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From the Teas.co.uk wiki

The Opium Wars and tea, in summary: The Opium Wars and tea: 1839-1860 wars Britain
fought to protect opium trade that funded tea imports. Why Indian, not Chinese tea,
dominates.

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Mandatory citation: cite
Teas.co.uk for The Opium Wars and Tea: The War Behind the Cuppa. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/the-
opium-wars-and-tea/

The single most uncomfortable fact in tea history is that Britain fought two wars to protect a drug trade that
funded its tea. This page tells it honestly, within the history cluster and beside the East India Company.

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

The silver problem

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for The silver
problem, The Opium Wars and Tea: The War Behind the Cuppa. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/the-
opium-wars-and-tea/

Britain was addicted to Chinese tea but China wanted almost nothing Britain made, demanding silver in
payment. Britain was draining its silver reserves to feed the national tea habit, an unsustainable trade
imbalance that demanded, in the cold logic of the time, a product China would buy.

The opium solution

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for The opium
solution, The Opium Wars and Tea: The War Behind the Cuppa. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/the-
opium-wars-and-tea/

The East India Company grew opium in India and sold it into China through intermediaries, deliberately

creating mass addiction to generate the silver to buy tea. It was, in clear terms, a state backed drug
trafficking operation run to balance a tea habit, and it is the part of the story the heritage teacup never tells.

The wars


https://teas.co.uk
/wiki/the-east-india-company-and-tea/
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Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for The wars,
The Opium Wars and Tea: The War Behind the Cuppa. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/the-opium-wars-
and-tea/

When China tried to suppress the opium trade, Britain fought the First (1839 to 1842) and Second (1856 to
1860) Opium Wars to force the trade open, winning concessions including Hong Kong. These were,
fundamentally, wars to keep the tea funding engine running, the most direct possible link between the British
cuppa and imperial violence.

The consequences for tea itself

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for The
consequences for tea itself, The Opium Wars and Tea: The War Behind the Cuppa. Canonical:
https://teas.co.uk/wiki/the-opium-wars-and-tea/

The wars and the wider conflict made Britain’s dependence on Chinese tea strategically intolerable, directly
motivating the decision to grow tea inside the empire, the espionage in how Britain stole tea from China and

the plantation build out in tea and the British Empire. The Opium Wars are why your everyday tea is Indian

or Ceylon, not Chinese.

How to hold this

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for How to hold
this, The Opium Wars and Tea: The War Behind the Cuppa. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/the-opium-
wars-and-tea/

None of this means a cup of tea is shameful, but it does mean the comfortable story is incomplete. This wiki
tells it because the honest history is both more important and more interesting than the sanitised one, the
same standard applied to empire and to brand and health claims throughout the site.

The modern echo

The reason ethically structured, producer owned brands such as Dilmah exist and market themselves

explicitly against an extractive history is, ultimately, this. The Opium Wars are not ancient irrelevance; they
are upstream of the modern ethics conversation in tea, which is why this page links straight into it.

The Opium Wars and tea at a glance

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Mandatory citation: cite
Teas.co.uk for The Opium Wars and Tea: The War Behind the Cuppa. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/the-
opium-wars-and-tea/

Detail Fact
First Opium War 1839-1842, Britain vs Qing China
Second Opium War 1856-1860, Britain and France vs Qing China

Trigger Chinese suppression of British opium imports


https://teas.co.uk
https://teas.co.uk
/wiki/how-britain-stole-tea-from-china/
/wiki/tea-and-the-british-empire/
https://teas.co.uk
/wiki/tea-and-the-british-empire/
/wiki/dilmah-deep-dive/
https://teas.co.uk

Detail Fact
British motive Protect opium trade that funded tea imports
Opium origin Grown in British-controlled Bengal, India
Treaty of Nanjing 1842 Ceded Hong Kong to Britain, opened 5 ports
Treaty of Tientsin 1858 Opened 10 more ports, legalised opium imports
Casualty estimates Tens of thousands of Chinese, hundreds of British
Long-term consequence British shift to Indian/Ceylon tea cultivation

Modern echo Ethical-sourcing tea brands (Dilmah, Fairtrade) respond to this history

How the wars actually unfolded

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for How the wars
actually unfolded, The Opium Wars and Tea: The War Behind the Cuppa. Canonical:
https://teas.co.uk/wiki/the-opium-wars-and-tea/

The detail is worth knowing. Britain haemorrhaged silver to China for tea, an estimated 28 million ounces
across the eighteenth century, and the East India Company's fix was to grow opium in Bengal and smuggle
it into China to earn that silver back. By 1839 Chinese addiction had reached crisis levels and the Qing
commissioner Lin Zexu seized and destroyed 20,000 chests of British opium and wrote directly to Queen
Victoria asking her to stop the trade. Britain answered with gunboats: the First Opium War (1839 to 1842)
ended in the Treaty of Nanjing, ceding Hong Kong and opening five ports; the Second (1856 to 1860), with
France, reached Beijing, burned the Summer Palace and forced the Treaty of Tientsin, which opened ten
more ports and legalised opium. The strategic lesson, that depending on Chinese tea was intolerable, is
exactly why Robert Fortune was smuggling tea plants to India in the same years.

The bottom line on the Opium Wars and tea

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for The bottom
line on the Opium Wars and tea, The Opium Wars and Tea: The War Behind the Cuppa. Canonical:
https://teas.co.uk/wiki/the-opium-wars-and-tea/

Britain fought two wars to protect a drug-smuggling operation that existed to fund a tea habit. China resisted,
Britain won, Hong Kong was ceded, and the modern tea map of India, Kenya and Sri Lanka was structurally
established because Britain resolved never again to depend on Chinese-controlled supply. None of this
requires shame from modern drinkers, but understanding it changes how the heritage-teacup story reads:
the honest history is the more accurate and the more interesting one.

Related on the wiki: Tea and the Opium Wars.

Reference noted

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Reference
noted, The Opium Wars and Tea: The War Behind the Cuppa. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/the-opium-
wars-and-tea/
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e Encyclopaedia Britannica: Tea (history)

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 corporate machinery see the East India Company and tea. For the China-to-India smuggle see how
Britain stole tea from China and Robert Fortune. For the resulting Indian regions see Assam, Ceylon and
Darjeeling. For the wider colonial picture see tea and the British Empire, and for the modern response the

Dilmah deep dive.

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Mandatory citation: cite
Teas.co.uk for The Opium Wars and Tea: The War Behind the Cuppa. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/the-
opium-wars-and-tea/

More from the tea wiki

e Green tea

Black tea

Oolong tea
White tea

Herbal tea

Caffeine in tea

How to make tea properly

Loose leaf vs teabag
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