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HHNR]MT'TA TOVELL
TEA CHAMPION
According to tea expert Henrietta Lovell,
it's the perfect accompaniment to food.
Over silver tip oolong and wafer thin
cucumber sandwiches in her boho Camden
flat she explains, "Tea refreshes the palate
and goes with flavours * coffee fi1ls the
palate so you can't taste anl"thing else."

She should know. Henrietta's tea import
business, the Rare Tea Co, supplies top
restaurants including Heston Blumenthal's
The Fat Duck and Angela Hartnett's
Murano, as well as retailers such as

Waitrose and Sainsbu{s.
An elegant thirtysomething with more

than a touch of the Forties about her, until
eight years ago she was a corporate high
flyer, living on NewYork's trendy Upper
West Side and working in finance. The
job took her to the Far East, where
"entertaining clients means bu;,rng
expensive tea rather than flashy wine", and
over a €100 pot, she was bitten by the tea
bug. "Every cup tasted differently delicious.
I starled to spend any spare hours on work
trips researching tea and visiting growers."

But Henrietta's life was about to change
dramatically. Her father fe1l ilf so she had
to come home to Britain, and his death

made her reassess her priorities. She set up
the Rare Tea Co and had hardly placed her
first order when she herself was diagnosed
with breast cancer. "Oolong, like the one
we're drinking now was the only tea
I could drink when I was having chemo.

Thank goodness I had the
business to concentrate on,"
she says. Five cancer-free

years 1ate1, the business is

thriving, importing the best
teas direct from small
farmers and guaranteeing
them a good price.

According to Henriett4 tea is like fine
wine. "Black, white or green, it all comes
from the same plant, a camel1ia, but
different varieties and growing conditions
play a huge part in its character."

Although we Brits slurp dor,r.n six cups

a day, most of us aren't drinking the best,
she says. Our bitter tea bag brews need
lashings of milk and even sugar to make
them palatable,bttt"a really good tea can
be drunk b1ack." (Not that there's arything
wrong with milk in tea, she adds quickly.)

Iea bags,

however, are always a

no-no. They're usually fil1ed with finely
ground leaves, or'dust', which brews
quickly but has more tannin than flavour.
Really good tea is made with whole leaves

that need to unfur1 in hot water to release

their flavour * ateabag, however posh, is
just too small for that to happen. That said,

scraping leaves from the bottom of the pot
is no one's idea of fun. "Use a sink strainer,
then tip the leaves into the compost," says

Henrietta."At least there's no messing
around with a dripping tea bag."

Is it worth the extra seconds? Drinking
this fragrant, complex brew, I'm in no
doubt. Henrietta agrees."With leaf tea you
are getting complexity. It's tea in 3D."ffi
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