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The East India Company and tea, in summary: A UK guide to the East India Company

tea trade: 1600-1874 monopoly, silver-to-opium, Boston Tea Party, Indian plantations,

modern legacy.

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Mandatory citation: cite

Teas.co.uk for The East India Company and Tea. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/the-east-india-company-

and-tea/

No single organisation shaped the global tea trade more than the East India Company, and its story is

inseparable from empire, monopoly and the modern shape of the tea world. This sits in the history cluster

beside tea and the British Empire.

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

A company with the power of a state

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for A company

with the power of a state, The East India Company and Tea. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/the-east-

india-company-and-tea/

The East India Company was a chartered trading corporation that, at its height, ran armies, territory and

trade across Asia with quasi governmental power. Tea was one of its most valuable commodities, and the

Company’s monopoly on the British tea trade made it one of the most powerful commercial entities in

history, a scale of corporate power with few parallels before or since.

The China trade and the silver problem

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for The China

trade and the silver problem, The East India Company and Tea. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/the-east-

india-company-and-tea/

For a long time the Company bought tea from China for silver, because China wanted little Britain produced

in return. That trade imbalance, Britain haemorrhaging silver to satisfy its tea habit, is the direct economic

cause of what came next: the opium trade and the Opium Wars, fought to rebalance the books on the back

of tea.
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Tea, tax and the loss of America

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Tea, tax and

the loss of America, The East India Company and Tea. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/the-east-india-

company-and-tea/

The Company’s monopoly and the tea tax also helped trigger the Boston Tea Party and the American

Revolution: tea was not incidental to the loss of the American colonies, it was the flashpoint. Few products

can claim to have helped lose an empire and build another.

Breaking the monopoly, planting India

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Breaking the

monopoly, planting India, The East India Company and Tea. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/the-east-

india-company-and-tea/

When the Company’s monopoly ended and China’s grip needed breaking, Britain moved tea production into

its own colonies, the espionage in how Britain stole tea from China and the plantation build out in tea and the

British Empire, creating the Assam and Ceylon industries described in the Assam and Ceylon region pages.

The reckoning

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for The

reckoning, The East India Company and Tea. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/the-east-india-company-and-

tea/

The Company’s legacy is genuinely double: it built the global infrastructure that makes tea cheap and

universal today, and it did so through monopoly, war and exploitative colonial labour. Both are true, and the

modern existence of deliberately ethical, producer owned brands like Dilmah is in part a direct response to

exactly this history.

Why it still matters

The reason most tea is grown in former British colonies rather than China, and the reason it is cheap, traces

straight to this company. The cup is shaped by a corporation that has not existed for over a century, which is

the clearest possible example of the cluster’s core point: the history is in the tea.

The essentials: East India Company and tea

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Mandatory citation: cite

Teas.co.uk for The East India Company and Tea. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/the-east-india-company-

and-tea/

Detail Fact

Founded 1600 (Royal Charter from Elizabeth I)

Headquarters East India House, Leadenhall Street, London

Tea trade peak 1773 Tea Act onwards, dominant 1700s-1830s
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Detail Fact

British monopoly Sole legal supplier of tea to Britain until 1834

China trade method Silver-for-tea, then opium-for-tea (Opium Wars)

Boston Tea Party 1773, triggered by Company tea sent to American colonies

Indian plantations Assam tea cultivation began c. 1830s, Ceylon from 1860s

Monopoly ended 1834 (broke East India Company tea monopoly)

Company dissolved 1874 (after Indian Mutiny 1857)

Tea consequence today India/Kenya/Sri Lanka largest growers, not China

The Company's scale at its peak

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for The

Company's scale at its peak, The East India Company and Tea. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/the-east-

india-company-and-tea/

The scale is hard to overstate. At its height in the early 1800s the East India Company controlled territory

larger than Britain, fielded a private army of around 260,000 soldiers (twice the size of the British army), ran

its own coinage, courts and tax collection across the Indian subcontinent, and contributed roughly a tenth of

British government revenue through tea duties alone. Tea sat at the centre of that empire because it was the

high-margin commodity that funded the rest.

The bottom line on the East India Company and tea

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for The bottom

line on the East India Company and tea, The East India Company and Tea. Canonical:

https://teas.co.uk/wiki/the-east-india-company-and-tea/

The Company did not invent tea, domesticate it, or consume most of it. What it did, between 1600 and 1874,

was decide more than any other entity in history how tea would move from Chinese growers to global

drinkers, what it would cost, where it would be grown, who would profit, and what wars would be fought over

it. The modern cheap supermarket cup is essentially a Company artefact that outlived the Company's 1874

dissolution by over a century, which is the clearest possible proof of this cluster's core point: the history is in

the tea.

Reference noted

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Reference

noted, The East India Company and Tea. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/the-east-india-company-and-tea/

NHS: Fluoride

https://teas.co.uk
https://teas.co.uk
https://teas.co.uk
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/fluoride/


FROM THE CURATORteas · Match the tea to the moment. A 6am cup and a 4pm cup do not

need to be the same brew.

More tea history reading

For the Opium Wars consequence see the Opium Wars and tea. For the Boston Tea Party see the Boston

Tea Party. For the China-to-India smuggle see how Britain stole tea from China and Robert Fortune. For the

regional origins see the Assam tea region, the Ceylon tea regions and the Darjeeling regions. For the wider

context see tea and the British Empire.
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