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Silver Needle, in summary: Silver Needle is the top-tier Chinese white tea from Fujian;

unopened buds-only of Da Bai cultivar; exceptionally delicate evening cup.

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

Silver Needle (Bai Hao Yin Zhen) is the king of white teas and one of the most prized teas in the

world. Made from only the youngest unopened buds of Camellia sinensis grown in specific regions of Fujian

Province, China, silver needle produces an exquisitely delicate cup with sweet, gentle character and the

highest L theanine content of any tea family. The buds are covered in fine silvery white down (the "bai hao"

or "white hair") that gives the tea its name and visual appearance; only the bud is used, never the leaves,

making silver needle one of the most labour intensive teas to produce.

This guide covers everything about silver needle: the bud only production approach, the minimal processing

that defines white tea, the proper brewing approach, the major commercial products, and how silver needle

fits into the wider white tea family.

The silver needle heritage

Silver needle is produced primarily in two specific regions of Fujian Province, China:

Fuding County (northern Fujian), the original silver needle production region, traditionally considered

the source of the highest quality silver needle. The Fuding silver needle is the most prestigious, with

characteristic sweet character and pronounced silver down on the buds

Zhenghe County (also northern Fujian), the secondary silver needle region. Zhenghe silver needle

has slightly different character (often slightly stronger and more flavourful) due to the local cultivar

variations and processing traditions

Both regions have been producing silver needle for centuries; the tea is considered one of China's "Famous

Teas" (a formal designation for the most prestigious national products). The cultivation of specific cultivars

(Da Bai or "big white" varieties) optimised for white tea production is one of the regional specialisations that

distinguishes Fujian white tea from white tea attempts in other regions.

Production beyond Fujian exists; some Indian, Sri Lankan, and African producers have started producing

silver needle style white tea using local Camellia sinensis. These non Chinese silver needles are typically

lower priced and produce different character than authentic Fujian silver needle; for drinkers wanting
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authentic silver needle experience, Fujian origin teas are essential.

For the wider white tea family see the white tea overview.

The bud only production

Silver needle is distinguished by using only the unopened buds of the tea plant; no leaves are used. This is

what makes silver needle dramatically more labour intensive than other tea families:

1. Plucking only the youngest unopened buds are picked, typically in early spring (March to early April).

The buds are picked individually by hand; an experienced tea picker can harvest only about 1.5 to 2kg

of buds per day

2. Sorting: the picked buds are sorted to remove any leaves or imperfections; only the cleanest buds

are used for premium silver needle

3. Withering: the picked buds are spread on bamboo trays and allowed to wither in controlled conditions

for 36 to 72 hours; this is the primary processing step for white tea

4. Drying: after withering, the buds are gently dried at low temperatures to halt any further oxidation

5. Sorting and grading: the dried buds are sorted by appearance and quality

The minimal processing is what defines white tea; there's no rolling, no significant oxidation, no firing, no

shaping. The bud's natural character is preserved through gentle drying. This makes white tea the most

natural tea family in terms of processing, but it also makes it the most sensitive to source quality; any defects

in the original buds can't be hidden by processing.

The bud only approach means it takes a lot of buds to produce a small amount of finished tea. This is why

authentic silver needle is expensive; the labour costs and the bud to finished tea ratio combine to produce a

premium priced product.

The silver needle flavour profile

Authentic silver needle has one of the most distinctive flavour profiles in the tea world:

Sweet, gentle character: the dominant note; described variously as "honey", "melon", "apple",

"delicate fruit", or "subtle sweetness"

Smooth, silky mouthfeel: the bud only composition produces a particularly refined cup texture

Long sweet finish: the cup lingers pleasantly without bitterness

Pale gold to silver cup colour: lightest of any major tea family

Subtle floral aroma: gentle and not overpowering

No bitterness: properly brewed silver needle is essentially never bitter

Visual character: the silver down covered buds are visually distinctive both dry and during brewing

The character is defined by what isn't there as much as what is. There's no astringency, no smoke, no

toasted character, no marine notes; just the gentle natural sweetness of the unopened tea buds. For

drinkers used to bolder teas, silver needle initially seems "bland" or "weak"; appreciation develops with

multiple cups as you learn to perceive the subtle character.
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The L theanine factor

Silver needle has the highest L theanine content of any tea family:

L theanine concentration: exceptionally high due to the bud only composition; L theanine is

concentrated in young plant parts

Caffeine content 15 to 30mg per cup; lower than green tea or black tea

Steady focus effect: the high L theanine to caffeine ratio produces the most pronounced "quiet

focus" effect of any tea

Antioxidant content: high; minimal processing preserves the leaf's natural compounds

For drinkers seeking the cleanest L theanine experience, silver needle is the most efficient delivery. The

combination of pleasant gentle flavour, low caffeine, and high L theanine makes it particularly suitable for

afternoon and early evening drinking.

For more on the L theanine effect see the ultimate caffeine guide.

How to brew silver needle properly

Silver needle is the most temperature sensitive of all teas:

1. Use freshly drawn cold water brought to a boil and then cooled significantly to 70 to 75°C (use a

temperature control kettle, or check with a thermometer; cooling time varies with water volume and

kettle)

2. Use 1 to 2 teaspoons of buds (about 2 to 3g) per 200ml cup; silver needle's gentle character

benefits from generous leaf amounts

3. Steep for 4 to 7 minutes: longer than green tea; the gentle compounds release slowly

4. Cover the cup or pot during brewing to retain volatile aromatic compounds

5. Strain or remove buds

6. Drink neat: no milk, no sweetener; silver needle's character is too subtle to survive any masking

7. Re brew: premium silver needle gives 3 to 5 excellent infusions; subsequent infusions can use slightly

hotter water and slightly longer steep times

The water temperature point is essential; boiling water on silver needle destroys the delicate character that's

the entire point of the tea. The 70 to 75°C target is critical. For drinkers with temperature control kettles or

kettle thermometers, the precision is worth it for silver needle specifically.

Silver Needle needs precise, cooler water; every family's heat is set out in the water temperatures guide.

Silver needle vs other white teas

The white tea family includes several distinct styles:

Tea Composition Character

Silver Needle (Bai Hao Yin

Zhen)
Buds only

Most refined, sweetest, lightest, highest L theanine,

most expensive
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Tea Composition Character

White Peony (Bai Mu Dan) Bud + first 2 leaves
More body, slightly stronger, balanced character; mid

tier white tea

Shou Mei (Long Life

Eyebrow)
Mature leaves

Stronger character, fuller body, lower price; entry level

white tea

Gong Mei (Tribute Eyebrow)
Older leaves and

stems
Strongest white tea; rustic character; lowest price

For drinkers exploring white tea, silver needle is the prestige experience but white peony provides

accessible introduction at lower cost while still showing the white tea family character. Shou mei is for

drinkers who specifically want a stronger, sturdier white tea; the character is closer to oolong than to delicate

silver needle.

Aged silver needle

One specific aspect worth knowing: like pu erh, white tea (including silver needle) can be aged. Properly

stored white tea develops different character over years and decades:

Young silver needle (1-2 years) the bright, sweet, delicate character described above

Aged silver needle (5+ years) develops deeper character with notes of dried fruit, honey, and warm

spices; the original sweetness deepens and intensifies

Long aged silver needle (15+ years) develops a complex, herbal character; traditional Chinese

medicine attributes various uses to it

The aging tradition is less prominent in white tea than in pu erh, but quality aged silver needle is really

interesting and increasingly available from specialty Chinese tea importers. For drinkers interested in tea

aging, white tea provides another exploration territory beyond pu erh.

Premium pricing context

Silver needle is one of the more expensive teas in mainstream tea retail:

Mass market silver needle (or silver needle style) £15 to £30 per 100g; varying quality, often

blended or non Fujian origin

Quality Fujian silver needle £30 to £60 per 100g; the standard premium experience

Premium first flush Fujian silver needle £60 to £120+ per 100g; the highest quality everyday

available tier

Specialty aged silver needle £100+ per 100g depending on age and origin

The price reflects the labour intensive bud only production. For drinkers wanting to try silver needle at

accessible prices, the white peony (Bai Mu Dan) family provides similar character at lower cost; for drinkers

committed to the silver needle experience, the premium pricing is what it is.

Silver needle as the ultimate evening tea



One specific use case worth highlighting: silver needle is one of the better evening tea options for drinkers

wanting to wind down. The combination of:

Low caffeine (15 to 30mg per cup)

High L theanine for focus without the buzz

Gentle pleasant flavour

Smooth refined character

This combination makes silver needle suitable for late afternoon to early evening drinking when stronger

teas would interfere with sleep but pure herbal tea isn't quite what you want. For a sleep sensitive drinker

who enjoys true tea (rather than herbal infusions), silver needle is one of the better options for the 4-6pm

window. Beyond that hour, decaf or caffeine free herbals are more appropriate.

See the best tea for sleep guide for the wider sleep tea context.

Silver Needle white tea at a glance

Aspect Plain note

What it is Top-tier Chinese white tea; buds only

Origin Fujian, China; Fuding and Zhenghe production

Cultivar Da Bai (Big White) or Da Hao (Big Hairy)

Harvest Early spring; an ideal window of 1 to 2 days

Leaf form Unopened buds only; silvery fuzz coating

Cup character Exceptionally delicate, subtle sweetness, minimal astringency

L-theanine High; the quiet evening signature

Pricing Premium; £20-£50 per 100g for Silver Needle

Source

EFSA Scientific Opinion on the Safety of Caffeine (2015)

Plain shopping notes for this topic: English Breakfast, Earl Grey, green tea, loose leaf tea, Darjeeling, oolong

, and herbal tea. The whole tea range is here, white teas included; UK postage is free from £35.

FROM THE CURATOR

teas · Silver Needle is costly, so weigh it per cup, steeps included. Loose buds win easily

there; bagged white tea rarely compares.
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Black tea
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Caffeine in tea

How to make tea properly

Loose leaf vs teabag
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