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Elevenses, in summary: Elevenses is the British mid-morning tea break, around eleven,
between breakfast and lunch. Origins, what to drink and what to serve with it.

Elevenses is one of the most charming fixed points in the British tea clock. It is filed with the tea calendar
pages, close to tea times of the day.

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

Elevenses, at a glance

Aspect The read
What it is A short mid-morning tea (or coffee) and snack break
Roughly when Around 11am, between breakfast and lunch
Origin A working-life rhythm, named for the hour
Still a thing?  Yes, informally; the name more than the ceremony
vs coffee break Same function; elevenses keeps the British tea framing

What to have A brisk cup and something small: biscuit, scone, cake

Where the word comes from, and its working-life origin

Elevenses is one of the most charming fixed points on the British tea clock, and its history is well worth a
look. The name is exactly what it looks like, a plural built from the hour, the same affectionate construction
that gives "fourses" in some dialects, and it marks a short break in the late morning, conventionally around
eleven, in the gap between an early breakfast and a midday lunch. Its real origin is the rhythm of physical
working life: in agricultural and manual trades a long morning needed a pause for a hot drink and something
small well before lunch, and that practical necessity, not a genteel ceremony, fixed the habit and the word.
That working-life root is why elevenses has always been informal and a little regional, a tea or coffee with a
biscuit, scone, slice of cake or small savoury, rather than a codified sitting like afternoon tea. And the answer
to "is it still a thing" is yes, but as a habit more than a formal sitting: the mid morning break is alive and well
in British working life, often now called a coffee break, a tea break or nothing at all, while "elevenses"
survives as the warmer word for the same pause, see British tea culture.

Versus the coffee break, and what to have
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The comparison with the modern coffee break is cultural rather than functional, and that is the interesting
part. Functionally they are identical, a short mid-morning pause for a hot drink and a small something;
culturally, "elevenses" carries a specifically British tea-clock framing, the same family of soft fixed points as
afternoon tea and supper, words that describe a rhythm of the day rather than a precise appointment, while
the coffee break is the same pause re-badged around a different drink and an office context. Neither is more
correct. On what to have, elevenses has no canon and never did: a brisk black tea is the traditional spine
because it refreshes without being a meal, but the accompaniment is wide open, a plain biscuit for dunking,
a scone, a slice of tea loaf, or a small savoury for those who do not want sweetness mid morning, see tea
with scones. The only sensible guidance is proportion: it is a bridge to lunch, not a second breakfast, so
keep it small enough that it does its real job.

Want to actually buy a good one?

Mark elevenses with a brisk cup: a sturdy black tea from the full tea shop. Elevenses or not, go by the
cup and what is written about it, work out what a single cup costs, and note that UK orders over £35
get free delivery.

FROM THE CURATOR

teas - Match the tea to the moment. Elevenses falls between a 6am cup and a 4pm cup, and it

need not be brewed like either.
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