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	By The Flip Of A Coin Of Tea
An entrepreneur takes his tribal tea preparation to global organic markets through an enterprising idea, says TERESA REHMAN
WHEN RAJESH Singpho travelled to Canada in 2006, the bewildered Custom officials stopped his consignment of ‘organic tea coins in bamboo tubes.’ They kept it for 15 days and conducted several laboratory tests before clearing the shipment. “I tried my best to convince them that it was simple tea produced in a traditional way. I even demonstrated the technique of tea preparation, but they refused to believe me,” Singpho smiles.
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Big Business Singhpo wants to beat the tea bag market abroad with his herbal variety 
The case repeated itself in Bangkok the next year. Singpho was there to exhibit a stall at an exhibition-conference on the ‘Look East’ policy organised by the Indian Chamber of Commerce and The Ministry for Development of North East Region (DONER). “People thought it was some kind of biscuit,” he laughs.
Initially friends and family were also sceptical of the venture undertaken by this tea planter from remote Mungong Na village, 20 km from Margherita in Upper Assam. The 37-year-old entrepreneur took up marketing of traditional products as a challenge. His main goal, however, was to uphold the old organic tea-making techniques of his tribe, the Singphos, who are found in parts of Eastern India and China.
Singpho rues the fact that his tribal chiefs, Bisagam and Ningru La, who introduced tea to the British, have not been accorded proper recognition in Assamese tea history. “We have been drinking traditionally brewed tea after every meal since time immemorial. Our strong tea also has medicinal properties and there are hardly any cases of diabetes or cancer in our community,” he says.
Singpho explains that the flavour of Sing - pho tea is different from green tea, black tea or oolong tea: this one is processed inside a bamboo tube and retains a strong flavour. But the time and patience required to take tea out of bamboo tubes has been a hurdle to mass adoption. “Therefore, I decided to innovate and create something like an instant tea. And what could be better than a ‘tea coin,” he adds.
THESE TEA coins have been a hit among health-conscious tea drinkers in the US, Canada, UK, Hong Kong and Thailand. Singpho Agro Products has collaborated with the Canadian NGO Fertile Ground East West to promote the products, which include tea coins (in Western countries), bamboo tea (in South East Asian countries) and loose leaf tea. Annual production last year was around 2,000 kg and this year the organisation is targeting 3,000 kg.
The coins are available in packs of two, five grams and 10 grams. Singpho explains the preparation, “Simply dip the coin into a pot of hot water and it is ready to drink. The hotter the water, the stronger the flavour. It has the flavour of oolong tea and green tea at the same time. One can’t use milk or sugar but rather only drink the liquor.” The handmade ‘Singpho Tea’ is traditionally preserved in a bamboo tube and can last from four to 10 years, while the tea coins can be preserved for three to four years.
The young entrepreneur plans to encourage small tea growers in Assam to convert to organic cultivation on a cooperative basis. “I can support them with my marketing network,” he adds.


