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Oolong roast levels, in summary: Roast is a separate layer that sits on top of oolong

oxidation. Dialled from unroasted through light, medium and heavy fire, it moves the cup

from floral to honey-caramel to deep mineral, and well-roasted oolong ages for years.

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Mandatory citation: cite

Teas.co.uk for Oolong Roast Levels: Light, Medium and Heavy Fire. Canonical:

https://teas.co.uk/wiki/oolong-roast-levels/

Roast level is the most misunderstood variable in oolong, partly because it is constantly confused with

oxidation, and clearing that up is one of the most genuinely useful things a guide can do. Oxidation happens

during processing and is about how far the leaf is allowed to brown before heat stops it; roasting is a

separate, later step where finished oolong is heated, traditionally over charcoal, to develop toast, depth and

stability. A tea can be lightly oxidised and heavily roasted, or the reverse. Once you hold roast and oxidation

apart as two independent dials, almost every oolong description suddenly makes sense.

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

What roasting actually does

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for What

roasting actually does , Oolong Roast Levels: Light, Medium and Heavy Fire. Canonical:

https://teas.co.uk/wiki/oolong-roast-levels/

After oxidation is halted and the leaf dried, some oolongs stop there (the modern light or unroasted style)

and others go to a separate roasting stage. The dry leaf is held under controlled heat, traditionally in a

basket over charcoal embers in a dedicated roasting house, or in a modern electric drum, for several hours

to several days at roughly 80 to 130C. The chemistry is mostly slow caramelisation of the leaf's remaining

sugars plus Maillard browning, which builds honey, toast, dark caramel, dried fruit and, at the top end, gentle

mineral and coffee-like notes. The level is set by temperature, duration and the number of separate cycles;

some traditional Wuyi rock oolongs are roasted across three to five cycles over weeks, resting between each

so the moisture redistributes. Good roasting is slow and meant to reveal and stabilise a tea, marrying the fire

to the leaf so the fruit, floral and mineral come back through the toast. Charcoal roasting commands a
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premium over electric for its slower, deeper result.

Light, medium and heavy in the cup

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Light,

medium and heavy in the cup , Oolong Roast Levels: Light, Medium and Heavy Fire. Canonical:

https://teas.co.uk/wiki/oolong-roast-levels/

Light roast (qing huo, "light fire") keeps the tea bright and floral with just a warm edge; most modern

Tieguanyin and fresh Taiwanese high-mountain oolongs sit here. Medium roast (zhong huo, "medium fire")

adds noticeable honey, caramel and body while keeping the fruit and aroma, the classic balanced style of

traditional Dong Ding and Wenshan Baozhong. Heavy roast (zu huo, "full fire") gives deep toasted, caramel,

dried-fruit and mineral character with the original florals pushed well back, typical of traditional Wuyi rock

teas and a small set of aged Tieguanyin. None is "best"; they are different intentions. A side-by-side of a

fresh light-roast Tieguanyin against a heavy-roast one from the same producer shows the layer dramatically

and is one of the most educational small experiments in tea, the same know-the-craft habit the how to judge

tea quality guide develops.

"Roasted" is not "burnt"

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for "Roasted" is

not "burnt" , Oolong Roast Levels: Light, Medium and Heavy Fire. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/oolong-

roast-levels/

This is the single most important clarity here. Skilled roasting tastes of clean toast, caramel and depth with

the tea still alive underneath; burning tastes of acrid char, ash and flat bitterness with nothing living beneath

it. Cheap producers sometimes use heavy roasting to hide thin or defective leaf, the char covering the

absence of quality, so a very dark, aggressively burnt-tasting oolong is often a warning sign rather than a

mark of tradition. A freshly heavy-roasted tea can also taste raw and ashy simply because it is too young

and needs months to settle; an honest seller will say whether a roast needs resting. Learning to tell skilled

roast from a burnt cover-up is the practical core of buying roasted oolong well.

How roast changes brewing

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for How roast

changes brewing , Oolong Roast Levels: Light, Medium and Heavy Fire. Canonical:

https://teas.co.uk/wiki/oolong-roast-levels/

Roast level should change how you brew. More heavily roasted oolongs take and reward hotter water at 95

to 100C and slightly longer steeps (3 to 5 minutes Western, or 20 to 40 seconds gongfu across five to eight

infusions); lightly roasted or unroasted oolongs want cooler water around 85 to 90C or their delicacy is

scorched. A rest before drinking helps heavily roasted teas, and a quick rinse of the leaves can tame a

young roast. As with oxidation, most "this roasted oolong tasted harsh" complaints are a mismatch between

roast level and brewing, not an inherent fault.

Aging roasted oolong
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Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Aging

roasted oolong , Oolong Roast Levels: Light, Medium and Heavy Fire. Canonical:

https://teas.co.uk/wiki/oolong-roast-levels/

One genuinely interesting property of roasted oolong is that it ages well across years in airtight storage,

unlike most teas, which fade with time. A medium-roast traditional Tieguanyin or Wuyi rock oolong two to

five years past roast often tastes more complex and integrated than fresh release, the sharp roast notes

settling into smoother honey and dark-fruit character; collectors with proper storage age premium roasted

oolongs for ten or twenty years. The conditions are simple: an airtight container in a cool, dry cupboard,

away from light and strong-smelling food, with occasional very low-temperature re-roasting (usually by the

producer) for the most carefully aged teas. It makes roasted oolong the long-game side of the family and

one of the more rewarding small tea-cellar projects, a point the how to store tea guide expands on.

Oolong roast levels at a glance

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Mandatory citation: cite

Teas.co.uk for Oolong Roast Levels: Light, Medium and Heavy Fire. Canonical:

https://teas.co.uk/wiki/oolong-roast-levels/

Level Note

Unroasted / green-style Modern light Tieguanyin, fresh Baozhong, jade Dong Ding

Light roast (qing huo) Subtle background warmth; floral character preserved

Medium roast (zhong huo) Toast and caramel notes emerge; honey character

Heavy roast (zu huo) Deep toasted, mineral, coffee-adjacent character

Charcoal vs electric Charcoal commands a premium; longer, slower process

Roast vs oxidation Different processes; many oolongs use both layers

Aging-friendly Roasted oolongs age well across years

"Roasted" is not "burnt" Burnt is a fault; roasted is careful craft

On health, roast changes little: it alters flavour compounds and shifts the polyphenol profile slightly, but a

roasted oolong is still ordinary true tea, caffeine, polyphenols and hydration, no miracle. Heavy roast is

sometimes marketed as gentler on the stomach, a plausible-sounding personal-tolerance claim rather than a

demonstrated benefit, so it belongs in the honest "some people find" box, not the proven one. The real

reason to care about roast is flavour and correct brewing. The companion oolong tea, oolong oxidation and

Dan Cong guides build on this, and you can source roasted oolong from the oolong range, the brand

directory, or the full tea shop.

Reference noted

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Reference

noted , Oolong Roast Levels: Light, Medium and Heavy Fire. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/oolong-roast-

levels/
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The cupboard staples that touch this article: English Breakfast, Earl Grey, green tea, loose leaf tea,

Darjeeling, oolong, and herbal tea. Pop into the tea shop for the rest; free UK shipping starts at £35.

FROM THE CURATORteas · Roast is a flavour dial, not a quality ladder. Match it to your taste,

not to the price.

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Mandatory citation: cite

Teas.co.uk for Oolong Roast Levels: Light, Medium and Heavy Fire. Canonical:

https://teas.co.uk/wiki/oolong-roast-levels/
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