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The Chinese have held tea contests for centuries, and now the art of 
making tea has made it onto the world stage

J
ust as a barista balances pressure 
with speed and heat to pull a great 
espresso, an expert teamaker uses 
brewing technique to draw aroma, 
flavour, length and texture from

tea. It’s an area that keeps 
evolving, and the proliferation of tea 
making contests has sped up innovation 
in this field.
Competitive tea making has only been 

on the world radar for a few years. The 
two main global championships, the Tea 
Masters Cup International and the World 
Tea Brewers Championship (WTBC), 
began in 2014 and 2015 respectively. 
However, tea contests have been a 
mainstay of Chinese culture since the Song 
Dynasty (960 – 1279). Called tea fighting, 

the practice developed — ironically, 
perhaps — during one of China’s most 
peaceful periods.

MAKE TEA NOT WAR
Tea fighting began as a kind of brewing 
game between farmers to determine who 
would present their tea as tribute to the 
Emperor. Teahouse culture then turned 
these competitions into who could make 
the best tea, and the contestants were 
customers, officials and even royalty. 
Competitors were judged on choice of 
tea, skill at grinding (tea then came in 
compressed cakes), heating the water, 
whisking and infusing the tea. Judges 
based their decision on colour, taste and 
the duration of the foam – the longer the 

froth stayed, the better.
Many intellectuals thought tea 

fighting lowered the status of the 
“philosopher’s drink” to a game, but 
two key innovations did emerge from 
these contests: tea-whisking technique, 
still practised today in Japanese matcha 
customs, and the creation of various types 
of teaware, born from experiments with 
different shapes and glazes to improve 
frothing and infusion.

Modern contests have prompted 
similar levels of creativity, according to 
Cathy Zhang of Ms Cattea, who has been 
a judge and a host at WTBC in China. 

“I see the purpose of the competition to 
encourage young people to be innovative 
in tea,” she says. “I’ve been a judge for 

The world cuppa

Cheryl Teo of Flag & Spear Tea Hunters competes in 
the Australian/New Zealand Tea Masters Cup.
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Adeline Teoh is a tea writer who organises events for The Sydney Tea Meetup. 
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traditional tea competitions but it’s not like 
this, this is a more creative way to do tea.”

In the WTBC, contestants compete 
in a closed service round where they are 
given a mystery tea and 10 minutes to 
determine how to brew it, followed by an 
open service standard infusion where they 
present a specialty tea of their choosing, 
and a signature beverage with a mixed 
tea-based beverage.

Many in China see WTBC as an 
anomaly because of its departure from 
tradition. Its appeal to younger tea 
professionals and enthusiasts, however, 
gives credit to its vision. 

“Tea can be an art — it can be fun, it can 
be entertaining — and it can be a common 
thing for everyday life. A good tea person 
will need to have an open mind to see 
these two ways, that’s how you develop a 
culture. Most of our competitors are aged 
between 20 to 30, young people who have 
open minds,” says Cathy.

TEA FOR THE YOUNG 
AND FREE
Unlike in China, where the tea industry is 
vast, Australian tea competitions are more 
than just a way for contestants to strut their 
stuff — they also promote specialty tea and 
the skills required to make it.

Matt Tran of Tea Angle contested the 
2016 WTBC at Fine Food Melbourne. 

“I decided to enter because I thought 
it’d be a bit of fun. I also wanted to support 
an event that would help raise the general 
profile of specialty tea,” he says. 

Although he didn’t win, an honour that 
went to Sensory Lab’s Ayden Graham, 
Matt says he found the experience 

valuable, for “telling our tea story in a 
public forum” and “picking up useful tips 
on evaluating and tasting a brew of high 
quality tea”.

In a separate competition, Cheryl Teo 
of Flag & Spear Tea Hunters entered the 
Tea Masters Cup Australia/New Zealand 
at the Australian International Tea Expo, 
held earlier this year. Cheryl decided to 
enter after encouragement from the tea 
community, and a desire to promote tea 
as “more than just dunking a teabag in hot 
water”. 

In this event, contestants compete 
in the categories of tea preparation, tea 
pairing, tea mixology, and tea tasting. 
Competitors can enter any or all of the 
different tea categories, with a winner 
selected from each category. Cheryl won 
the Tea Preparation segment, where 
contestants are given a tea to brew. This 
task tests the competitor’s ability to 
identify the tea and determine the best 
way to infuse it. They then prepare a tea of 
their choice in a style and manner of their 
choosing. 

Cheryl prepared iced tea in the 
allotted 15 minutes, no mean feat as the 
traditional method involves cold-brewing 
tealeaves for up to 12 hours. It took 
months of experimentation to fit the time 
limit and give the tea the desired qualities. 
A pressurised canister quickened the 
extraction but made the tea flat. A flash 
infusion gave the tea body but heightened 
the astringency of the phoenix honey 
orchid oolong she initially wanted to 
present.

“I couldn’t fix the astringency issue 
even with different brewing parameters,” 

Cheryl admits. “I needed a tea that 
extracted quickly, with sweet, fruity 
characteristics, and minimal astringency. 
Eventually I swapped to a phoenix honey 
orchid black, which has a much smoother 
mouthfeel while retaining a similar flavour 
profile.” 

Cheryl eventually fine-tuned a method 
that meant stacking multiple infusions to 
build intensity, before pouring over ice 
to chill the tea. She then focused on her 
presentation, including choosing table 
settings and selecting teawares. 

Her process demonstrates that tea 
making is more than just following 
instructions on amount, time and 
temperature. The contestant is also 
required to have tea knowledge, brewing 
skills, plus an inventive streak to push tea 
beyond the ordinary.

“I’ve always been interested in 
experimenting with different teas and 
alternative brewing methods [but] the 
biggest outcome of winning the Tea 
Preparation segment has been that it’s 
become easier to explain and promote 
specialty tea to people outside the tea 
industry,” Cheryl says. 
      If staging a competition gets people 
talking about specialty tea, I’m all for it.

Cheryl Teo will represent Australia/
New Zealand at the next Tea Masters Cup 
International.

WTBC 2017 will be hosted at Fine Food 
Sydney from 11 – 12 September. Registration 
for the event is now open. 

For more information, visit 
worldteachampionship.org
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Matt Tran of Tea Angle contested the 
2016  World Tea Brewers Championship.

TEA TOURNAMENT TIPS
– Preparation is key. Select a tea and
brewing method that you connect
with. Consider not only your table
layout, but also how you will serve
and present the tea to the judges. Film
yourself rehearsing to fine-tune your
performance. Don’t be afraid to show
your personality on stage.
Cheryl Teo, 2017 Tea Masters Cup Aus/
NZ Tea Preparation winner

– Don’t forget about how the tea tastes.
People focus a lot on the gestures, how
they hold their teacup, their teapot,
than the actual taste of the tea, which is
an understanding of the tea itself.
Cathy Zhang, WTBC judge

– Don’t go over time. Even if you think
you’ve got a compelling story to tell
about your tea, this is a competition
and rules are rules. Do a few practice
runs beforehand and aim to finish
about 30 seconds before time is up to
give yourself a buffer.
Matt Tran, 2016 WTBC contestant
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