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[Draft of article for the Oxford Encyclopedia of Economic History (ed. Joel Mokyr),
to be published by Oxford University Press, 2003]

Teaisadrink made by plucking and drying the leaves of a species of Camellia
bush, then infusing it in hot or boiling water. The origins and date of the discovery of
tea are uncertain. One theory isthat triba groups living in the mountainous forests on
the borders of Assam and Burma used the leaves of a certain species of Camdlia
which, when mixed with hot water, made arefreshing drink. Teawas perhgps dso
egten as a vegetable, chewed, pickled or sniffed like snuff inthisareg, asit dill is
today in certain parts of south east Asa. Several thousands of years before the birth
of Chrigt the knowledge of teawas transferred to China. For along time it was prized
as amedicine and as a drink which helped in meditation and concentration. Teawas
introduced into Japan in the eighth century AD asamedicina herb in monastery
gardens. It was re-introduced in the twel fth century and praised as of great medica
and spiritud importance in the Zen form of Buddhism. It became the centre of
Japanese culturd life, degply influencing rdigion, aesthetics, socid and palitical life
and the economy. It was famoudy used in the Japanese tea ceremony. It had become
established as the nationd drink of the half of the world that lived in Chinaand Japan
by the sixteenth century at the latest.

Teawas first mentioned in European sources in 1559 and Ukers provides a good
generd survey of the introduction of the beverage into Europe and England. The first
tea cargoes are believed to have arrived at Amsterdam in 1610, and it was served to
the public in England in 1657, in amanner smilar to beer. It was very expensve a
firgt and remained a luxury served in coffee houses until the early eighteenth century.
By 1710 about haf the tradesmen who |eft inventoriesin London had tea equipment.
The consumption of tea grew immensely in the period 1720-30 when the direct trade
link between Europe and China was established. Some suggested figures for the
growth of importsinto England are as follows, as expressed in pounds (roughly haf a
kilo): 4,713 in 1678, 370,323 in 1725; 5,648,000 in 1775, 23,730,150 in 1801. At the
end of the eighteenth century in England various estimates suggest that on average
each citizen in England may have been drinking up to two cups of teaaday. It was
not a drink confined to the rich; there is congderable evidence that ordinary people
and even the poor drank large quantities of tea. England, and for atime America, were
the main consumers of teg; on the continent coffee and other drinks were preferred.

The economic and other effects of thisrapid growth of teaon western
civilization are incdculable. It clearly simulated the trade to China. It led to the rgpid
development of English ceramics and dtered socid habits. It may dso have had a
profound effect on hedth. When teawas first introduced various doctors
experimented with what was known to be amedicina herb. They found thet it seemed
to contain strange properties that, for instance, delayed putrefaction in frog' s legs.
Recently their research seems to have been confirmed in that the polyphenolsin the
tea, closdly related to the antiseptic phenol used by Ligter in 1867 to Serilize
hospitals, may be avery important anti-bacterial agent. It has been argued that the
dramatic fal in mortdity in England gtarting in the 1740's, which has been widdly
credited as being a necessary pre-condition for the urban and indugtrid revolutions,
and which has hitherto never been explained, may have been one of the effects of the
exploson of teadrinking.
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Teadrinking continued to expand in the nineteenth century. The British
devel oped tea plantations in Assam and Sri Lanka from the middle of the nineteenth
century. Thishad avery consderable impact on the loca populations, often moved in
order to supply labour for the plantations. Tea drinking was encouraged to provide
markets for the product, and the generd Indian population itself began to drink teaon
alarge scae from the early twentieth century. Again this had considerable effects on
hedlth, socid customs, trading petterns.

Thus the humble tea bush, which combines the attractive property of caffeine, and
the anti- bacterial agent of phenol, has become the most widely drunk substance (after
water) in the world. It has stimulated trade, encouraged crafts, in particular pottery,
dtered rdligion, become a centrd socid inditution in much of Asaand Britain,
partialy endaved hundreds of thousands of workers on plantations and possibly
dlowed theindustrid revolution to occur. It isdifficult to over-emphasizeits
unintended consequences.
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