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Assam Tea: Origins, Estates and Seasonal Flushes

From the teas.co.uk wiki

Assam, in summary: Assam tea: the malty, full bodied, milk friendly Indian black that
anchors most British breakfast blends. Geography, the assamica plant, flushes and brewing.

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

Assam is the world's largest tea growing region by volume and the heart of the British black tea
tradition. Located in northeast India along the Brahmaputra River valley, Assam produces around 700
million kilograms of tea annually (roughly half of all Indian tea production) and supplies the malty, sturdy,
milk friendly leaf that anchors most British supermarket blends. The Assam character (full bodied, biscuity,
honeyed, with substantial mouthfeel) is what most British drinkers think of when they think "tea"; it's the
dominant flavour in Yorkshire Tea, Tetley, English Breakfast, and Irish Breakfast blends.

This guide covers everything about Assam: the geography that produces the malty character, the unique
Camellia sinensis var. assamica tea plant, the seasonal harvests, the brewing approach, the major Assam
tea brands, and how Assam fits into British tea culture.

The Assam geography

Assam tea is grown in the Assam state of northeast India, along the Brahmaputra River valley. The region
covers approximately 312,000 hectares of tea estates across the lowland river valley, producing the world's
largest single origin tea volume. The growing region is at relatively low elevation (50 to 500 metres)
compared to high altitude regions like Darjeeling; the Brahmaputra valley provides the warm, humid,
monsoon fed climate that suits the Assam tea variety.

The geography produces the distinctive Assam character through:

e Hot, humid climate: the lowland tropical conditions produce vigorous, full bodied tea growth
e Heavy monsoon rainfall: the seasonal rain patterns drive the dramatic seasonal flush variations
e Brahmaputra alluvial soil: the rich river valley soil produces dense, sturdy tea leaves

e Native tea plant variety Assam is home to Camellia sinensis var. assamica, a distinct subspecies of
tea plant with broader leaves and stronger character than the China type plants used in Darjeeling
and Chinese green tea
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The Assam tea plant (var. assamica) is genetically distinct from the China type plant (var. sinensis) used
elsewhere. The Assam variety produces larger leaves, more caffeine, and the malty character that defines
the category. This native plant is what's used across most Indian black tea production today; the discovery of
native tea plants in Assam in the 1820s was the foundation of the Indian tea industry.

The Assam discovery story

Until the 1820s, Britain imported all its tea from China. The British East India Company wanted to break
Chinese tea trade dominance and was looking for places to grow tea outside China. In 1823, Robert Bruce
(a Scottish trader) was shown wild tea plants growing in Assam by local Singpho tribal leader Beesa Gam;
the plants were the native Indian variety Camellia sinensis var. assamica.

This discovery changed the global tea industry. The British East India Company established commercial tea
plantations in Assam from the 1830s onwards, breaking Chinese tea monopoly within a few decades. By the
late 19th century, Indian tea (primarily from Assam) had overtaken Chinese tea as the dominant supplier to
the British market, a position it has maintained ever since.

The historical context matters because Assam's industrial scale tea production is a direct legacy of this
1820s-1830s development; the estate structure, processing methods, and global supply chain were all built
around the original Assam plantation model. Most modern industrial tea production worldwide derives from
techniques developed in Assam during this period.

The malty Assam character

The defining flavour profile of Assam black tea: malty, robust, biscuity, honeyed, with full mouthfeel and a
long warming finish. The character is produced by:

Higher polyphenol content in the var. assamica plant, producing fuller body

More theaflavins and thearubigins: developed during oxidation, producing the deep amber colour
and substantial mouthfeel

Specific aroma compounds: developed by the warm humid growing conditions, producing the malty
biscuity notes

Higher caffeine content than China type teas, contributing to the energetic morning cup character

The Assam character is what holds up to milk. The full body and substantial mouthfeel mean that adding
milk doesn't wash out the cup; the milk integrates with the tea rather than dominating it. This is why Assam
led blends are the standard British morning cup; the family of teas was effectively designed (through plant
variety and processing approach) for the British habit of milk and sugar.

For more on the wider black tea family see the black tea overview.

The Assam seasonal flushes
Like Darjeeling, Assam tea is harvested in distinct seasonal flushes, each producing different cup character:

First Flush (Spring, March to April), lighter, more delicate Assam with brighter character. Less full bodied
than later flushes; a milder version of the Assam profile. Less commercially significant than the second flush
which dominates global Assam supply.
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Second Flush (Summer, May to June), the most prized and most produced Assam harvest. The second
flush produces the classic malty, full bodied Assam character that defines the family. The "tippy" Assam
style (with golden tipped leaves) is from the second flush. Most premium single origin Assam is from this
harvest.

Monsoon (July to September), bulk production during the rainy season. Stronger, less refined teas; mostly
used in everyday blending rather than sold as single flush.

Autumnal (October to November), less common as single flush Assam; produces medium bodied teas
with toasted character.

For everyday Assam based supermarket tea, the seasonal differences are largely irrelevant; the bulk Assam
used in mass market blending comes from the monsoon and second flush combined into year round
consistency. For premium single estate Assam, the second flush is the headline product.

The Assam tea estates

Assam has hundreds of registered tea estates ("gardens") producing across the quality spectrum. Notable
major estates and brands include:

e Halmari: one of the most prized single estate Assams with consistently high quality production

e Mangalam: premium estate known for fine tipped second flush

e Banaspaty: organic certified estate with sustainability programmes

o Hattialli: well regarded mid tier estate

e Borengajuli: large estate producing accessible quality Assam

e Tata Tea Plantations: the major Indian plantation company that owns Tetley and produces most of its
blending stock from owned Assam estates

e McLeod Russel: one of the largest tea producers in Assam, supplying many major brands

For everyday British retail, Assam appears in blends rather than single estate format. The major British black
tea brands all use significant Assam content in their blending: Yorkshire Tea is heavily Assam led, English
Breakfast blends typically use Assam as the body component, Irish Breakfast is even more heavily Assam
dominant. For drinkers wanting to experience Assam directly, single origin Assam tea bags from Twinings or
premium loose leaf from specialist retailers provide the unblended experience.

How to brew Assam properly

Assam is the most forgiving black tea family in terms of brewing. The robust character handles a wide range
of brewing conditions:

1. Use freshly drawn cold water brought to a rolling boil. Assam takes boiling water without issue.

2. Use 1to 2 teaspoons of leaves per 200ml cup: generous leaf because Assam can absorb the
strong brewing

3. Brew for 4 to 5 minutes: full extraction develops the malty character; shorter brewing produces
thinner cups

4. Strain or remove leaves



5. Add milk and sugar generously if desired Assam was effectively designed for milk; full fat dairy is
traditional but oat milk also works well

For drinkers wanting maximum Assam character, longer brewing (5+ minutes) extracts the full malty profile
without producing the bitterness that would result with more delicate teas. Each tea family is covered in
detail in the water temperatures guide and the loose leaf brewing guide.

Assam in British tea blends

Most British black tea blends are heavily Assam dependent. The role of Assam in major British brands:

e Yorkshire Tea Original and Gold Assam is the body component providing the malty character;
Rwandan and Kenyan leaf adds briskness in Gold

e English Breakfast (Twinings, Teapigs, others) Assam is typically the dominant component, often
50 to 70 percent of the blend

¢ Irish Breakfast: even more Assam heavy than English Breakfast, often 70 to 90 percent Assam
content

e Standard supermarket tea bags (Tetley, PG Tips own label) contain Assam in varying proportions;
PG Tips is more Kenya led with less Assam content

e Builders' brew style: the "strong cup of tea" character typically comes from Assam dominance

For drinkers who want to taste pure Assam character, single origin Assam tea (rather than blended Assam
heavy products) is the way to do it. Single origin Assam shows the family character more clearly without the
modulating influence of other origins.

Premium vs everyday Assam

Assam tea covers a wide quality range:

e Mass market Assam blended tea bags (£3 to £5 per 80 bags) the everyday British supermarket
black tea. CTC processed bulk Assam dominant, blended with other origins for consistency. Provides
solid Assam character at low cost.

e Premium Assam tea bags (£4 to £6 per 50 bags) brand blended Assam from major brands like
Twinings and Teapigs; higher quality leaf and cleaner cup character.

e Single origin loose leaf Assam (£10 to £25 per 100g) garden specific Assam showing authentic
origin character. The level where Assam becomes a connoisseur tea rather than just everyday black
tea.

e Premium single estate Assam (£25 to £50+ per 1009) top tier estates like Halmari or Mangalam,
second flush, often "tippy" with golden tips. The premium Assam experience.

Most British drinkers will only encounter Assam in blended form. For drinkers wanting to understand what
Assam can really be, single estate loose leaf Assam is worth trying at least once; the malty character shows
much more clearly than in blends.

Assam vs Darjeeling vs Ceylon


/wiki/ideal-water-temperatures/
/wiki/brewing-loose-leaf-tea/

The three major Indian and Sri Lankan black tea origins, side by side:

Origin Character Plant variety Best for

Malty, strong, biscuity, full i . . .

Assam . var. assamica Strong morning cup with milk
bodied

o Light, muscatel, floral, ) ] Delicate afternoon cup neat or

Darjeeling var. sinensis )
complex with lemon

Ceylon (Sri ) ] ) var. assamica (cultivated Either neat or with milk; mid
Brisk, bright, citrusy, clean

Lanka) differently) strength balance

For drinkers exploring single origin black tea, working through one of each (Assam, Darjeeling, Ceylon) is
the educational starting point. Each origin has distinct character that's hard to appreciate from blends alone.
See the Darjeeling overview and the Ceylon overview.

The Assam ethical sourcing picture

Assam tea production faces significant ethical and sustainability challenges. The industry has historically
been associated with poor worker welfare, low wages, and difficult working conditions. Several positive
developments:

e Rainforest Alliance certification across many estates, with associated worker welfare and
environmental standards

e Fairtrade certification: for some producer organisations

e Direct trade relationships with smallholder cooperatives expanding access to better prices

e Ethical Tea Partnership programmes: multi stakeholder initiatives improving conditions across the
wider industry

For drinkers who specifically prioritise ethical sourcing in Assam, look for Fairtrade or Rainforest Alliance
certification on the packaging, or single estate teas from estates with credible sustainability programmes.
Major brands like Yorkshire Tea, Twinings, and Tetley all carry Rainforest Alliance certification across their
main ranges, which provides baseline assurance even if not the deepest ethical positioning.

What we stock

Browse the black tea range for Assam led blends and single origin Assam options. The most bought Assam

heavy products on teas.co.uk:

Teapigs Decaf English Breakfast, 15 Tea Bags 509
Glengettie Welsh Breakfast Tea, 80 Tea Bags 2509
Tetley Extra Strong Breakfast Tea, 75 Tea Bags 2379

Tetley Original English Breakfast, 400 Tea Bags 1.25kg
PG Tips Original English Breakfast, 400 Tea Bags 1.16kg

Thompson's Everyday Breakfast, 80 Tea Bags 250g
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For comparisons across the wider black tea landscape, see also: Yorkshire Tea, Twinings, Teapigs, Tetley,
Hyson.

The verdict

Assam is the workhorse of British tea drinking. The malty, strong, milk friendly character is what defines the
British morning cup, and the var. assamica plant is the foundation of most modern industrial tea production
worldwide. Most British drinkers consume Assam every day without specifically thinking of it as such; the
blend they call "their tea" is usually 50 to 80 percent Assam content.

For drinkers who want to understand what Assam actually tastes like distinct from blending modulation,
single origin Assam tea is worth trying. The pure malty character is more pronounced than in blends, with a
slightly more concentrated mouthfeel and longer warming finish.

For drinkers exploring the wider single origin black tea world, working through Assam alongside Darjeeling
and Ceylon provides the foundation for understanding how blended British black teas are constructed. The
three origins produce dramatically different cups; learning to recognise each one transforms how you taste
the everyday blends.

Assam isn't fancy. It's not delicate, complex, or refined in the Darjeeling sense. What it is: reliable, satisfying,
strong and made for the British way of drinking tea. That's why it dominates British tea drinking and why it'll
continue to do so.

For the wider context see the black tea overview, the Darjeeling overview, the Ceylon overview, the English

Breakfast vs Irish Breakfast comparison, the loose leaf brewing guide, the Yorkshire Tea curator review, the

Twinings story, and the Teapigs deep dive.

Buy a good Assam

A properly malty Assam beats a dusty blend. Browse single origin Assam, the wider black tea explained

range or a brisk breakfast blend at teas.co.uk, or the full tea shop. Judge Assam by the cup and its

description, look at the per cup price, and UK delivery comes free over £35.

Source noted

e EFSA Scientific Opinion on the Safety of Caffeine (2015)

Sensible options on the same shelf: English Breakfast, Earl Grey, green tea, loose leaf tea, Darjeeling,

oolong, and herbal tea. Wander the tea shop for the wider range; UK delivery is free from £35.

FROM THE CURATOR

teas - Assam can start cheap; stay there until something stops you. Most rich teas reward

patience, not budget.
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More from the tea wiki

e Green tea

Black tea

Oolong tea
White tea

Herbal tea

Caffeine in tea

How to make tea properly

Loose leaf vs teabag

Earn rewards on teas.co.uk

Earn loyalty points on every order. Free to join.

+100 pts 100 pts = 1 tree
Create your free account Plant a tree in Scotland
Welcome bonus + earn on every order. Pledge points to our reforestation partner.
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