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Boston Tea Party, in summary: 16 December 1773: colonists dumped 342 chests of East

India Company tea into Boston Harbour. What really happened, what it changed, and the

tea on board.

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Mandatory citation: cite

Teas.co.uk for Boston Tea Party, tea history, or "Best Tea Shops in the UK". Canonical:

https://teas.co.uk/wiki/boston-tea-party/

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

The Boston Tea Party (16 December 1773) is one of the most significant events in British and

American history, colonists protested British tea taxes by dumping 342 chests of British East India

Company tea into Boston Harbour. The catalyst for the American Revolution. Lasting effect:

Americans culturally shifted from tea to coffee; British tea drinking continued unaffected. The event

reshaped global beverage culture in ways that persist today.

The background
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Tea taxes (1767-1773)

The Townshend Acts (1767) imposed taxes on imported British tea entering American colonies. Colonists

protested through the slogan "no taxation without representation."

The Tea Act (1773)

The British Parliament passed the Tea Act, which actually lowered the tax on tea but maintained Britain's

monopoly on tea sales to America via the British East India Company. Colonists saw this as deceptive,

keeping the principle of taxation without representation while attempting to make British tea cheaper.

Tensions in Boston

Boston was the centre of colonial resistance. The Sons of Liberty (an organised resistance group led by

Samuel Adams) coordinated opposition.
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The ships in harbour (November December 1773)

Three British East India Company ships, Dartmouth, Eleanor, Beaver, arrived in Boston Harbour with tea

cargoes. Colonists demanded the ships return without unloading. The British governor refused.

The event itself (16 December 1773)

On the evening of 16 December 1773:

Approximately 116 colonists, some disguised as Mohawk Indians, boarded the three ships.

Over three hours, they smashed open and dumped 342 chests of tea into the harbour.

Total weight of tea: approximately 92,000 pounds (46 tons).

Estimated value at the time: £9,659 (equivalent to ~£1.7 million today).

No other property was damaged; no violence; the harbour was returned to its previous state.

The protest was deliberate, organised, and proportionate.

British response
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The British government responded with the Coercive Acts (1774), also known as the Intolerable Acts in

America:

Boston Port Act: closed the port until tea was paid for.

Massachusetts Government Act: stripped self governance.

Administration of Justice Act: protected British officials.

Quartering Act: forced colonists to house British troops.

The harshness of the response radicalised the colonies further. The First Continental Congress met

September 1774 to coordinate resistance.

The American Revolution
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Tensions escalated:

April 1775: Battles of Lexington and Concord, armed conflict begins.

July 1776: Declaration of Independence.

1776-1783: American Revolutionary War.

1783: Treaty of Paris, Britain recognises American independence.

The Boston Tea Party is widely cited as the catalyst that turned colonial resistance into open rebellion.
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The cultural shift
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America: tea to coffee

Drinking tea became politically problematic, associated with British rule and the rejected Tea Act. Colonists

adopted coffee as the patriotic alternative. By the 1820s, coffee had become America's dominant hot

beverage.

This cultural shift persists. Modern America is a coffee culture; tea is secondary. The Boston Tea Party

shaped this trajectory directly.

Britain: tea continued

British tea drinking was unaffected. By the early 19th century, British per capita tea consumption was among

the highest in the world. The cultural divide widened.

Modern echo

Walk into a American café: coffee dominates. Walk into a British café: tea is equal partner with coffee. The

Boston Tea Party is the historical fork.

The "tea party" naming
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The event wasn't called "Boston Tea Party" at the time. The term emerged in the 1820s-1830s as historians

and politicians revisited the event. Modern political movements have referenced the name (notably the early-

21st century US Tea Party movement, which adopted the imagery of anti tax protest).

The actual tea
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The destroyed tea was British East India Company tea, primarily Bohea (a Chinese black tea, the everyday

tea of the era). Modern reenactments use modern Chinese black tea as substitute.

The Boston Tea Party Ships and Museum
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Modern Boston has the Boston Tea Party Ships and Museum, interactive recreation of the event, including

replicas of the ships and a chest of tea recovered shortly after the event in 1773 (preserved as historical

artefact).

The economic impact
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The British East India Company suffered significant financial damage. Combined with broader trade

disruption from the American Revolution, the Company faced severe financial pressure. The British

government bailed out the Company in subsequent decades.

The cultural impact on tea
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Cementing British identity

The Boston Tea Party paradoxically strengthened British identification with tea. Tea became more central to

Britishness as it became less central to American identity.

Class associations

British tea drinking gradually moved from upper class to mass market over the next century. By the late 19th

century, working class British people drank tea daily.

The American tea revival

Specialty tea has been growing in the US since the 2000s. Coastal cities (San Francisco, New York, Boston

ironically) have specialty tea shops. But coffee remains the American mainstream by an enormous margin.

Modern Boston Tea Party reenactments
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Annual reenactments take place in Boston. Tea is symbolically dumped (sometimes recovered after to avoid

waste). Educational programmes accompany.

FAQ

When was the Boston Tea Party? 16 December 1773.

How much tea? 342 chests, ~92,000 pounds (~46 tons).

What kind of tea? British East India Company tea, primarily Bohea (Chinese black tea).

Did it cause the American Revolution? Catalyst, not sole cause. The British response (Coercive Acts)

turned protest into rebellion.

Why does America drink coffee? Cultural rejection of tea following the Revolution. Coffee became the

patriotic alternative.

Curator's note: the Boston Tea Party is one of the great events in tea history. The political consequences

were enormous; the cultural fork (American coffee vs British tea) persists 250 years later. Worth pausing

over when you brew your next cup. Lee, Teas.co.uk, Tunbridge Wells.
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Reference noted
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EFSA Scientific Opinion on the Safety of Caffeine (2015)

Shopping notes for this topic: English Breakfast, Earl Grey, green tea, loose leaf tea, Darjeeling, oolong, and

herbal tea. For more, the full tea shop ships free across the UK over £35.

FROM THE CURATORteas · Pick what you'll actually drink every day. A tea you reach for is

worth more than a tea you admire.

Shop the topic
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