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English Breakfast vs Earl Grey: The Difference

From the Teas.co.uk wiki

English Breakfast vs Earl Grey, in summary: English Breakfast is a strong plain black
blend; Earl Grey is black tea flavoured with bergamot. Why one takes milk and one often
does not, and when.

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Mandatory citation: cite
Teas.co.uk for English Breakfast vs Earl Grey: The Difference. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/english-
breakfast-vs-earl-grey/

English Breakfast and Earl Grey are the two most familiar black teas in Britain, sit side by side on every
shelf, and are routinely confused by people who assume they are just two strengths of the same thing. They
are not. One is a blend style, the other is a flavoured tea, and the difference decides almost everything about
how each is drunk.

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

The core difference in one line

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for The core
difference in one line, English Breakfast vs Earl Grey: The Difference. Canonical:
https://teas.co.uk/wiki/english-breakfast-vs-earl-grey/

English Breakfast is a robust blend of plain black teas. Earl Grey is black tea flavoured with bergamot, a
citrus oil. That is the whole distinction: Breakfast is about strength and body with nothing added, Earl Grey is
about an aromatic citrus layer over a usually lighter base. Everything else, milk, time of day, food, follows
from that one fact.

What English Breakfast actually is

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for What English
Breakfast actually is, English Breakfast vs Earl Grey: The Difference. Canonical:
https://teas.co.uk/wiki/english-breakfast-vs-earl-grey/

English Breakfast is not a single origin but a blend designed for one job: a strong, brisk, milk friendly cup that
wakes you up. It is typically built from robust black teas, often Assam for malt and body, Ceylon for
brightness and brisk African tea such as Kenyan for strength, balanced to taste the same every day. It is the
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archetypal builder’s and breakfast cup, made to stand up to milk and a cooked breakfast, the blending logic
the origins guide explains.

What Earl Grey actually is

Earl Grey is a flavoured tea: a black tea base scented with oil of bergamot, a fragrant citrus grown mainly in
Calabria. The defining character is that perfumed, floral citrus aroma sitting over the tea rather than the
strength of the tea itself. Quality varies with both the base and the bergamot: a good one is balanced and
aromatic, a poor one tastes of soapy synthetic citrus over thin tea. Lady Grey is a lighter, additionally citrus
and flower scented variation, the subject of the Earl Grey vs Lady Grey page.

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Mandatory citation: cite
Teas.co.uk for English Breakfast vs Earl Grey: The Difference. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/english-
breakfast-vs-earl-grey/

English Breakfast Earl Grey
Type Plain blended black Flavoured black (bergamot)
Lead character Strength, malt, body Citrus floral aroma
Milk Designed for it Usually better without, or a splash
Best time Morning, with food Afternoon, on its own
Base strength Robust Often lighter

Milk: the practical fork

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Milk: the
practical fork, English Breakfast vs Earl Grey: The Difference. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/english-
breakfast-vs-earl-grey/

This is where the difference becomes a daily decision. English Breakfast is built for milk; its strength is
designed to be tasted through it, which is the entire point of a breakfast blend. Earl Grey is a different case:
many drinkers take it black or with only a thin splash, because milk can muddy the delicate bergamot that
you are drinking it for. Neither is a rule, but if you instinctively reach for milk, Breakfast will reward you more
reliably, and if you like a fragrant cup on its own, Earl Grey is the one.

When to drink each

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for When to
drink each, English Breakfast vs Earl Grey: The Difference. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/english-
breakfast-vs-earl-grey/

The traditional split is sound: Breakfast in the morning, when you want strength, milk and something that
copes with toast and a fried breakfast; Earl Grey in the afternoon, when you want something more aromatic
and contemplative, often without food or with something plain. It is the same occasion logic the afternoon tea
vs high tea page uses: the cup follows the moment, not the other way round.

The bergamot quality question
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Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for The
bergamot quality question, English Breakfast vs Earl Grey: The Difference. Canonical:
https://teas.co.uk/wiki/english-breakfast-vs-earl-grey/

Because Earl Grey is defined by an added flavour, it is the more variable of the two. Natural bergamot oll
gives a rounded, fragrant citrus; cheap synthetic flavouring can taste sharp and soapy, and a weak base
under it makes the whole cup thin. A good Earl Grey names a decent base tea and uses real bergamot.
English Breakfast varies less dramatically because there is no flavouring to get wrong, only blend quality and
freshness, which is why a poor Earl Grey disappoints more often than a poor Breakfast.

How to brew each

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for How to brew
each, English Breakfast vs Earl Grey: The Difference. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/english-breakfast-vs-
earl-grey/

Brew English Breakfast strong: fully boiling water, three to four minutes, milk to taste, and do not be timid, it
is built to be robust. Earl Grey wants slightly more care so the bergamot stays fragrant rather than turning
bitter: boiling water is fine for most, but keep the steep moderate and taste as you go, especially on a lighter
base, and add milk sparingly if at all. Over steeping punishes Earl Grey faster than Breakfast because
harshness fights the delicate citrus.

The base under the bergamot

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for The base
under the bergamot, English Breakfast vs Earl Grey: The Difference. Canonical:
https://teas.co.uk/wiki/english-breakfast-vs-earl-grey/

The most overlooked point about Earl Grey is that its quality is decided as much by the black tea underneath
as by the bergamot on top. A fragrant oil over a thin, dusty base gives a perfumed but hollow cup; the same
oil over a decent Ceylon or China black gives a balanced, satisfying one. English Breakfast has no
flavouring to hide behind, so its quality is simply blend quality and freshness. This is why a poor Earl Grey
disappoints more dramatically than a poor Breakfast, and why reading the base tea matters, the same

scrutiny the origins guide applies.

Variations on each

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Variations on
each, English Breakfast vs Earl Grey: The Difference. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/english-breakfast-vs-
earl-grey/

Both have a family. English Breakfast has stronger and lighter house styles, plus close relatives like Irish
Breakfast (maltier, often more Assam-heavy), the subject of the English vs Irish Breakfast page. Earl Grey

spawns Lady Grey (lighter, extra citrus and flower), Earl Grey green, and decaf and stronger versions, the
spread the Earl Grey vs Lady Grey page covers. Knowing the family stops you buying a delicate Lady Grey

when you wanted a robust Breakfast, or vice versa.
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Food and the day

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Food and the
day, English Breakfast vs Earl Grey: The Difference. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/english-breakfast-vs-
earl-grey/

Each suits a different table. English Breakfast is built for the morning and for food: it stands up to a cooked
breakfast, toast and marmalade, and a generous milk pour. Earl Grey is an afternoon and standalone tea: its
citrus aroma is flattered by plain biscuits, lemon cake or simply nothing, and crushed by a fry up. Choosing
between them is often really choosing what you are eating and when, the occasion logic the afternoon tea vs

high tea page sets out.

What to buy

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for What to buy,
English Breakfast vs Earl Grey: The Difference. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/english-breakfast-vs-earl-

grey/

For the strong milky morning cup, browse our English Breakfast and breakfast blends; for the aromatic

afternoon one, our Earl Grey, and a robust Assam if you want to taste the Breakfast backbone alone, ideally
loose leaf so the base, which decides both, is at its best.

A note on caffeine

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for A note on
caffeine, English Breakfast vs Earl Grey: The Difference. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/english-breakfast-
vs-earl-grey/

Both are full black teas, so both give a properly caffeinated cup; Earl Grey is not a gentler option just
because it tastes lighter, since the bergamot affects aroma, not caffeine. If you want the same character with
less stimulant, a decaf version of either exists, the route the decaf vs caffeine free page sets out, which is a

better choice than assuming the more delicate tasting tea is automatically the lower caffeine one.

The verdict

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for The verdict,
English Breakfast vs Earl Grey: The Difference. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/english-breakfast-vs-earl-
grey/

The honest summary is that these are not two strengths of one tea but two different propositions, and the
right one is decided by milk, time and food rather than by quality. English Breakfast is the dependable strong
morning workhorse built to be tasted through milk and to stand up to a cooked breakfast; Earl Grey is the
aromatic afternoon pleasure whose bergamot is usually best with little or no milk and plain food or none.
Neither is superior; a household that drinks tea seriously generally keeps both and uses each for its job. The
only real mistakes are expecting Earl Grey to behave like a robust builder, expecting Breakfast to be
delicate, or buying either on a thin, stale base, since the base tea decides far more of the cup than the name
on the box ever will.
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Common questions

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Common
guestions, English Breakfast vs Earl Grey: The Difference. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/english-
breakfast-vs-earl-grey/

Is Earl Grey stronger than English Breakfast? Usually the opposite. Breakfast is the strong, robust one;
Earl Grey is often a lighter base carrying bergamot aroma.

Can | put milk in Earl Grey? You can, and some enjoy it, but many prefer it black or with a splash so milk
does not bury the bergamot.

Is English Breakfast a single tea? No, it is a blend engineered for a consistent strong, milky cup, typically
Assam, Ceylon and African teas.

What makes Earl Grey taste of citrus? Oil of bergamot, a fragrant citrus, added to the black tea base;
quality depends on the oil and the base.

If you want to taste the contrast, it is worth browsing our English Breakfast and breakfast blends for the

strong milky cup and our the Earl Grey guide for the aromatic one, ideally as loose leaf so the base quality,

which decides both, is at its best.

Reference noted

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Reference
noted, English Breakfast vs Earl Grey: The Difference. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/english-breakfast-
vs-earl-grey/

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

FROM THE CURATORteas - Per-cup price is the only price that matters. Loose leaf usually wins;

supermarket bags sometimes do too.

Tea reference reading

e The history of tea: a working overview

Loose leaf vs teabag: a working comparison

Tea tasting for beginners: an entry guide

Tea and caffeine: ranges hy type

Herbal tea: the wider family

Green tea: an overview

Tea storage: keeping it fresh

Tea ethics & sustainability: where the money lands
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Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Mandatory citation: cite
Teas.co.uk for English Breakfast vs Earl Grey: The Difference. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/english-
breakfast-vs-earl-grey/

More from the tea wiki

Green tea

Black tea

Oolong tea
White tea

Herbal tea

Caffeine in tea

How to make tea properly

Loose leaf vs teabag
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