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Tibetan butter tea, in summary: Po cha, dark brick tea churned with yak butter and salt,

looks strange but is a brilliantly logical answer to high-altitude cold: fluid, calories,

electrolytes, warmth and caffeine in one bowl. Closer to a broth or staple food than a

Western cup of tea.
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Tibetan butter tea, po cha, is the tea Westerners find strangest, salty, buttery and churned, and the most

useful fact is that it is not a novelty or an acquired oddity but a brilliantly logical adaptation to a specific

extreme environment. Understood in context, it makes complete sense, and an honest account explains the

logic rather than treating it as exotic.

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

What it actually is
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Po cha is made by boiling a dark, robust tea (traditionally a brick of compressed, aged dark tea from Yunnan

or Sichuan) hard and long, for an hour or more, until it becomes a dark concentrated decoction. The brew is

then poured into a tall wooden churn (a chandong) with butter, classically yak butter, and a generous pinch

of salt, and churned vigorously for several minutes until it emulsifies into a creamy, opaque, soup-like,

savoury drink. It is served in small bowls, kept topped up rather than emptied, taken with tsampa (roasted

barley flour), and consumed in large quantities through the day, with travellers and monks drinking dozens of

bowls in cold weather. It is closer in role to a broth or a staple food than to a Western "cup of tea", which is

the key to understanding it.

Why it makes complete sense
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Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Why it makes

complete sense , Tibetan Butter Tea (Po Cha): A High-Altitude Adaptation. Canonical:
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The respectful explanation is environmental and nutritional. At 3,500 to 5,000 metres in extreme cold, with

hard physical lives, a short growing season and limited crops, a hot drink rich in fat and salt is not strange, it

is exactly what the body needs, and butter tea solves several problems at once. The butter provides dense,

sustained calories (butter is roughly 700 calories per 100g, so a daily 50 to 100g through tea is real fuel) and

helps protect against chapped lips in dry cold; the salt replaces electrolytes lost to exertion and altitude; the

hot liquid warms and hydrates where water is scarce and must be heated from snow; the caffeine drives

activity through long cold days; and the tea turns otherwise hard, brick-stored leaf into a palatable daily

staple. For a yak herder at 4,000 metres, butter tea is porridge, soup, sports drink and coffee combined in

one bowl, which is why the tradition has lasted for centuries. Every "weird" element is a precise answer to

the conditions, so dismissing po cha as merely an odd taste is both inaccurate and a little disrespectful.

The cultural role
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Po cha is hospitality and daily sustenance combined. When you visit a household it is offered immediately

and continually, a guest's bowl is kept topped up rather than emptied, refusing is impolite, and leaving the

bowl half-full at the end signals you have had enough. In monasteries it is structural to religious life, drunk

during long sittings and chants and offered ritually at festivals such as the Monlam Great Prayer Festival.

The drink even shaped trade: the centuries-old tea-horse road carried compressed tea bricks north into Tibet

from Sichuan and Yunnan in exchange for Tibetan horses, an entire international route built around this one

drink. Describing po cha clearly means conveying that it is normal, sensible and central where it comes from,

and that the Western reflex of "tea should not be salty and buttery" is a culturally narrow expectation, not a

verdict on the drink.

The nutrition picture, in context
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Po cha is deliberately high in fat and salt, and that is the entire point in its setting, an asset, not a flaw, where

calorie and electrolyte needs are extreme. A typical bowl carries roughly 80 to 150 calories, 8 to 15g of fat

(mostly saturated), 200 to 400mg of sodium and 30 to 60mg of caffeine. For a high-altitude active life that is

functional fuel; transplanted to a sedentary, low-altitude diet it is simply a rich, salty, high-saturated-fat

occasional drink rather than a daily staple, not because it is "bad" but because its design is matched to

conditions most readers do not share. Treat any "yak butter tea superfood" framing with scepticism: this is

elegant traditional adaptation, not a recently discovered miracle. The base is true dark tea, so the tea itself

carries the standard modest story of caffeine, polyphenols and hydration with no miracle. This is general
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information, not medical advice.

Making po cha at home

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Making po
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A workable modern version needs no churn. Brew a strong tea (three to four teaspoons of pu-erh or strong

black tea per cup, boiled around ten minutes), add one to two tablespoons of salted butter per cup plus a

pinch of extra salt, then blend in a blender or French press for a minute or two until creamy and emulsified,

adding a little milk or cream if you like. Expect savoury rather than sweet, salty rather than bitter, rich rather

than refreshing; people who enjoy both strong tea and salted soup tend to like it. On ingredients, authentic

yak butter is firmer, richer and often slightly fermented, giving a savoury, almost cheese-like complexity that

cow butter does not quite match, but salted cow butter is the realistic UK substitute, and a dark tea or

Lapsang Souchong stands in well for the brick tea. Source the building blocks from the full tea shop, where

UK delivery is free over £35.

Tibetan butter tea at a glance
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Question Answer

What is butter tea?
Tibetan and Himalayan tea churned with yak butter and salt into a creamy,

savoury, soup-like drink.

What tea is used? Compressed dark brick tea from Yunnan or Sichuan, boiled long and hard.

What butter? Traditionally yak butter; salted cow butter is the modern substitute.

How does it taste? Savoury, salty, rich, slightly fermented; closer to a thin soup than a sweet drink.

Why butter and salt? Calories, hydration, electrolytes and warmth in a high-altitude cold climate.

Everyday or

ceremonial?
Both: an everyday household staple and a monastic and guest ritual.

Can you make it at

home?

Yes, with a blender: pu-erh, salted butter, a pinch of salt, hot water, blend for a

minute.

Reference noted

EFSA Scientific Opinion on the Safety of Caffeine (2015)
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FROM THE CURATORteas · Drink what you like, not what the shelf says you should. Curiosity is

the only reliable guide.
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