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Darjeeling Tea: A Guide to the Four Flushes

From the Teas.co.uk wiki

Darjeeling, in summary: Darjeeling, the "champagne of teas": the four flushes, the
muscatel character, how to brew single estate Darjeeling properly, and what the name does
not guarantee.

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

Darjeeling is the only tea in the world that gets compared to wine without sounding ridiculous.
Grown at 2,000 metres in the Himalayan foothills, the second flush "muscatel" cup has a flavour
profile genuinely unique to its terroir, grape skin, almond blossom, soft astringency. The
"Champagne of teas" label is geographic protection legalese AND fair tasting note shorthand. 87
heritage estates produce all the world's authentic Darjeeling. Most "Darjeeling” sold globally is blended or
counterfeit. This is the working guide.

Where Darjeeling comes from

Darjeeling is a small district in the Indian state of West Bengal, in the Himalayan foothills near Sikkim and
Nepal. The town of Darjeeling sits at 2,000 metres elevation; the tea estates spread across surrounding
ridges between 600 and 2,000 metres. The combination of altitude, cool mist shrouded mornings, and old
Chinese variety Camellia sinensis tea bushes (different from the Assam variety used in most Indian tea)
produces an unusually delicate cup.

87 estates are officially registered as Darjeeling producers. Famous names include Castleton, Margaret's
Hope, Glenburn, Goomtee, Makaibari (the world's oldest tea estate), and Singbulli.

The "Champagne of teas", and why it's protected

Darjeeling holds Geographical Indication (GI) protection, similar to Champagne (must come from
Champagne, France), Roquefort cheese, and Parma ham. Only tea grown, processed, and packed in the
Darjeeling district can be labelled "Darjeeling." The Tea Board of India enforces this internationally. The
famous logo, "Darjeeling" in a stylised script with a leaf and bud design, certifies authentic origin.

This matters because Darjeeling production is small, about 8 million kg per year, but global "Darjeeling”
sales would suggest 40+ million kg if all the labels were clear. Most "Darjeeling"” tea bags in supermarkets
are blends with non Darjeeling tea or outright mislabelling. Real single estate Darjeeling carries the Gl logo.



The four flushes

Darjeeling tea is produced in four "flushes” (harvest periods) with distinct characters:

First flush (March April)

The youngest spring leaves. Light, almost green leaning, fresh, floral, slightly astringent. Sometimes called
"Easter tea" because of the harvest timing. Premium pricing, first flush single estate Darjeeling can cost £4-8
per gram.

Second flush (May June)

The "muscatel” flush. The character that defines Darjeeling. A specific aphid (the Darjeeling tea jassid) bites
the leaves during this period, triggering the plant's defensive response, which, paradoxically, produces the
famous muscatel flavour (grape skin, almond blossom, ripe peach pit). This is the cup that earns the wine
comparisons. Premium pricing.

Monsoon flush (July September)

Heavier, less complex. Used in blends and bagged commercial Darjeeling. Lower price point.

Autumn flush (October November)

Smoother, more rounded, less astringent than first or second flush. Some excellent autumn Darjeelings
exist, sometimes called the "winter tea" character. Mid price.

What real Darjeeling tastes like

The full sensory profile of a properly brewed second flush Darjeeling:

e Aroma: Floral (jasmine leaning), with a fresh fruit note (apricot, peach, sometimes muscat grape).

Cup colour: Lighter than typical Indian tea. Pale orange amber, sometimes almost golden.

Body: Light to medium. Drinks more like a fine green leaning tea than a typical British black.

Flavour: Muscatel (the signature). Grape skin, almond blossom, faint floral undertones.

Astringency: Soft, refined. Not harsh.

Finish: Long, slightly drying. The flavour lingers.

How to brew Darjeeling properly
Most British tea drinkers ruin Darjeeling by treating it like Yorkshire Tea. Darjeeling is a delicate tea; full

strength brewing produces only the bitter side.

e Use 1 tsp loose leaf per 200ml. Don't double dose.
Water at 90-95°C, NOT a rolling boil. Just off boiling is right.

Steep 2-3 minutes. Not 4-5 like supermarket black tea. Darjeeling over extracts past 3 minutes.

Drink black, NO milk. Milk obliterates the muscatel. Milk in Darjeeling is the British faux pas
equivalent of putting ketchup on a rare steak.

No sugar required. The natural sweetness emerges if brewed correctly.
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Buying Darjeeling in the UK

Mainstream (supermarket) Darjeeling

Twinings Pure Darjeeling, Ahmad Darjeeling, Tetley Darjeeling. Mostly blended, often bagged. Decent
introduction; not the real muscatel experience. £4-8 per box.

Specialist UK retailers

Single estate Darjeeling from teas.co.uk and specialist friends: Postcard Teas (London), Whittard's premium
range, Mei Leaf and Canton Tea. £10-30+ per 50g.

Direct from estate

Some Darjeeling estates sell direct online (Glenburn, Makaibari). Premium pricing, traceable provenance,
freshest stock.

Caffeine

30-45mg per 200ml cup. Lower than typical Indian black (Assam runs 50-60mg). Darjeeling's lighter
character is partially due to lower caffeine extraction; the cool growing climate slows the plant's caffeine
production.

Storage

Airtight, cool, dark. Darjeeling is more delicate than most teas, keep within 12 months for peak flavour. First
flush Darjeeling especially fades fastest; drink within 6-9 months of opening.

Why Darjeeling is expensive

Limited production area. Only 87 estates, only 8 million kg/year. Compare with Assam (300+ million
kg) and Kenya (500+ million kg).

Hand picking. The terraced steep estates aren't suitable for mechanical harvesting.

Old Chinese variety bushes. Lower yield than the Assam variety.

Rising global demand. Especially from Japan, Germany, US, UK.

Climate change pressure. Production is declining; quality is increasingly variable.

FAQ

Why is Darjeeling called the Champagne of teas? Geographic protection parallel (only Darjeeling grown
gualifies) AND tasting note shorthand (muscatel/grape skin character).

Should | add milk to Darjeeling? No, milk masks the muscatel character. Drink black.

What's the best Darjeeling flush? Second flush (May June) for the classic muscatel. First flush for fresh
delicacy. Autumn flush for smooth approachability.

Best Darjeeling brand UK? Postcard Teas or Mei Leaf for single estate. Twinings for accessible
mainstream.
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How can | tell if a Darjeeling is real? Look for the Gl logo (script "Darjeeling” with leaf and bud design).
Single estate names. Realistic pricing (£10+ per 50g for the real thing).

The four flushes, at a glance
Flush When Character
First flush spring light, floral, brisk, greenish; delicate and prized
Second flush early summer the famous muscatel, grape skin, full, rounded; the classic Darjeeling
Monsoon flush rainy season stronger, plainer, everyday and blending grade

Autumn flush autumn coppery, mellow, gently fruity

Curator's note: real second flush single estate Darjeeling is the most surprising tea most British drinkers
have never tasted. The muscatel grape skin character isn't subtle once you know what to look for. Spend
£15 on a single estate, brew it properly, and you'll see why people compare it to wine. Lee, Teas.co.uk,
Tunbridge Wells.

Reference noted

e EFSA Scientific Opinion on the Safety of Caffeine (2015)

Buy a genuine single estate in the Darjeeling range, compare in the black tea range, or browse the full tea

shop (free UK shipping over £35).

FROM THE CURATOR

teas - Freshness beats provenance for most drinkers. Buy a smaller bag more often.

Origin and black-tea companion reading

e Darjeeling tea (the deep dive)

¢ the black tea family

e Assam tea

e Water temperature guide

More from the tea wiki

e Green tea

Black tea

Oolong tea
White tea

Herbal tea

Caffeine in tea
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e How to make tea properly

e Loose leaf vs teabag
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