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1 Time for you and time for me,
And time yet for a hundred in decisions,
And for hundred visions and revisions,
Before the taking of a toast and tea.
— T. S. Eliot, The Love Song of J Alfred Prufrock
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2 Ralph Waldo Emerson, al9th century genius, once said, “There is a great deal of poetry and fine
sentiment in a chest of tea. ” Going by the number of accolades heaped on the hot drink that
stimulates but not inebriates, tea can safely be called literature’s favourite brew and tea-scenes and
tea drinking are found aplenty in the works of all great writers and poets. Nineteenth century
stalwart Thomas De Quincey praised tea as “synonymous with civilised behaviour, decorous
conversation and graceful hospitality”, while the Russian writer Alexander Pushkin felt “Ecstasy
is a glass full of tea and a piece of sugar in the mouth”. Another Russian writer, Dostoyevsky, in
his Notes from Underground, said, “I say let the world go to hell, but I should always have my
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tea.
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3 Tea has brought cheer and joy to people all over the world for years. Nineteenth century English
essayist, wit and Anglican cleric Sydney Smith wrote, Thank God fortea! What would the world
do without tea! How did it exist? I am glad I was not born before tea. ” The Chinese drank tea
for medicinal value and, later, as a refreshing beverage. Lu Tung (790 —AD 835), a poet of the
Tang Dynasty, wrote, “The first bowl sleekly moistened throat and lips, /The second banished all
my loneliness, / The third expelled the dullness from my mind, /Sharpening inspiration
gained/from all the books I have read. /The fourth brought forth light perspiration, /Dispersing a
lifetime’s troubles through my pores. /The fifth bowl cleansed every atom of my being, /The sixth
has made me kin to the immortals. /The seventh ... /I can take no more. ”
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4 The Japanese elevated tea drinking to a fine art in their tea ceremonies, while Dutch traders were
the first in Europe to drink tea and their ships carried most of the Wonder Blatt in the 16th century.
In 1669, the East India Company started bringing tea to England from Java. By the 18th century
tea had emerged as a triumphant and dominant beverage in Europe. Its devotees in the Western
world included royalty and eminent personalities, as well as commoners. Over the centuries, poets,
writers and philosophers like William Cowper, Samuel Johnson, Samuel Pepys and Confucius
lauded tea in high terms. Johnson drank gallons of it and described himself as a “hardened and
shameless tea drinker”’who has “for twenty years diluted his meals only with the infusion of this
fascinating plant; whose kettle has scarcely time to cool; who with tea amuses the evening, solaces
the midnight, and welcomes the morning”.
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5 Tea addict Rudyard Kipling felt entirely lost without his usual cup, “We had a kettle, we let it
leak;/Our not repairing it made it worse:/We haven’t had any tea for a week;/The bottom is out of
the universe. ” Tea drinking in England was fostered by royal patronage during the Augustan age
and lavish tea parties would be thrown by the nobility. But it was only after the marriage of
Charles II to Portuguese princess Catherine in 1662 that tea drinking really began to catch on.
Edmund Waller, then poet laureate, extolled both the Queen and her favourite drink on her
birthday, “Venus her myrtle, Phoebus had his ways;/ Tea both excels, which she vouchsafes to
praise. ” Tea became almost an institution during the reign of Queen Anne (1702-1714)who
was a tea aficionado. In Rape of the Lock, Alexander Pope wrote, “Here thou great Anne, whom
three realms obey, / Dost sometimes counsel take, and sometimes tea. ”
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6 Tea-scenes are remarkable in their frequency in the works of Dickens, Jane Austen and the



Bronté sisters. At teatime would-be lovers exchanged longing glances; mothers chose suitors for
their daughters and rivals traded veiled insults in polite singsong tones. At the centre of every
social situation in Austen’s novels, one finds tea. In Emma, Miss Bates said, “No coffee, I thank
you, for me? Never take coffee? a little tea if you please. ”In Pride and Prejudice, one of the
supreme honours Mr. Collins can envision Lady Catherine bestowing on Elizabeth Bennet and her
friends is drinking tea with her, and among many Dickensian scenes involving tea, mention can be
made of the tortured interaction between Pip and Estella in Great Expectations.
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7 Poetry had already started proclaiming the superiority of tea over wine. Donald Campbell’s
Poem on Tea (1735) made lofty claims, “Tea is the liquor of the fair and wise, /It cheers the mind
without the least disguise/But wine intoxicates and wrongs each sense/Sweet, innocent mild tea
gives no offence. ” Later on, in the first half of the 19th century, the temperance movement of
reformers advocated tea drinking as an alternative to the prevailing alcoholism. An anonymous
champion of prohibition asserted, “A dish of tea more pleases me, /Yields softer joys, provokes
less noise/And breeds no base design. ” And in Dickens’s Pickwick Papers (1827), the Wellers,
father and son, both anti-prohibitionists, voiced their alarm at the popularity of tea.
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8 Coleridge was an avowed tea-addict. Once, asked how many cups he drank, here plied, “Cups! |
don’t count by cups, I count by pots. ” And Shelley wrote, “The liquid doctors rail at and that
I/Will quaff in spite of them and when I die/Will toss up which died first of drinking tea. ” An
anonymous Victorian poem rejects the “fleeting bliss” of wine. in favour of a cup of tea that
“soothes each aching pain and restores the sick to health again”. This is an early endorsement of
the therapeutic value of tea.
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9 Tea continued to find favour with later writers. Henry James (1843—1916) wrote, “There are few
hours in life more agreeable than the hour dedicated to the ceremony known as afternoon tea. ” G.



K. Chesterton asserted, “Tea, although an Oriental/Is a gentleman at least;/ Cocoa is cad and
coward, /Cocoa is a vulgar beast. ” Famous English dramatist Arthur Pinero (1855-1934)
exclaimed, “While there is tea, there is hope. ”
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10 The story of tea in literature cannot be complete without a reference to the poetry inspired by
the historic Boston Tea Party. In December 1773, a group of indignant Americans, disguised as
Red Indians, boarded three tea-importing ships docked at Boston harbour and threw 342 chests
overboard. This was in protest against the tea tax levied on America by the British. The event is
beautifully rendered in Emerson’s famous poem, Boston, “The cargo came and who could blame,
/If Indians seized the tea, /And chest by chest let down the same/Into the laughing sea?/For what
avail the plow or sail/If land, or life, or freedom fail?”
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11 Tea played its part in political and social history, too. It was one of the major commodities on
which the East India Company built its trade and empire, and the tax on it acted as the spark plug
to the American War of Independence waged against Britain in 1773. During a summit conference
between US President Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachov of the then USSR at Geneva,
Nancy Reagan and Raisa Gorbacheva had tea together and quietly influenced their respective
husbands to make peace and not war! The cup that cheers is also a low cholesterol diet drink, rich
in minerals; and common people and scientists across the world are convinced of its many
therapeutic and medicinal properties.
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12 The overview that emerges is that tea is the drink of today and tomorrow. If one were to look
for a beverage that stimulates the body and mind, apart from being a healthy drink, tea is, indeed,
a cup that cheers, cures and cares, as Faith Greenbowl wrote, “Steam rises from a cup of tea/and
we are wrapped in history, /inhaling ancient times and lands, /comfort of ages in our hands. ”
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