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It took a while for Raj Vable, founder
and coowner of Young Mountain
Tea, to explore his Indian identity.
However, once his senior year of his
undergraduate education took him to
his mother’s ancestral village, where
he worked on a solar energy project,
that’s when his experience in rural
India sparked something within him.
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After undergrad, Vable worked
toward his Masters of Arts at the
University of Oregon in
Environmental Studies. During
graduate school, he was awarded a
Fulbright fellowship that took him
back to India. In India, he researched
Photo Courtesy of Young Mountain Tea Raj Vable, founder of Young Mountain Tea, stands at a tea tea and observed how, during the
farm in India. The company works as a way to empower Indian tea farms while providing U.S. tea 1990s, the Indian government
drinkers with quality tea.
encouraged tea cultivation in the
Kumaon region to create livelihoods
in the country, yet a lot of the cultivation was low quality. He pushed the idea of turning the quality of tea around and brand
Kumaon as the “region of tea.”
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Vable also noticed that tea markets in the U.S. were growing, which could help Kumaon’s tea product.
These two factors converged—much like the plates that have created the Himalaya Mountains—to birth Young Mountain Tea, a
mission driven forprofit company in Springfield located at the Sprout! Marketplace.
By being a mission driven forprofit, it allows the company to not be overworked with grants, yet not overtaken with profits, Vable
said.
According to Vable, the company has a social mission to act as a supply chain that connects tea farms in India to U.S. markets.
The company works in this method as a way to empower tea farms in India.
“Supporting our tea is supporting a sustainable tea region in India,” he said. “The industry is a legacy of colonial times. It was set
up by the British for the British. They stole the land the tea is grown on, and that legacy continues today.”
According to Vable, the legacy continues since farmers in India often sell their crop for 8 cents per pound and companies sell it in
the U.S. for $80 per pound.
Inside Vable’s store, there’s more than 4,000 pounds of tea from tea farms in four regions of India. Although the tea has enjoyed
more success in larger markets—like Seattle and Portland—the tea is still available in 100 Mile Bakery in Sprout!, Kiva, and
Capella Market.
In addition, the company has partnered with the tea farms to work toward a more sustainable process of growing. Vable said
some tea farms in the Darjeeling area of India are beginning to experience problems associated with unsustainable tea farming,
such as landslides.
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By introducing an alternative way of harvesting tea, Vable hopes the alternative can foster a pathway to making better livelihoods
in the country.
“Tea is the second most drunk beverage in India. India is also the second largest producer of tea in the world, and within India it’s
the second largest industry,” he said. “This has the possibility to directly impact more than 150 million people. We want that to
happen, and to happen in an ethical manner.”
Besides working with tea farmers in India, Vable has also been working with organizing tea trips to India. During these trips,
Vable said he introduces people to new teas and have been popular.
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“It’s an authentic experience,” he said. “We stay at the places where we grow tea. We live on their schedule.”
For tea harvesters, it’s a radically different experience compared to their daily schedule, which is fitting since Vable said a cross
cultural experience is a part of the company’s mission.

Vable wants to broaden the crosscultural experience to the academic world by including local university
students. By allowing local academia steep into tea, it would be an opportunity to join University of California,
Davis as the few Western universities to study tea in an academic sense.
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