
What Am I?
GUESS THE MYSTERY item
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Here are some clues:

My origins date back to ancient 
Egypt and ancient China.
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People have enjoyed me  
for thousands of years.
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Traces of me have been  
found in Egyptian tombs  
carbon-dated to 1000 BC.
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It’s unclear if my name comes 
from Greek or French.
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I am part of popular 
Chinese legend.
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I am not black,  
green, or white.
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Many people agree that  
I am a natural healer.
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But I also bring  
some health risks.
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My name is misleading.
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I’m not what I claim to be.
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Chinese folk hero Shennong 
spent time experimenting  
with me in the 2700s BC. 
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At various times and  
by various people, I’ve  

been described as fruity,  
floral, spicy, and minty.
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I can be made from nuts,  
seeds, berries, or flowers.
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Sometimes I get  
back to my roots.
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I can help keep people alert.
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I am infused with flavors.
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My popularity continues  
to grow. You might say that  

I’m not “leafing.”
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A 20th-century development  
in my delivery system  

was an accident.
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The FDA does not regulate me, 
but it does ask me to meet  

some requirements.
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I remain calm and stable  
even when I’m in hot water.
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There is no reason to wait  
until afternoon to enjoy me.
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In the beginning I was 
considered mainly medicinal; 
since then, I’ve started joining 

more social circles.
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Water is the one thing I  
can’t beat. It’s also the one  

thing I must have.
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You can find me in pantries 
around the world.
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Have you guessed 
what I am?
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Here’s to your health!  
I am herbal tea.
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Introduction

People have been drinking 
herbal teas for thousands of 
years. These blends of herbs 
and spices do more than just 
taste good; many of them 
also have healing properties.
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Origin Story

The use of herbal teas for their health benefits and 
great taste goes back thousands of years. Scientists 
exploring Egyptian tombs have used carbon-dating on 
peppermint leaves discovered in several pyramids. They 
found the leaves to be more than 3,000 years old.
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According to Chinese legend, a man named Shennong 
discovered herbal teas. Shennong, known as the Divine 
Farmer, lived from 2737 BC to 2697 BC. While he was 
tending a fire one day, leaves from the twigs he was 
burning blew into a pot of hot water.
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Ever curious, Shennong tasted the 
accidental infusion and enjoyed the flavor. 
This set him on a path of experimentation 
and discovery. For years, he sampled and 
tested various leaves, flowers, stems, and 
roots and kept copious notes on each 
blend. He found that certain ingredients 
had certain effects on his body. 
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It is said that Shennong discovered 
365 medicinal plants and herbs. 
He used many of these in teas and 
in other forms to treat himself and 
others for a variety of ailments and 

discomforts. In addition, many of them were antidotes 
for the plant parts he found to be poisonous. Shennong 
became known as the “God of Chinese Herbal Medicine.”
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What’s in a Name?

Even though most of us commonly 
use the term herbal teas, these drinks 
are not really teas at all. They are 
tisanes. Real teas are made from 
the leaves of the tea plant, camellia 
sinensis. Tisanes don’t contain any tea 

leaves. Instead, they are made with herbs, spices, flowers, 
other plant parts, and tiny bits of fruit. 



page 33

Where the word tisane comes from is unclear. Some 
believe that it comes from the Greek term ptisanē, 
which referred to a medicinal drink. Others think it 
is derived from the Latin word ptisana. Ptisana was 
originally Latin and means “peeled barley” or “pearl 
barley.” It referred to a drink made with barley water. 
Still another group thinks the French gave us the term 
tisane, combining the words ti and sans, which together 
mean “tea without tea.”
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Discussion Starters
• Are you a tea drinker? What is your favorite type of tea? 

Do you drink herbal teas?
• If you aren’t a tea drinker, what is your favorite beverage?
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Benefits of Herbal Teas
The ancient Egyptians were smart to drink herbal tea 
made with peppermint leaves. Peppermint leaves are 
thought to provide relief from a variety of ailments, 
including hay fever, headaches, and stress. 
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Many other herbal teas have medicinal uses. Some of 
the most common include:

Rooibos: Rooibos comes from 
a South African plant that is 
rich in antioxidants and vitamin 
C. Antioxidants scavenge free 
radicals that can damage cells  
and lead to cancer.
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Chamomile: People have been drinking chamomile tea 
for centuries. Chamomile can ease an upset stomach. 
Research suggests it may help relieve anxiety. Many 

people drink chamomile tea to 
help them fall asleep at night. 
However, you should not drink 
it if you’re allergic to ragweed 
or if you are taking any type of 
blood thinner.
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Rose hips: Rose hips tea is made from seed pods of a variety of 
flowers. It is a good source of vitamin C, 
which can boost the immune system. 
Rose hips also have anti-inflammatory 
powers, and evidence suggests it might 
ease arthritis pain.

Ginger: Ginger tea, made from the root of the ginger plant, 
is useful in relieving allergy symptoms. It is also effective in 
treating nausea and an upset stomach. Some people find that 
ginger upsets their stomach, so be careful. 
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Lemon balm: Practitioners of folk medicine have long 
enlisted the aid of lemon balm to treat anxiety and  
insomnia. Researchers are currently investigating its  
ability to improve memory. 

Hibiscus: Teas made from 
the hibiscus flower are full of 
antioxidants. Several studies have 
found that it can lower blood 
pressure. Others show that it might 
also cut cholesterol.
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Echinacea: Echinacea, or coneflower, boosts the immune 
system. It is a popular tea with people suffering from a cold 
or the flu. However, if you have allergies or asthma, echinacea 
may have an adverse effect on you.
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Elderberry: Elderberry tea is another 
popular remedy with sufferers of 
allergies, cold, and flu. It has been 
proven to relieve stuffiness and 
congestion. It is also effective in 
removing mucus from your lungs.

Note: If you plan on drinking herbal teas for health purposes, 
speak with your doctor or nutritionist first.
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Discussion Starters
• Have you used natural remedies, such as herbal teas, to 

fight a cold or other illness? What were you fighting? 
What did you take? What results did you get? 

• Some people swear by herbal remedies; others dismiss 
them as nonsense. What is your opinion? Do you have 
personal experience to support your opinion? Please 
share with the group. 
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• Have you tried any other form of alternative healing, 
such as acupuncture, reiki, or therapeutic massage? Was 
it effective? Were you apprehensive about the treatment 
before you tried it? What made you choose it? Share 
your experience with the group.
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Tea Culture

Tea—both “real” and herbal—is an important cultural 
link among diverse regions of the world. In many 

countries, it is an integral part of 
social and religious rituals. Like 
bread, it comes in seemingly endless 
forms and recipes. You might say it’s a 
universal beverage.
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However, each country or region has its own tea 
culture, or the way that they make and drink tea and 
who they drink it with. Each also has its favorite teas—
black, green, white, oolong, or herbal.
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For example, afternoon tea is part of Great Britain’s tea 
culture. The British are one of the largest groups of tea 

drinkers in the world. They usually 
prefer black tea served with milk 
and sugar. However, contrary to a 
common perception, Brits do not 
wait until the afternoon to enjoy their 

tea. Tea breaks throughout the day are an essential part of 
British life. Tea breaks are also part of their tea culture.
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In China, most neighborhoods have at least one tea 
house. By late afternoon, a tea house is generally packed 
with students and businesspeople eager for a light snack 

and a tea pick-me-up. Tea is 
so important in China that it 
is considered one of the seven 
necessities of daily life. The 
others are firewood, rice, oil, 
salt, sauce, and vinegar.
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Tibetan tea culture involves many 
rules. One ritual begins with flicking 
barley wine as an offering to the 
gods Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. 
Afterward, the host serves butter tea 
in a bowl. Without touching the rim 
of the bowl, guests must pour a glass 
of tea for themselves. Then they must 
drink it all. Not drinking all the tea in 
the glass is an insult to the host.
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As it is in the rest of the world, tea is 
popular in the United States, too. People 
in southern states like their tea iced and 
sweetened. People in northeastern states 
prefer it hot.
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Every city across the country 
is home to a multitude of tea 
salons. A single salon might 
offer more than 50 teas and tea 
blends, including herbal teas. 
Many of them specialize in teas 

from a particular area of the world. Some offer ceremonial 
or ritual tea service to replicate what one might find in a 
specific culture. All of these preferences and offerings are 
part of America’s culture.
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Discussion Starters
• Have you been to a tea salon? What did you think of the 

menu? Were you surprised at the variety of teas? Did the 
salon offer culturally specific services or presentations? Share 
with the group. 

• Describe the tea culture in your residence or in your group. 
Do most members drink tea? How do they like it served? 
Hot or iced? Sweetened or unsweetened? Does anyone have a 
favorite teacup or mug? What other practices and preferences 
are part of your tea culture?
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Other Interesting Facts
• California, Washington, and Oregon produce more 

herbal tea than any other states in the U.S. 
• According to the Guinness Book of World Records, the 

world’s largest cup of tea was made in Sri Lanka. It 
was a little more than 1,057 gallons.
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• The oldest Chinese herbal tea brand, Wanglaoji, was 
formally registered in Hong Kong on November 29, 1897. 

• Thomas Sullivan, an American tea salesperson, invented 
the tea bag in 1908. He made small silk bags to hold 
customer samples. Some customers thought they were 

supposed to put the bag in their teapot 
rather than dump the tea into an infuser. 
Surprisingly to Sullivan, the tea brewed 
just fine, and the teabag was born. 
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• Herbal teas are naturally caffeine-free.
• Besides developing herbal teas, Shennong, the Divine 

Farmer, is credited with the invention of the hoe, the 
plow, the axe, irrigation, preserving stored seeds, the 
farmers market, and the Chinese calendar.

• The first records of Americans drinking a lot of herbal 
teas came in 1773. After the Boston Tea Party, drinking 
tea was considered unpatriotic. Many Americans turned 
to herbs. Peppermint and dandelion tea were popular.
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• Although some people feel that the term herbal tea  
is misleading, most dictionaries state that tea also 
refers to other plants besides the tea plant and to 
the drinks made from these other plants. In any 
case, common usage has made the term herbal tea 
acceptable to most people. 

• Drinking tea made from eyebright can 
help with eyestrain caused from too 
much time on a computer or tablet. 
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• Tea is the second-most popular drink in the world, 
second only to water.

• Herbal teas are considered dietary supplements and 
do not require FDA approval. They must meet some 
requirements, though, including ensuring that they 
are free of contaminants and that they are accurately 
labeled. Also, the FDA can take action against a 
company that makes false or unsupported claims to 
sell their supplements.





brought to you by


