
“MORE tea, vicar?” a line
from some early 20th century
costume drama, perhaps, but
few would have imagined the
involvement of clergy, both
Jesuit and Dominican friars,
to be at all significant in the
emerging global market in
tea. Yet in the development
of a beverage that billions of
people throughout the world
now take for granted, clergy
as well as secular entrepre-
neurs have played key roles
in ensuring that for most
people today the “cuppa”
takes pride of place not only
at the breakfast table but also
in bed at the close of day.

Tea and its global influ-
ence is the theme of one of
the most fascinating books I
have read in a long time and
the authors (three London
University academics who
teach at Queen Mary Col-
lege) trace its history from
earliest time in China (when
it was discovered by the Em-
peror Shen Nung, 2737-2698
BCE) to the time tea became
a defining symbol of British
identity in the period when
all tea still came from China
and Japan.

Empire of Tea: The Asian
Leaf that Conquered the
World (Reaktion Books, £25),
though concerned with the
broad scope of the history of
tea-drinking, has time to
consider the place of indi-
viduals who sought after and
valued tea’s beneficial prop-
erties. 

Discovered
The English moral and po-

litical philosopher John Locke
(1632-1704) discovered tea
in the 1680s, through con-
tacts with medical men, mer-
chants and “maids of honour”.
He was an enthusiast both of
green tea and the sociable
practices of tea consumption
that accompanied it which
he encountered when living
among Dutch intellectual cir-
cles. 

He continued his tea-drink-
ing habits after returning to
England and spent much
money buying superior kinds
of green tea. 

Indeed, Locke became fas-
cinated with all things Chi-
nese, drawing on the writings

of the early Jesuit missionar-
ies to China, Matteo Ricci
and Louis Le Comte.

By the turn of the 18th cen-
tury, tea had become in-
creasingly available in gro-
cers’ shops as well as Indian
warehouses, China shops
and coffee houses: the Eng-
lish were feeling confident
not only to taste tea but also
to write of its lasting benefits.
In 1699 the clergyman John
Ovington (1658-1731) was
appointed chaplain to an
East India Company ship on
a voyage to India. 

In Surat, Ovington came
into contact with Chinese tea
merchants and he became
sufficient an authority on the
beneficial effects of tea that
he could state that tea was an
effective remedy, “prevailing
against the Headach, Gravel,
and Gripping in the Guts”.
Ovington commented that it
was drunk in India, either
with Sugar-Candy, or, “by the
more curious with small con-
serv’d Lemons”. 

Perhaps inspired by Queen
Victoria’s “Bring me a cup of
tea and ‘The Times’”, by 1839
the first “Empire” tea from
Assam had found its way on
to the London market:  from
then onwards the future of tea
lay not in China but in India,
the book moving forward to
the time when tea’s empire
grew to encompass the whole
globe. 

By the mid-20th century,
Britain, through the creation
of new customers, innova-
tions in mechanised methods
of production and cultiva-

tion, had become totally dom-
inant in the tea trade and its
influence hard to over-esti-
mate. 

Back at home this domi-
nance was further reinforced
through emerging tea-shops,
c a nt e e n s  a n d  caf eterias.

Penchant
No better encapsulation of

the British penchant for tea
can be found mid-century
than in an essay by George
Orwell published in the
“Evening Standard” of Janu-
ary 1946 entitled “A Nice Cup
of Tea”. He writes that tea is
“one of the mainstays of civil-
isation” and consumers sho-
uld use “Indian or Ceylonese
tea which should be made in
a teapot, not an urn, the pot
being warmed beforehand”.
Nevertheless, unlike most
21st-century thinking, Orwell
advocated the tea being
poured into the cup first and
the milk added only after-
wards.

However, economic domi-
nance never lasts for ever
and tea has, in the last 60
years, undergone “transcon-
tinental morphing”. Despite
mergers, all tea firms and
multinationals are “dwarfed
in the 21st century by the An-
glo-Dutch leviathan Unil-
ever, the world’s leading tea
company”.

More down-to-earth mat-
ters that the authors consider
relate to “the rise of the tea-
bag” (modern efficiency?)
which came from the USA in
the early 20th century: now
more than 90 per cent of all
hot tea in Britain is made
with a tea-bag. 

Another interesting fact,
unearthed by Ellis, Coulton
and Mauger, is that, despite

setbacks, China is now the
greatest cultivator of tea in
the world, producing 38 per
cent of global production
which is driven, not surpris-
ingly, by domestic consump-
tion.

Tea, of course, is, like most
things not immune from in-
novation: “In search of en-
hanced sales and more con-
sumers, iced and herbal teas
are gaining ground, iced tea
coming on to the market
originally from the southern
United States in the mid-19th
century.” The Tea Associa-
tion of America has esti-
mated that, in 2013, approx-
imately 85 per cent of tea
consumed in America was
iced.

Appreciate
Empire of Tea is not only

thoroughly researched and
written in a manner so that
anyone will appreciate the
rich story of tea behind what
we take for granted, but the
book’s illustrations from
paintings and sketches are
quite outstanding.  

Markman Ellis, Richard
Coulton and Matthew Mau-
ger have produced one of the
most gripping historical and
contemporary writings I have
encountered in a long while.
In its conclusion, the authors
comment that “tea binds to-
gether those whom it capti-
vates: most intimately at
home; more diffusely in the
workplace; more disparately
still – and yet no less signifi-
cantly – across the city, nation
and planet where we live”. 

Indeed: a unifying experi-
ence in a divided world!
The Rev Ed Standhaft is a super-
numerary minister in the Exeter,
Coast and Country circuit.
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!e cup
of tea that 
continues
to cheer

OCCASIONALLY retreat-giv -
ers lead a retreat focusing
on Lent or Advent, at the ap-
propriate time of year. I sus-
pect this is not often the
case with the other Church
festivals or liturgical sea-
sons, which tend to be
largely neglected. 

In Creative Ideas for Sea-
sonal Retreats: Experiencing
the Seasons of Faith (Can-
terbury Press, £24.99),
Stephen Spencer has pro-
vided a resource to encour-
age and equip those leading
retreats to focus on the won-
derful variety of the Church
year. The author is an Angli-
can priest and vice-principal
of the Yorkshire Ministry
Course based at Mirfield. 

The book is intended to
help those leading retreats
by providing helpful infor-
mation and insights, both for
residential retreats lasting
three or more days, or  over a
longer period of time with a
group meeting regularly. The
author shows how focusing
on the seasons of the Church
year can help in exploring
different aspects of faith. 

Liturgical
The material is based on

the two great liturgical cycles
of the Christian year. The first
cycle covers Advent, Christ-
mas and Epiph any; the sec-
ond begins on Ash Wednes-
day at the start of Lent, con-
tinues through Passiontide
and Easter, finishing with the
glory of the Ascension and
Pentecost. In addition,
Stephen Spencer concludes
with two retreats for the sea-
son of Trinity, the season be-
tween Pentecost and Ad-
vent. The first of these fo-
cuses on readings from the
mystic Julian of Norwich,
the second on Contemplative
Prayer.

To give an idea of the va-
riety and breadth of the ma-
terial, a few topics are high-
lighted here. The first retreat
for Advent looks at sin and
penitence and the opportu-
nity for a new beginning. This
section is based on the struc-
ture of the “Twelve Steps”, a
set of guiding principles orig-
inally developed by Alco-
holics Anonymous. The sev-
en Advent Antiphons (some-
times referred to as the
“Great O’s”) are looked at in
detail, beginning with “O
Wisdom, coming forth from
the mouth of the Most High”.
There are suggestions con-
cerning an artistic or craft ac-
tivity in connection with this
theme, which can be  used

later in worship.
In Christmastide a retreat

headed “Finding the God
who is with us: remembering
the past anew”, focuses on
the nativity stories in Matthew
and in Luke, giving a frame-
work for reflection and ideas
for writing a litany of thanks-
giving. “Lamenting and hop-
ing: Inspiration from the
Prophets” is concerned with
caring for those in need. The
book “Prophetic Imagina-
tion” by the biblical schol ar
Walter Brueggemann is used
to expound biblical quotes
and help reflection and re-
sponse. “Seeing Glory: Imag-
inative contemplation with
John’s Gospel” is explored
during Epiphany.

In Passiontide, there is
the opportunity for interces-
sion, with Psalms, on the
Way of the Cross; Eastertide
suggests “On the Road to
Emmaus, with a Journal”.
At Pentecost, there is op-
portunity to look separately
at sensing the Spirit in cre-
ation with Scripture, in tes-
timony from the Church and
in our own lives. 

Helpful
The Church year has been

used wisely by the author in
presenting helpful and imag-
inative material which he
has used in a variety of re-
treat settings and with dif-
ferent groups. The book is
well-structured and gives
ideas for reflection and prac-
tical activities. 

Each chapter concludes
with references and helpful
suggestions for a wide range
of further reading on the spe-
cific topics. Stephen Spen-
cer’s book will be useful and
inspiring for experienced and
relatively new retreat leaders
alike and I warmly commend
it to those leading retreats.
Judith Lampard is a local preacher
in the Forest circuit, London.
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