
106 C l o v e  0 1 S p r i n g  &  S u m m e r  2 0 1 8 PB106

S P O T L I G H T

Last June, political unrest in the foothills 
of the Himalayas halted the year’s most 
valuable harvest of tea. The summer flush 
is one of the world’s most expensive 
tea crops and accounts for 40% of 
Darjeeling’s revenue. Amid clashes over 
the Gurkha community’s demands for a 
separate state, global exports of the 
“Champagne of teas” came to a halt. 

It wasn’t the first time tea had been the 
site of political conflict in South Asia – it 
has long been entrenched in the region’s 
social tensions. The very establishment 
of the first tea estates in the Indian state 
of Assam in the 1830s, using plants 
brought from China, was a deeply 
destabilising move by Britain to 
monopolise the market – at the same time 
as pushing the illegal drug trade in China. 
Even the widely adored masala chai finds 
its origins in an unsettling aspect of 
colonial history, where sugar, spices and 
milk were used to market a cheap, 
low-quality product in India, while 
Britain benefited from premium exports.

Over the centuries, the various modes 
of tea consumption in the Subcontinent 
have come to reflect its diversity: while 
regions of Nepal and Bhutan drink theirs 
with salty yak butter, Kashmiris enjoy the 
sweet, pinkish noon chai, made with 
pistachios and cardamom; Sri Lankan 
orange pekoe contrasts with the malty 
camellia of Assam. Tea is a thread that 
binds together a patchwork of cultures, 
while embodying South Asia’s complex 
relationship with other parts of the world. 

Part of its diversity lies in the vessels 
in which it’s prepared and consumed. 
Cosied teapots, whistling kettles, 
bubbling saucepans. Dainty cups poised 
on saucers in polite drawing rooms.  
Large, comforting mugs clutched in 
feverish hands. A short glass with a 
scalloped rim and grooves down the side. 
A stout clay khulad, smashed after use 
and left to dissolve back into the earth.  

Such is the variety of vessels that carry 
tea, but tea itself is also a vessel that has 
borne the forces of social change, 
carrying volumes of history and identity 
in its shadowy depths. 

On tea
The history of the ubiquitous beverage is as heated 
as the drink itself, says agnish ray
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