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Trade and cultural ties between Central Asia and China have begun 

in ancient times. The Great Silk Road, which crosses Central Asia and 

connects Europe and China serves a good example of this. This overland 

connection for supplying various products had strategic importance. One 

of these products is tea and tea products. Although the Great Silk Road 

in the 16
th

century was not important for Europeans, tea trade did not 

stop between Central Asia and China.  

Tea has been a favorite drink of all Central Asian peoples from 

ancient times to the present. Tea is imported from China to Central Asia 

and has been widely spread and popular drink among the population of 

this region. However, there are no clear opinions on how long the tea 

was consumed among the people of Central Asia. According to 

sinologist Dr.Ablat Khojaev, "At the beginning and BCE, the so-called 
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"cha" was known to tea-breeders, but they did not yet know how to 

prepare a thirst-quenching drink out of its vegetable leaves. In the 

3
rd

century CE intoxicate tea was made of tea leaves in China and it was 

consumed secretly, while the tradition of drinking tea as a thirst-

quenching drink appeared at the beginning of the 4
th

century. During the 

next two centuries, tea extracts are widely used among the local 

population. So tea did not spread in Turkestan before the 5
th

century"
1
. 

If tea was historically imported into the country by sea, then it was 

called "te" and if it was brought overland or from the north of China 

then it was known as "chai". The whole world is divided into two parts 

in calling this wonderful drink: as "te" - by southern Chinese, "tea" - 

English, "thee" - Dutch, "té" - Italians, the "téh" - Javanese; and as "chá" 

- by northern Chinese, "chai" - Hindus, Turks, Persians, Russians, 

"shay" - Arabs, "cha" - Koreans, "ocha" - Japanese and "chai" - Uzbeks. 

Because the northern Chinese language is known as the Mandarin and it 

is called "chá" while the in the Cantonese it is called "te", e.g. in Fujian 

Province. Chinese tea had been a popular drink among the peoples of in 

Central Asia: Kokand Khanate  (1709-1876), Bukhara Emirate (1756-

1920) and Khiva Khanate (1535-1920). Tea in these khanates was 

mainly imported from India and China.  

Chinese tea was brought by Kokand traders from the Inner China 

and Xinjiang markets. Kokand traders acted as translators at this trade. 

The Chinese documents point out that "the annual trade turnover 

between Kokand and China ranged from 100,000 to 300,000
2
chings"

3
. 

In the middle of the 19th century, the annual trade turnover of Kokand 
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with only one Kashgar amounted to 5 million rubles and the amount of 

tea to be brought to Kokand amounted up to 30,000
4
poods

5
. The tea 

species cultivated in Chinese Tebey, Yunan, An-Xou and other regions 

were brought to Kokand Khanate.In particular, in 1865, Chinese tea was 

brought to Central Asia via Kabul in 4000 camel loads
6
. 

In 1759, Chinese ambassador Daketana, who arrived in Kokand to 

meet Erdana, presented him with Chinese "silk and tea" as the emperor's 

gift
7
. At the end of the 18th - beginning of the 19th century, Chinese 

briquetted tea was very popular in Central Asian towns and cities. In the 

middle of the 19th century Chinese tea entered Central Asia and 

Afghanistan via Kokand and Kashgar
8
. Kokand traders have also 

benefited from China's products at the same time. Tea had a special 

place among them. In particular, the annual turnover of tea products was 

30,000 poods and 30,000 horse loads. According to Chinese literature, 

in the first half of the 19th century about 4 million 500 thousand fen
9
 of 

tea per year was brought in East Turkestan from mainland China. About 

200 thousand of fenof tea went to Chinese and Manchu military and 

officials in eastern Turkestan and to the local Muslim population
10

. The 

remaining 4 million 300 thousand fen were sold to Central Asia, India, 

Afghanistan, Iran, Russia, Arab countries, and European and African 

countries. Kokand traders spread tea products from the Khanate to the 

Russian empire, Bukhara and Khiva khanates. ChokanValikhanov said 

that East Turkestan was mainly in the hands of Kokand and Bukhara 
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traders
11

. Like other Central Asian rulers, Kokand rulers, who were 

active in international trade, had been profiting from selling tea from 

China to countries in the West.A chronicler Muhammad Omar 

Margilani had mentioned in the "TarikhiAziziy" the fact that a large 

amount of tea was kept in the treasury of the khan
12

. Demand for tea 

was also mentioned in agreements between the Kokand rulers and the 

Manchu government. In 1830, according to the terms of the cease-fire 

agreements with the Tsing government the troops of Kokand Khan 

Muhammad Ali Khan (1822-1842) had brought from China 100 camel 

loads of green tea, 500 camels loads of "cotton tea" and 99 camel loads 

of "white paper tea" to Kokand
13

. Another Kokandian chronicler, Tajir 

Khujandi also mentions the features of Chinese tea in his "Gharaiibi 

Sipah - The Wonders of the Army"
14

. The work mentions about ten 

peculiarities of Chinese tea when in 1832 Muhammad Ali Khan's 

Kokandian Ambassador to the Tsing Empire certain A'lamPochcha 

visited China
15

. 

In ancient times, tea from China to Central Asia was seasonal and 

seldom and it was a very simple way to transport it. So the tea was put 

in the bags like straw and while carried on horses and camels it would 

absorb the fragrance of every kind of vegetation on the long road and 

the salty deserts becoming spoilt en route. Kokand traders first used the 

tea leaves to mix with cow's milk and bull's blood and press them back 

between wooden boards turning them into briquetted tea. Kokand 

traders bought five types of tea from Eastern Turkestan markets, such as 
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black tea, green tea, sabet tea, fu-choi and tsyanlun tea depending on the 

taste and processing of tea. The population of the Kokand Khanate in 

Namangan in the Ferghana Valley and Tashkent preferred black tea and 

Marghilan and Kokand residents liked sabet tea. Additionally, milk and 

salt were added to the tea. Tea was one of the cheapest goods imported 

from China.In Yarkend it's price was 60 dinars and in Bukhara 100 

dinars. A sack of indigo brought by Kokand traders was exchanged into 

one lyan tea
16

.  

Florio Beneveni had mentioned that at the beginning of the 19th 

century Bukharans consumed simple, but very sweet tea. F. Iefremov 

who lived in Bukhara for several years witnessed that they drank tea 

with sugar
17

. According to P.I. Demaison that at the beginning of the 

19th century in Bukhara, "they had two or three times tea drinking five 

or six cups a day"
18

.E.K.Meiendorf who visited Bukhara from 1820 to 

1821 writes that the Bukharan people "drank tea after morning prayers. 

They add some milk and salt to the tea like soup so that they did not eat 

for four or five hours. Then they had tea like in Europe ... "
19

.  

According to the English officer A.Burns, who arrived in Central 

Asia through India and Afghanistan in the 1930s, "every part of the 

market is busy preparing tea, which is boiled in large European 

samovars and is heated by a metal trumpet. The passion for the tea in 

Bukhara can not be compared to anything. They use tea everywhere and 

all the time and half of them in different ways: sugar, without sugar, 

lemon, without lemons, butter, and salt and so on"
20

. "Day begins with 
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... drinking tea; hundreds of boys rush to the market from different parts 

of the city and sell milk and cream in small bottles in the market. 

Usually, every boy places his own products in twenty or thirty bottles 

hung over their shoulders. Despite the larger amount of the milk it 

vanishes among the tea lovers very soon"
21

. 

"After arriving in Bukhara, I went to the caravanserais followed by 

my companions where I wished to see traders who, disclosing their 

goods, bragging of them were about to sell tea. They sent men to bring 

apricots and ice from the market: we sat down and enjoyed eating them. 

One of the buyers accepted me as a tea trader and offered me to show 

varieties of my goods"
22

. "He offered us a cup of an herb tea and he 

even wanted to slaughter a sheep to please us"
23

.  

Shops in Bukhara seen by Vamberi had 16 different types of tea 

and wrote their names in his notebook. Some of them were: qirqma, 

akhbar, aqquyruq, black tea, sabet tea, ishbaghlu, gulboy, pashun, 

mushukkuz, lonka and many others
24

.  

Grushin, a Russian writer who lived in Khiva in the beginning of 

the 19th century, says, "In Khiva, the khans drink tea every day a 

Kalmyk tea and twice a week tea with sugar"
25

. According to 

A.M.Peshchereva, residents of Zarafshan and Kashkadaria Region drink 

more shirchai - tea with milk
26

. F.D. Liushkevich writes that Bukhara 

and Kashkadaria Oasis will not go anywhere in the autumn and winter 
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days without shirchai
27

.At the end of 19th V.P. Nalivkin and his wife 

witnessed that "the nomadic and semi-nomadic inhabitants of the 

Fergana Valley did not drink shirchai, tea with milk"
28

. The Russian 

ethnographer, Sergei Abashin, links the spread of shirchai with the 

migration of Dzungars, i.e. Kalmyks to Central Asia
29

. However, this is 

not true because drinking tea with milk is not a Kalmyk tradition but 

also was widespread among Uygurs and was known as "etanchai" 

among the Kazakhs and Uzbeks as "shirchai".  

In the 1830's Chinese tea of "tuqtachai (briquetted tea)" and 

"aqquyruqchai (green tea)" were imported from Yarkend through 

Kokand to Bukhara in special bags made of horse skin estimated to 

200.000 pounds and had been purchased in Bukhara markets
30

. Chinese 

tea in horse skins preserved its original taste and quality better than tea 

shipped by sea. Until1862 Chinese tea was transferred to Yarksed and 

Kashgar from the plantations along the Yantszi River and from there to 

Bukhara through Kokand
31

.  

Teahouses in the Central Asian khanates were mainly located in 

and around markets, on large and small transit routes, on canals or river 

banks, in the centres of rural areas. In particular, there were dozens of 

teahouses in Kokand, Tashkent, Namangan, Margilan, Khujand and 

other big cities of the Khanate of Kokand. Specifically, in the Marghilan 

market, there were 35 tea houses on the eve of Russian invasion. In the 
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middle of the 19th century a tea shop built by Yunusbay trader among 

many teahouses in the Khujand market was well-known
32

. 

In the late Middle Ages, tea was an important trade item in trade 

relations between Central Asia and China. Although Chinese tea had 

become a large consumer product among the population of this region, 

Bukhara and Kokand tea traders also acted as translators in the trade 

relations between the West and the East. Entering Chinese tea into 

Central Asia led to the emergence of tea houses and samovars in many 

major cities. 
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