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A view from a tea garden

By Jude Clay

The view from the garden where | grew up is the same view my ancestors grew with for over
180 years. Lush green steps sliced into the mountains, each slope turning into blue and
deepening as the distance takes them into the sky. It is a place of drenching rains and
meditative bells, of sun breaking through mists, and snows in winter that cover us all and
kill many. Before we came here, our family lived in quite a different landscape. We were
brought here by a group of men who were strangers to this land like we were. One of them
came here to study the mountain soil and the plants that already grew on the slopes, and he
wrote a recommendation. He said this would be a rich and prosperous place for us. His name
was Dr Hugh Falconer.

Dr Falconer loved everything that lived in the soil, whether it was seeds and plants, or fossils
and bones, and signs of ancient life. He came to my Himalayas in India to nurture a garden.
Not like our garden; his first one had hundreds of different plants, some kept under glass,
some exotic and unusual. He was good at it; and when the British realised how valuable my
family were, they asked him to see if he could start a garden like ours here on these
mountainsides. Some people saw the thin soils and steep slopes and felt the scorching sun
and freezing snows and looked at the immense distance to the sea and said, “no, it can’t be
done”. But Falconer saw all these things and thought of our sisters in the mountains of China.
He said, “give me some plants and I will grow you a garden worthy of China.”

So, they sent out a man of secrets and daring, a man of Fortune, and he stole my ancestors
from China and smuggled them out to sea and to the shores of India. Many of them died on
the journey, weakened without the soil of their home and by the salt in the air, but some
survived. They were sailed upriver, between wide banks of lights and sound and smoke and
children and buildings.

Falconer met them, at the river’s edge, and took them long, long over-land to their new
gardens in the mountains. He toiled and nurtured and taught others how to care for us too;
and soon we began to flourish, grown from the hardiest stock. My ancestors uncurled new
leaves to the sun and grew stems up to meet it. Meanwhile, Fortune and Falconer and the
people they worked with were learning how to pick only the young flush of our leaves, how
to steam and roll and shape and oxidise, how to dry us out so we have the perfect colour, the
perfect taste.

There was a new journey to be made — to London — one on which my ancestors travelled
with Falconer himself. They were rocked on salty swells and buffeted by sea-winds and,
eventually, arrived at the foggy, grey port full of shouts and movement and industry. A man
who knew about teas, W.J. Thompson, threw the leaves into boiling hot water to brew and
declared them a fine example of the work we plants could do if we put our minds to it. As
fine, even, as those of us grown in our homeland, China. This was just what Falconer had
been hoping for: our garden was a success.
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But our friend Falconer could not come back to our gardens. He was wilting and needed
nurturing in good soil before he could continue his work elsewhere. Our garden was passed
to others, his recommendations and research used and expanded. The tea gardens of India
spread and flourished, and the people learned how to bring out the best in us.

Now it is my turn, I am in flush and will be plucked from the mountains. | am spread out
among my sisters and our young leaves curl. Once the colour of emeralds, our leaves become
soft and deep, the green of the sea. Now, | am pressed tightly to my sisters and rolled, we
form one lump, as tight as family. We are of a fine quality, the first flush, so we do not need
to be left to ferment long. The most skilled and experienced humans work with us now, and
they know that when the air is filled with the scent of apples, we have gathered the right
strength and are ready. Next, | must be dried. I am almost perfect. If | am not dried now, |
will spoil.

Once dried, the sorting shakes me loose from my sisters of different sizes, different grades,
and we are packed and placed in crates. | am going to England. | am following in the
footsteps of Falconer himself. The sea sways and swells and we are rocked in our container,
but we, at last, reach the cold, damp air of England and are loaded onto lorries. We scatter
the country, travelling this way and that to make sure no corner is neglected.

Until, until, that glorious day. We are spooned, or plopped into a cup or teapot, we are
steeped and brewed, and strained and sipped.

There is a man in a high-vis jacket by the side of the road and he drinks from a flask, there
are two sisters catching up after a time away. Friends gossip over us, and mothers brew us
to give comfort. Workers need us to get through the shift, or the day, and some people sit
alone and quiet and breathe our fragrant steam and feel the way we work into the brain and
heal human woes.

We are drunk fast and scalding, or slow and replenishing, or forgotten until we are cold and
glugged hastily on rediscovery. Biscuits are dipped and undipped, sugars stirred, even milks
made of oats and nuts and beans. There are even some who swill us round and round and
gaze into the constellations we create on porcelain, hoping to see the future. We understand
that. We can feel the future in us, the seeds, the saplings, the new flushes. And the past, the
mountains of China and India, hundreds of years of growth, the fingers of the workers, the
Fortunes and Falconers, the ink on the pages and the chests on the ships. And the hundreds
and thousands of us that live at present, growing and travelling and steeping and keeping the
world moving.
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