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The Dawn of Tea Culture in Taiwan before
1895 : Tea as an “Industry”

Yi-Chen CHEN*

The first record of Taiwanese indigenous tea tree is from 1645, during the Dutch Formosa
period. However, it is not until the era of Qing rule (1683-1895) that we see in archives for the first
time records of Taiwanese tea being consumed, initially “for medicinal purposes’ . Otherwise, from
the Dutch Formosa period to the era of Kingdom of Tungning (1661-1683), no record is found of
indigenous tea consumed for non-medical purposes, or about the cultivation of introduced varieties of
tea.

Beginning with the second half of the Qing period we start to see bigger changes to the
development of Taiwanese tea. With increasing immigration from Mainland China begins the
cultivation of introduced varieties of tea. Furthermore, the exploitative actions taken by Western
trading companies brought attention to the potential of tea as cash crop. As a result, the government
took measures to increase the economic value of tea, and the tea trade became big business in
Taiwan.

As pilot work for a bigger research project to clarify the transition process of Taiwanese
tea from “industry” to “culture” , this paper aims to, firstly, trace the history of Mainland Chinese
tea being transplanted and introduced to Taiwan, and secondly, to examine the process by which
“Formosa Tea” gradually became an important export. This paper mainly uses policy documents

from 1645 to 1895 to examine Taiwanese tea as an industry.
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