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Chai: Origins and Global Variations
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Chai, in summary: "Chai" just means "tea", so "chai tea" is "tea tea". What people actually
mean is masala chai, with the regional, global, latte and caffeine free versions explained.

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

"Chai" is the Hindi (and Russian, Turkish, Persian, Swahili) word for tea. So "chai tea" is technically
"tea tea", a redundancy that's stuck because the word entered English shorthand for one specific
style: spiced milk tea, the Indian street drink properly called "masala chai". This is the broad spectrum
chai overview, what the word means, where it came from, and the major variations across cultures.

The word

"Chai" derives from the Mandarin cha (?), which travelled along the Silk Road and overland trade routes to
become "chai" in Hindi, Persian, Russian, and Swabhili. The English "tea" came via maritime trade from the
southern Chinese Min dialect te. So Atlantic trade languages got "tea" and overland trade languages got
"cha/chai", the same word, two routes.

What Indian English calls "chai" is the spiced milk tea preparation. What British English absorbed as “chai
tea" is shorthand for that same drink. Linguistic purists object; cafés don't care.

Masala chai: the Indian original

Traditional masala chai is:

e Strong CTC Assam tea (the malty body that holds up to milk)

Whole spices: cardamom, cinnamon, ginger, cloves, black pepper

Milk (whole, often buffalo milk in India)

Sugar (generously, by Western standards)

Pan brewed (not steeped), water and milk simmered with spices and tea for 5-7 minutes

The "chai wallah" street vendor system across India serves millions of cups daily. Prep time is 5 minutes per
pot, served in small clay cups (kulhars) that are smashed after use, or in glass tumblers.

Regional variations across India
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Chai

Kashmiri chai (noon chai). Pink salty tea, green tea + baking soda + salt + milk + nuts. Distinct
tradition, not spiced like masala.

Bombay cutting chai. Half cup ("cutting"), strong, sweet. Mumbai street standard.
Adrak chai. Ginger led version, often less cardamom heavy. Popular in colder regions.
Elaichi chai. Cardamom led version, more aromatic, less spicy.

Sulaimani chai. Black tea only (no milk) sweet tea with lemon and cardamom. South Indian Muslim
tradition.

Tandoori chai. Newer trend, terracotta cup is heated in a tandoor oven, milk tea poured over the hot
cup creates a smoky caramelised cup. Photogenic and increasingly common at Indian weddings.

outside India

Pakistani chai (doodh patti). Similar to Indian but tends toward heavier milk content. "Doodh patti"
literally means "milk leaves", the tea is brewed entirely in milk with no water.

Iranian chai. Black tea, usually unmilked, served with sugar cubes held between the teeth.
Cardamom flavoured but not the masala style spice mix.

Turkish c¢ay. Black tea, very strong, served in tulip shaped glasses. No milk, no spices. Different
category but the same word.

Russian chai. Black tea brewed strong in a samovar concentrate, then diluted with hot water. Lemon
and sugar; sometimes jam.

Western "chai latte". Café version popularised by Starbucks and others, chai concentrate or syrup
blended with steamed milk. Sweeter, milkier, less spice forward than authentic masala chai.

The Western chai latte phenomenon

Starbucks introduced its Chai Latte in 1996, sourcing concentrate from Tazo. The cup was sweetened,

milkier, and far less spice intensive than authentic Indian chai. It also became the gateway product for

millions of Western drinkers who'd never have tried pan brewed masala. The Western chai latte is a

legitimate drink in its own right, just don't confuse it with traditional preparation.

How to make masala chai at home

Pan brewed is non negotiable for authenticity. Steeping a tea bag in milk doesn't replicate the cup.

1.
2.

3
4.
5
6

Pour 200ml water and 200ml whole milk into a small saucepan.

Crush 4 cardamom pods, snhap a 2cm piece of cinnamon stick, slice 5Smm of fresh ginger, add 4
cloves and a pinch of black pepper.

. Bring to a low simmer. Hold for 3 minutes to extract spice flavours.

Add 1 teaspoon of CTC Assam tea (or 1 strong tea bag torn open).

. Simmer for 4 more minutes. The cup should be deep amber brown, not milky pale.

. Strain into mugs. Sweeten with sugar or honey to taste.

The whole process takes 8 minutes. The result is dramatically better than any tea bag.
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Buying chai in the UK

The UK chai shelf has four real subcategories, bagged masala, latte concentrates, instant sachets, and
caffeine free spice blends. See the full chai category guide.

¢ For traditional pan brewing: Tetley Masala or loose CTC Assam from Twinings with your own spices.
e For convenience: Drink Me Chai sachets (just add hot water).

e For caffeine free evening chai: Pukka After Dinner.

Caffeine

Standard masala chai cup: 30-50mg caffeine. Decaf chai: 2-5mg. Caffeine free spice only chai: Omg.

FAQ

What does "chai" mean? Tea, in Hindi (and many other languages). "Chai tea" is technically a redundancy,
like saying "tea tea". In Indian English, "chai" specifically refers to spiced milk tea (masala chai).

Is chai always spiced? In Indian English usage as imported into English shorthand, yes. In Hindi, "chai"
just means tea, spiced or not.
Does chai always have milk? The Western and most Indian preparations do. Some regional Indian

variants (Sulaimani, certain Iranian influenced styles) skip the milk.

What's the difference between chai and masala chai? "Chai" is the umbrella term. "Masala chai" is
specifically the spiced version. In English usage they're often used interchangeably.

Best chai brand UK? Tetley Masala for traditional brewing, Drink Me Chai for sachets, Pukka Vanilla Chai
for organic bagged.

Curator's note: drink chai the way you like it, but try the pan brewed version at least once. The difference
between a tea bag in milk and a proper pan brewed masala chai is the difference between a sandwich and a
Sunday roast. Lee, Teas.co.uk, Tunbridge Wells.

What "chai" actually means

Term What it really is
Chai simply the word for "tea" in Hindi and many languages
"Chai tea" literally "tea tea"; an English shorthand for spiced tea
Masala chai the actual spiced black tea drink, simmered with milk
Chai latte the milk led, sweeter café version

Caffeine free chai rooibos or spice only base, no tea

The full how-it's-made reference is the chai pillar, the from-scratch method is chai from scratch, and the

product map is the chai category, with a base in the full tea shop or a Pukka chai.

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

FROM THE CURATOR

teas - A small reliable stash beats a big curious one. Cycle two or three teas you genuinely

enjoy.
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