jealousy than a real understanding of
its nature.

Leaning heavily on the wis-
dom of my masters, as well as my
experience drinking a whole lot of
vintage teas these years, I would like
to explore the controversial topic of
puerh storage. Much of the topic is
unknown and mysterious; but some
predominant truths became clear as I
had many, many conversations about
storing puerh with people like Zhou
Yu, Lin Ping Xiang, Chen Zhi Tong
and other tea teachers, as well as var-
ious biology and agricultural profes-
sors at universities in Taiwan and in
Yunnan, and even some of the old
timers in Hong Kong. While we do
have a decent-sized collection of old
tea at the center, and I have drunk
my way through all the old vintages,
I still feel that these are the men we
all need to be listening to, rather than
the teahouse rumors that all too often
lead back to urban legends, insub-

stantial conjecture, and worse yet,
even back to vendors who are merely
marketing their own products.

Wet versus Dry

Traditionally, all puerh tea was
aged “wet”, and for that reason Chi-
nese people often call wet storage,
“traditional storage.” There are some
well-aged teas that were dry stored,
but most of them were accidental,
like the famous 88 Qing Bing which
was kept on a floating shelf near the
ceiling due to a lack of storage space.
The whole concept of intentionally
dry storing puerh is therefore a rela-
tively recent development, especially
when you consider that people have
been aging puerh tea for millenia.

It is important to understand
the difference between oxidation and
fermentation—often confused by
the fact that there is but one Chi-
nese term for both: “fz xiao (4 8%).”
While fermentation also utilizes oxy-
gen, it relates more to cellular break-
down caused by the presence of bac-
teria. Puerh tea is unique in that it is
covered in bacteria: the jungle trees
themselves are teeming with it, as are
the villages where the tea is processed.
When the cakes are steamed and
compressed, more bacteria and other
microorganisms make their home in
the cakes. As a result, puerh cakes are
truly alive—packed with colonies of
fungi, bacteria and mold. Penicil-
lium chrysogenum, Rhbizopus chinensis
and Aspergillus clavatus are just a few
examples of mold colonies natural
to puerh tea. All puerh tea is moldy,
in other words. Puerh tea has always
been fermented, and throughout his-
tory many ways of going about this
have been developed, though storage
for long periods is the oldest and best
method.

In order for the bacteria to
do their work, puerh needs a humid
environment, some oxygen and heat.
One of the reasons puerh was always
stored in Southeast China, Hong
Kong, Taiwan, Vietnam and Malay-
sia is the seasonal fluctuation of these
variables. In the spring, the humid-
ity goes up and the tea absorbs more
moisture. The heat of summer then
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encourages the fermentation process
(filling the whole center with the
strong fragrance of tea); the Autumn
acts as a kind of buffer, as the humid-
ity and heat decrease slowly; and then
the tea “rests” in the winter, when the
humidity and heat are much lower.
Much more goes into storing puerh
than just the humidity level, in other
words. It does indeed need moisture
and heat, though you might say that
in order to remain healthy, the bac-
teria and other microorganisms in
and on the tea, which cause the very
fermentation that results in the mag-
ical transformation of puerh tea over
time, need oxygen, humidity and
heat. And that’s the tripod that sup-
ports the aging of all puerh tea. The
seasonal variations only complicate
the process and show with greater
clarity the beauty and dexterity with
which Nature wields her creative
powers.

Teas that are too dry will die.
And you must view your cakes as liv-
ing things. A friend recently visited
us from London. Since we are both
lovers of Zhou Yu’s teas, we drank
some nice 2005 and 2006 cakes.
He was shocked. By the end of his
trip, after visiting Zhou Yu and try-
ing some of these teas again, he said
he realized that his teas were in fact
dying in the part of England he lives
in, as the humidity is too low and/or
the seasonal fluctuations in tempera-
ture/moisture/oxygen aren't suitable.
We've had similar results comparing
the same tea stored here and in Rus-
sia.

Today, when we say that one
should “dry store” one’s high-qual-
ity teas, this means in a place where
the humidity is neither too high nor
too low; a place that obeys the sea-
sonal fluctuations that makes puerh
healthy, which is why I actually prefer
the term “well stored” to calling such
tea “dry stored”. Given the choice,
though, I would take a tea that was
too wet over a tea that was too dry
any day of the week. We'll get into
why in a minute.
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Traditionally, teahouses and
collectors kept tea in basements and
beneath hills to speed up the aging
process. This is called “wet storage.”
Most experts agree that a relative
humidity of around 70% is ideal
for puerh, though it may go higher
seasonally and still be “dry.” Longer
exposure to higher levels of humid-
ity will speed up the fermentation
and make it a “wet” tea. Wet stored
tea has always been subdivided into
mild, medium and heavy wet. Even
those who prefer wet stored tea will
agree that the first two are almost
always the best, though I have seen
rare examples of heavy wet teas that
were excellent.

Sometimes, tea and fruit in
this part of the world develop a
seasonal, white mold. Finding this
on vintage puerh is very common,
and while it does usually signify the
tea was wet stored for at least some
time, depending upon the amount of
mold, it is not necessarily an indica-
tion of its overall character. A short
period of wet storage followed by a
couple decades of drier storage might

nust ' your
living things

create a tea that still bears some white
flakes from its period in wet storage,
even though it has an overall dry
profile. Unless the cake is very seri-
ously wet, these conditions can be
overcome with time, and often only
affect the surface of the cake, depend-
ing on the degree of mold and how
tight the compression is. I have little
experience drinking any of the other
kinds of mold—red, green, yellow,
black, etc.—but I have heard from
several different teachers that all of
them are potentially unhealthy and
to be avoided. We have, however,
drunk gallons of the white mold—
and eaten it on fruit—and so have
teachers of mine for decades, with-
out any harmful side effects. More-
over, scientists studying aged puerh
in Taiwan concluded that all mold
is killed in waters of eighty degrees.
Anyway, if the idea of drinking bacte-
ria, fungi or mold makes you squea-
mish you should get out of the puerh
(and cheese) genre categorically. Even
newborn, raw (sheng) puerh is cov-
ered in bacteria, and often fungi and
mold as well.



Actually, ripe (shou) tea is the
wettest of the wet, as it is covered
in mist, raked into piles and left to
ferment under thermal blankets—
and sometimes in unhygienic con-
ditions (though that has improved
a bit recently), far more so than any
traditional wet storage warchouse.
And that’s why you have to be careful
purchasing shou puerh, being sure to
buy from reputable sources.

Amongst those who haven't
really drunk a lot of vintage puerh,
there exists this idea that wet stored
tea is bad; and you’ll even hear lots
of people who reject vintage puerh
because of this, claiming that wet
stored teas are all scams: “terrible
tea’, “not worth the money”, etc.
However—and that’s a big fat “how-
ever’—you never hear this from peo-
ple who have been drinking vintage
puerh for many years. People who
love aged puerh, living in Hong
Kong, Taiwan and Malaysia are all
quite accustomed to drinking wet
stored puerh and do not consider
it to be a scam, or in any other way
unworthy of attention. The fact is,
since wet stored tea represents the
majority of vintage tea, you might
consider it a genre in and of itself—
and within that genre there are both
excellent and poor quality examples,
exquisite wonders and garbage. Fur-
thermore, as I said, there is a huge
range of wetness, from mild to heavy.
And 1 have never, ever been to a
shop, throughout all my tea travels,
with any amount of aged puerh or
expertise therein that did not carry
some amount of wet stored, primar-
ily loose-leaf puerh. Never!

While most of us who have
tried dry stored teas agree that they
are indeed better, this doesn’t mean
we don't like wet stored tea or that
we store all of our own tea in that
way. Of course, people like Zhou Yu
dry store all their best teas (or “store
well”). No one is disputing that at
all. However, we can do nothing to
drastically change the state of all of
the vintage teas that are in existence
now; and therefore learning to enjoy
them is, in part, learning about wet
stored teas. As I've mentioned repeat-
edly, every lover of aged puerh I have

ever met drinks wet stored teas. Since
so many vintages are wet stored to
some degree or another, how could
they not? There is an article that we
published in 7he Leaf Magazine writ-
ten by a British traveler to China
and Hong Kong in the nineteenth
century, and he also describes the
“mustiness” of the puerh the locals
know and love.

Furthermore, not every new-
born tea warrants the care and atten-
tion needed to properly store a tea.
Most of the collectors 1 know still
keep some loose teas or cakes in wet
storage to speed up the process and
make the tea ready for enjoyment
sooner. This is not to say they dump
a bucket of water on it. Who would
want to ruin their tea like that? It just
means the tea is put in a more humid
part of the warehouse or room and
left alone for longer.

One thing that I think many
people with little experience drinking
vintage tea sometimes don’t under-
stand is that 99% of the people you
meet who drink old tea do so for its
Qi. Zhou Yu has said to me dozens
of times that youd have to be a fool
to spend thousands of dollars on a

flavor. You could buy a plane ticket
to Switzerland and eat some of the
best, fresh and warm chocolate on
earth for that price! I would have to
agree. If you are just after a flavorful
tea, there are other, more rewarding
and cheaper genres, like oolong for
example. And this is what I was hint-
ing at earlier when I mentioned that
I would take a tea that was too wet
over one that was too dry: Teas that
are stored in places that are too dry in
a sense die, losing most if not all their
Qi. On the other hand, T have had
plenty of wet stored teas that dont
taste great but have awesome Qi—
leaving the whole body enveloped
in warm, comfortable vibrations of
bliss. This is not to say there aren
incredibly delicious flavors to be
had in the world of puerh: there are,
and I've had plenty of delicious wet
stored teas as well. Still, no flavor is
worth spending such amounts. And
when Qi becomes the predominant
criteria for evaluating a tea—which
it is for almost every drinker of vin-
tage puerh I have ever met—then we
often forgive some bit of mustiness,
or other problems with the flavor.
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No matter how careful you
are, it isn't easy to store anything well
for fifty years! And many experts argue
that puerh only reaches excellence at
around seventy or more years, though
it may be “drinkable’—well-fer-
mented, in other words—in as little
as 20-30 years, depending on how
it is stored. Still, keeping anything
in mint condition for decades is not
easy, as any collector of antiques can
testify. Just as we must forgive a dent
or scratch in a hundred-year-old ket-
tle or teapot, we must also excuse
some slight misfortunes in equal-
ly-aged puerh, especially when the
price candidly reflects these issues,
which it does in any honest shop. If
you collect vintage teapots, for exam-
ple, you are of course thrilled to find a
Qing pot in mint condition (though
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your wallet will not be as happy) but
equally excited at the prospect of
another specimen that costs a third
of the price because there’s a chip on
the inside of the lid—especially if,
like us, you're a collector that actually
uses his/her pots. The same argument
applies to buying vintage puerh—
vintage anything—and always has!
Most of the mustiness in wet
stored puerh tea rinses off quickly.
“Last thing in is the first thing out” as
Master Lin always says. A longer rinse
usually takes care of it, and there are
also some other brewing techniques
to minimize or completely eradicate
the musty flavor should you dislike
it: using extra leaves is one; using
charcoal and an iron tetsubin to get
deeper heat that penetrates the leaves
is another. There are still others...

a
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However, I have met several people
around Asia who actually like that
flavor. 1 myself prefer the taste of
“well stored” teas—meaning properly
stored as discussed above—and store
the center’s own high quality teas in
that way. Still, I cannot wave a wand
over all the vintage tea out there and
change it. As I drank my way through
all the vintages and tons of loose-leaf
teas as well, I came to appreciate that
wet stored tea represents a huge cat-
egory of tea, and I have had really,
really wet teas that turned out to be
awesome and dry ones that were not
so good, and vice versa.

We recently found a big jar of
early 80’s tuocha, for example, that
were very heavily wet. This is always
a good thing, because the extremely
tight compression of tuochas ren-
ders their fermentation unbearably
slow. We brushed the cakes off with
a toothbrush and left them in the sun
for an afternoon. Then, we brought
them in and broke them up com-
pletely. After that, we returned them
to the sun the next day for a couple
hours. When they cooled, we tightly
sealed them in a large, glazed pot that
was completely free of odors and left
them for around six months. We also
added some white charcoal to help
purify and absorb unwanted odors.
When we opened the pot, we covered
the mouth with cloth and let them
sit, exposed to air, for another two
weeks. Then? The tea was amazing!
All the worst parts of the wet storage
(the musty flavor and smell) had gone
and what was left was a clear, bright
tea that tasted so much older than it
was—with strong Qi to boot! This
is just one example of many of the
awesome wet stored vintages I have
had. Also, this is not the only method
of “cleaning” and “revitalizing” wet
stored puerh. There are others.

If we were going to spend a
few thousand dollars on a well-aged
cake of tea, we would of course find
the cleanest, best-stored cake we
could find. Nonetheless, reading or
hearing such evident truths has led
some people to the mistaken notion



that all wet stored tea is therefore bad.

If you hand me a cheap wet stored,
loose-leaf tea of 50 years with awe-
some Qi I would be just as thrilled as
with an expensive, well stored cake.
And accordingly, in all my years in
Asia, I've never met a long-term lover
of vintage puerh without some wet
stored teas in his or her collection.
This cannot be overstated.

We must all, therefore, make a
very real distinction between the way
we wish to store our tea from here on
out and the way in which we evalu-
ate vintage teas that are already old.
They are completely different areas
of study, though you can’t have true
knowledge of the one without under-
standing the other. We will store our
newborn teas properly, which for the
most part means “drier” than they
were “traditionally” stored, and care
for them more thoroughly—espe-
cially since newborn tea costs many
times more than what it once did
when most vintage teas were stored—
but this does not mean that we
should evaluate all vintage tea using
these same criteria, or that some of
those “wet stored” gems of yesteryear
did not in fact turn out way better
than our “dry stored” cakes ever will!
Also, if you are storing your teas nat-

urally, which, as we'll discuss a bit
further on, is really the only way, it is
nigh impossible to store puerh tea in
any real amount without some per-
centage of it getting at least mildly
wet. The only environments that
could truly prevent this are too dry
for puerh and would cause it to die.
The saddest thing about dis-
missing wet stored tea entirely is
that you are missing out on all the
vintages of old puerh that are actu-
ally affordable, even today. I know a
vendor in the West who has access to
a wide variety of cheap, wet stored
puerh and knowledge thereof, who
told me anonymously: “I can't sell it
in the West, at least not online. Too
many people would ask for a refund.
They've been misinformed and I
wouldnt know how to combat that.
It would seem, sometimes at least,
that some of my customers don't
really like aged puerh, as they were
very critical of teas that were only
very, very mildly wet and easily cor-
rected. Still, things are getting better.
I keep such tea in the shop, and when
people come in, I show them how to
brew it properly and explain aged tea
and Qi. Then, they get along fine.” I
have heard tons of similar testimony
from people who have traveled to

Taiwan, tasting properly brewed wet
stored tea, and learning about Cha
Qi for the first time.

We paid only roughly 30 USD
per tuocha for the heavy wet cakes we
mentioned earlier, buying the whole
jar’s worth, and the tea turned out
way better than a dry stored Xiaguan
tuocha we have from the same period
that costs 100 USD. While there are
poor wet stored teas, there also dry
stored teas that arent very good,
either. Doesn't this hold true for any
genre of tea? The first, last and only
question of relevance is not whether
the tea is wet or dry stored, but in
fact, whether it is good tea or not!

What do we really know?

The problem with over-ana-
lyzing the storage of puerh tea, trying
to seek the right parameters that can
lead invariably to “well stored” tea,
is that this tacitly assumes that the
transformation of puerh tea over time
is somehow controlled, or potentially
controllable, by human beings. In
fact, so many of our modern social
and environmental crises revolve
around similar delusions. The way
that puerh tea changes from cold to
warm in nature, from astringent and
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acidic to smooth and creamy, gather-
ing Qi until it is aged to the point that
it causes one to fall head over heels
into a state of bliss—all that happens
due to a completely natural process.
Humans are involved; I'm not argu-
ing that they arent. The center of
the character for tea has the radical
for Man. But when [ ask all the old
timers how they created these incred-
ible “well stored” vintages of tea, they
invariably exclaim “create/”—mock-
ing my choice of words—*I didn’t do
it. I just put the tea on a shelf and left
it alone for fifty years.” Zhou Yu then
added, “This is just one of the trea-
sures of Nature, and no amount of
explanation can make it any less mys-
tical!” I'd have to agree: like any of
you, I am anxious for more scientific
research into puerh tea, and will read
about the results with as much excite-
ment as any tea lover; but there’s no
explanation that can make these
changes any less awe-inspiring in my
view—ijust as no meteorological elu-
cidation could deflate the power of
the experience I had in Tibet seeing
colored lights off the cliffside of a
temple there!

Most of the old timers in
Hong Kong, as well as Zhou Yu,
Master Lin and others I have a more
personal relationship with, have all
showed me their warehouses and
storage “techniques”. The fact is that
there isn’t much method to it at all.

They simply check on the tea now
and again. If it smells too wet, they
move it to a higher shelf. Teas they
want to let age a bit slower, more
“drily”, they encase in cardboard
boxes, usually with a slight cutout
to admit oxygen (of course, they are
produced from recycled, odorless
cardboard). Some, and we follow
this method, even put rong-sized
boxes within larger boxes, doubling
the protection. For most warehouses,
most of the time, the bamboo wrap-
ping used to package seven cakes
(tong) is protection enough. Still, if
a tea is moldy, they brush it off and
move it. Thus, checking to make sure
the tea isn’t too wet or moldy is really
all that goes into their “storage meth-
odology”. Beyond that, they come
into the warechouse once or twice a
year and clean. Nature does the rest.
So what, then, do we really
know about producing “well stored”
puerh tea? Puerh needs humidity,
heat and a bit of oxygen. It is best
kept away from light, and of course
it should not be near any kinds of
odors, as it is very absorbent. Sheng
and shou teas should be separated.
Sometimes different vintages are sep-
arated as well, usually by age rather
than kind. At times, however, it is
good to have old tea with new as it
helps it to age. (Maybe the bacteria
and other microbes move from the
well-aged tea to the newer cakes.)

We store a lot of loose-leaf puerh at the center. Inside, we fill up
any remaining space with rice paper and add white charcoal.
Along with the cloths we put under the lids, these measures help
reduce humidity and keep the tea drier.

Check the teas now and again and
move them to less humid places if
they become too wet. Those teas we
wish to slow down, we put in odor-
less cardboard. Those we wish to
speed up, we put in unglazed pots on
the floor with cloth over the opening,
or simply keep lower down where the
humidity is higher (a lower floor,
lower shelf, etc.). When the tea is fer-
mented to the desired degree, most
collectors will also break it up and
let it breathe in an unglazed clay jar
before drinking, to expose the inner
parts of the cake to more oxygen and
allow the Qi to begin moving. And
yet all of this assumes something
implicitly: location!

The fact is that all we really
know about well-aged, “well stored”
teas is that they can achieve that qual-
ity in Taiwan, Hong Kong, Vietnam,
Malaysia and to a lesser extent in a
few other places. Some masters argue
that many factors beyond climate are
relevant to this, arguing that Feng
Shui (Daoist geomancy) and other
mystical forces play a part in the
transformation of tea. Whether you
regard any of that as important or not
doesn’t matter. The fact is that // our
great vintage teas at this point were
stored in these places. The best ones
were stored carefully, and the lower
quality, often “wetter” ones weren't—
it’s really that simple. This should, in
fact, come as no surprise, since there




Another example of a 1970’s
Yellow Mark, different from
the one we displayed in the
article on the eras of puerh.
This one is younger, from
the mid to late 70’s.

are several vari-
eties of wine, beer and

cheese that also must be fermented in
special locations—not to speak of the
location the grapes or other products
are grown—just where the fermenta-
tion takes place. I once even read of
a Belgian ale that ferments in open
vats, without any additives, because
of natural yeast only found in that
place. Could puerh be the same?

I do think there is something
to the idea of letting the fermentation
happen naturally. There was an article
in a Chinese magazine with a detailed
comparison of some semi-aged teas.
One batch had been watched care-
fully in the natural environs of Hong
Kong and the other had been stored
in a small room with an expensive
machine that controlled the humid-
ity and temperature day and night.
The author argued that the natural
cakes were much better than the ones
stored in an “artificial” way. It makes
sense to me that too much machin-
ery, humidifiers and de-humidifiers,

this-and-that-conditioners,

would harm the tea—and defi-
nitely dampen the amount of Qi it
would accumulate. No man-made
anything ever compares to the cre-
ations of Nature. Furthermore, can
you imagine the cost of such machin-
ery? And the electricity bill for main-
taining the perfect humidity and
temperature in a room for fifty years!
If you think vintage puerh is expen-
sive now, what do you think the cost
of tea stored in that way would be?
Wouldn't it have to reflect the atro-
cious cost of the machinery, electric-
ity and/or maintenance over such a
long period?

Does this mean that all tea
stored outside Southeast Asia will
be lower quality? I don’t know. No
one does. We won’t know for a few
decades. The fact is that the puerh
boom has taken this backwater tea
from Yunnan all around the globe;
to places it never dreamt of going
before. Furthermore, the gardens
being utilized for production, the

processing methods—the amazing
variety of raw material (mao cha)
used—all have added innumerable
facets to the world of puerh that
weren’t pertinent when all the cur-
rent vintage puerh was produced or
aged. Will these new kinds of tea
age the way the great vintages did?
Will they be better? Can puerh
tea be aged in France? In Can-
ada? Who knows! Many of the
legendary teas, like Hong Yin
for example, were notoriously
disgusting when young, only
to be transmuted in the caul-
dron of time, fueled by the
fire of Nature herself. Will
your teas similarly transform?
I guess if youre will-
ing to help participate in this
global experiment, then keep
some tea and make sure to share
your experience. But as of now, the
only conclusive, factual results we have
all come from Southeast Asia, so if you
want to be really, completely sure,
I'd just buy vintage tea stored there.
I always use the analogy of stock
investments: if you are only going
to invest a little, then some risk is
fine. But if you are going to invest a
larger amount of money, you should
be careful and invest in stocks that
have proven their worth over time.
Similarly, a few cakes here and there
may be worthwhile to store wherever
you are, even if the conditions seem
unsuitable, just to see what happens.
But if you plan on investing in larger
quantities of puerh, you should really
store it in Southeast Asia. Unlike
any newer puerh cakes stored in
other places, the vintage teas float-
ing around are the only proven ones;
and the differences in their value are
relative to the original quality of the
tea and the care with which they
were stored in such an environment,
rather than differences in the envi-
ronment itself.

Above all, we need to continue
sharing our experiences, and in that
way grow as the world of puerh itself
has done. Let us then steep another
pot, call for more water; and after a
few more bright cups, a smile and
a laugh, fill the teahouse with more
conversation, dialogue and wisdom...
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