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You may already know
that coffee comes from
a berry-producing tree.
It has caffeine and can
be made properly in
less than five minutes

— even fewer if you use a
K-cup. But how much do you
know about tea?

The most widely consumed
beverage in the world next to
water, discovered 5,000 years
ago, is still a mystery to many
Americans. In Maine, as more
restaurateurs start to take tea
seriously and specialists and
farmers thrive, the ancient bev-
erage is becoming new again.

But first, what is tea?
“An infusion of the leaf that

comes from the Camellia sinen-
sis,” said Marianne Russo, a
certified tea specialist and
owner of Nellie’s Tea and Gifts
in South Portland. She points
to the plant growing in a pot in
the corner. It looks innocent
enough.

But here’s where it gets con-
fusing.

“There are a thousand vari-
etals of tea, just like a rose,”
she said.

In the green tea department
alone, “there is an array of
tastes from stringent green tea
to flavors,” she said. There’s
Japanese, Chinese and green
tea from South Korea. Each is
made differently, heated differ-
ently and should be prepared
differently.

In her cozy destination shop
off Route 1, Russo makes 15
unique blends. The latest is

Dark and Stormy, a deeply
roasted oolong tea blended
with smoky black tea and gin-
ger root. Another top seller is a
creamy, smooth Mainely break-
fast, a blend of black tea from
India and China. Hikers Nirva-

na, a concoction of cacao nibs
and a blend of herbs and spices,
“reminds me of granola — it
has everything in it but the
kitchen sink.”

Growing up with an English
father, afternoon tea was al-

ways part of life.
To carry on the tradition, the

retired nurse caters tea servic-
es, complete with tarts, cucum-
ber sandwiches and scones, for
events and in private homes.
Although some hotels across
the world have nixed afternoon
tea altogether because of low
profit margins, restaurateurs
in cities such as Portland are
buying her tea to spruce up
cocktails. Sur Lie and Isa Bis-
tro, for example, use Nellie’s
hibiscus for liquor infusions.

Tea has a natural antioxi-
dant that has a calming effect.
Plus it’s civilized.

“I am convinced that if world
leaders all met over tea, in-
stead of beer or coffee, we
would be in a better spot,”
Russo said.

If that happens, new tea
farmers such as Mark E. Moo-
radian of Karnak Farm in Saco
will be ready.

After years of growing elder-
flower on 30 acres, he is just
starting to see results.

“It’s a slower process than I
thought. For plants to be ma-
ture enough to harvest, it takes
five years,” he said. “In six to
10 years [we] will see some real
volume.” His elderflower is
sold under two labels: MEM
Tea Imports, a company he
founded based in Watertown,
Massachusetts, and In Pursuit
of Tea.

In the tea business for de-
cades, Mooradian decided to
grow his own herbs to make
sourcing elderflower easier.
Now instead of importing from
the Middle East, which “has
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Veterans
sow new
futures in
farming
Homegrown by
Heroes brand born

By Kathleen Pierce
BDN Staff

When war veterans return
home, their future often is grim.
Suffering from injuries or post-
traumatic stress disorder, they
find it hard to acclimate to soci-
ety.

“They give you medication,
put you on another pill to keep
you from killing yourself and
consider that a success,” said
Jerry Ireland, who spent 10
years in the Army and served in
Afghanistan.

“We as veterans are trying to
change that. It’s not good
enough for vets to come home
and not work,” Ireland said.

Thanks to the newly char-
tered Farmer Veteran Coalition
of Maine, of which Ireland is ex-
ecutive director, Mainers who
served in the military can now
find a fertile future in agricul-
ture.

“This gives us an opportunity
to be a success and become part
of the food and agricultural
movement in Maine,” said Ire-
land, who runs a diversified
farm called Ireland Hill Farms
in Swanville. “It’s a hand up,
not a hand out.”

On Tuesday, Jan. 12, and
Thursday, Jan. 14, Ireland and
fellow veterans in the chapter
will hold demonstrations and
host a panel at the Agricultural
Trades Show at the Augusta
Civic Center to spread the word.
A new partnership with Get
Real, Get Maine and Home-
grown By Heroes also will be
announced.

Currently 55 farms in the
state are owned and operated by
veterans, and 12 farmers, ranch-
ers, fishermen and producers
are now certified under the new
Homegrown By Heroes classifi-
cation. A goal of 20 is set for
spring.

Through a newly created fel-
lowship fund, the chapter will
award several $5,000 grants to
veterans with disabilities this
year to farm. The group also is
orchestrating an equipment do-
nation and exchange program
in which older farmers can
hand off what they are not

Sailor turns talent for ropework into Belfast business
By aBigail curtis
BDN Staff

BELFAST — Meg Reilly
grew up spending summers
sailing with her family in
the waters around Mount
Desert Island.

Instead of watching televi-
sion or listening to the radio,
she and her siblings spent
their downtime on the boat
on such low-tech activities as
reading books, playing cards
and studying knots. Those
hours have paid off for the
41-year-old woman, who has
parlayed her skill with mari-
time knots into her down-
town Belfast business, The
Sail Locker, which opened
last summer.

“When I’m sitting watch-
ing a movie, I like to do
something,” she said. “It’s
nice to have something to
keep your hands busy.”

In Reilly’s capable hands,
the traditional maritime
ropework made of 100-per-
cent cotton or manila rope
becomes vases, trivets,
keychains, doormats, draw-

er pulls, coasters and more.
Before opening up her
bricks-and-mortar store,
she sold her crafts on an on-
line Etsy store called Olio
Designs. The online store
did well — it was named
one of Martha Stewart Wed-
dings favorite Etsy crafters
in 2010 — and Reilly sold as
many of her creations as
she could make. But some-
thing had to give.

“I knew I had a product
people wanted,” she said. “I
just came to the realization
that I couldn’t possibly make
enough to support myself.”

Then she had an idea:
What if she opened a store
where she could sell her
own goods and crafts by
other makers? Reilly had
made a number of good con-
nections through Etsy and
knew other artists and
craftspeople from her days
at Mount Desert Island High
School and beyond. She pur-
chased goods to sell, found a
space on a busy Belfast cor-
ner and opened in June.

“I like knowing where ev-

erything comes from,” Reil-
ly said of her store. “It’s
also very personal.”

She sells what she likes,
with a strong focus on
Maine-made crafts with a
nautical twist. Even on a
bitterly cold winter day, her
uncluttered shop has a feel
of summer. Among Reilly’s
picks are a line of marine
signal flags that spell words
including “Maine,” “Fami-
ly” and “Belfast”; night
lights and lampshades made
of nautical charts; pillows
shaped like buoys and 100
percent soy candles from
Seawicks in Damariscotta,
in such evocatively named
fragrances as Berries and
Fog, Coastal Storm and Is-
land Hopping.

“Summer was really
great,” Reilly said of her
business. “A lot of cottage
owners came in, and a lot of
what I have in here fits that
decor.”

This winter, she plans to
stay open, though with re-
duced hours. Still, you can
often find Reilly sitting at

her worktable, deftly turn-
ing “lots and lots” of rope
into whatever home goods
strike her fancy. She makes
about 95 percent of the rope
work for sale in the shop

and outsources the remain-
ing portion to a friend she
taught to make keychains.
Importing goods from
China is not in her business
plan. She will continue to

sell online but has been en-
joying her store more than
she dreamed she would.

“It’s an exciting new ad-
venture. We’ll see what hap-
pens,” Reilly said.
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Tea specialists on the rise inMaine
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Marianne Russo, owner of Nellie’s Tea and Gifts in South Portland, is a tea specialist who blends 15 different kinds of tea
in her shop.
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Ginger licorice is one of more than a dozen teas that specialist
Marianne Russo blends at Nellie’s Tea and Gifts in South Portland.
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Meg Reilly’s traditional maritime ropework is for sale in her Belfast store, the Sail Locker.
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