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Darjeeling muscatel, in summary: "Muscatel" is the grape skin note of fine second flush

Darjeeling, linked to leaf hopper bitten leaf. What it really means and what it does not

guarantee.

If you have read our Darjeeling guide or the four flushes page you will have met the word muscatel. It is the

most used and least explained term in Darjeeling, so here is what it really is.

Last reviewed by the teas.co.uk team in May 2026.

What muscatel tastes like

Muscatel describes a specific character in fine second flush Darjeeling: a grapey, slightly wine like fruitiness,

often compared to muscat grapes, with a honeyed sweetness, a soft astringency and a lingering, almost

floral finish. It is not a flavouring and not an additive; it is an emergent quality of the leaf itself, and in a top

second flush it is unmistakable once you have tasted it deliberately.

The strange cause: the tea jassid

Here is the part most descriptions leave out. The classic muscatel character is strongly associated with the

feeding of a tiny green leafhopper, the tea jassid (Empoasca). When the insect feeds on the leaves, the

plant responds by producing defensive compounds, and those compounds are what give the made tea its

distinctive muscatel notes. The same phenomenon is behind the honeyed character of Taiwanese Oriental

Beauty oolong. In other words, a degree of insect stress, in the right conditions, makes the tea taste better,

which is why heavily sprayed gardens can struggle to produce true muscatel.

Why second flush specifically

The jassid activity, the leaf maturity and the warm dry early summer weather line up in the second flush

(May to June). First flush is too early and too cool for the effect; monsoon growth is too fast and dilute;

autumnal has its own mellow character. So muscatel is essentially a second flush signature, which is why

that flush commands the price it does. The four flushes guide sets the seasons side by side.

How to actually taste it
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Brew a good second flush Darjeeling with water just off the boil, three to four minutes, no milk, and drink it

slightly cooled rather than scalding. Muscatel shows up most clearly in the aftertaste and the aroma as the

cup cools, that grapey, slightly winey lift on the finish. If you only ever drink Darjeeling hot and with milk you

will never meet it, which is why so many people own muscatel tea and have never knowingly tasted

muscatel.

Buying for muscatel

Look for stated second flush, a named estate where possible, and whole or broken leaf rather than dust. Be

sceptical of cheap bagged "Darjeeling" claiming muscatel; the character is fragile and is mostly found in

better single estate second flush teas. It is one of the few cases in tea where the romantic sounding word on

the label corresponds to a real, explainable thing, as long as you buy the right flush.

What "muscatel" actually means, in one place

Question The answer

What it is a grape skin, muscat grape, slightly winey aromatic note

Where it

appears
chiefly fine second flush Darjeeling

Why it happens
linked to leaf nibbled by the tea green leafhopper (Empoasca), which stresses the leaf and

shifts its chemistry

What it is not added flavouring, and not guaranteed by the word "Darjeeling" on a pack

"Muscatel" is the single most quoted word in Darjeeling marketing and one of the least explained. The widely

accepted explanation is biological rather than romantic: the tea green leafhopper (Empoasca) feeds on the

leaf during the early summer flush, the plant's stress response alters its chemistry, and that altered leaf,

skilfully processed, develops the muscatel signature, which is why it concentrates in second flush and

cannot simply be manufactured to order. The constant caveat for Darjeeling applies: the word "muscatel" on

a box is a claim, not a certificate, because a generic blend can print it freely while a real single estate second

flush has to earn it in the glass. Judge the cup, and read for a flush dated estate label.

FROM THE CURATOR

teas · A small, reliable muscatel stash beats a big, curious one. Rotate two or three muscatel

Darjeelings you really enjoy.
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black tea explained

The bottom line on muscatel

Muscatel is real, specific and worth seeking: a grape-skin, faintly winey aromatic note found chiefly in fine

second flush Darjeeling, linked to the tea green leafhopper stressing the leaf rather than to any added

flavouring. But it is a property of particular leaf skilfully made, not of the word on the packet, so spend on a

flush-dated single estate, brew it gently without milk, and judge the glass on the cooling cup and the finish.
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