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Tea pioneers, in summary: A UK guide to the tea pioneers: Lu Yu, Catherine of Braganza,

Robert Fortune, Thomas Lipton. How a handful of people shaped modern tea drinking.

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

Teas.co.uk for The Tea Pioneers: The People Who Built the Tea World. Canonical:

https://teas.co.uk/wiki/tea-pioneers/

The tea world looks the way it does because of a handful of people, scholars, royals, a botanist spy and a

marketing genius, whose choices still shape your cup. This sits in the tea stories cluster beside the people

behind tea.

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

The pioneers at a glance

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for The pioneers
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Pioneer Era and contribution

Lu Yu Tang dynasty China c. 760-780 AD, wrote the Cha Jing (Classic of Tea)

Catherine of Braganza 1662 marriage to Charles II, brought tea to English royal court

Anna, Duchess of Bedford 1840s, popularised afternoon tea as remedy for long pre-dinner gap

Robert Fortune 1848-1851, smuggled tea plants from China to British India

Sir Thomas Lipton 1890s, vertical integration estate-to-shelf; Glasgow grocer to global brand

Thomas Twining 1706, opened first British tea retail shop at 216 Strand London

Thomas Sullivan c. 1908, accidentally invented the tea bag in New York

Sen no Rikyu 1500s Japan, codified the formal Japanese tea ceremony

Eisai Zenji 1191 Japan, brought tea seeds from China and introduced powdered tea

Modern pioneers Bruce Ginsberg (Dragonfly), Pukka founders, Teapigs founders
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Lu Yu, who codified tea

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

codified tea, The Tea Pioneers: The People Who Built the Tea World. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/tea-

pioneers/

Lu Yu (Tang dynasty China, around 733 to 804 AD) wrote the Cha Jing, the Classic of Tea, in roughly 760 to

780 AD, the first systematic book on any beverage in any culture. It covers cultivation, processing, the two

dozen brewing implements, water selection ranked by source, the three stages of the boil, and tea's place in

cultural life. Before the Cha Jing, tea was simply a drink in China; after it, tea was a documented art with

standards a practitioner could follow. Every later tea culture, Japanese chanoyu, Korean darye, modern

British connoisseurship, traces its philosophy back to him, which is why he is the obvious first name in any

pioneer list. See tea in China.

The British court: Catherine, Twining and Anna

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

court: Catherine, Twining and Anna, The Tea Pioneers: The People Who Built the Tea World. Canonical:
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Three figures carried tea into British life. Catherine of Braganza, the Portuguese princess who married

Charles II in 1662, brought a court tea habit from Lisbon (where the Portuguese had drunk it since the

1500s) and made it fashionable among the English aristocracy. Thomas Twining institutionalised the trade in

1706 with the first British tea shop, at 216 Strand in London. And Anna, 7th Duchess of Bedford, popularised

afternoon tea in the 1840s as a remedy for the long gap before an increasingly late dinner, turning a private

habit into a ritual that spread from aristocracy to middle class to nearly everyone. See how tea came to

Britain and afternoon tea.

Robert Fortune, the botanist spy
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Robert Fortune was a Scottish botanist hired by the East India Company in 1848 to smuggle Chinese tea

plants, seeds and processing knowledge into British-controlled India. He disguised himself as Chinese,

learned the language, and reached tea regions barred to foreigners, carrying off both the plants and the

expertise, including Chinese workers brought to Assam to teach plantation methods. It worked: Indian tea

became viable, China's monopoly broke, and the modern map with Indian tea dominant traces straight back

to his 1848 to 1851 mission. It is one of history's great acts of corporate espionage, cinematic at imperial

scale. See tea and the British Empire.

Thomas Lipton, the marketer
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Sir Thomas Lipton (1848 to 1931) industrialised the trade through vertical integration. The Glasgow grocer

bought Ceylon estates in 1890 and sold direct to his own shops, cutting out brokers and wholesalers, so his

slogan, direct from the tea garden to the teapot, described a real supply-chain shortcut rather than just a

boast. The result was branded, consistent, affordable tea at a scale no merchant had reached before, and

every modern global brand from PG Tips to Yorkshire Tea runs on his template. His America's Cup yachting

stunts, which made him a Victorian celebrity, were inseparable from the brand: Lipton was founder-as-

advertising decades before the phrase existed. See Thomas Lipton.

The unnamed millions
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The footnote to every pioneer story is that tea was actually built by countless unnamed growers, pickers and

workers, not only the figures history records. The Cha Jing did not grow tea; Tang farmers did. The British

trade depended on labourers in Ceylon, Assam and Kenya whose names appear in no record, and modern

production still rests on pickers earning very low wages in often difficult conditions. Naming the famous

pioneers helps explain the structural decisions; honest history also has to acknowledge the labour those

pioneers managed and profited from. The ethics-in-tea conversation starts here. See tea farming and

workers.

The pattern across the pioneers
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What stands out across the named pioneers is how different their levers were: Lu Yu worked on the idea,

Catherine and Anna on the ritual, Twining on retail, Lipton on the brand, Fortune on the supply chain,

Thomas Sullivan on the packaging (the accidental tea bag, around 1908), Sen no Rikyu on ceremony. No

single one of them could have produced the modern tea system; each addressed a different layer, and the

cup you drink today is the sum of all of them, assembled across thirteen centuries.

What to buy, by pioneer

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for What to buy,
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For Lu-Yu-lineage Chinese tea buy Chinese tea or Dragonwell (Longjing). For Catherine-of-Braganza-era

classical tea buy Ceylon or English Breakfast. For Robert-Fortune-legacy Indian tea buy Assam or

Darjeeling. For Lipton-legacy buys go to Lipton tea. For the Sullivan tea-bag format go to Teapigs pyramid

bags. For modern-pioneer brands buy Pukka or Dragonfly.

/wiki/tea-person-thomas-lipton/
https://teas.co.uk
/wiki/tea-farming-and-workers/
/wiki/tea-farming-and-workers/
https://teas.co.uk
https://teas.co.uk
/shop/?s=chinese+tea
/shop/?s=longjing
/product-category/sri-lankan-tea/
/product-category/english-breakfast/
/shop/?s=assam
/product-category/darjeeling/
/shop/?s=lipton
/brand/teapigs/
/brand/teapigs/
/brand/pukka/
/shop/?s=dragonfly


Reference noted

EFSA: Pesticides in food
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FROM THE CURATORteas · Start cheap, stay cheap until something stops you. Most rich teas

reward patience, not budget.

More tea history reading
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For individual pioneer profiles see Lu Yu, Thomas Twining, Thomas Lipton, Thomas Sullivan, Catherine of

Braganza, Anna Duchess of Bedford and Robert Fortune. For modern founders see Bruce Ginsberg, the

Pukka founders and the Teapigs founders. For the broader index see the people behind tea.
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