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What Is Earl Grey Tea

From the Teas.co.uk wiki

What Earl Grey tea is, in summary: Black tea flavoured with bergamot oil, the history (and
the myth behind the name), the Earl Grey family of variants, and how to brew it. A plain
guide.

Last reviewed by the teas.co.uk team in May 2026.

Earl Grey is named after a Prime Minister who probably never tasted it. The tea is black tea flavoured
with bergamot oil, a distinct citrus-floral aromatic from a small bitter orange grown almost
exclusively in Calabria, Italy. The origin story is colourful and mostly fiction; the cup is genuine and
globally beloved.

The basics in 30 seconds

Type: Flavoured black tea.

Base: Usually Ceylon (Sri Lankan) black tea; sometimes Chinese or Indian black; occasionally green
tea or rooibos for variants.

Flavouring: Bergamot oil (from bergamot oranges grown in Calabria, Italy).

Caffeine: 40-50mg per 200ml cup.

Drink with: Lemon (classic), milk (British), or black.

e Brewing: 95-100°C, 3-3% minutes (do not oversteep).

The Charles Grey story (and why it's probably wrong)

Charles Grey, 2nd Earl Grey, was British Prime Minister from 1830 to 1834. The tea bearing his name has a
popular origin story: a Chinese mandarin gifted him the recipe in gratitude for a British diplomat saving the
mandarin's son from drowning, and Earl Grey then asked a London tea merchant to recreate the blend.

This story is almost certainly fabricated:

e Earl Grey never visited China.

e Bergamot was already a known tea flavouring in early-19th-century London, well before his time as
PM.

¢ No surviving period correspondence supports the tale.
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e The Earl's family has acknowledged that the story is folklore.

What likely happened: bergamot-flavoured tea was a known commercial product, possibly used to mask
poor-quality tea or to create a distinctive blend. The "Earl Grey" name was attached for marketing reasons
(associating the tea with aristocratic respectability), and it stuck. Twinings has marketed Earl Grey since the
1830s, and that brand connection became foundational to the name's persistence. By all accounts Earl Grey
himself played no actual role in the tea named for him.

What bergamot actually is

Bergamot (Citrus bergamia) is a small bitter citrus that grows almost exclusively in the Calabria region of
southern Italy. The fruit itself is rarely eaten, it is too sour and bitter; what is used commercially is the oil from
the peel.

Bergamot oil contains:

e Limonene. The citrussy top note.
e Linalool and linalyl acetate. Floral, slightly lavender-like notes.

e Bergaptene. A photosensitising compound (more relevant in cosmetic use than in tea).

The combination of these compounds is what makes bergamot's aroma so distinctive, citrussy and floral at
once, in a way no other citrus oil quite manages.

How Earl Grey is produced

1. Black tea is processed normally (withering, rolling, oxidation, drying).
2. Bergamot oil (sometimes diluted with a carrier oil) is sprayed onto the dried leaves.

3. The leaves are mixed and packaged.

Some brands use real Calabrian bergamot oil; cheaper brands use synthetic bergamot flavouring or low-
quality extract. The difference shows in the cup: synthetic bergamot tastes perfumed and one-dimensional,
while real bergamot oil is complex and integrated.

The Earl Grey family

e Earl Grey. The classic. Black tea plus bergamot.

e Lady Grey. A Twinings invention (1990s). Earl Grey plus Seville orange and lemon peel. Lighter,
more citrussy.

e Russian Earl Grey. Bergamot plus lemon peel. Stronger citrus.

e Lavender Earl Grey. Bergamot plus dried lavender. Floral-forward.

e Smoky Earl Grey. A Lapsang Souchong base plus bergamot. Smoke meets citrus.

e Decaf Earl Grey. CO2-decaffeinated. 2-5mg residual caffeine.

e Caffeine-free Earl Grey (rooibos). Bergamot on a rooibos base. 0mg caffeine. More here.

e Earl Grey Green. Bergamot on a green tea base. Lighter, more vegetal.
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Why Earl Grey became iconic

e Distinct flavour. Bergamot is unlike any other tea flavouring; once you know it, you recognise it
instantly.

e British association. Tea-with-the-Queen imagery, and Captain Picard ordering "Earl Grey, hot" on
Star Trek. It sits at the intersection of British tradition and global recognisability.

e Versatility. It drinks well black, with lemon, with milk, in cocktails, in baking, and as ice cream. Few
teas have that range.

e Twinings marketing. Decades of consistent brand-building made Earl Grey a Twinings hero product.

How to brew Earl Grey properly

1. 1 bag (or 1 tsp loose leaf) per 200ml.

2. Water at a full rolling boil.

3. Steep 3-3%2 minutes, not 4-5; the bergamot oil turns acrid past 4 minutes.
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. Drink it black with a slice of lemon (classic) or with a little milk (British), but not both, lemon curdles
milk.

5. Sugar is optional and not really needed if it is brewed correctly.

Caffeine

40-50mg per 200ml cup, the standard British black tea range.

FAQ
What is Earl Grey tea? Black tea flavoured with bergamot oil, the iconic British flavoured tea.
Did Earl Grey actually invent it? Almost certainly not; the story is mostly marketing folklore.

What is bergamot? A small bitter Italian citrus, grown almost exclusively in Calabria; the oil from its peel
has a unique citrus-floral aroma.

Is Earl Grey caffeinated? Yes, 40-50mg per cup. Decaf and caffeine-free versions exist.
Best way to drink Earl Grey? Black with a slice of lemon, which lifts the citrus character of the bergamot.

Curator's note: Earl Grey is the most recognised flavoured tea in the world, named after a man who probably
never had a sip of it. That's tea history, 70% folklore, 30% commerce, 100% delicious. Lee, Teas.co.uk,
Tunbridge Wells.

The essentials: Earl Grey

Field Detail
What it is Black tea blended with bergamot oil (from Citrus bergamia citrus peel)

B . Traditionally Chinese keemun or Indian Assam/Darjeeling; some modern blends use
ase tea
Ceylon



Field Detail

Flavour
) Bright citrus-floral top, malty black tea base, lingering aromatic finish
signature
Caffeine 40-60mg per cup, standard black tea range
Best served Hot, with a splash of milk or a slice of lemon; never both
. Named after 2nd Earl Grey (British PM 1830-34); the bergamot scenting tradition predates
Origin story
the name
. teas.co.uk, every major supermarket, the Twinings flagship, Whittard and all good
UK availability )
specialty merchants
UK price Approximately £2.50 to £6.00 per 50-bag pack (5-12p per cup)

Reference noted

e EFSA Scientific Opinion on the Safety of Caffeine (2015)

FROM THE CURATOR

teas - Try the cheapest plain version of the style first. Upgrade only after you've decided you

like the style.

Earl Grey reading

For category context see the black tea fundamentals, the Twinings brand wiki, and the English Breakfast
comparison. For the ingredient see the bergamot guide, and for a variant the Lady Grey wiki. For brewing
technique see the how to brew black tea guide.

The bottom line on Earl Grey

A flavoured black tea defined by bergamot oil, originally Chinese-blended and now overwhelmingly Indian or
Ceylon-based. The signature citrus-floral character has made it the most-recognised "polite tea" in the

British cupboard. Worth keeping as the afternoon and guest pick; it is a flavour identity more than a true tea
variety. The Twinings standard at £3-£4.50 is the right entry point; trade up to specialty if the cup grabs you.

More from the tea wiki

e Green tea

Black tea

Oolong tea
White tea

Herbal tea

Caffeine in tea
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e How to make tea properly

e Loose leaf vs teabag
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