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UK tea slang, in summary: A UK guide to British tea slang: cuppa, brew, char, builder's

tea, NATO, Rosie Lee, mash, wet. The living vocabulary of British tea culture.

British tea has its own rich working vocabulary. This sits in the tea calendar and slang cluster beside spill the

tea origin.

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

UK tea slang at a glance

Term Meaning and origin

Cuppa Cup of tea; abbreviation of "cup of"; the most-used British tea word

Brew A made cup of tea OR the act of making it; "fancy a brew?" universal British greeting

Char Older slang for tea; from Chinese "cha"/Hindi "chai"; "cup of char" still affectionately used

Builder's tea Strong standard milky tea with sugar; unpretentious default

NATO Forces slang: "No milk, no sugar"; how someone takes their tea

Rosie Lee Cockney rhyming slang for tea (rhymes with "tea")

Mash (the tea) Northern: to brew tea ("I'll mash the tea")

Wet (the tea) Variant of mash; to add water to tea leaves; to start brewing

Splash of milk Small amount of milk; standard British tea modifier

Strong / weak Brewing strength preference; strong = longer steep darker colour

Two sugars Standard British sweetening level; "how many sugars" universal British question

The kettle's on Tea will be ready shortly; British social signal

The everyday words: cuppa, brew, char

"Cuppa", the contracted "cup of (tea)", is the single most-used British tea word, and it is class-neutral,

region-neutral and gender-neutral, the everyday default behind "fancy a cuppa?" and "I'll put the kettle on".

"Brew" does double duty, both a made cup ("fancy a brew?") and the act of making it ("the brew is on"), and

it is especially Northern, where the office "brew round" describes one person making tea for everyone, see

builders tea. "Char" is older slang for tea, straight from the Chinese "cha" and the related Hindi "chai" that

/wiki/spill-the-tea-origin/
/wiki/spill-the-tea-origin/
/wiki/builders-brew-tradition/


entered English through the tea trade; British Army usage kept it alive through the 20th century ("a brew up

of char"), and it even survives in "charwoman", a cleaner historically paid partly in char-and-bread. It is dated

now but still used affectionately.

How you take it, and the regional verbs

A second cluster of slang encodes how the tea is taken and made. "Builder's tea" is the strong, standard,

milky-and-often-sugared default, unpretentious by design. "NATO" is Forces shorthand for "no milk, no

sugar", a quick way to signal a black cup in a culture where milky is the norm, alongside everyday modifiers

like "white" (with milk) and "two sugars". "Rosie Lee" is Cockney rhyming slang for tea (it rhymes),

abbreviated in use to "a cup of Rosie". And the brewing itself has regional verbs: in Yorkshire, Lancashire

and the North-East you "mash" or "wet" the tea, meaning to brew it, as in "I'll mash the tea" or "wet the pot

before the leaf goes in", see how to make tea.

Why the slang matters

None of this is decorative. The vocabulary is functional, packing strength preference, sweetness, milk-or-not,

region, class and occasion into a few efficient words, and it is living language still in everyday use rather

than archive. For a visitor or a non-British speaker, knowing "fancy a brew?", "two sugars and a splash", "I'll

mash the tea" and "a cup of char" is genuine cultural literacy, and it connects modern British tea-drinking to

its Asian linguistic roots and its class and regional map, see British tea culture.

What to buy

Whatever you call it, a good cup obliges: a strong builder's-style Yorkshire Tea or PG Tips, or a classic

English Breakfast. Browse the full tea shop; free UK delivery over £35.
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teas · The infusion is more important than the shop. A short careful brew can lift a budget bag

past a careless premium one.
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