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Meet Mr Tea
Nirmal Sethia’s incredible collection of teaware is part of his mission to 
elevate the status of a drink with a 5,000-year history. By Rachel Cooke
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Opposite, Nirmal Sethia at home.  
Below, a silver-gilt teapot by Marie-
Joseph-Gabriel Genu, 1798–1809
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n the dining room of his elegant home,  
Nirmal Sethia reaches for one of a set of three  
tea caddies, crafted in around 1732 by Paul de 
Lamerie, then the greatest silversmith working  
in England. But in the split second before his  
hand makes contact, Dr Olivia Fryman steps in. 
‘Wouldn’t you like to put these on first?’ she asks 
quietly, handing him a pair of purple gloves.  
‘I suppose I better had,’ he says, mock-sheepishly. 
Gloves on, he duly lifts up the caddy, the better  
to show us, in the morning sunlight, the coat of  
arms with which it is engraved. 

These exquisite caddies, made for the fifth  
Earl of Sunderland on the occasion of his marriage,  
are part of the Chitra Collection, one of the most 
comprehensive and valuable privately owned 
collections of teaware anywhere in the world. 
Named for Sethia’s late wife, it currently comprises 
some 1,700 objects, and is likely only to grow in  
size in the future, given his passionate devotion  
to adding to it. Yet it has no permanent home –  
or at least, not one the public can visit (this is why 
Fryman, one of two curators of the collection,  
has delivered a few slightly less fragile pieces here 
today for my delectation).

Is Sethia’s plan to open his own museum? Or will 
he donate the collection to the V&A, where a party 
was thrown in his honour only the other evening? As 
ever, the businessman, reputed to be a billionaire, is 
sphinx-like. ‘First, I have to collect enough,’ he says. 
‘Then, the nation has to become deserving. Charity 
is to be given to the needy, not the greedy.’

Sethia, who was born in Calcutta in 1941 but 
grew up in England, is the man behind Newby Teas. 
The company’s profits go to the charitable N Sethia 
Foundation, which is also the owner of the Chitra 
Collection (Sethia buys the objects personally, then 
donates them). He made his fortune in the family 
jute business, but it was tea that was his first love.  
He began his working life in London as a teenage 
apprentice taster on seven shillings a week; later 
becoming a fully fledged trader, he bought his own 
tea garden in Assam (he slept on a veranda there  
for weeks as a young man, determined to learn 
everything there was to know about the cultivation 
of tea). In 2000, at the request of his wife, Chitra, he 
established Newby, a premium brand. The tea trade 
had, the couple felt, been taken over ‘by falsehood 
and greed’ in the years since he had left it; quality 
had diminished beyond all recognition to the point 
where even he had begun drinking coffee. Sethia 
wanted to put this right, and soon did. 

His fine teas, winners of multiple awards, are 
beloved of smart restaurants and, by his telling, 
dignitaries and heads of state alike. ‘Tea is like a 
beautiful woman,’ he likes to say. ‘She should never 
be judged for her appearance. She has to be judged 
only for her character.’ He tries hard not to blanch 
when I ask if I might have milk in mine. Teabags? 
Newby Teas does produce them, as well as a 
superior version known as ‘silken pyramids’, but »  

i A selection of teaware  
from the Chitra Collection
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I have a hunch that Sethia regards their invention,  
in 1908, as a cause for some regret. 

In 2010, Chitra died. Sethia was bereft, but he 
was also determined to find a way of showing his 
gratitude for all that she had meant to him. ‘I had 
the idea the following year,’ he tells me. ‘I was 
crossing Hyde Park Corner, feeling very down  
and depressed, and then it came to me. Tea has a 
5,000-year history, yet I hadn’t heard of a museum 
of any substance devoted to it. This struck me as 
quite wrong. There would have been no Raj without 
tea; Charles II would not have married Catherine  
of Braganza [this may not be quite true, but it is 
certainly the case that the king’s wife had a great deal 
to do with tea becoming fashionable in England]; 
and there would have been no Boston Tea Party.’ In 
that moment, he decided to start buying up teapots 
and other tea-related objects: caddies, samovars, 
sugar tongs. ‘It’s my only pleasure in life,’ he says, 
fingertips running lightly over a Fabergé teacup, 
saucer and spoon, made of silver gilt and cloisonné 
enamel by Feodor Rückert in Moscow between 1908 
and 1917. The collection, he has been told, may now 
be worth several hundred million pounds.

Sethia remembers the first object he acquired –  
a silver Aladdin’s lamp teapot made by William 
Plummer in 1787  – and notes that buying was 
certainly much easier then, before the world knew 
he was in the market (prices are rising, too; a Ming 
teacup was, he says, bought by a Chinese collector 
for $36 million two years ago). But he doesn’t like  
to name a favourite piece. ‘I love them all,’ he says 
dreamily. What appeals to him most? Does he 
favour an interesting provenance, or is it rarity and 
value that he craves? ‘It’s both,’ he says. ‘We have 

gilt-metal mounts that dates from around 1700, and 
is in such immaculate condition it might be brand 
new; and a silver pot and stand by Thomas Holland 
of London, 1714–15, which comes with a small 
burner, and was used both to boil the water for the 
tea and to brew it (such pots are apparently rare:  
the process made the leaves bitter, for which reason 
they were a somewhat short-lived fad). To my  
eyes, though, the most exquisite piece is also one  
of the simplest: an Arts & Crafts-style teapot, with 
copper embellishments and an ivory handle, by  
the British-Alsatian designer Frank Scheidecker, 
from 1907. It is lovely to look at. But it is also, with 
its long spout and just-so lid, a piece that looks so 
very usable. Form and function are arm-in-arm. 

Through these objects – and their many 
companions, out of sight today – the history of tea 
can be traced from its beginnings in the East (the 
collection includes a Song dynasty black-glazed  
tea bowl from Jian in Fujian Province, China, that 

dates from circa 960–1127) to its arrival in Europe  
in the mid-17th century (on 25 September 1660, 
Pepys recorded in his diary that he had sent for  
‘a cup of tee… of which I never had drank before’); 
its adoption by the upper classes, who turned its 
rituals into a mark of social distinction (this was  
the era of the locked caddy, designed to keep out 
pilfering servants); and, finally, its transformation 
into an everyday necessity (by the time Queen 
Victoria died in 1901, each person in Britain drank 
six pounds of tea every year). It’s a story that Sethia 
hopes one day to be able to tell to a forgetful – or 
possibly ignorant – public, the better that tea’s dignity 
might finally be restored. Though when this will 
happen, exactly, who can say? As I leave, I press  
him again to reveal where the collection might  
be headed. But all he will tell me is that this is not 
his decision. ‘God will decide,’ he says, sagely.  
‘He will know when the time is right.’ ◆ 
www.chitracollection.com

remarkable historical pieces: the teapot given by 
Winston Churchill’s wartime cabinet to his daughter 
Mary on her wedding day; a caddy that belonged  
to President Roosevelt. But we also have pieces from 
the Ming dynasty, and work by great masters such 
as de Lamerie.’ Sethia’s own designs now feature, 
too. ‘During the past century, nothing magnificent 
in tea has been done, so I’m putting that right.  
The pots I commission are covered with emeralds 
and rubies, which no one has ever done before: no 
king, no rich man.’ He shows me one, made for him 
in Italy: it comes with rainbow stripes of enamel, 
and a rim edged with… Wait! Are those diamonds?  
‘I certainly hope they are,’ he says, with a grin. 

We look at the objects that sit on his dining 
table, among them a Sèvres tea set that was the gift 
of King Louis-Philippe of France to his wife Marie- 
Amélie in 1846, and is decorated with views of the 
monarch’s beloved residence, the Château d’Eu in 
Normandy; a Qing dynasty stoneware teapot with 

A set of three silver-gilt tea 
caddies by Paul de Lamerie, 
circa 1732, engraved with  
the arms of Charles Spencer, 
fifth Earl of Sunderland

Above, Sethia in his 
garden. Left, a copper 
and ivory teapot by 
Frank Scheidecker, 1907


