The True Origin Of Tea - Burma
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While Chinese history books proudly claim tea drinking began over 3,000 years ago, the evidence tells a more complex—and
tastier—story. In Myanmar, tea isn't just sipped; it's eaten, fermented, tossed into salads, and woven into daily meals in ways China
never imagined. The famed lahpet—fermented tea leaves mixed with garlic, nuts, and spices—isn’t a culinary novelty but a centuries-
old tradition, a sign of a culture that has lived with tea for millennia.

Genetic studies back this up: Myanmar’s tea varieties are among the most diverse in the world, suggesting multiple, independent
domestication events right in Southeast Asia. Add to that centuries of cross-border trade with China, and you get a picture where tea
didn’t simply arrive in Myanmar—it likely started there.

The truth? China may have made tea famous, but Myanmar may have given it life.

Myanmar fits the profile of tea’s birthplace

The popular narrative holds that tea originated in ancient China, with written records of consumption dating back to 2737 BCE (Ghabru,
2010). Indeed, Camellia sinensis is native to parts of southwest China, and fossil evidence places its lineage at least 35 million years
back (Pan et al., 2022). However, mounting genetic, cultural, and culinary evidence suggests that tea’s deepest roots may actually lie in
Myanmar (Burma), not China.

Unlike China, where tea is primarily consumed as a beverage, Myanmar incorporates tea into a wide range of dishes-an indicator of a
long-standing, deeply embedded tea culture. The most famous example is lahpet, a fermented tea leaf salad mixed with nuts, garlic,
and spices (Win, 2015). This dish is not merely a modern invention; it is a centuries-old tradition, symbolizing hospitality and respect,
served to guests as part of social and ceremonial gatherings.

Tea leaves in Myanmar are:

= Fermented for salads (lahpet), a preparation method unique to the country.
= Used as a flavoring in soups and rice dishes, indicating culinary innovation rooted in intimate familiarity with the plant.
= Embedded in rituals, showing tea’s role far beyond commerce or casual drinking.

Such extensive integration into daily foodways is a strong marker of indigenous origin, as plants that are deeply woven into cuisine
often arise from long-term local domestication.

Genetic and historical evidence

Modern genetic studies show Myanmar’s tea varieties possess exceptional diversity, containing multiple types-including those classified
in China (Katoh et al., 2015). This genetic richness suggests Myanmar was not merely an importer of Chinese tea plants but a center of
independent domestication (Meegahakumbura et al., 2018).

Historically, overland trade routes between China and Burma moved tea in both directions (Bai, n.d.). The cultural exchanges along
these borderlands likely enriched tea traditions on both sides, but the uniquely Burmese culinary applications hint that Myanmar’s
relationship with tea is far older than recorded Chinese history would suggest.

Rethinking the tea history

While China remains the largest producer and an undeniable force in tea’s global journey, the evidence-from genetic data to culinary
tradition-points toward Myanmar as tea’s original homeland. China may have popularized tea drinking, but Myanmar appears to have
lived with tea in a deeper, more varied way for longer.

In other words, tea may have been born in Myanmar, traded through its mountain passes, and only later refined into the drinking
culture we now associate with China.


https://scitechmag.com/2025/09/the-true-origin-of-tea-burma/
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