Quality Green Tea Guide

A comprehensive introduction to selecting and enjoying fine green tea

Understanding Green Tea

Green tea comes from the Camellia sinensis plant—the same species that produces black, oolong, and white
teas. What distinguishes green tea is minimal oxidation: leaves are quickly heated after harvesting to preserve
their fresh, vegetal character and bright color.

The two main processing methods shape green tea's flavor profile: Pan-firing (common in China) produces a
nuttier, toasted quality with a drier finish. Steaming (traditional in Japan) creates a more vegetal, marine, or
grassy character with a smooth, umami-rich body.

Japanese Green Teas

Sencha

The everyday tea of Japan, sencha offers a balanced introduction to Japanese green tea. Quality sencha
delivers a bright, grassy sweetness with gentle astringency and a clean finish. Look for deep green,
needle-shaped leaves that unfurl beautifully when steeped. First-flush (shincha) sencha, harvested in spring,
commands premium prices for its sweetness and complexity.

Gyokuro

Considered Japan's finest green tea, gyokuro is shade-grown for about three weeks before harvest. This
process increases chlorophyll and amino acids, particularly L-theanine, creating an intensely sweet, savory,
almost brothy character. The deep jade color and silky texture distinguish high-quality gyokuro. Expect to pay
more—authentic gyokuro requires significant labor and expertise.

Matcha

Powdered green tea made from shade-grown leaves (like gyokuro), matcha delivers the entire leaf's nutrients in
each cup. Ceremonial-grade matcha should taste smooth, creamy, and subtly sweet with minimal bitterness.
The powder should be vibrant green—yellowish or dull colors indicate lower quality or age. Culinary-grade
matcha works well for cooking and lattes but lacks the refinement for drinking straight.

Hojicha

Roasted green tea with a warm, comforting character of caramel and toasted grains. Lower in caffeine due to
the roasting process, hojicha suits evening drinking and pairs well with food. The reddish-brown color is
distinctive—quality hojicha should taste clean and sweet, never burnt or acrid.

Genmaicha



Green tea blended with toasted rice, genmaicha offers an approachable, nutty flavor with the occasional pop of
puffed rice. Look for versions that specify sencha or gyokuro as the base tea for better quality.

Chinese Green Teas

Longjing (Dragon Well)

China's most celebrated green tea, grown near Hangzhou in Zhejiang province. Authentic Longjing has flat,
sword-shaped leaves and a mellow, chestnut-like sweetness with subtle vegetal notes. Pre-Qingming harvest
(picked before April 5th) is considered the finest—and most expensive. Beware of imitations; true Longjing from
the original villages commands high prices for good reason.

Biluochun (Green Snail Spring)

From Jiangsu province, this delicate tea features tightly rolled leaves covered in fine white down. The flavor is
fruity and floral with a lingering sweetness. High-quality biluochun should smell fresh and inviting before
steeping.

Huangshan Maofeng

Grown in the Yellow Mountains of Anhui province, this tea offers a clean, slightly sweet flavor with orchid-like
notes. Look for leaves with visible tips covered in fine hairs—a sign of early spring harvest.

Taiping Houkui

Distinctive for its large, flat leaves (among the largest of any green tea), this Anhui specialty has a smooth,
mellow flavor with hints of orchid. The two-leaves-and-a-bud construction should be clearly visible in quality
examples.

Gunpowder

Tightly rolled into small pellets, gunpowder tea unfurls dramatically when steeped. The flavor is bold and slightly
smoky—more robust than most Chinese greens. This style stores well due to the tight rolling, making it a
practical choice.

Selecting Quality Green Tea

Appearance matters. Fresh green tea should look vibrant. Japanese teas appear deep green; Chinese teas
range from jade to silvery-green depending on variety. Avoid tea that looks dull, brown-tinged, or dusty.

Smell before buying. Quality green tea has a fresh, inviting aroma. Japanese teas often smell grassy or
marine; Chinese teas may smell nutty, floral, or vegetal. Stale tea smells flat or like cardboard.

Consider the source. Reputable tea vendors provide information about origin, harvest date, and processing.
Single-origin teas from known growing regions generally outperform generic blends.



Watch the date. Green tea is best consumed within six months to a year of harvest. Unlike aged oolong or
pu-erh, green tea doesn't improve with time.

Start with whole leaves. Tea bags typically contain broken leaves and dust (fannings) that brew quickly but
lack nuance. Loose-leaf tea offers superior flavor and multiple infusions.

Brewing Recommendations

Water temperature is crucial. Japanese greens generally need cooler water (160-175°F / 70-80°C) to prevent
harsh astringency. Chinese greens can handle slightly warmer water (175-185°F / 80—-85°C), with some robust
varieties tolerating even hotter temperatures.

Steeping time varies by style, but most green teas brew in 1-3 minutes. Start with shorter times and extend to
taste. Over-steeping causes bitterness regardless of water temperature.

Use enough leaf. A general guideline is one teaspoon per six ounces of water, but adjust based on leaf size
and personal preference.

Multiple infusions are expected for quality loose-leaf green tea. Many teas reveal different character in second
and third steeps—sometimes these are the best cups.

Storage

Green tea is sensitive to light, heat, moisture, and oxygen. Store in an opaque, airtight container away from
strong odors (tea absorbs smells readily). Keep at room temperature or, for extended storage of delicate
varieties like gyokuro, in the refrigerator—but bring to room temperature before opening to prevent
condensation.

Once opened, consume within a month or two for optimal freshness.

A Note on Price

Quality green tea costs more than commodity tea bags, but the per-cup price often compares favorably when
you account for multiple infusions. A $20 ounce of good sencha might yield 15-20 servings—roughly a dollar
per cup, comparable to café coffee.

That said, expensive doesn't guarantee quality. Learn to evaluate tea by its own merits: aroma, appearance,
and—most importantly—taste.

Sart with one or two varieties that appeal to you, learn to brew them well, and expand from there. The world of green tea
rewards patient exploration.



