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SINGAPORE'S CHINESE TEA CULTURE
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Singapore’s Chinese tea heritage tells a story
where traditional practices, community

and adaptive innovation have shaped an
evolving yet enduring cultural legacy.

By Ng Yun Ling
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Teawares and tea-accessories
atTea Chapter, 2026:Photo by
Ng Yun Ling.
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oday, if you come across a long and winding

I queue in a shopping mall in Singapore, it is
likely for the latest bubble tea outlet or modern

tea beverage chain to hit our shores. From herbal
milk teas at Amacha (f##%512) in Chinatown to
tea-inspired cocktails at the modern restaurant-bar
Synthesis, novelty teas are embraced by Gen Z and
millennials, who often feature them on social media.
But before bubble tea arrived here in 1992,
drinking Chinese tea meant visiting an artisanal
teahouse to experience the fine art of tea brewing.
Here, one could sip tea from dainty teacups, listen
to live Chinese classical music from a guzheng or
pipa, admire paintings on the wall and even indulge
in Chinese calligraphy - all in a cosy and relaxing
ambience to meet up with friends over a téte-a-téte.!

Early Tearooms and Teahouse
Restaurants

Early tearooms and teahouse restaurants, which first
opened in Singapore in the late 19th century, were
social hubs woven into everyday life. Tearooms,
known as cha shi or cha sat in Cantonese (F%),
were casual local establishments offering tea and
confectionery akin to a coffeeshop. In a letter to the
Straits Times in 1993, reader Chan Kwee Sung wrote
that early tearooms or “no-frill” teahouses “flourished
once in Singapore, not to cater to the genteel but to
the hoi polloi of the Chinese community for whom
that early morning cuppa and a dian xin breakfast
were the first essentials of the day”.

Tong Heng Traditional Cantonese Pastries (5%
was one such tearoom established in 1935 at 33 Smith
Street, where they started selling their signature
diamond-shaped egg tarts, traditional omelette toast
(similar to French toast but made with lard) and other
Cantonese pastries. Just across from Tong Heng was
the famed Lai Chun Yuen Opera House, whose avid
fans often bought pastries and snacks from Tong
Heng as gifts for their favourite performers.

“During those days, whenever there’s a
performance, Tong Heng can operate till 3 am. It’s
not unusual for fans to order our omelette toast for
the artistes,” said Ana Fong, its fourth-generation
successor. Today, Tong Heng has branches on South
Bridge Road and in Jurong Point shopping mall.’

Teahouse restaurants, known as cha lou (%#%),
were multistorey upscale establishments that
served tea with dim sum and light refreshments.
Typically, teahouse restaurants began operations
at 3 am or 4 am, allowing customers to indulge in
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unhurried conversations over brewed tea for one
to two hours before daybreak.* At night, bigger
teahouse restaurants took on a different identity by
transforming into banquet halls, where gatherings
and weddings took place.’

There were also teahouses in rural areas such
as Peck San Tea Pavilion (#11%=) in Kampong
San Teng (£1=). The residents were mostly
descendants of early Cantonese, Teochew and
Hokkien immigrants. Nearby the tea pavilion were
amenities such as an open-air theatre, reflecting the
rich communal culture of the local community.®

The Artisanal Teahouse Experience

From the 1980s onwards, Chinese tea art, or
zhonghua chayi (F4£4Z), became popular in China
and Taiwan. Artisanal teahouses, known as chayi
guan (ZZ1E), were curated venues where visitors
could experience the refined art of brewing tea,
which involved warming the teacup, boiling the
water and soaking the tea leaves. Tea art prioritises
small-batch production, experimental techniques
as well as the tea brewer’s personal interpretation of
traditional methods of tea brewing. The tea brewer
makes intentional micro-adjustments to parameters
like leaf-to-water ratio, water temperature, infusion
time and choice of teaware so that their own sensory
preferences and aesthetic are reflected in the brew.
The development of tea art in Singapore
took shape through the establishment of several
teahouses, starting with Tea Chapter (£5#) on Neil
Road in 1989. Here, “[t]ea drinkers enjoy sipping
brews in dainty cups amidst a quiet and traditional
ambience - rattan screens separating the cane tables
and chairs on wooden floors, and piped soft Chinese
classical music,” the Straits Times reported.”
According to Lee Kim Eng, manager of Tea
Chapter, “tea is appreciated like wine”. “But the quality
oftea, unlike wine, is determined by the brewer. No two
cups of tea will taste alike. He or she can control the
strength and flavour through the standing time given
for infusion as well as setting the water temperature.”™
Other teahouses opened in succession, including
Green Bamboo Tea House (43:4747), Chinese Tea House
(#InifZE1E), Sanyang Tea Palace (=PA%'S) and Liu
Xiang Teacraft (B&4-217).” These teahouses often
occupy conserved shophouses or intimate upper-
storey spaces, with specially curated tea rooms for
retreat and quiet conversation. Many teahouses
position themselves as custodians of Chinese tea
heritage, using traditional teaware and emphasising
brewing as a craft through guided tasting and
appreciation sessions. These teahouses stand apart
from the city’s ubiquitous fast-food outlets, trendy
cafes, lively bars and discos, providing a more
culturally authentic and contemplative space.
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Compared to alcohol and soft
drinks, tea offers health benefits.
“Many people are very health-
conscious and tea, without additives
of preservatives, is a natural choice,” said
Lee, who was also co-partner of Cha Xiang
teahouse (%5%) on Sago Street. Agreeing,
publishing company executive Edmund Chong
began visiting teahouses instead of lounges and
coffeeshops. “Ilike the relaxed atmosphere of [Cha
Xiang]. I bring my clients here because tea-drinking is
healthier and costsless than going to lounges,” he said."°

Besides working adults, students werealso frequent
patrons of teahouses as these were “ideal [places] for
doing homework, writing, reading or studying”. “This
is my third time here in [Tea Chapter], and I've visited
all the teahouses in Singapore,” said 17-year-old college
student Song Qingyuan. “A friend took me to the tea
house at North Bridge Centre after my O levels and I
liked it. I started reading up on tea as well.™

The art of drinking and brewing tea led to the
creation of exquisite tea accessories, such as teapots
and teacups, which became prized collectors’ items.
The trend of collecting Chinese teapots began in
Taiwan and Hong Kong in the late 1980s before
reaching Singapore. Teapots are treasured for their
high quality clay as well as skilled craftsmanship,
with those by renowned artisans fetching a premium.
“More collectors in Singapore are buying expensive
Chinese teapots, and some are willing to pay up to
$300,000 for one,” Lee Chee Keong, chairman of
the Tea Cultural Society (Singapore), told the Straits
Times in 1994.

At these teahouses, tea connoisseurs would select
their preferred teapots or bring along their personal
teaware. Oriental Tea House was one of the many
establishments that retailed premium yixing zisha
teapots (E>¢£8RhE), handcrafted from a rare mineral-
rich clay known for retaining the aroma and depth
of brewed tea over time. After purchase, these pieces,

A tin canister for
storing Chinese tea
leaves, mid-20th
century. Collection of
the National Museum
of Singapore, National
Heritage Board.
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An enamelled Yixing (B >4) teapot featuring a phoenix and floral motifs,
late 19th—early 20th centuries. Introduced during the mid-Ming dynasty
for the literati, Yixing teawares were admired for their heat-absorbing
properties, which kept tea warm and improved the strong aroma and
taste of Chinese tea. Collection of the Asian Civilisations Museum.

along with other fine tea sets, were entrusted to the care
of the teahouses for their owners’ subsequent visits."

My Cup of Tea

Over time, tea drinking evolved from a formal ritual
to a refined lifestyle choice, embraced by the wider
public. The formation of the Tea Cultural Society
in 1992 further strengthened this movement,
providing a platform for tea professionals to connect,
collaborate and promote the appreciation of tea
culture across all segments of society. The society
brought together 40 teahouse operators, tea sellers
and community centre tea clubs."* Members of the
society also joined study tours abroad to learn new
tea brewing practices and immerse in tea culture.
Premium and specialty teas became more
accessible to Singapore in the 1990s. “Like wine, some
types of tea leaves appreciate with time,” said Lee
Chee Keong, chairman of the Tea Cultural Society
and owner of Liu Hsiang Teacraft."” At the time,
the market price of tea cakes ranged from $10,000
to $25,000 for 300 g, which was approximately $30
for a cup of brewed tea. These were mainly pu er tea
leaves that had been compressed under high pressure
and then underwent fermentation, allowing the tea
to develop more complex flavours with age.
However, with more tea establishments opening
in the 1990s, there was increased competition and
they had to look at ways to reinvent their business
models. Tea Chapter, for instance, held talks by well-
known writers and introduced cultural performances
such asharmonica and guzhengrecitals.® The Reading
Mill on the fourth floor of Bras Basah Complex was
co-located with a Chinese bookstore for customers
to read while sipping tea.”” Teahouses such as Sam
Yong Tea Palace on Jalan Senang and Tea Pavilion on
Sago Street incorporated karaoke facilities to attract
a wider clientele and sustain their businesses, while

Oriental Tea House included liquor and
soft drinks in their menu.”®

Unlike traditional karaoke lounges,
karaoke teahouses were smoke-free and
suitable for families as there were no
hostesses. Cha Xuan No Memories (Z54F)
teahouse on Bukit Pasoh Road had private
rooms of varying sizes to accommodate
different groups of customers, offering
discount packages at different hours of
the day, including special promotions for
students. Chinese Town Karaoke Tea House
& Restaurant on Kreta Ayer Road served
Chinese tea alongside Indonesian coffee,
and staged performances by Indonesian
dancers as well as those by a song, dance
and opera troupe from China.”

Also in the early 1990s, the age-old
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ritual of tea brewing in traditional teahouses Queen Elizabeth Il and the Duke of Edinburgh experiencing the traditional way of preparing Chinese tea
gave way to a wave of “bubble” teahouses, at Tea Chapter, 1989. Courtesy of Tea Chapter.

which emerged across Taiwan to cater to the

younger crowd. At these modern teahouses, hot tea
was cooled with ice and shaken like cocktails to create
a foam and then served in a cocktail glass.”® Later,
tapioca balls, or “pearls”, were also added to the drink.

This innovation soon reached Singapore, and in
1992, Bubble Tea Garden opened in Marina Square,
serving beverages with names such as “Pear] Red
Bubble Tea”, “Yam Shake” and “Honey Egg Yolk”,
which had frothy tops.?' By 2002, there were more
than 5,000 bubble tea shops in Singapore. This fad
died down just a year later when many had to shutter.

Bubble tea, however, has since made a comeback
in Singapore with popular brands like LiHO, KOI
Thé and HeyTea to name a few. Besides the regular
pearls, unusual toppings such as aloe vera, konjac
jelly and cheese have been introduced to discerning
customers, who could even customise the sugar
levels and temperature settings.”

Of late, Singapore’s tea scene has become more
vibrant with the arrival of modern tea chains such
as CHAGEE (F5E%:4E) and CHICHA San Chen
(%22:=7), which offer healthier tea options and
high-quality ingredients.

Early Tea Trade Networks

Another aspect of the tea business is the tea import
and export business. Tea, of course, was an important
export commodity for China, and firms in Singapore
played an important role in the supply chain.
Before the 1920s, the China tea trade in
Singapore was dominated by the Teochews from
the Chaoshan region (comprising the cities of
Chaozhou, Jieyang and Shantou), who exported
Fujian oolong tea from the port of Shantou on the
eastern coast of Guangdong province. This trade

dynamic shifted with the large-scale influx of Anxi
merchants (a prominent subgroup of the Hokkien
community) from Fujian province to Singapore, who
began exporting tea from Xiamen and establishing
a robust Fujianese merchant network.”

In the early 20th century, political instability
and economic disruption in Fujian created a
climate of uncertainty, leading merchants to seek
business opportunities in more stable environments
beyond their homeland. Singapore was a conducive
destination due to its advantageous geographical
position, free port status and an entrepdt under the
British. Notably, Singapore was positioned at the
intersection of maritime routes that connected the
United Kingdom to Southeast Asia and also served
as a node in intra-Asian trade networks.**

In Singapore, Anxi merchants either managed
branches of established family enterprises based
in Fujian or founded new businesses to tap into
the growing regional tea trade. Early tea shops
were focused on importing and selling two oolong
cultivars that were in demand: tieguanyin from Anxi
(Z2HIHE), which is representative of Southern
Fujian oolong tea (#& 3#%%), and shuixian (Shui
Hsien) from the Wuyi Mountains (F3kl), a
Northern Fujian oolong tea (it 2#%). Anxi
tieguanyin is a bright golden tea with a delicate
aroma that carries through several brews, while
Wauyi shuixian is a deep amber infusion with a
caramel-like flavour and a smooth, robust texture
that is richer in leaves from mature tea plants.®

In 1928, tea merchants in Singapore established
the Singapore Chinese Tea Importers and Exporters
Association (SCTIEA), which had close ties with the
Singapore Ann Kway Association whose members
came from Ann Kway (Anxi) in Fujian.*
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The tea association coordinated trade policies,
enforced quality standards and strengthened
business ties across Southeast Asia, solidifying
Singapore’s position as a crucial centre in the Fujian-
Singapore tea commerce network.”” As Fujian’s tea
trade faced competition from Ceylon, India, Japan
and Taiwan, Singapore’s market provided essential
support that sustained Fujianese merchant networks
up till the late 1950s.

After 1949, Singapore tea merchants expanded
beyond Fujian tea, seeking lower-cost alternatives
from Taiwan and other regions due to changes in
supply and pricing. They adapted to new markets
by diversifying their business, no longer focusing
on a single tea cultivar.

By the 1960s, more than 100 tea rooms and
tea enterprises were involved in the Chinese tea
trade in Singapore. Post-independence, some tea
merchants in Singapore obtained citizenship and
expanded their businesses. When China opened
to international trade in 1982, these tea merchants
resumed trade and rebuilt direct links with Chinese
producers, integrating into global supply chains and
adapting to new market demands.?®

Not a Storm in a Teacup

Apart from the import-export trade, there were
also tea shops known as cha zhuang (%%) that
reprocessed and repackaged tea imported into
Singapore. These shops had their own distinctive
collection of specialty teas. Blending tea leaves in
handwoven bamboo sieves and roasting them over

At Pek Sin Choon Tea Merchant, tea leaves continue to be packed by
hand in the shop’s signature pink paper, 2026. Photo by Ng Yun Ling.
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charcoal was the earliest method used by local tea
shops, a craft refined through experience and guided
by the senses rather than fixed formulas.

Tian Xiang Tea Merchant (XEHE) was
one of the first few Teochew-owned tea shops in
Singapore. The original shop was located at the
junction of New Bridge Road and Circular Road
around 1900 before relocating to Merchant Road
in 1920.% The shop had a corner where customers
could sample different types of tea prepared using
the traditional gongfu cha (11£%%) method (literally
“tea made with effort”; the art of brewing tea with
skill involving many quick infusions so that the tea
evolves in flavour, aroma and texture over time).
This was a meticulous Teochew ritual using the
brazier, zisha (££#)) teapot and small teacups.” “For
decades, the shop had been a meeting place for the
Chaozhou [Teochew] community of traders, clerks,
labourers and others,” the Straits Times reported
in 1984. But just two years later, on 23 June 1986,
Tian Xiang Tea Merchant closed down.*

This was a craft that took decades to master,
and each tea shop zealously guarded its trade secrets
for achieving the ideal roast. Once the oven was
set up, workers would tend to it for a full 24-hour
shift in a high-temperature room.** Few people
were inclined to carry on with the craft as it was
laborious and skill intensive.

Pek Sin Choon Tea Merchant (B &%)
and Guan Chong Bee Tea Merchant (R&ZE%5T)
are two of the early Fujianese establishments
founded during the 1920s that continue to thrive
today. Pek Sin Choon developed high-quality yet
affordable teas to pair with bak kut teh (literally
“meat bone tea”; a pork rib dish cooked in broth),
which was traditionally served with a free cup
of tea made from lower-grade leaves. They
were the exclusive suppliers of bu zhi xiang tea
(7401E; meaning “Renowned Unknown Fragrance”),
which has a rich, roasted depth with a persistent
and sweet aftertaste. This tea is a local Nanyang
adaptation of a traditional Chinese oolong (Southeast
Asia was known as Nanyang, or “South Seas”, in
the 19th to mid-20th centuries).*

Guan Chong Bee faced early challenges, but
eventually prospered and became one of Singapore’s
best-known tea establishments involved in the
regional tea trade. In the 1970s, the tea merchant
turned to electric tea roasting, which allowed it to
accurately control the temperature and timing of
tea brewing.**

By the mid-1980s, advancements in technology
played a role in accelerating tea production when
tea merchants started to incorporate mechanised
blending and packaging. Ong Hui Sing, the
chairman of Ong Sam Yong Tea Merchants, a tea
packaging factory, told the Straits Times in 1984:

“Tea was once a small home business. But it has
become an international enterprise.”*

Today, Singapore’s tea trade has evolved from
family-run ventures to a structured and global
industry, with Singapore positioned as a regional
trading and re-export hub. Tea is imported mainly
from China, Morocco, Japan, South Korea and
Taiwan and then re-exported to neighbouring
markets. At the same time, tea is also supplied
domestically to wholesalers, brands and cafes in
Singapore. Flavoured and specialty teas account
for an increasing share of value and volume.*®
In addition, local companies are also going
beyond Chinese tea. TWG Tea sources tea leaves
from around the world, which are then blended,
packaged and sold in its boutiques across Asia,
Europe, the Middle East and North America.”

Traditional tea merchants in Singapore have
shifted from solely retail-front businesses to hybrid
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