Tea with Tradition 
Americans learn the joys of Chinese tea tasting 
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Frederick, MD, Oct. 22, 2005--Sukhi Gulati has grown up knowing her first name means ‘happiness’ in India. But on Saturday afternoon, the young girl learned it has another meaning in China. 
   

“Refreshing victory,” she said smiling as she held up a paper showing her name written in elaborate Chinese characters. “To me that means I’ll be victorious.”    The eleven-year-old dreams of becoming a U.S. president one day and said her Chinese name translation indicates she will win her election. 
  

A few steps away, Dr. Steven Brand was learning that the three Chinese characters representing his first name stand for leader or mentor, someone who lifts others up and fragrant.  Perhaps you’ll become a tea connoisseur, teased In-May Liu. 
   

She had just finished demonstrating the art of Chinese tea drinking to a group of 20 neighbors gathered at the Frederick home of Stanley and Elizabeth Chung. Guests savored the aroma, color and distinct taste of oolong tea prepared with slow precision while they learned the ancient history and health attributes of Chinese tea customs. 
   

Afterwards, Ms. Liu’s husband, Ching-Tong Liu, wrote each guest’s name with delicate, flowing brush strokes of Chinese calligraphy.  “This is not your typical neighborhood party,” Dr. Brand said.  Not that he doesn’t enjoy those gatherings, but the idea of spending an afternoon experiencing Chinese culture intrigued him more, he said.  Dr. Brand came expecting to enjoy the party but was impressed by how much he learned about the chemistry, the history and the rituals of Chinese tea drinking, he said.  “I thought we’d drink tea and sit around and talk but it was very informative,” he said. “She (Ms. Liu) included all of it.” 
   

Ms. Liu, a Clover Hill resident, has spent years collecting information about teas and tea preparation. She grew up in Shanghai watching her mother prepare tea for her father, who routinely began each morning sipping tea and reading a newspaper. 
Later, Ms. Liu analyzed tea pigmentation for her bachelor’s thesis while studying biochemistry in Taiwan. Yet, it wasn’t until nearly 35 years later, after years of living in the United States, that she began to appreciate the art of Chinese tea preparation, she said.  Her interest was sparked five years ago when she volunteered to demonstrate tea preparations during an elementary school lunar festival. She began reading and learning more about the art form that dates back more than 4,000 years. 
  

“Tea drinking is not only to gobble your tea but for the enjoyment of every process,” she told guests Saturday.  As she moved from one step to the next, she explained how each step enhanced the taste and experience of drinking tea. 


Three elements play critical roles in a tea’s final flavor and texture — water quality, temperature and steeping time.  “In olden times, people had to climb mountains, find a spring, make a charcoal fire,” Ms. Liu said. “Now we are lucky.”  Spring water, which is preferable for making tea, can be bought at the local grocery and all sorts of gadgets can help heat water to the perfect temperature, she said.  Modern conveniences, however, shouldn’t keep people from taking time to enjoy the tea experience. Tea time provides a wonderful opportunity to relax and enjoy the company of friends, she said. 
  

“I think this was wonderful,” said guest Rose Thomas. “Everybody feels so good. … This gives us the chance to appreciate her culture and brings us closer as neighbors.” 
She said she enjoyed tasting tea without its flavor camouflaged by lemon or sugar. 
Ron Bernstein said he liked hearing about the medical and chemical characteristics of various teas and enjoyed learning how to savor the tea-making process.   “We couldn’t wait 30 minutes for a cup of tea,” he said, referring to American culture. 


Ms. Liu said tea permeates Chinese life and there are different teas for different events or circumstances, including teas that can be prepared more quickly for everyday use. She compared the Chinese attitude toward tea to the enjoyment and connoisseurship of wine in other countries.  Saturday’s tea demonstration was reminiscent of the literary, intellectual gatherings enjoyed by Chinese artists and professionals, she said. 
  

Her husband’s calligraphy demonstration exposed guests to another aspect of Chinese culture.  To create the precise characters of calligraphy requires total concentration, Mr. Liu said as he asked guests not to talk to him while he was writing.  “When I write Chinese, I don’t think of anything. I don’t hear anything. I don’t feel anything. I only concentrate on what I’m doing,” he said.  The total concentration benefits the body, he said.  “If you want to lower your blood pressure, learn to write Chinese,” he said. 
   

He began studying calligraphy as a child in China. He mastered the styles of ancient writers before developing his own flair, he said.  It’s similar to how an American child must learn to write the alphabet letters properly before she can create her own signature, he said.   “Each person has his own style but must have a good foundation,” he said. 
   

To learn more or to find out how to host tea tasting and calligraphy demonstrations, call 240-446-2227 or e-mail Ms. Liu at inmay2004@msn.com and Mr. Liu at LiuCT2005@verizon.net. 


Staff photo by Sam Yu Gary Fearnow, left, tastes some just-brewed Chinese green tea during a gathering of friends and neighbors off White Flint Drive on Saturday afternoon. 
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Staff photo by Sam Yu Ching-Tong Liu demonstrates traditional Chinese calligraphy 

