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Darjeeling’s Royal Flush

Workers harvest tea for Darjeeling at an estate in West Bengal, India. (Hans-Joachim
Aubert/Alamy)
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Known throughout the tea industry as the “Champagne of teas” for
its beguiling aroma, Darjeeling is grown in the Darjeeling district of
West Bengal, India, among spectacular scenery in the foothills of
the Himalayas. Here I’ve chosen to focus on the traditional black
variety, in which the leaves are lightly oxidized and bruised to
produce a dark brew with a distinctive taste and smell. 

Unlike most Indian teas, Darjeeling is made from the small-leaved
Chinese strain of Camellia sinensis, variety sinensis, rather than the
large-leaved Assam plant (C. sinensis assamica). The tea was
introduced to the subcontinent from China in 1841 and has
become known around the world for its robust but delicate �avor.

I sampled two types of Darjeeling from two di�erent producers,
Upton Tea Imports of Holliston, Mass.
(uptontea.com), and Harney & Sons of Millerton, N.Y. (harney.com).
The former example, categorized as �rst �ush, consists of the tiny
top leaves of new growth harvested in late February and early
March ($39 for 40 grams). Compared to the autumnal �ush style,
which is harvested in the fall and shows a more robust character,
with stone fruit and Muscatel notes and a crisp �nish, �rst �ush is a
greener, more �oral cup, with complex �avors and a smooth
�nish. (Teas from high-end purveyors are often labeled by �ush,
with single-�ush and blended styles both common.)

Upton’s tea procurer Nicole Patterson, 31,selects standout lots
from hundreds of samples every year. Patterson developed a
passion for tea while working at the now-closed Tealuxe in Harvard
Square; �ve years ago, she transferred her expertise to Upton. She
was planning to visit the Darjeeling district of India in March 2020
until the COVID-19 pandemic intervened, forcing her to cancel the
trip. At press time, the country’s tea production was shut down due



to the pandemic, meaning that �rst �ush Darjeeling may be hard to
come by for the foreseeable future.

Fortunately, Upton managed to acquire the earliest �rst �ush
plucking of 2020 just before imports were halted. For those who
can �nd it, the results in the cup are spectacular. “Every year is
di�erent,” Patterson explains. “I refer to it as ‘a cup of sunshine
after a long winter.’ The tea is unparalleled. My favorite part is
sampling the teas throughout the seasons. I have now tasted 18
harvest lots of �rst �ush from nine di�erent estates. It’s interesting
to see how the tea changes as the weeks progress. Studying the
leaves, I can tell by looking at them how the tea was processed.”

The version I sampled came from the Tindharia Estate, where the
tea grows between 2,400 and 3,600 feet of elevation. “At the start
of the season, the tea bush is coming back to life after its winter
dormancy, or banjhi, and growth is much slower, resulting in lots
that are very small compared to autumnal �ush harvests,”
Patterson explains.

The freshly hand-plucked leaf is left to wither naturally in the
trough, without any application of hot air, which allows it to
maintain the greenish character of the �rst �ush. This removes
about 65% of the moisture, in a process that takes approximately
17 hours. The withered leaf is then rolled for 30 minutes,
alternating intervals of light and harder pressure to ensure even
roll and proper twist. The rolled leaf is then brie�y exposed to air;
this short oxidation keeps the liquor light while allowing the �avor
to develop. The leaves are then dried in an electric cabinet drier for
45 minutes. The �nest grade is separated out for the lot from
which I received a sample.



The result, brewed loose-leaf for three minutes with just-boiled,
�ltered water, is a delightful, steaming, amber-gold beverage,
o�ering fruity notes that hint at pineapple. With a sprinkling of
downy silver tips, the olive-green leaves of the �rst harvest from
the 2020 season are fragrant, revealing hints of freshly cut grass.
This organic selection delivers an outstanding tea experience. I
enjoyed it in the afternoon, but its delicate ca�eination also
provides a gentle pick-me-up for the morning hours.

To try a di�erent side of Darjeeling, I sampled a tea-bag sachet
mixture of �rst �ush and autumnal black Darjeeling ($21 for 50
bags) from Harney & Sons. Emeric Harney, grandson of founder
John Harney, 33, has worked for the family “since I was about 3
years old, on and o�.” He o�cially joined the company 10 years
ago, after college. 

 “I’m a big fan of Darjeeling teas, having �rst visited the region in
2011,” Harney says. “I’ve seen a lot of di�erent Darjeelings come
across our tasting table.” 

The autumnal style is the smoothest Darjeeling in terms of body
and briskness. The �avor is mellow, similar to chestnut. The blend I
ordered of �rst �ush and autumnal leaves combines the �avor
notes of pineapple and nuts, a delicious melding of the opposite
ends of Darjeeling’s remarkable seasonal spectrum. 

Mark Pendergrast is author of Uncommon Grounds, a history of
co�ee, and Beyond Fair Trade.


