
When our First Flush Darjeeling teas begin to arrive in March, it marks the start of 
another great year in search of the finest teas this world has to offer. On occasion, 
we discover teas that are so special that we ship them from origin by the fastest 
method today – the airplane – so we can share them with our customers as soon as 
possible. Inspired by this great tradition and the age of the swift tea clippers that 
brought the first teas to market in the 1800s, we have created a carefully curated 
collection of very special teas, named for The Great Tea Race of 1866.  
(Please turn to page 50)

Page 1Spring, 2019 Upton Tea Quarterly

Copyright 2019 Upton Tea Imports. All rights reserved.

Vol. 28 No. 3 Summer, 2019Holliston, Massachusetts

The Great Tea 
Race Collection
“The arrival of the first tea of the year  
is an important event in the tea industry.  
It is less momentous today than it was 
150 years ago during the era of the great 
China clippers, but the race to bring the 
first Darjeeling to market is still considered 
a race against the odds.”
– Upton Tea Quarterly, Spring, 1999
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On occasion, we discover teas that are so 
special that we ship them from origin by the 
fastest method today – the airplane – so we 
can share them with our valued customers  
as soon as possible. Inspired by this great  
tradition and the age of the swift tea  
clippers that brought the first teas to market  
in the 1800s, we have created a carefully  
curated collection of very special teas, named 
for The Great Tea Race of 1866. 

From delicate white tea buds to the highly  
prized first flush “champagne of teas” to  
superb, handcrafted green tea, The Great Tea 
Race Collection holds a variety of premium 
teas from around the world.  This special tea  
collection is a must-try for any tea connoisseur.  
Let’s travel back to the days of those famous 
clippers, with the following excerpt from the 
Upton Tea Quarterly, Spring, 1999.  

THE GREAT TEA RACE  
COLLECTION

“The race to be first to market dates back to 
the days of the China Clippers. There was no 
precise event which ushered in the era of the 
tea clipper. Rather, it was a gradual evolution  
of hull design and acreage of sail that began 
some time around the war of 1812. Faster,  
sleeker sailing ships were found to have  
increasing commercial value as the value  
of shortened transportation time was  
weighed against the value of cargo capacity.  
Just as the urgency of the computer era  
has fueled  the demand for overnight  
delivery services, the increasing importance 
of rapid transportation to the tea trade  
fueled the demand for faster ships.

The fastest China clippers could make the 
run from Canton to London in roughly 100 
days, far faster than the East Indiamen of the 
previous era. The tea that reached London 
first would fetch a substantial premium, and 
the vessel that carried that tea could demand 
the highest price for her services the following  
year. It is no coincidence that the most famous  
of the clipper ships were referred to as China  
clippers, and the fastest of these were the 
great tea clippers of the 1860s.

Perhaps the most celebrated tea race 
of all time was that of 1866, when some of 
the fastest clippers ever built raced from  
Foochow, around the Cape of Good Hope, 
and on to London for a distance of roughly  
fifteen thousand miles. Even at such a  
distance, the race was decided only in the 
last few minutes, and then it was not a  
matter of which had sailed the fastest for  
14,990 miles, but which had the fastest tug for 
the final distance. The fastest vessels were 
the Ariel and the Taeping. Ariel reached Deal, 
Kent (8 miles northeast of Dover) just ten  
minutes ahead of Taeping. This is comparable  
to a 26-mile marathon in which the winner 
crosses the finish line a half second before 
the second finisher! Yet the race was not 

Each year, the most capable clippers would race against 
each other and the uncertain elements of nature to beat 
the competition to London and New York with the first 
harvest teas of the season. 

over until the tea had reached the docks  
of London. Mr. Basil Lubbock in his book,  
China Clippers, says:

One can hardly imagine a more  
harrowing, grueling finish to a race, 
with the tension kept at a boiling point…
The air must have been blue all round  

“Ariel” when it was realized that her 
tug could not keep ahead of “Taeping.”  

“Ariel’s” first officer, Duncan, considered 
the smartest racing mate in the whole  
fleet, had a flow of language justly  
celebrated for its richness and variety of 
expression, but the things he said to the  
tug skipper beat all records. The yarn 
goes also that a dozen great burley sea-
men, headed to the “Ariel’s” bos’n, offered  
to board the tug, by way of the tow rope,  
in order to supplement the stokers and  
sit on the safety valve.

It was to no avail. The war of tugs was 
won by Taeping, and her tea was first to 
reach the London docks. By the rules of the 
race, she was declared the victor.”

The excitement then and now is cherished.  
We invite you to explore our new The Great 
Tea Race Collection, found on page 28.  

The collection includes the freshest 2019  
First Flush Darjeelings as well as our Tea  
Buyer’s favorite: Yunnan Dian Hong Gold.  
This outstanding Yunnan black tea selection  
is composed of handcrafted golden tips 
with a beautiful downy appearance. The 
russet-amber liquor is fragrant with hints  
of molasses. Layers of cocoa, spice and  
earth weave together to create a rich flavor  
that is complemented by a caramelized  
sugar sweetness. A whisper of spice lingers  
in the finish. 

Join us as the celebration continues 
with our 30th Anniversary teas: South Street 
Breakfast Blend (page 39) and our NEW!  
Naturally Flavored Peach Sky (page 27).  
Discover your new favorite tea! 

When our First Flush Darjeeling teas begin to arrive in 
March, it marks the start of another great year in search 
of the finest teas this world has to offer. 


