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History of tea, in summary: One Chinese plant that changed daily habits, trade and

empires over 5,000 years: a short reference that keeps legend apart from documented fact.

Tea's history is the story of one plant that altered the world economy, everyday manners and even the map

of empire. Here is the whole arc, with legend kept separate from evidence. This sits at the centre of the

history cluster beside the tea history timeline.

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

Ancient China: origins

Tea started out in China as a drink used as medicine, then became an everyday one; the famous origin

legends (the emperor Shen Nong) are story, not record. By the Tang dynasty it was codified culture, see

who invented tea.

Refinement and ceremony

China developed a scholarly tea aesthetic; Japan, receiving tea via Buddhist monks, refined it into the tea

ceremony, a spiritual and artistic discipline, see tea in Japan.

The journey west

Portuguese and Dutch traders brought tea to Europe in the 1600s as an expensive luxury; it reached Britain

and was popularised at court, beginning its British story, see how tea came to Britain.

Empire, tax and war

Tea became a colossal taxable trade: the Boston Tea Party, the Opium Wars, the East India Company

monopoly, Robert Fortune's theft of the plant, and plantation economies in India and Ceylon all flow from

controlling it, see tea and the British Empire and the Opium Wars.

Industrialisation and the everyday brew

The clippers, plantation production, the tea bag and mass blending turned a luxury into the cheap universal

drink of today, see origin of the tea bag and the tea clippers.
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The cultural legacy

Afternoon tea, the tea ceremony, builders tea and countless local customs show how deep tea sank into

daily life worldwide, see why the British love tea.

In a sentence

Tea history is one plant becoming medicine, art, luxury, war, empire and finally the everyday brew, legend

and evidence both, told straight, see the timeline.

Legend separated from documented fact

The one job this page does that the flowing narrative does not: it sets myth and evidence side by side so

neither contaminates the other. Popular tea history is enjoyable because it is romantic, but romance is not

record, and holding the two apart is the difference between knowing tea's history and reciting its advertising.

Popular claim What the evidence supports

An emperor discovered tea in

2737 BCE

A much later legend; real use and cultivation developed gradually over

millennia in China

Tea was always a refined

ceremony

It began as medicine and a plain daily drink; refinement arrived with Lu Yu

and after

Britain simply traded fairly for

tea

Britain taxed it punitively, ran a huge smuggling economy, fought the Opium

Wars and had the plant stolen from China

Afternoon tea is an ancient

British custom
A deliberate Victorian invention of the 1840s, barely 180 years old

The tea bag was a planned

innovation
It spread largely by accident and convenience into the everyday brew

Tea ceremony is uniquely

Japanese in origin

Whisked powdered tea came from Song China; Japan refined it into the

way of tea

Related on the wiki: Tea elevation, explained.

The clearest way to meet the history is in the cup: a Chinese green tea for the origin, a plantation-era black

tea for the empire, or the full tea shop.

Reference noted

Encyclopaedia Britannica: Tea (history)

FROM THE CURATOR

teas · Pick what you'll actually drink every day. The cup you keep returning to counts for more

than the one you only admire.
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