Time for
Tea
The History of Tetley Tea
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The History of Tetley Tea
The First Hundred Years

It all began in 1822.
Entrepreneurial Yorkshire brothers Joseph
and Edward Tetley started selling salt from
the back of a packhorse in 1822. Soon
after that they started adding tea to their
repertoire.
In 1837 the Tetley brothers launched
Joseph Tetley & Company and began to
focus on selling tea.
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In 1856, when they were looking to expand
their business, Joseph Tetley established
“Joseph Tetley & Co, Wholesale Tea
Dealers”. They were first located at 25
Cullum Street near Mincing Lane, in
London, England, and then at
5 & 7
Fenchurch Street in London. At that time
London was the centre of the world's tea
trade.
In 1871, Joseph Tetley’s son Joseph
Tetley Junior entered the business. Tetley
Tea then expanded the business to cover
the blending and packing of tea.
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In 1888 Tetley launched its market of teas
into the United States.

In 1889, after the death of his father,
Joseph Tetley Junior took over the
business.

In 1892, William Tetley-Jones, a great
nephew of Joseph Tetley Senior, joined
Joseph Tetley & Company as an
apprentice. Joseph became the Chairman
of the Tetley Tea Company in 1935.
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In 1904, at the St. Louis World Fair, a
heat wave led an exhibitor to add ice to
the tea he was showing. It caused a
sensation, and Iced Tea was born! Do you
enjoy Iced Tea?

In 1908 the tea bag was accidentally
invented in America, when New York tea
merchant, Thomas Sullivan, sent samples
of tea to customers in small silken bags
without instructions for use. Tea drinkers
immersed the samples in hot water - bags
and all - and the much-loved tea bag was
born. Isn’t it interesting how things are
invented?
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In 1913 Tetley Tea Incorporated
established an office in North America.
In 1935, when Joseph Junior died, William
Tetley Jones became the Chairman of the
Tetley Tea Company. He was a great
nephew of Joseph Tetley Senior.
In 1936, after the untimely death of
William Tetley-Jones’s, the Tetley Tea
Company, and the Tetley family, launched
into its first period of rapid change. His 24year-old Cambridge graduate son, Tetley
Ironside Tetley-Jones, found himself
catapulted from apprentice to Director of
the Board. Tetley Ironside Tetley-Jones
then made the discovery that Tetley Tea’s
home operations were not as profitable as
they could be.
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Tetley Ironside Tetley-Jones made a trip
across the Atlantic to the New York Tetley
office to answer the question about how to
improve profitability. The answer: the tea
bag, which by the 1930’s was accounting
for some 5% of Tetley’s sales. Tetley was
persistent, believing that tea bags would
be the Future of Tea. Would you agree?
Do you think the tea bag is better than
loose tea leaves?
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War Time… Times of Change
1939
The Second World War interrupted the
immediate production plans for making
Tetley tea bags, because Tetley-Jones
was in Active Service. However, the
foundations were laid for the launch of the
Tetley Tea Bag in Great Britain.
1940
Tetley brought the first tea bag machines,
known as the Grey Ladies, to its United
Kingdom factories. The machines stitched
40 tea bags a minute. The mass
production made it easier – faster – to
prepare the tea bags for export.
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1941
The Tetley Tea premises were firebombed in 1941. No one was hurt but the
factory was gutted. A competitor and the
Ministry of Food helped Tetley continue to
produce their tea products.
By the late 1940’s two new tea machines
were shipped from the US to be made
available in England. Italian engineer
Victor Piteo was hired to help set up the
new machines. He brewed up a warm
treacle of tea dust and grease, poured it
over the moving parts and got the
machinery moving. Imagine how exciting it
was to have this new machine in good
working order.
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The Early Post War Years
The Ministry of Food helped to find
alternative premises for the Tetley Tea
Factory, and decided on Bletchley as the
new location.
1951
Tetley-Jones continued to believe that the
future of the company lay in tea bags.
This was a problem for him because the
company needed more machinery, more
factory space and more capital. The
decision was made to ‘go public.’
1953
In 1953, to great public joy, the World War
Two tea rationing was finally lifted in Great
Britain.
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1955 and 1956
Tetley was reporting losses, reflecting the
shakings in the tea trade following decontrol. Initially the market moved upward,
first cautiously, then dramatically. The big
users feared that unless they followed the
market they would encounter a shortage
of tea. Tetley followed suit and became
heavily committed. Tetley Jones secured
Barclay’s Bank support and was back to
making profits by 1956.
1956 and 1957
After a period of rapid change, Tetley
Jones stated that this lesson helped him
to see how important it is to make sure the
business is closer to the customer and
further from the commodity market. The
company was manufacturing tea bags but
his single-mindedness developed this
further.
www.dementiability.com

11

Tea Bags: The Early Years
1950 to 1960
A Tetley Tea ad campaign was launched
with Lady Isobel Barnett of the BBC’s
television show called ‘What’s my line?’
Lady Isobel Barnett was a radio
personality in the UK during the 1950’s
and 1960’s. She said, “Tea tastes so
much better made this modern way – and
I find Tetley tea bags so very economical.”
What a great endorsement.
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1960 to 1968
The transformation of Tetley Tea was
made. Tetley tea was now recognized as
a major brand. Tetley Tea bag sales rose
from 1 million pounds to 11 million
pounds. Regardless of whether you think
about this as British pounds or Canadian
dollars - this is a lot of money!

In 1973 J. Lyons of Corner House fame
acquired Tetley and the Lyons Tetley is
formed.
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1973
The Tetley Tea Folk were introduced and
became an important part of the Tetley
Tea advertising campaigns. Do you
remember the Tea Folk?

In 1984 Tetley Tea introduced a new tea
bag invention. They added small holes to
the bag. The “Tetley 2000 perforations”
advertisements helped people to
understand that the holes would help the
flavour steep better into the water. The
voice of Brian Glover, well known to
people in the UK, was featured on the
classic advertisements with the Tea Folk.
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The Tea Folk showed us how the water
would flow freely though the perforations
in the tea bag. People loved to watch the
Tea Folk on television ads. Did you enjoy
watching them?

1987 – The Tetley Gold tea bags and
Tetley One Cup tea bags were launched
in 1987. Did you ever drink “Tetley Gold”
tea?
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1989 – After five years of research,
costing £9 million (9 million British
pounds), Tetley launched the world’s first
round tea bag. This was especially well
suited to the growing popularity of brewing
tea in mugs. The advertisement used the
“Tetley Tea Folk” to tell people about
these new round tea bags. The product
was a phenomenal success, increasing
Tetley’s sales by 25-30%.
The Tetley Tea Folk teaching us about the
round tea bag.
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1991
On the first of April,1991 a spoof
advertisement was showcased in Britain.
These are the details of the ad:
Britain has come around to our way
of thinking.
“Recent experiments have proved
that the right hemisphere of the
brain is triggered by shape. One
area particularly – the orbicular
cortex responds to roundness. This
in turn stimulates meditation nodes
in the left hemisphere, leading us to
physically rest and mentally relax.
The ideal state to enjoy a cup of tea,
no?” (Professor J M Kneebone: ‘What
brain?” August 90).
Would you have believed this ad?
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1992
In 1992 Tetley launched “Instant Tea
Granules”. Have you ever had instant tea
or instant coffee?
1994
In 1994 Tetley’s techies (the people who
are the “brains” behind new product ideas)
created the first dripless drawstring tea
bag. The dripless tea bag was launched
first in Australia in 1994.
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1996
Tetley launched Decaffeinated tea bags in
1996. The ‘That’s Better, That’s Tetley’
iconic ad hit the screens!
In 1997 Tetley launched drawstring tea
bags in the UK. The ‘non-drip’ tea bag
became a favourite in Britain, the United
States, France, Russia and Poland.
Tetley Fruit Infusions were also launched
in 1997. Do you like fruit flavoured tea?
In 1998 Tetley launched the new Soft
Pack – yet another first for Tetley. The
soft pack was the first re-sealable type of
packaging in the tea market.
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In 2001 Tetley launched a brand-new
look, with a vibrant new packaging design,
new advertising on television and on
posters, along with a press campaign,
celebrating whole-hearted living. The new
campaign proclaimed the health benefits
of tea.
Then, in 2002 Tetley launched a
campaign that said tea can have
therapeutic benefits. An exciting range of
black teas blended with natural herbs
such as ginseng, fennel and lemon balm,
were introduced.
By 2004 Tetley’s range of teas grew to
offer fruit and herbal infusions, green teas
and specialty blends.
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In 2010 the Tetley Tea Folk came back.
The ads were fun. The Tea Folk, referring
to Tetley, said, “Let’s see what they’ve
been up to”. They saw there had been a lot
of changes while they had been sleeping –
but the tea was still great. Do you
remember watching ads with these Tea
Folk?

In 2014 Tetley reported that one million
kilos of tea were bought by Tetley every
week and 60 different tea blends were
sold by Tetley. Each blend is taste-tested
8 times before it can be judged good
enough to call Tetley.
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In 2015 Tetley Super Teas launched in the
UK. These delicious teas are infused with
vitamins for added health benefits and
supported by EFSA (European Food
Safety Association) health claims.
In 2017 Tetley was noted as the largest tea
company in the UK and Canada, and the
second largest in the United States by
volume. Tetley’s manufacturing and
distribution business is spread across 40
countries.
It is estimated that Tetley is consumed in
10 million kitchens across the United
Kingdom, with 36 million cups of Tetley
enjoyed each day!
Do you enjoy sitting back and relaxing over
a nice cup of Tetley Tea?
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In 2018 Tetley Super Teas launched in
Canada. These delicious teas are infused
with vitamins for added health benefits.
These special teas have been approved by
Health Canada for a number of health
claims.

Would you like to have a cup of tea?
Be sure to check out the old Tetley Tea
commercials at www.dementiability.com
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