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A
T 216 STRAND two heavy oak doors swing 
open to reveal an atmospheric, mahog-
any-walled emporium of riches beyond. 
Tea of every kind lines the walls, special 
blends encased in glass cabinets, golden 
pots and strainers gleaming on shelves, 

vintage teapots and coronation cups proudly displayed. This is 
a veritable altar to tea – and everything it encompasses – from 
modern flavoured blends to the history of its introduction 
to England over three centuries ago. This is the home of the 
Twinings shop, the very first tea shop in Britain, and the site of 
the beginning of our nation’s love affair with leaves.

Our obsession with tea has been going strong for around 
350 years and shows no signs of slowing. According to the 
United Kingdom Tea Council, 165 million cups of tea are 
consumed every day, and the UK accounts for six per cent of 
the world’s tea consumption. Considering the size of our tiny 
island, that’s a pretty impressive statistic for a country that only 
discovered tea a relatively short time ago.

According to legend, long before it found its way to England, 

tea was discovered some 5000 years ago in ancient China, 
when leaves from a nearby tree fell into water that was being 
boiled for the current emperor, Shen Nung. He tasted the 
water, declared it to be delicious and refreshing, and tea was 
born. That tree was Camellia Sinensis, whose leaves are still 
responsible for the myriad of blends we drink today.

Tea is still most commonly grown in China, Japan and India, 
who produce some of the most well-known types of tea, in-
cluding Assam and Darjeeling. Africa has also recently become 
a considerable exporter, producing a rich, deep tea as well as 
the famed caffeine-free rooibois, from South Africa, while Sri 
Lanka, Brazil and even Turkey are now producing their own 
leaves too, meaning the tea sphere is more exotic and rich than 
ever before.

Despite being discovered thousands of years ago, tea was 
only officially introduced to England in 1662, by the young 
Portuguese wife of Charles II, Catherine of Braganza. Served to 
royalty and aristocracy initially, it quickly became a sought-af-
ter luxury. 

At the same time as small shipments of tea were starting to 
make their way into English ports, before being delivered to 
the upper echelons of English society, a young businessman 
from the Twining family was learning the merchant trade at 
The East India Company. Thomas Twining’s exposure to the 
exotic riches of tea made a lasting impression, and in 1706 
he struck out on his own, buying Tom’s Coffee House on the 
Strand. At that time coffee-houses were all the rage, frequent-
ed by the upper-class men who liked to meet like-minded 
types to chat, do business and pontificate. Competition was 
fierce, and to survive in a crowded marketplace diversification 
and a USP was key – for Thomas Twining this USP was tea. 

This decision to focus on tea set in motion the beginnings 
of a veritable tea dynasty; despite the heavy taxation on tea, 
which made it very expensive, the British passion for tea 
refused to wane, and Thomas expanded the tea house into 
three adjacent buildings and started to sell dry leaves as well as 
serving wet tea, possibly one of the first ever dry tea shops in 
the world. When he died in 1741 his business was booming he 
counting royalty amongst his loyal customers. 

Thomas’ son, Daniel, continued his legacy and took the 
business even further, exporting as far afield as America, to 
the likes of the Governor of Boston. Following Daniel’s death, 
responsibility passed to his daughter, who looked after the 
shop until her son Richard was able to take over in 1771. Having 

“Served to royalty and 
aristocracy initially, tea quickly 
became a sought-after luxury.” 

CUPof the
NATION

There is perhaps nothing more 
quintessentially British than a cup of tea, 
the dark leaves steeped in hot water, 

ruminating in a teapot, steam rising from 
the cups, and just a little milk – the perfect 

way to rise in the morning and 
an essential antidote to a long day. 
We take a look back at over three 

hundred years of British brews.
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grown up in the Twining family, Richard's 
knowledge of the tea trade was unparalleled 
and, at a time when tea was high on the 
political agenda, his negotiating skills led 
to him becoming Chairman of the London 
Tea Dealers. With access to William Pitt, the 
then Prime Minister, Richard was able to 
dramatically influence government policy 
and argued persuasively for lower taxation, 
which he said would increase revenues. The 
Commutation Act of 1784 was a result of his 
hard work and made tea readily available 
and affordable to all. 

Just 50 years after this, in 1837, Queen 
Victoria granted Twinings its first Royal 
Warrant for tea – a honour that has meant 
Twinings has supplied every successive 
British Monarch to date. As a new century 
dawned, and the modern world began to 
take shape, the family business continued 
to thrive, opening its first shop in France in 
1910, producing tea through two world wars 
– including providing the tea for Red Cross 
prisoner-of war parcels and the Women's 
Voluntary Service - and even continuing to 
supply during post-war rationing. In 1933 it 

first blended its now world-famous English 
Breakfast and in 1956 made tea bags for the 
first time.

As the popularity of tea grew, so too did 
its producers. Heritage brands Jacksons 
of Piccadilly (established 1815) and Taylors 
of Harrogate (est 1886) both fly the flag for 
luxury, boutique tea brands with impres-
sive historical credentials, while the more 
modern names, such as Hampstead Tea 
Company (est 1984), Clipper (1994) Newby 
London (2000) and the uber-modern Tea-
pigs (2006) have taken the British tea passion 
and innovatively refreshed it still further.

But no-one has had quite the global reach 
or influence of homegrown British brand 
Twinings. Its blends are known the world 
over. Order a pot of English Breakfast or Earl 
Grey anywhere – from Asia to America – and 
people will know what you are talking about. 
Today, Twinings heir Stephen still works at 
the Twinings Headquarters in London and 
remains an integral part of the business; a 
legacy that surely will continue in the years 
to come. 216 Strand shop is open every day, 
to book a Tea Master Class call 0207 353 3511. 

Agony of leaves How the 
leaves curl and roll when 
boiling water is added to them.
Bright The fresh look of the tea, 
almost clear enough to act as 
a mirror.
Body The texture of the tea, 
and the depth of its taste. 
Chesty When the tea has 
retained the woody flavour 
from the chest it was packed in.
Fung A bad thing, meaning 
that that tea has become 
damp and tastes almost 
fungal.
Malty Common to Assam tea, 
a milky, rich flavour. 
Pungent Used for teas such as 
Earl Grey or Lapsang 
Souchong. 
Wild Refers to the rare, unique 
tasting tea, made using leaves 
grown at the end of the tea 
season.

Twinings expert blenders taste more than 3,000 CUPS OF 
TEA EVERY WEEK! Being a tea blender is a vocation, taking 
at least five years of training. Tea-tasting is similar to wine 
tasting, TEA IS SNIFFED, SWILLED AND THEN SPAT OUT, while 
aroma, colour, flavour and astringency are all noted.

tasting terms


