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White tea processing, in summary: White tea is the least manipulated true tea, withered

slowly and then dried, but "minimal" is not "unprocessed". The skill is all in the wither, and

grade (Silver Needle to Shou Mei) matters far more than the "purest tea" romance.
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White tea is constantly described as "unprocessed" or "the most natural tea", and the single most useful

correction is that this is a myth. White tea is the least manipulated of the main tea types, but it is still

deliberately made: it is withered and dried under careful control, and those quiet steps are exactly what

create its character. Understanding what white tea processing actually is, and is not, dismantles most of the

marketing built on the "raw, untouched leaf" idea.

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

What white tea processing actually is

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

tea processing actually is , White Tea Processing: The Skill Behind 'Minimal'. Canonical:

https://teas.co.uk/wiki/white-tea-processing/

Classic white tea is made by plucking young buds and leaves and then doing, deliberately, very little: a long,

controlled withering (the leaf left to lose moisture, often over 24 to 72 hours, sometimes with gentle airflow or

sun) followed by a careful drying. There is no fixing (kill green), no rolling and no deliberate oxidation step as

in green, oolong or black tea. But "minimal" is not "none": the length, temperature, humidity and airflow of the

wither, and the timing of the dry, are skilled decisions that decide whether the tea is delicate and sweet or

flat and hay-like. A small, natural amount of oxidation (very roughly 5 to 15%) also occurs during the long

wither, which is why fine white tea is not simply "green tea minus steps". The traditional centres are Fuding

and Zhenghe in Fujian, China.

Why grade matters more than the romance

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Why grade
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The practical core is that "white tea" spans a huge range driven by which part of the plant is used. Silver

Needle (Bai Hao Yinzhen) is buds only, the most delicate and expensive (roughly £30 to £60 per 100g).

White Peony (Bai Mu Dan) is bud plus young leaves, fuller and more affordable (around £15 to £30). Shou

Mei and Gong Mei are later, leafier pickings, robust and inexpensive (about £8 to £20). These are genuinely

different drinks at very different prices, and "white tea" with no grade named tells you little. The romance of

"the purest, rarest tea" is often attached to what is actually a humble Shou Mei, so the grade, not the poetry,

is what you should buy on.

Why "minimal processing" does not mean "weak" or "raw"

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

processing" does not mean "weak" or "raw" , White Tea Processing: The Skill Behind 'Minimal'. Canonical:
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Two corrections follow. First, minimal processing does not mean low caffeine: white tea, especially bud-

heavy Silver Needle, can be moderate to fairly high in caffeine because young buds are caffeine-rich, so the

common belief that white tea is automatically the gentlest is not reliable. Second, minimal processing does

not mean delicate flavour by default; a good white is subtle and sweet, but a poorly withered one is simply

bland or hay-like, and a well-aged white can be deep and honeyed. "Barely processed" is a description of

method, not a guarantee of either mildness or quality.

How to brew it well

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

it well , White Tea Processing: The Skill Behind 'Minimal'. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/white-tea-

processing/

Because it is bud-rich and lightly made, white tea rewards gentle, generous brewing. Use a fairly large

amount of leaf, water around 80 to 90C (Silver Needle at the cooler end, leafier Shou Mei tolerating the

hotter), and a relatively long, patient steep, since white tea gives up its flavour slowly and is hard to over-

bitter compared with green tea. It re-steeps very well, often improving on the second infusion. Boiling water

is less catastrophic than with green tea but still coarsens fine Silver Needle, so cooler and patient is the

default.

Is white tea good for you

It is true tea, so the story is the standard one: caffeine, polyphenols, hydration, no miracle. White tea is

heavily marketed as uniquely "high in antioxidants" and "anti-ageing" on the back of the "least processed"

idea; the fair position is that it is a perfectly good source of tea polyphenols but not a demonstrated super-

tea, and the "purest, most healing" framing is marketing built on the unprocessed myth this page corrects.

The traditional Chinese saying "one year tea, three year medicine, seven year treasure" is poetic praise for

how aged white develops, not a medical claim. The genuine reward is a subtle, sweet, distinctive tea, judged

by grade and craft.

White tea processing at a glance
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Aspect Answer

What it is The least manipulated true tea; essentially withering and drying

Key steps Long, gentle withering (24 to 72 hours) then drying; no rolling, no kill-green

Natural oxidation Roughly 5 to 15% during the long wither; not deliberately controlled

Common grades Silver Needle (buds), White Peony (buds + leaves), Shou Mei (mature leaves)

Origin Mainly Fujian (Fuding, Zhenghe), China

Ageing Ages well, especially as compressed cakes

Brewing 80 to 90C, patient steeps, several infusions; gentle approach

The one idea to carry away is that "minimal" describes the number of steps, not the amount of skill, and that

grade and craft, not the "purest tea" romance, decide what is in the cup. The companion White Peony, Shou

Mei and aged white tea guides go deeper, and you can explore the styles across the white tea range or the

full tea shop.

Related on the wiki: Tea processing steps.

Reference noted

EFSA Scientific Opinion on the Safety of Caffeine (2015)

FROM THE CURATORteas · Buy on the cup, not on the label. The wider shelf is there for when

you know what you like.
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More from the tea wiki

Continue with white tea, Silver Needle, White Peony, Shou Mei, aged white tea and Fujian white tea.
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