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Nuwara Eliya, in summary: Sri Lanka's highest tea district, at 1,800 to 2,500m, producing

the lightest, brightest and most delicate cup of all the Ceylon zones, the so-called

"champagne of Ceylon".

Nuwara Eliya shows elevation terroir at its clearest. This sits in the terroir cluster beside tea elevation.

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

Where it is, and why elevation defines it

Nuwara Eliya is the highest tea-growing district of Sri Lanka, in the central highlands at around 1,800 to

2,500 metres, well above the other major Ceylon zones (Uva, Dimbula, Kandy, Ruhuna). The climate is

unusual for the tropics: cool mist-belt mornings, daytime temperatures of 15 to 20C, frequent rain and night-

time cool that can drop close to freezing in the dry Western season. That cold-shock and slow growth

concentrate the aromatic compounds and amino acids in the leaf, giving the famous bright, delicate, slightly

floral character. The town itself is a colonial-era British hill station, often called "Little England" for its cool

climate and Tudor-style architecture, and the surrounding gardens (Pedro, Court Lodge, Lovers Leap, Mount

Vernon) are the source of the most prized examples. The geography is doing real work: an 1,800m Sri

Lankan tea simply tastes different from a 600m one.

Element Note

Location Highest tea district of Sri Lanka, central highlands

Elevation 1,800-2,500m; cool, mist-belt year-round

Cup character Light, bright, brisk, delicate; the "champagne of Ceylon"

Compared to other Ceylon Highest, lightest, most delicate of the Sri Lankan zones

Best season Western season (January-March), the most prized harvest

Brewing Just-boiled, 3-4 minutes, drink neat or with smallest splash

Milk? Generally no; milk muddies the delicate cup

Label caveat "Nuwara Eliya" is a reputation, not a certified appellation

Brewing, and the season
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Nuwara Eliya rewards careful brewing, because over-extraction muddies the delicate floral character that is

the whole point. Use just-boiled water but pour it quickly rather than letting it sit, steep for three to four

minutes, and use single-origin loose-leaf in a teapot rather than a bag in a mug. The cup is pale gold, bright,

briskly aromatic and noticeably more floral than a generic Ceylon. Drink it neat for the full character, or with

the smallest splash of milk if you must, a teaspoon rather than a glug, because milk binds the delicate

aromatics. Season matters too: the Western season (January to March), with its dry, cool nights, produces

the most prized Nuwara Eliya, while the Eastern season (June to September) gives a slightly more vegetal

cup, and year-round product is usually a blend of both.

How it compares

If you have drunk other high-elevation teas, Nuwara Eliya is worth placing on the map. Against a high-grown

Darjeeling first flush it is broadly comparable in delicacy and brightness but less floral muscatel and a touch

more brisk, with a drier finish; the two share an approach (drink neat, brew briefly, do not over milk) but are

distinct enough that tasting them side by side teaches a lot. Against Nilgiri from the Indian Blue Mountains it

is slightly more delicate and brighter, where Nilgiri is brisker and fuller. And against the lower Ceylon zones

(Uva, Dimbula, Ruhuna) it is noticeably lighter, less malty and less assertive. A good home exercise is to

brew three Ceylon zones in parallel from the same brand and season and taste them neat; the difference is

striking and makes you a more informed Ceylon drinker for life.

The plantation story

It is worth reading about Nuwara Eliya with open eyes, because Sri Lankan tea sits at the centre of long-

running conversations about plantation labour. The high-elevation industry was established under British

colonial rule from the 1860s, replacing coffee plantations after the coffee blight, using indentured Tamil

labour brought from southern India, and a substantial part of the modern workforce is still drawn from the

Plantation Tamil community whose ancestors arrived under that system. Wage and working-condition

debates have continued since independence, so buying Sri Lankan tea means buying into a complex history

rather than just a fragrant cup. The certification picture is mixed: Rainforest Alliance and UTZ marks are

common on higher-end Ceylon, Fairtrade has grown more recently, and some premium estates have

invested in worker housing, schools and pensions beyond the minimum. The sensible move is to favour

sellers who name the estate and its certification over the generic regional label.

What to look for on the pack

The buying checklist is short, because the regional label alone does not guarantee the cup. Look for the

estate name (Pedro, Court Lodge, Lovers Leap, Mount Vernon and Tommagong are well known) rather than

just "Nuwara Eliya"; the season (the Western, January to March, is most prized); the grade (Orange Pekoe,

OP1, FBOP and BOP1 are the loose leaf grades for single origin drinking, with OP the cleanest tip and leaf);

whole leaf rather than fannings or dust (the smaller particles used for bag tea give a stronger, faster, less

subtle cup); and a current season harvest year rather than open ended storage. The premium worth paying

is roughly two to three times the price of a generic Ceylon bag, around £6 to £12 for a 100g pouch from a

UK speciality seller, which is modest for a tea that shows terroir so clearly. See how to judge tea quality.
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Try the matching range, the black tea range and the loose leaf range.

FROM THE CURATOR

teas · Two or three good Ceylon pouches, Nuwara Eliya among them, reach the £35 free UK

delivery mark. Build a small high grown order rather than one splurge.

More from the tea wiki

Ceylon tea

Black tea

Nilgiri

Darjeeling

Tea elevation

How to judge tea quality

Earn rewards on teas.co.uk

Earn loyalty points on every order. Free to join.

+100 pts

Create your free account
Welcome bonus + earn on every order.

100 pts = 1 tree

Plant a tree in Scotland
Pledge points to our reforestation partner.

teas.co.uk · Tunbridge Wells, Kent · hello@teas.co.uk · 3-click cancel at teas.co.uk/cancel/

/product-category/black-tea/
/product-category/loose-leaf-tea/
/wiki/ceylon-tea/
/wiki/black-tea/
/wiki/nilgiri-tea/
/wiki/darjeeling-tea/
/wiki/tea-elevation-explained/
/wiki/how-to-judge-tea-quality/

