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Russian samovar tea, in summary: A clever two-part system: a strong tea concentrate

(zavarka) diluted to each drinker's taste with near-boiling water from a heated urn (the

samovar). It is infrastructure for continuous, all-day, sociable tea, usually on a smoky

Russian Caravan base.
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Russian samovar tea is one of the most distinctive tea cultures in the world, and the most useful fact is that

its defining feature is a clever two-part system, a strong concentrate diluted to each drinker's taste from a

hot-water urn, designed for continuous, sociable, all-day tea drinking. Understanding the mechanism

explains the whole culture.

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

What it actually is
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The samovar is a metal urn that heats and holds a large quantity of water near boiling, traditionally heated

by an internal charcoal or wood flue, now often electric. On top sits a small teapot of zavarka, a very strong

black tea concentrate brewed at roughly four to five times the leaf-to-water ratio of an ordinary cup, around a

teaspoon of leaf per 50ml rather than per 250ml. To serve, you pour a little of the intense zavarka into a

glass or cup, then top it up with hot water from the samovar to the strength you want. The teapot sits in the

urn's heat, which keeps it warm without over-extracting, so one batch of zavarka serves many people across

many hours. This two-vessel system is the heart of Russian tea: one strong brew, infinitely adjustable,

available all day to anyone who comes.

Why the system matters
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The insight is that this is not just equipment, it is a social design. Because the samovar keeps water hot

indefinitely and the zavarka holds a concentrate, tea is always ready, for guests arriving at any time, for long

conversations, for all-day open-house hospitality. Each person dials their own strength, weak for a child or a

long session, strong for a quick warming cup, without anything being remade. The samovar is, in effect,

infrastructure for sustained sociability, and Russian tea culture is built around that continuous, inclusive

availability rather than around discrete individual cups.

The Russian Caravan base
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The classic base is Russian Caravan, a blend with a genuine historical story that shapes the cup. The name

refers to the tea-trade route of the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries, when tea travelled by camel caravan

from China across Mongolia and Siberia to Russia, a months-long journey of many thousands of miles

during which the chests were often stored near the caravan's campfires and picked up a faint smokiness that

became the blend's signature. Modern versions recreate that smoky-malty character either by including

some Lapsang Souchong (Chinese pine-smoked black tea) or by using a lightly smoked Keemun base. The

character has held remarkably consistent even though most Russian Caravan is now blended outside

Russia from imported Chinese tea. A strong Indian or Ceylon black also works in a samovar, but the smoky

Caravan is what gives the tradition its distinctive taste.

How it is drunk, and the sugar
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Russian tea is typically strong black tea, drunk hot, often from a glass in a metal holder (podstakannik). It is

classically taken with lemon, the origin of "Russian tea" with lemon in the West, and very characteristically

with sweetness alongside rather than always stirred in: sugar, and especially jam (varenye), sometimes

taken by the spoonful or, in the old pri-kuska habit, with a sugar lump held between the teeth as the tea is

sipped, all accompanied by bread, pastries and sweets. Tea here is rarely a solitary quick drink; it is the

centre of a spread and a gathering. As customarily served it can therefore carry significant sugar, mostly

from the accompaniments rather than the tea itself, which is culturally genuine and part of the hospitality,

and also, clearly, sugar. The usual framing applies: enjoy the tradition as offered, and know that at home the

sweetness is entirely yours to set while the samovar system and the sociability stay exactly the same.

Is samovar tea good for you?
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It is strong true black tea, so the story is the standard one: caffeine, which over a continuous samovar day

can add up, polyphenols, hydration, no miracle. The genuine value of samovar culture is social, not

medicinal: it is one of the world's great structures for hospitality and long, unhurried company, and that,

accurately described, is its real worth, not a health claim. This is general information, not medical advice.

Replicating it in a UK kitchen
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You can get most of the experience without buying a full samovar. The minimum kit is a kettle you can keep

on a low simmer or re-boil easily (the "hot water always available" function), a small 200 to 300ml teapot with

a strainer (the zavarka function), a Russian Caravan or other strong black blend, and sugar lumps or jam.

Brew the zavarka strong, about a teaspoon of leaf per 50ml, covered for four to five minutes; keep hot water

on hand; then serve each person by pouring one or two tablespoons of zavarka into a cup and topping up to

taste. Add a sugar lump, or offer jam in the Russian way, and simple sweet or savoury bites alongside. It is a

genuinely good hosting method, since the tea is always ready and everyone gets the strength they want.

Source a smoky Russian Caravan and the kit from the black tea range, the teaware range, or the full tea

shop, where UK delivery is free over £35.

Russian samovar tea at a glance
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Aspect Note

What it is A Russian tea system built around a heated water urn (samovar)

Heating Traditional charcoal column; modern electric versions are common

Brewing format Strong concentrate (zavarka) diluted with hot samovar water to taste

Tea base Smoky Russian Caravan, or a strong Indian / Ceylon black

The social point Continuous, always-on tea through long gatherings

Sugar tradition A sugar lump held in the mouth while sipping (pri-kuska), or jam (varenye)

UK access Russian Caravan is widely sold; a samovar urn is a specialist buy

Reference noted

EFSA Scientific Opinion on the Safety of Caffeine (2015)
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FROM THE CURATORteas · The cup you finish is the right cup. Skip the variety until that one is

sorted.
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