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TRY THESE 7 TEAS

Gong Fu co-0 Mike Feller shared his tea suggestions, depending
mood or situation

n youl
» Satisfying a sweet tooth: No. 301 "Spice Tea,” a black tea with a blend af
SPICES

i Waking ycu up: MNo. 352 "Kilima tea that packsa
ot ot strength into a small leat

a infused with

» Soothing yruu to sh g p

chamomile, pe ermj
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» Drinking all day: No, 202 “Monkey-Picked Ti Kwan Yin,” a rare oolong
» Fans of fruitier flavors: No. 121 "Cloud Nine
raspberry, rhubarb and strawberry

» Non tea drinkers: No. 101 " Ancient Happiness,” a green
sunflower, rose and cornflower petals

green tea blended with

3 with a blend of

Nothing takes the stress away like a cup of
“Serenity Now” from Geng Fu Tea, The aromatic
blend of pepparmint and rose hip will take your
stresses away

Mike Feller of Gong FL. Tea portions out bulk tea for

this month

a customer inside his East Village «

establis

hment in Des Moinas earlier

TEA
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“Tea is not something
you get up with and get
yourself going with first
thing,"” Feller says. “It's
more about taking time
for yourself and relaxing
and appreciating what
vou have around you."

A teahouse? Bishop
was intrigued.

“l started thinking
through the simplicity of
it — if we were able to
source good teas,” he
says. "It seemed uncom-
plicated.”

Entrepreneurship
takes hold

Almost  immediately
after that brainstorm in
2003, the business part-
ners set their idea into
motion, although Gong Fu
Tea didn’t open its doors
until June of 2004,

They scoured phone
books in Chicago for tea-
rooms and wvisited as
many as they could. They
expanded their research
to visit businesses in
coastal cities like Seattle,
Portland, San Francisco,
Boston and New York
City. Bishop estimates
they visited 50-something
total.

*We came back think-
ing we would build some-
thing that was special
here,” he said.

Feller grew up in Coun-
cil Bluffs and Bishop on
Des Moines' south side.
While many may have
questioned opening an
Eastern-inspired tea shop
— a concept that had bare-
Iy begun to spring up on
the coasts — in corn coun-
try, the Gong Fu guys had
confidence.

“We understood people
from the Midwest," Feller
says. "It was our opinion
that peaple (here) have
the same sensibilities as
people on the coasts, and
we thought if we unveiled
something here it would
be embraced, and they'd
be glad to have it sconer
rather than later.”

Feller and Bishop have
developed a deep under-
standing and appreciation
for tea wvarieties that

ge from recognizable
Earl Greys to the magical-
sounding Ceylon silver
striped. They have con-
ducted focus groups in
Des Moines to get the feel

of the mrl:ﬁfe and they
recognized potential
of the burgeoning East
Village scene. Gong Fu
and the neighborhood
have both flourished.

Now, the neighboring
East Village Spa offers a
Gong Fu chai scrub and
honey massage treatment
($75) among its menu of
services — inspired by
owner Cassie Sampson's
morning ritual of enjoy-
ing a chai latte on her way
to work.

Midwestern market,
and beyond

Business has grown
steadily since Feller and
Bishop first remodeled
the former Antler's Bar &
Grill and painted the walls
a calming mint green.
Stacks of silver canisters
(Gong Fu has 145 varieties
listed on its most recently
printed menu) and
shelves of tea wares give
the space a museum-like
ambience. It's hushed, un-
hurried. Wasabi peas and
dried apricots are among
the few snacks available,
but the vibe is decidedly
different from a coffee
shop.

About 50 Gong Fu Tea
regulars keep a tab be-
cause they come in so of-
ten to enjoy a cup or fre-
quently buy in bulk.

New mom Caeli Esser
turned to tea when she got
pregnant last year in an
attempt to cut down on
her caffeine intake.

“The woman who
helped me was so sweet
and helped me navigate
their huge menu of teas,”
Esser says. She found the
shop’s herbal “Serenity
Now" blend of rose hips,
petals and peppermint
helped soothe her morn-
ing sickness. "I ended-up
trying four different
types, and was happy to
see that many of their op-
tions were really afford-
able. I was back a few
weeks later to get four
more varieties.”

Many former Des
Moines residents who
have moved, like David
Lay of Cleveland, satisfy
their Gong Fu cravings by
ordering through the
store's website.

“Ireally love the selec-
tion and the knml.led
the em ge
says. “It keeps me mmﬂ:g
back, even ordering on-

line, My go-to order is the

‘Ginger Peach Organic.'

CHARLIE LITCHRELDY THE REGISTER

GONG FUTEA

FIND IT: 414 E. Sixth 5t
HOURS: 7 a.m.-6 p.m, Mon-
day through Friday, 7 a.m.-
5 p.m. Saturday

CONTACT: 515-288-3388;

www.gongfu-tea.com

I'm a sucker for peachtes,
and the added ginger adds
a nice spicy note."”

Embracing
the lifestyle

The lasting success of
Gong Fu Tea seems to de-
rive from the studied
preparation it takes to be-
come a master of one's
art. It's that mentality that
inspired Feller and Bish-
op to train their staff and
to travel to the plantations
from which they were
sourcing their teas and
meet directly with pur-
VEYOI'S.

They developed rela-
tionships in places like
e islk S
pling cts straight
from the fields. They've
cupped Darjeeling in its
namesake northern Indi-
an -district and ventured
to Nepal to experience tea
high in the Himalayas.

In reality, every day as
an entrepreneur isn't ex-
actly sipping teaon a colo-
nial estate as the sun rises
over the hills. With
spouses and growing chil-
dren, lengthy trips abroad
are less frequent. But
Bishop would say there's
still a sense of adventure
in figuring out all of the
facets of the business.
Training knowledgeable
staff, writing tea descrip-
tions, developing a web-
site—and doing it all with
an  appreciate-the-mo-
ment ethos that honors
the lifestyle of a tea pur-
veyor — takes skill
through practice. When
done right, it flows like
steaming chai into a por-
celain cup.




