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Siracai: Zhejiang Yellow Tea as Court Tribute and
Trade Item in the Qing Dynasty”

Lai, Hui-min ™"

Abstract

Yellow tea in Mongolian is known as “siracai.” Since the Yuan dynasty, the Mongols
had the custom of drinking milk tea, and the Qing court followed this Mongolian tradition,
using yellow tea to make their milk tea. Yellow tea comes from the Shaoxing area in
Zhejiang, its distribution center located at Pingshui. It is also found up the Xin’an River
valley to the Shexian region in Anhui, the area of its cultivation quite large. In the early
Qing dynasty, yellow tea was mainly a tribute tea sent to Beijing via the Grand Canal.
During the reign of the Kangxi emperor, the more than 9,900 catties of yellow tea that had
been offered as tribute from Zhejiang was increased to 12,000 catties, making it the largest
amount of tribute tea in the country. Furthermore, the number of Zhejiang tea licenses sold
reached 140,000, increasing to 210,000 by the Jiaging reign, resulting in the area with the
highest number of tea licenses in the country. As for the sale of Zhejiang tea licenses, in the
beginning it was tea merchants who received the licenses, but in the Qianlong period, due to
shortchanging and under-reporting by tea merchants, reforms by the Governor of Zhejiang
Xiong Xuepeng led to government control, with profits and surplus going to the state.

Yellow tea is picked every year after “Summer Commences” in the lunar calendar,
the bitter taste of the young tea leaves making it a lesser grade. However, after adding
milk, butter, and salt, it became a favorite of the Mongolian people. Every year, the
Qing court held a banquet for Mongolian nobility, and offering milk tea was one of the
important rituals; afterwards, the Mongolian nobility would be awarded with yellow tea
and tea containers. With the prevalence of Tibetan Buddhism in both Tibet and Mongolia,
yellow tea became an even more indispensable part of rituals. Yellow tea was favored
by the Mongolian upper classes, which differed from the lower classes who drank brick
tea. In turn, this accelerated the sale of yellow tea to Inner Mongolia and the Khalkha
Mongolian region. The present article examines how the Qing court excelled in its
multicultural rule over various ethnic groups, with yellow tea representing how the court
tribute system spurred the commercial development of this product.

Keywords: yellow tea, tea license system, tribute system, commercial trade
(Translated by Donald E. Brix)
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** Research Fellow, Institute of Modern History, Academia Sinica
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