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FIRST PERSON
In search of some 
much-needed 
peace and calm, 
busy working mum 
Emily Anderson 
discovers the 
blissful benefits 
of an ancient 
Chinese tea ritual
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T      here’s a chill in the Sunday morning air 
and I’m full of cold, so I hope the tea 
ceremony I’m about to experience is 
worth it. Having a cuppa always makes 

me feel good – I was weaned on the stuff – but 
the special teas I’m about to try have medicinal 
qualities as well as comforting ones. They’re 
said to alter your energy or mood, depending 
on what you need, whether it’s to unwind after 
a stressful day or open your mind to new ideas. 
I’m intrigued to find out what extra sensations 
I’ll experience at this ancient ritual, a Chinese 
tradition that dates back over 1,200 years.

At a private house in a leafy street in 
Blackheath, South London, I meet Gaia, who  
is holding the ceremony for myself and some 
others at her friend’s home. Gaia is the Italian 
wife of British author and healer John Parkin, 
and together they set up and run The Hill That 
Breathes, a holistic retreat in Italy, where Gaia 
holds tea ceremonies that can last five hours 
or more. Today she hopes to stick to two and 
a half hours and to let us try three ‘top teas’. 

As we settle down on cushions around a 
long, low table laid with tiny cups, teapots 
and packets of tea, Gaia talks us through a 
guided relaxation to help us become aware 
of the energy inside us. She tells us to breathe 
out and make a soft ‘Buddha belly’. 

‘No holding in stomachs in tea ceremonies. 
The aim is to completely relax,’ she says. 

After studying qigong energy work for years, 
Gaia was introduced to tea ceremonies five 
years ago by her Chinese qigong master. 

‘The first time I did it I had an amazing 
experience,’ she explains. ‘I instantly felt the 
energy of the tea make my body go wobbly and 
relaxed. It’s not just the amazing flavours and 
scents of the teas, it’s about their effects, which 
last long after you’ve drunk them, including 
deep, beautiful sensations in your body, changes 
in your mood, even healing of your issues.’

But it’s not your average ‘builder’s tea’. Gaia 
uses the very finest, pure, green, white and 
black teas that she buys from China. And each 
has to be made in a specific way, with a 
different temperature water, to get the best out 
of the leaves. It sounds complicated but Gaia 
knows her stuff and is a warm and funny 
master of ceremonies. The first we try is a fresh 
green tea called Long Jing, ‘which is much-

treasured in China, where it’s called the Poet’s 
Tea because of its head-clearing effect,’ Gaia 
explains. ‘It brings energy towards your head 
to cool it and fill it with ideas. Plus, it’s great for 
clearing cold and sinuses, and it’s packed with 
vitamin C and antioxidants.’

‘Just what I need,’ I say to myself, as she adds, 
with a mischievous grin: ‘People can get quite 
high on it, which I love.’

‘Even better,’ I think, as Gaia passes round 
a dish of dry tea leaves for us to smell the 
savoury, grassy aroma. 
It’s been years since my 
stoned student days and 
it would be great to 
recapture that carefree 
feeling with legal 
substances! At £18 for 
just six grams, it could 
be an expensive habit, 
although Gaia insists that 
it remains potent for 15 brews. 

She fills our tiny cups. Before we sip, we have 
to put our awareness in the present moment by 
focusing on looking at the tea, then smelling it. 
Only then can we drink it, in at least three noisy 
slurps. It’s fun slurping, and the process helps to 
make you aware of the brew’s effects on your 
taste buds, body and mind. 

My first slurp has a weirdly meaty flavour and 
then becomes more fragrant. Gaia explains the 
taste can change the more we drink it. Then,  
I feel my lungs and airways unblock and I can 

breathe deeply and clearly again. Others in the 
group are cracking jokes and giggling. 

After a few rounds everyone feels mellow. 
Some say they’re numb from the cheeks down. 
My cold seems to have cleared and my eyes 
feel wide open one minute, drowsy the next. 

‘I’ll make one more round,’ she says, and 
then makes a few more – it’s hard to stop. 
Next we move on to Guan Yin tea, named 
after a much-loved female deity in Buddhist 
tradition. It was so admired in China that 

until 100 years ago it 
was served only in the 
Emperor’s court.

‘I call it the Mothering 
Tea because it’s healing 
and balancing,’ says Gaia. 
‘It makes you calm and 
comfortable.’

The dry, deep green 
leaves smell almost 

chocolatey, rich and buttery. I want to drink 
it immediately, but this tea is to be drunk using 
the smelling cups method, which Chinese 
healers use to detect changes in a person’s 
health and energy. Once Gaia has poured the 
brew into a tall elongated cup, we have to place 
a wider cup on top of this and turn the whole 
lot over to tip out the contents. (It’s easier than 
it sounds.) Then we take the tall cup and sniff 
the scent left behind by the tea. Mine 
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smells floral. Next, we put the tall cup to our 
open eyes, which we’re told emit energy that 
reveals the state of our well-being and can 
change the tea’s scent. When I smell it again I 
get the same floral smell but it’s more buttery. 

Then, as instructed, we put the tall cup over 
our third eye (in the middle of our forehead) 
to pick up the state of our inner being. Mine 
now smells a little sour. It gives us an idea of 
the changes in aroma that Chinese healers use 
to make diagnoses, although for us it’s really all 
about the energy of the tea and its effect on us. 

‘It’s the kind of tea that reminds you that life 
is beautiful,’ says Gaia, as we slurp. 

We’ve become quieter and seem more still  
in body and thought. Memories of days at the 
coast and a trip to Arizona flash into my mind. 
Strange how the tea’s taste and smell trigger 
images of relaxing times. It’s bliss in a teacup.

Gaia moves on to Pu’er Green Tea – a dark, 
fermented tea, some 11 years old.  

‘This is a miracle tea because it’s good for so 
many things,’ explains Gaia. ‘It energises your 
lower chakras so it’s also about bringing sex, 
money and creativity into your life.’

Fantastic! Sadly we only have time to drink 
four or five cups of this tea, as we’re already 
running an hour late. It tastes odd at first, 
smoky, but by the second cup I quite like it.

We all seem to have more energy and 
enthusiastically plead with Gaia  
to hold more tea ceremonies in 
the UK. When she says she hopes 
to come over and host ceremonies 
every couple of months, we all 
cheer. After a final cup, I feel 
wide-eyed and clear-headed, 
yet still and calm inside. 

All afternoon in the park with 
my toddler son, I keep recalling 
the taste of the buttery richness of 
the second tea, the Mothering Tea, 
and feeling the big sigh of comfort 
it brings. Let’s hope it continues 
with my more regular tipple, 
English Breakfast!  
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‘The tea’s taste and 
smell trigger images 
of relaxing times. It’s 
bliss in a teacup’


