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Assam, in summary: Assam tea is the malty, brisk, milk friendly backbone of British
breakfast blends, the strong everyday cuppa.

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

Assam is the malty backbone of every British black tea blend you have ever drunk. If you have had
Yorkshire Tea, PG Tips, Tetley, English Breakfast in any form, you have had Assam, usually mixed with

Kenyan and Ceylon, but Assam is the muscle. Grown only in one specific region of north eastern India along
the Brahmaputra valley, it produces the heaviest, maltiest, most milk friendly black tea on earth. This guide
covers what makes it different and how to drink it properly.

Where Assam comes from

Assam state, north east India, sits in a humid lowland river plain at altitudes between 50 and 100 metres
above sea level, far lower than the famous Darjeeling estates, which sit at 600-2,000m. The climate is
tropical, hot, and seasonally flooded. The tea plant variant grown here, Camellia sinensis var. assamica, is
genetically distinct from the Chinese variety used elsewhere, bigger leaves, hardier, native to the region. The
British "discovered" wild Assam tea in the 1820s after Robert Bruce noticed local tribes drinking it; the East
India Company commercialised it from the 1830s and it has been the global volume backbone ever since.

The Assam region produces around half of all Indian tea by weight and roughly one eighth of global
production. Quality varies massively, top single estate Assams (Hattialli, Halmari, Mangalam) sell at
speciality prices; bulk CTC Assam (Crush, Tear, Curl, the small leaf processing used for tea bags) sells by
the tonne to British and German blenders.

What it tastes like

Assam is bold. The cup is dark mahogany, brewed strong it goes almost black. The flavour profile is malty
(think malted biscuits, Horlicks), brisk, slightly tannic, with a satisfying body that takes milk well. A strong
Assam in a porcelain cup tastes like a much stronger version of the everyday British cuppa, because the
everyday British cuppa is essentially Assam diluted by other origins.

Compare this to Darjeeling (lighter, muscatel, almost wine like), Ceylon (brighter, more citrus), or Chinese
Keemun (smoky, more refined). Assam is the heavyweight; the others are middleweights or featherweights.
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None is better, different jobs.

Two flushes worth knowing
Assam has two main pickings:
e Second flush (May June) is the prized one. The "tippy" leaves, golden tips visible in the dry leaf, give

the trademark malty character. Most premium single estate Assam you can buy in the UK is second
flush. Whittard's Assam and Williamson Assam are the easiest UK premium options.

e First flush (March April) is lighter, brisker, less malty. Less common in the UK because the
supermarket palate prefers second flush character.

"Autumnal” pickings (October November) exist but are rarely sold under that name in the UK.

How to brew it

Assam is forgiving but rewards heat and time. Pour just boiled water (95-100°C) over 2.5¢g of loose leaf (or
one tea bag) per 200ml cup. Steep 4-5 minutes sometimes longer for second flush estates. Milk is standard:
Assam is one of the few teas where milk actually improves the flavour rather than just comforting; malt and
milk together are what make a proper British cuppa taste like one.

Sugar is optional. A teaspoon will not destroy a good Assam, it brings out the malt, but a properly malty
single estate is usually drunk without sugar so the flavour comes through.

Caffeine in Assam

High end. A strong cup of Assam clocks 50-70mg of caffeine per 200ml, the upper range of black tea.
Yorkshire Gold sits at the high end of this range because it is heavier on Assam than standard Yorkshire. If
you are caffeine sensitive, decaffeinated Assam exists but loses some of the malty character, accept the

trade.

Buying Assam in the UK

Three tiers depending on what you want:

e Everyday tea bags with Assam in the blend. Most British black tea blends are Assam led: Quick
Buy: Yorkshire Tea Original 80s, Quick Buy: Tetley 400s, PG Tips.

e Mid tier branded Assam. Twinings Pure Assam, Taylors of Harrogate Pure Assam, Tetley Stronger
Brew. Around £0.05-0.08 per cup.

e Premium loose leaf single estate Assam. Whittard, Williamson, Teapigs. Around £0.30-0.60 per
cup. The cup is noticeably better, fuller body, more malt complexity, less bitterness even brewed long.

FAQ

Is Assam the same as English Breakfast? No. English Breakfast is a blend, usually Assam plus Ceylon
plus Kenyan. Pure Assam is one origin only, heavier and maltier than the typical English Breakfast cup.
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Is Assam stronger than Yorkshire Tea? Pure Assam is comparable to Yorkshire Gold. Yorkshire Original
is lighter because it has more Kenyan and Ceylon mixed in.

Does Assam need milk? Strong Assam without milk is brisk and slightly drying, drinkable but not what most
British drinkers prefer. With milk, it shines. Light first flush Assam can be drunk black if you want to taste the
leaf clearly.

What is "tippy" Assam? The dry leaf shows golden tips alongside the dark leaf. Tips are unfurled buds
picked at just the right moment. They contribute the malty character. More tips = better grade = higher price.

How does Assam compare to Darjeeling? Different worlds. Assam is malty, dark, milk friendly. Darjeeling
is light, muscatel, drunk black. Both are prestige Indian teas; they don't compete with each other any more
than a stout competes with a riesling.

Curator's note: a single estate second flush Assam is the simplest "wow" upgrade in tea. If you take strong
British black with milk and have never tried a proper estate Assam, do that next. The malt is real and the
difference from supermarket bags is unmistakable. Lee, teas.co.uk, Tunbridge Wells.

Why Assam is the breakfast blend backbone

Almost every famous British breakfast blend, English and Irish alike, is built on an Assam base for one
concrete reason: the large leaf Camellia sinensis var. assamica plant gives a malty, brisk, full bodied, higher
caffeine liquor that stands up to milk and sugar where a delicate tea would vanish, the character our
complete Assam tea guide sets out in full. This page takes the British cuppa angle deliberately; for the

geography, the discovery story and the flush detail, that companion guide is the deep dive, and this one is
why it ends up in your everyday mug.

Why it suits milk

The same robustness that makes Assam unsubtle on its own is exactly what makes it the natural milk tea: its
strength and tannic structure carry through milk and sugar rather than being buried, which is why a builders’
brew, a Yorkshire style blend or a strong caff is overwhelmingly Assam led, the milk friendly logic the black
tea reference guide and the British tea culture overview keep. A first flush Darjeeling would be erased by the

same splash of milk; Assam was, in effect, engineered by its plant and climate for the British cup.

How to brew it well

Treat it as the strong black it is: fully boiling water, three to four minutes, a generous measure of leaf, and

milk added to a properly strong brew rather than used to rescue a weak one. Judge strength by how much
leaf you used, not by stewing a thin amount, and a single origin Assam rewards being tasted once without
milk to understand what the blends are built on.

Common questions

Why is Assam in every breakfast blend? Its malty, brisk, milk friendly strength is exactly what a strong
everyday cuppa needs; it is the engine the blend is built around.

Is Assam the same as English Breakfast? No. English Breakfast is usually an Assam led blend; Assam is
the single origin base that gives it its body and malt.
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Does it need milk? It takes milk superbly and is built for it, but a good single origin Assam is worth tasting
once clean to see the character behind the blends.

Why does my Assam taste harsh? Usually over stewed. Use enough leaf and a timed three to four minute
steep with full boiling water, then add milk to taste.

Assam at a glance

Assam
Where  Brahmaputra valley, northeast India; low elevation
Plant Camellia sinensis var. assamica, large leaf, higher caffeine
Character Malty, sturdy, biscuity, honeyed, full mouthfeel
Role The backbone of English and Irish breakfast blends

Brew Full boiling water, 3 to 4 minutes; takes milk well

Buy a good Assam

A real malty Assam outclasses a dusty blend. Browse single origin Assam, the wider black tea range or a
brisk breakfast blend at teas.co.uk, or the full tea shop. Go by the Assam in the cup and its description,

weigh the per cup price, and UK delivery is free over £35.

Reference noted

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

Adjacent teas that pair with this article: English Breakfast, Earl Grey, green tea, loose leaf tea, Darjeeling,

oolong, and herbal tea. The rest of the tea shop lives here, and UK shipping costs nothing above £35.

FROM THE CURATOR

teas - For Assam, the per cup price is the one that counts. Loose leaf Assam tends to win;

supermarket bags can too.
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e Loose leaf vs teabag

Earn rewards on teas.co.uk

Earn loyalty points on every order. Free to join.
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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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