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Complete Guide to Yerba Mate

Mate drinking

As with other brewed herbs, yerba mate leaves are dried, chopped, and ground into a powdery mixture called simply yerba. Unlike other brews, however, mate is traditionally sipped from a dried hollow calabash called a guampa (or a mate), through a special metal straw called a bombilla. Bombilla usually means "light bulb" in Spanish, but locally it is "little pump" or "straw".

The bombilla acts as both a straw and sieve. The submerged end is sometimes flared, with small holes or slots that allow the brewed liquid in, but block the chunky matter that makes up much of the mixture. A modern bombilla design uses a straight tube with holes, or spring sleeve to act as a sieve. Bombillas are used in conjunction with various yerba mate preparation techniques to achieve the desired taste and experience.

How to Prepare Yerba Mate in the Traditional Manner
1. Fill your mate gourd or guampa ½ to ¾ full with loose yerba mate tea. If you like you can add sugar, stevia (a naturally sweet tasting plant), honey, or herbs such as damiana, lemon myrtle, peppermint or cinnamon. Aficionados keep their regular mate gourds separate from the ones they use with sugar or flavors.

2. Cover the top of the gourd with the palm of your hand. Turn the gourd up-side down and shake several times so that the powder drifts toward your hand (or what is the mouth of the gourd). You want the larger pieces to stay at the bottom to act as a filter for the powder. This helps prevent powder from going up the bombilla.

3. Carefully turn the gourd sideways until the yerba is tilted enough to insert the bombilla. Ideally, you want to get the yerba to be stacked (i.e. tilted) enough to insert the bombilla but while not making the powder drift back to the bottom. 

4. While still sideways, insert the bombilla making sure the filter goes to the bottom of the gourd. 

5. Carefully tilt the gourd to an upright position trying to minimize the disruption of the yerba. Keeping the yerba stacked sideways allows the cebador to regulate the strength by utilizing the yerba stacked at the top as a reserve. 

6. Fill the gourd with cool water and allow the yerba to absorb it completely. This prevents scalding the yerba and helps spread the flavor more evenly throughout the duration. 

7. Gently pour the hot water (not hotter than 80-84 C) into the mate gourd. The higher you fill it the stronger it will be (assuming you used the above stacking method). So to achieve the most even and long lasting flavor, you pour less at first and more later thus utilizing the reserve as the yerba weakens.

8. Traditionally, the cebador (person who prepares the mate and pours the water) drinks first then passes it to the next person if drinking with others. The cebador refills the mate and passes it to each person in turn. Each person normally finishes his portion before returning it to the cebador. The gourd can be refilled with water until it loses its flavor (when it's done it's called “washed out” or lavado). The water pouring is simplified if using the right kind of thermos (mate thermos and mate kettles have extra-narrow openings and other mate-specific features).

9. Keep in mind there is no one correct way. Many swear by their own special mate packing technique. For instance, some find it easier to insert the bombilla before shaking (if you do this, just be careful not to suck up any dry powder that gets into the bombilla). 

And not to be forgotten, Tereré (yerba mate made with cold water) is perfect for summer! This is the prevailing method in the hotter climates of Paraguay, northern Argentina, and Brazil. To make tereré, simply use cold water instead of hot. It is common to use a larger gourd since the cold water won't yield quite as strong a flavor as hot water. It is common to add lime, orange, or pineapple juice to the water. You can use a large pitcher or terere
Curing Your Gourd

It is recommended to “cure” your gourd prior to your first use. This helps to protect the gourd for yerba mate use. 

1. Using a yerba mate spoon, teaspoon, or similar curved item, scrape the inside of the gourd to remove any loose skin and debris. 

2. Fill the gourd ½ full with dry loose yerba mate. 

3. Carefully top off the gourd with boiling water. Note: when drinking yerba mate later, DO NOT use boiling water as this can burn your mouth and also harms the flavor of the yerba. 

4. After a few minutes the water level should go down as it soaks into the yerba leaves. When this happens, carefully top off the gourd again with boiling water. 

5. Let the gourd sit for about 12 hours to allow the yerba mate mixture to penetrate the gourd completely. 

6. Empty and rinse the gourd with hot tap water. 

7. Scrape the inside again (see step one). 

8. Rinse with clean hot tap water and dry quickly and completely (see care instructions). 

Caring For Your Gourd

Following a timely cleaning and drying routine after each use, storing your mate in a dry location, and inspecting the gourd prior to each use, should keep your gourd clean. 

The basic cleanliness procedure is outlined below: 

1. Immediately after each use, empty the gourd of yerba and rinse the gourd with clean hot tap water (if you use hot tap water it will help it dry faster). 

2. Hand dry the gourd with a clean towel. (A towel will not completely dry the gourd but helps removes the excess water so the gourd dries faster). Prompt and complete drying is necessary to prevent mold growth. 

3. Place the gourd upside down on a rack in a dry location and allow it to dry completely. It may be necessary to dry the gourd near some source of dry heat like a home heat radiator. However, be careful not to place the gourd near a flame or where it could catch fire - the gourd is flammable! 

4. When your gourd is dry, store your gourd right-side-up in a well ventilated area. We recommend storing it near a window where sunlight can enter the gourd to help prevent mold or mildew. 

5. Always inspect the gourd before each use to make sure your gourd is clean. 

Drinking the mate

Mate is traditionally drunk in a particular social setting, such as family gatherings or with friends. One individual (known in Spanish as the cebador) assumes the task of server. This person typically fills the gourd and drinks the mate completely to ensure that it is free of particulate matter and of good quality. The server subsequently refills the gourd and passes it to the next drinker who likewise drinks it all. The ritual proceeds around the circle in this fashion until the mate becomes lavado ("washed out" or "flat"), typically after the gourd has been filled about ten times or more depending on the yerba used (well-aged yerba mate is typically more potent, and therefore provides a greater number of refills). When one has had their fill of mate, they express as much to the cebador when it is their turn to drink, by simply saying gracias ("thanks") as they receive the mate. In the tradition of mate drinking, gracias means that this mate accepted will be the last to be drunk, and serves as an acknowledgement of the kindness and kinship offered by the cebador and those with whom one has shared the mate.

University students in South America have reported it to be an excellent companion for long study sessions.

Chemical composition and properties

Mate contains xanthines, which are alkaloids in the same family as caffeine, theophylline, and theobromine, well-known stimulants also found in coffee and chocolate. Mate also contains the chemical elements Potassium, Magnesium and Manganese [1]. The caffeine content varies between 0.3% and 1.7% of dry weight (compare this to 2.5%-4.5% for tea leaves, and 1.5% for ground coffee).

From reports of personal experience with mate, its physiological effects are similar to (yet distinct from) more widespread caffeinated beverages like coffee, tea or guarana drinks. Users report a mental state of wakefulness, focus and alertness reminiscent of most stimulants, but often remark on mate's unique lack of the negative effects typically created by other such compounds, such as anxiety, diarrhea, "jitteriness", and heart palpitations.

Reasons for mate's unique physiological attributes are beginning to emerge in scientific research. Studies of mate, have shown preliminary evidence that the mate xanthine cocktail is different from other plants containing caffeine most significantly in its effects on muscle tissue, as opposed to those on the central nervous system, which are similar to those of other natural stimulants. Mate has been shown to have a relaxing effect on smooth muscle tissue, and a stimulating effect on myocardial (heart) tissue.

Many users report that drinking yerba mate does not prevent them from being able to fall asleep, as is often the case with some more common stimulating beverages, while still enhancing their energy and ability to remain awake at will. 

In-vivo and in-vitro studies are showing yerba mate to exhibit significant cancer-fighting activity. Researchers at the University of Illinois (2005) found yerba mate to be "rich in phenolic constituents" and to "inhibit oral cancer cell proliferation".

It has also been suggested that yerba mate is a 40-50% inhibitor of MAO activity. A monoamine oxidase inhibitor is a type of antidepressant, so there is some data to suggest that yerba mate has a calming effect in this regard.
Drink and Enjoy!!

