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5B iodiversity is the greatest promise for the future of humankind. With-
out it, the foundation for human life on the planet is lost, as is the 
very soil on which civilizations and cultures have been shaped and 
formed as the result of human adaptation to the natural environment.

Defending, protecting, and promoting biodiversity is therefore not simply one 
among a number of choices, advanced by the intellectuals of conservation or 
by nostalgic environmentalists: It is, rather, the only viable path forward. It is a 
moral duty that we, the generation that inhabits this historic moment, must take 
on for those who will come after us and live on this planet Earth, a planet that, 
today, we are trampling, hurting, and mistreating. From this point of view, the 
Ark of Taste, a global project that this book takes up in its African—and, in par-
ticular, Kenyan—context, is an initiative that seeks to create information, knowl-
edge, and awareness about this unique heritage. Through the Ark, communi-
ties are invited to rediscover their agricultural and food heritage, in order not 
to lose the connection with the land that feeds us and will continue to feed us.

Talking about biodiversity and its protection is of crucial importance on the 
African continent. Africa is the place where, today, the phenomenon of land 
grabbing is taking its strongest hold. It is a continent where the onslaught of in-
tensive agriculture—which appropriates the most productive lands, homoge-
nizes production, pollutes the environment, and marginalizes small-scale agri-
cultural producers—is particularly severe. It is the place where climate change 
creates the greatest hardship and where drought and a hostile climate are 
major obstacles to ensuring that everyone has the right to food and access to 
land. For these reasons it is important to know about, catalogue, and protect all 
those local varieties that find their natural habitat in Africa’s pedoclimatic con-
ditions and that, on the one hand, preserve cultural heritage and, on the other, 
represent the only democratic instrument for restoring to small-scale farmers 
the food sovereignty that we in the West have so often usurped.

As citizens, we must be aware that the gastronomic heritage of a country rests 
first and foremost on the shoulders of these people, who, among other things, 
are those who care for the environment, who keep marginal communities 
alive, who save soils from erosion, and who protect biological, cultural, and 
food diversity. 

Defending biodiversity takes us toward a more sustainable future, and a sus-
tainable future for Kenya and for Africa as a whole represents a hope for the 
future of the entire planet. This publication is intended as a tool to promote 
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Kenya’s biodiversity and make it known to the wider public. The University of 
Gastronomic Sciences of Pollenzo and the Slow Food and Terra Madre net-
works carried out extensive fieldwork, meeting communities of producers and 
collecting stories, testimonies, and agricultural and gastronomic knowledge. 
What you have in your hands is the result of this collective work and it should 
be understood as an open process that will grow and in which we want to in-
volve anyone interested in safeguarding the food heritage of this magnificent 
country. We are at the beginning of a long and fascinating journey of discovery. 
Great things lie ahead.

Carlo Petrini
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The debate on climate change has come to occupy a central place in 
public discourse and has attracted attention across the globe. Tem-
peratures are rising, rainfall patterns are changing, rivers and lakes 
are drying up, droughts and famines are increasing, deserts are 

spreading, and biodiversity resources are disappearing. It is important to note 
that most of the disasters related to climate change take place in develop-
ing countries, especially in Africa, despite the fact that these areas produce 
the least amount of greenhouse gases. This is mainly due to high dependence 
on natural resources for livelihood and limited capacity to cope with the varia-
tions and extremes that result from a changing climate. Severe fluctuations in 
weather patterns have adversely affected small-scale farmers, pastoralists, and 
indigenous communities, increasing poverty and food insecurity across Africa. 

Industrial agriculture remains one of the biggest emitters of greenhouse gas-
es. Intensive production systems and the unsustainable management of natu-
ral resources exert great pressure on food biodiversity. In addition, continued 
overreliance on a few hybrids and monocultures promoted by a handful of 
multinational corporations poses a grave threat to food biodiversity, jeopardiz-
ing traditional food cultures and the livelihoods of smallholder farmers. 

This is compounded further by the promotion of genetic engineering (GE) and 
genetically modified organisms (GMOs), which are unreliable from a scientif-
ic point of view, economically inefficient, and environmentally unsustainable. 
The GMO lobby groups are showing signs of desperation. Once again they 
are on the offensive with major public relations projects targeting East Africa 
in an attempt to subvert African policy development for the sake of their own, 
narrow agendas. With their excessive influence over many aspects of global 
economic, political, and social life, multinationals’ and lobbyists’ immediate 
goal is to weaken national biosafety laws, thereby making is easier to push 
their contentious, high-risk products into African markets.

PREFACE
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Furthermore, the indigenous and traditional knowledge systems that have 
sustained Kenyan communities for centuries are being eroded. As a result, 
there has been a loss of collective memory of traditional foods and biodiversity 
resources in some communities, poor intergenerational knowledge transfer, 
and neglect of indigenous practical knowledge. 

Over the years, biodiversity has acted as an insurance against hunger and ad-
verse weather conditions, helping communities in Kenya to remain resilient. 
Local crops have evolved genes for drought tolerance and disease resistance, 
enabling them to withstand the test of time. However, the levels of biodiver-
sity loss being witnessed in Kenya and other African countries will continue 
to threaten the pursuit of food secure and food sovereign African nations. 
Agroecology and biodiversity conservation, which stand against the growing 
corporate takeover of the African food system, are the only viable solutions. 
Through collaboration with Slow Food and the University of Gastronomic Sci-
ences, we have embarked on an ambitious project to catalogue traditional 
plant varieties, animal breeds, and processed products that are disappear-
ing from our farms and tables. This publication reminds us of our rich Kenyan 
and African cultural and gastronomic heritage. Defending food biodiversity will 
help to ensure that our communities are food secure and to mitigate the im-
pacts of climate change and the standardization of our diets. 

John Kariuki Mwangi
Vice president of the Slow Food Foundation for Biodiversity

Coordinator of Slow Food Kenya
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The SASS project 
(Sustainable Food Systems 

for Sustainable Development)

Funded by Italy’s Ministry of Education, University and Research (MIUR), 
SASS aims to strengthen the relationship between agrobiodiversity con-
servation, nutrition, and health in sub-Saharan Africa. Working with local 
stakeholders, the project aims to develop strategies and policies to pro-

mote local supply chains in order to make them more sustainable and efficient.

It involves the participation of four Italian universities (University of Milan Bicoc-
ca, University of Cattolica, University of Pavia, and University of Gastronomic 
Sciences) in collaboration with the Dutch European Centre for Development 
Policy Management (ECDPM). In addition to these, there are local partners, 
such as the Naivasha Basin Sustainability Initiative (NBSI), Oikos, Kenyatta 
University, Nelson Mandela University, the Network for Ecofarming in Africa 
(NECOFA), and Slow Food convivia and Presidia in Tanzania and Kenya.

The project promotes the production, marketing, and consumption of neglect-
ed and underutilized species (NUS), also known as “orphan crops” (Padulosi 
et al., 2013). These are wild species, varieties, and ecotypes widespread in the 
Global South but rarely traded internationally, and studied and economically 
exploited only to a limited extent (Gruere et al., 2007). Interest in NUS arises 
from the fact that their role in ensuring food security and sovereignty in tradi-
tional agricultural systems, preserving biodiversity, and generating income and 
employment for local communities is widely recognized (Will, 2008; Jaenicke 
and Hoeschle-Zeledon, 2006). Nevertheless, these species are not developed 
to their full potential due to a lack of awareness about their real value and the 
difficulties that local and international populations face in marketing them. The 
project aims to offer theoretical and methodological tools to overcome these 
difficulties, starting from research conducted in three interdisciplinary sample 
areas in Tanzania (Arusha and Iringa) and Kenya (Nakuru). 

As part of the SASS project, the University of Gastronomic Sciences of Pollen-
zo conducted an anthropological and ethnobotanical survey of the territories 
under investigation, identifying and cataloguing the NUS of plant, fungal, and 
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animal origin that characterize the local foodscape. The survey studied the 
patterns of trade and consumption associated with these NUS by verifying 
their presence in markets and informal places of exchange. The work carried 
out in the field allows the University of Gastronomic Sciences to support and 
implement the activities of the Ark of Taste, an initiative managed in collabo-
ration with the Slow Food Foundation for Biodiversity that works to document 
and promote traditional food products at risk of disappearing. The work of the 
University has allowed Ark of Taste products to gain greater visibility at lo-
cal and international levels, and has deepened the study of local gastronomic 
landscapes by identifying new products to be preserved, as was done during 
field work in the district of Nakuru. This Atlas provides a summary of the first 
results obtained during the work carried out in Kenya. 

The selection and cataloguing of products, completed by researchers from 
the University of Gastronomic Sciences, was made possible thanks to collabo-
ration with the local Slow Food Kenya network and in particular with members 
of the Slow Food Nakuru Convivium coordinated by John Kariuki, vice presi-
dent of the Slow Food Foundation for Biodiversity. The 75 products described 
here represent a fundamental contribution to understanding and appreciating 
the richness of Kenya’s gastronomic traditions and territories, and to protecting 
this natural and cultural wealth, beginning with the rediscovery and promotion 
of sustainable productive and cultural practices.

Dr. Paolo Corvo

Scientific Coordinator of the SAAS Project
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ABOUT THE University of 
Gastronomic Sciences

Founded by the Slow Food movement and located in the heart of the 
food and wine region of Piedmont, Italy, the University of Gastronom-
ic Sciences (UNISG) supports a unique educational design based on:

•	 cross-disciplinary learning  

•	 practical experience

•	 study trips around the world

The distinctiveness of the University’s programs attracts students from dozens 
of different countries who are interested in an original educational project that 
combines study and practice, books and life testimonies, science, manage-
ment, craftsmanship, and traditional knowledge. These programs are comple-
mented by study trip experiences that are designed to offer direct contact 
with producers and companies in the agri-food industry, as well as first-hand 
experiences of various regions and their cultural traditions around the globe.

The University is supported by over 130 companies in the agri-food sector, as 
well as institutions that support research activities and participate in the life of 
the University. These companies and institutions make up the Association of 
Friends and Strategic Partners Club of the University of Gastronomic Sciences. 

The methodological and didactic approach of the University provides students 
with a holistic view of current and past food production systems, and allows 
them to learn how to develop models and alternative scenarios for the food 
systems of the future.
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The University creates gastronomes, new professionals with knowledge and 
expertise in many food-related fields.  Gastronomes work to develop methods 
of food production, distribution, and consumption that will create a more sus-
tainable future for the planet.

At the heart of what defines a gastronome is a deep understanding of food as a 
value and its important role in creating and shaping society. UNISG’s programs 
offer a comprehensive perspective of food, from cultural, social, economic, 
ecological, communications, and marketing points of view. 

The current programs are:

•	 Undergraduate degree in Gastronomic Sciences and Cultures. (ITA, ENG)

•	 Graduate degree in Food Innovation & Management. (ENG)

•	 Master in Gastronomy: Creativity, Ecology and Education. (ENG)

•	 Master in Gastronomy: World Food Cultures and Mobility. (ENG)

•	 Master in Food Culture, Communication & Marketing. (ENG)

•	 Master in Wine Culture, Communication & Management. (ENG)

•	 Master in Ecogastronomy in Cuisine. (ITA)

•	 PhD Program in Ecogastronomy, Education and Society. (ITA, ENG)

www.unisg.it

https://www.unisg.it
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WHAT IS slow food?

S low Food is a global, grassroots organization, founded in 1989 to prevent 
the disappearance of local food cultures and traditions and counteract 
the rise of fast food culture. Since its founding, Slow Food has grown 
into a global movement involving millions of people in over 160 coun-

tries, working to ensure that everyone has access to good, clean and fair food. 
Slow Food is the umbrella organization responsible for guiding and steering the 
action of the entire movement, which is composed of over 1,500 local chapters 
and 2,400 food communities, and reaches millions of people every year.  

Slow Food promotes food that is good, clean and fair for all: good because it is 
healthy in addition to tasting good; clean because it is produced with low envi-
ronmental impact and with animal welfare in mind; and fair because it respects 
the work of those who produce, process, and distribute it. Slow Food works to 
defend biodiversity and to promote a sustainable and environmentally friendly 
food production and consumption system; to spread sensory education and 
responsible consumption; and to connect producers of quality foods with 
co-producers (conscious consumers) through events and initiatives. 

Slow Food is committed to protecting traditional, sustainable, quality foods, 
defending the biodiversity of cultivated and wild varieties as well as methods 
of cultivation and production. These are all threatened by the prevalence of 
processed food, industrial agribusiness, and the rules of the global market. 

The Slow Food Foundation for Biodiversity was created in 2003 to safeguard 
food biodiversity and gastronomic traditions around the world. It promotes a 
sustainable model of agriculture that respects the environment, cultural iden-
tity, and animal welfare and supports the right of each community to decide 
what to plant, produce, and eat. Slow Food has become what it is today based 
on the safeguarding of traditional products and practices. 

The Foundation’s activity focuses primarily on countries in the Global South, 
where defending biodiversity means not only improving quality of life but guar-
anteeing the very survival of local communities. It finances and coordinates a 
group of international projects focused on protecting agricultural biodiversity: 
the Ark of Taste, 10,000 Gardens in Africa, Presidia and Narrative Labels, Slow 
Food Chefs’ Alliance, and Earth Markets. 

www.slowfood.com

https://www.slowfood.com
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WHAT IS 
The Ark of Taste?

The Ark of Taste is an online catalogue of foods at risk of disappearing 
that are part of the cultures and traditions of the entire world. 

The Ark was created to point out the existence of these products, 
draw attention to the risk of their extinction, and invite everyone to 

take action to help protect them by seeking them out, buying and consuming 
them, telling their story, supporting their producers, and, in some cases (such 
as the case of endangered wild species at risk of extinction), promoting their 
conservation and reproduction. 

The overall objective is not to create a seed bank, a collection of genetic ma-
terial, or a museum to exhibit traditional knowledge, but to rediscover and give 
value to these resources in order to support local economies. 

In addition to plant and animal species, processed products board the Ark 
because, together with plant and animal biodiversity, cheeses, cured meats, 
breads, and sweets are also disappearing. These products are expressions of 
farmers’ and artisans’ knowledge that exists not in written recipes, but as com-
plex skills and practices passed down through generations. 

What are the criteria for selecting a product? 

1.	Products can be domestic species (local plant varieties and animal breeds), wild 
species (only if related to specific techniques for collecting, processing or tradi-
tional uses), or processed products. 

2.	Products must be of particular sensory quality, as defined in local contexts: 
Chemical or physical analyses are not sufficient to judge the quality of a prod-
uct, but nor is tasting.  The origin of the product must be understood and 
communities must be consulted. Ultimately, it is fundamental to consider the 
palate of the community from which a product originates. A European product 
could be difficult to understand and appreciate for an African taster, just as an 
Asian product could be difficult to decipher and appreciate for a European.
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3.	Products must be connected to a territory and to the memory, identity, and 
traditional local knowledge of a community: The products that interest us are 
strongly linked to their territory, not just in terms of climate and environment, 
but also in a cultural, historical, and physical context.

4.	Products must be produced in limited quantities: The Ark of Taste is a cata-
logue of products, not producers. Therefore, it is not necessary to have an 
exact figure of the quantity produced (data which is, however, essential for 
establishing a Presidium), but it is important to at least identify an order of 
magnitude, to establish whether we are dealing with an artisanal or an in-
dustrial product. 

5. Products must be at risk of extinction, whether real (i.e. imminent) or poten-
tial (i.e. when the local social and environmental situations are such that a 
reduction in the quantity of the product or the number of producers can be 
predicted for the coming years).

How to nominate a product 

Anyone can nominate a product without being an expert, having particular 
skills, or being a Slow Food member. It is possible to nominate a product from 
your own area or from other communities or another country. You can nomi-
nate a product by filling out the simple form available on the Slow Food Foun-
dation for Biodiversity website. 

The nomination form will be evaluated by the national/regional commissions, 
in countries where they exist. The Foundation website lists the countries in 
which a commission exists and the relevant contact information for getting in 
touch with local working groups. These two bodies – the local commissions 
and the Slow Food Foundation for Biodiversity – will verify that the nomination 
fits the criteria established for the project. To do so, the Slow Food Foundation 
collaborates with advisers from different countries.  If nomination forms are 
incomplete, additional information will be requested from the nominator. 

After approval, the next step is to include a brief description of the product in 
the online catalogue. 

At the time of printing this publication, Slow Food members have entered 
more than 4,850 products from 148 countries into the Ark of Taste.

The project: www.fondazioneslowfood.com/en/what-we-do/the-ark-of-taste/

Nomination form: www.fondazioneslowfood.com/it/cosa-facciamo/arca-del-gusto/
segnalazioni-prodotti-dellarca/segnala-un-prodotto/ficha-de-propuesta-para-el-arca-
del-gusto/ 

https://www.fondazioneslowfood.com/en/what-we-do/the-ark-of-taste/%20
https://www.fondazioneslowfood.com/it/cosa-facciamo/arca-del-gusto/segnalazioni-prodotti-dellarca/segnala-un-prodotto/ficha-de-propuesta-para-el-arca-del-gusto/%20
https://www.fondazioneslowfood.com/it/cosa-facciamo/arca-del-gusto/segnalazioni-prodotti-dellarca/segnala-un-prodotto/ficha-de-propuesta-para-el-arca-del-gusto/%20
https://www.fondazioneslowfood.com/it/cosa-facciamo/arca-del-gusto/segnalazioni-prodotti-dellarca/segnala-un-prodotto/ficha-de-propuesta-para-el-arca-del-gusto/%20
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what are the 

Slow Food 
Presidia?

The Presidia (singular: Presidium), active since 1999, are projects in 
which Slow Food works with groups of small-scale producers to re-
solve difficulties they face, uniting isolated producers and connect-
ing them with alternative markets that are more sensitive to their 

situation and appreciative of their quality products. To make the journey from 
being listed on the Ark to becoming a Presidium, it is essential to make direct 
contact with producers, who in turn must share Slow Food’s values and philos-
ophy and be motivated to develop the project.

A SLOW FOOD PRESIDIUM CAN BE CREATED FOR:

1. A traditional product at risk of extinction (an Ark of Taste product); 

2. A traditional production practice at risk of extinction (e.g. fishing, breed-
ing, processing, or cultivating); 

3.	 A rural landscape or ecosystem at risk of extinction. 

To create a Presidium, two aspects must always be verified: environmental 
sustainability (“clean”) and social and economic sustainability (“fair”).

What is the difference between the Ark of Taste and the presidia?

While the Ark of Taste is a catalogue of products, the fundamental charac-
teristic of the Presidia is the relationship with producers and the creation of 
an initiative to support them. Starting a Presidium means visiting producers, 
finding out how they work and what difficulties they face, and understanding 
their social and cultural context and their market in order to succeed in putting 
a promotional initiative into action. The Slow Food Presidia directly intervene to 
safeguard traditional products at risk of extinction (products from the Ark) and 
represent, therefore, the next phase after cataloguing on the Ark. Naturally, it 
is not possible to have as many Presidia as there are products on the Ark. The 
hope is that many other organizations and institutions will also mobilize to save 
these products. Slow Food has established 540 Presidia in more than 60 coun-
tries around the world, and there are eight Presidia active in Kenya.

www.fondazioneslowfood.com/en/what-we-do/slow-food-presidia/

https://www.fondazioneslowfood.com/en/what-we-do/slow-food-presidia/
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Slow Food for Africa:  
10,000 Gardens 

to Cultivate the Future 

A frica is a rich continent boasting a huge variety of peoples, cul-
tures, and languages (over 2,000), and an extraordinary wealth of 
biodiversity. Africa is home to distinct terrains, landscapes, and cli-
mates; a diverse heritage of natural resources and foods (fruit trees, 

grains, vegetables, and animal breeds); and essential ancient knowledge. It is 
also a young continent, full of energy and creativity. Slow Food works with 
and promotes this wealth of resources, putting communities, people, and their 
knowledge at the center of all projects. 

Since 2011, the Gardens in Africa project has involved over 50,000 people in 
35 African countries, as well as tens of thousands of members and activists 
around the world. After the original target for the project (1,000 gardens) was 
reached at the end of 2013, Slow Food decided to re-launch the initiative in 
2014 with a new challenge: To create 10,000 gardens across the continent. 
Creating 10,000 good, clean and fair gardens in African schools and commu-
nities means teaching young people about the importance of food biodiversity 
and access to fresh and healthy food, as well as creating a network of leaders 
who are aware of the value of their own land and culture. This network can 
give rise to the leaders of change across all continents, a change based on the 
liberation of traditional foods and knowledge in a social economy linked to the 
land and environment. 

The gardens are practical models of sustainable agriculture, adapted to the 
individual characteristics of diverse settings—environmental, social, and cul-
tural—and easily replicable. They can lead the way toward a different model 
of development, in which food production is reconnected with local societies 
and environmental awareness. 

Slow Food is not simply creating a series of gardens in Africa, it is also promot-
ing an idea of agriculture based on knowledge of the terrain and respect for 
biodiversity and local cultures; an agriculture that is capable of meeting the 
nutritional requirements of African communities without distorting social re-
lations and destroying the environment, while also giving value to history and 
knowledge, with respect for the land and its ecological equilibrium. 
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The traditional varieties of fruits, vegetables, aromatic herbs, and medicinal 
plants grown in Slow Food gardens are comparatively disease and drought 
resistant since they have adapted over time to their specific environments. 
Seedbeds are created to reproduce seeds so that they do not need to be 
purchased every year. Compost is made with discarded vegetables, manure, 
and ash to nourish the land and keep it fertile and healthy. Plants are protected 
using traditional methods to avoid buying pesticides, which poison the soil and 
water. Water is conserved by keeping moisture in the soil through mulching, 
collecting rainwater, and implementing drip irrigation systems. The harvest 
supplies families and school canteens (in the case of school gardens), with the 
excess produce being sold at local markets or in small restaurants that some-
times develop next to the gardens. 

This project has played a significant role in strengthening Slow Food in Africa. 
To date, more than 3,000 gardens have been established in 35 countries, in-
volving more than 50,000 people. 

10 Essential Ingredients for a Slow Food Garden
 

1. They are created by a community. 

The gardens bring together and value the capacities of all community mem-
bers, uniting different generations and social groups (village or school asso-
ciations, local administrators, and non-profit organizations). They recover the 
wisdom of older generations, make the most of the energy and creativity of 
younger people, and benefit from the skills of experts. 

2. They are based on observation. 

Before planting a garden, it is necessary to learn about, observe, and get to 
know the local terrain, varieties, and water sources. The garden must be adapt-
ed to its surroundings and local materials should be used to make fencing, 
compost bins, and nurseries. 

3. They do not need a large amount of space. 

By looking creatively at the space available, it is possible to find somewhere 
to put a food garden in the most unlikely places: on a roof, by the side of a 
footpath, and so on. 
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www.fondazioneslowfood.com/en/what-we-do/10-000-gardens-in-africa-2/

4. They are gardens of biodiversity. 

Slow Food gardens are places for local biodiversity, which has adapted to the 
climate and terrain thanks to human selection. These nutritious and hardy va-
rieties of vegetables, medicinal plants, culinary herbs, and fruits trees (e.g. ba-
nanas, mangos, citrus) do not need chemical fertilizers and pesticides. 

5. They produce their own seeds. 

Seeds are selected and reproduced by the communities. This means that ev-
ery year the plants become stronger and better suited to the local area and 
money does not need to be spent on buying packets of seeds. 

6. They are cultivated using sustainable methods. 

Natural remedies based on herbs, flowers, or ash are used to combat harmful 
insects or diseases. 

7. They save water. 

Once again, an approach based on observation and creativity is fundamental. 
Sometimes it only takes a gutter, tank, or cistern to collect rainwater to resolve 
seemingly insurmountable problems and avoid more expensive solutions. 

8. They are open-air classrooms. 

Food gardens offer an excellent opportunity for teaching adults and children 
alike about local plant varieties, promoting a healthy and varied diet, explain-
ing how to avoid using chemicals, and giving value to the craft of farmers. 

9. They are useful, but also fun. 

Food gardens are a simple and inexpensive way of providing healthy and nutri-
tious food. But even in the most remote villages and the poorest schools, Slow 
Food gardens are also a place for games, celebrations, and fun. 

10. They are networked together. 

Neighboring gardens exchange seeds, while those farther away exchange 
ideas and information. The coordinators meet, write to each other, and collab-
orate. “Twinnings” between schools and convivia from all over the world allow 
the creation of new gardens across the continent. 

https://www.fondazioneslowfood.com/en/what-we-do/10-000-gardens-in-africa-2/
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The Slow Food 
Chefs’Alliance

The Alliance project started in Italy in 2009 and, so far, has spread to 
20 other countries, from The Netherlands to USA, and from Mexico 
to Kenya.

Its objectives are: 

•	 to inspire the creation and strengthening of direct relation-
ships (of work, collaboration, friendship, and solidarity) be-
tween chefs and food producers.  

•	 to promote Presidia and Ark of Taste products, as well as 
good, clean and fair products made locally on a small 
scale, thus protecting food biodiversity at risk of extinction.  

•	 to communicate about small-scale farms and artisanal 
food producers and raise their profile.  

•	 to develop and strengthen the Slow Food network in local 
communities, bringing producers, chefs, and restaurateurs 
closer to the Slow Food values.  

•	 to promote local gastronomic traditions and artisanal 
knowledge.  

•	 to raise awareness about the need to make sustainable 
consumption choices.  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•	 to translate Slow Food’s international campaigns (Slow 
Fish, against food waste and GMOs, in favor of biodiversity 
and raw milk cheeses, to protect agricultural landscapes, 
etc.) into concrete, everyday actions.  

•	 to provide concrete support to the Slow Food projects to 
protect biodiversity and the activities of the Terra Madre 
network.  

The participating chefs have diverse backgrounds and cooking styles, but they 
all share a commitment to protecting agricultural biodiversity and safeguard-
ing gastronomic knowledge and local cultures. They always source quality 
ingredients (local, sustainable, and seasonal) and communicate the origin of 
their products and the names of the producers who supply them. 

For updated data see: 

www.fondazioneslowfood.com/en/what-we-do/ slow-food-chefs-alliance/ 

www.fondazioneslowfood.com/en/nazioni-alleanza/kenya-en/

https://www.fondazioneslowfood.com/en/what-we-do/%20slow-food-chefs-alliance/%20%20
https://www.fondazioneslowfood.com/en/nazioni-alleanza/kenya-en/
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about  
slow food kenya

The Slow Food Convivia Association of Kenya (hereinafter referred to 
as Slow Food Kenya or SFK) is part of Slow Food, a global, grassroots 
organization, founded in 1989 to prevent the disappearance of local 
food cultures and traditions, counteract the rise of fast life, and com-

bat people’s dwindling interest in the food they eat, where it comes from, and 
how our food choices affect the world around us.

Slow Food Kenya started its activities in 2004 after the first edition of Terra Ma-
dre Salone del Gusto (an international food and agriculture event that brings 
together producers and artisans of the food industry from around the world 
every 2 years in Turin, Italy). It was officially registered in 2014 and launched 
in 2015. Today SFK brings together 28 local chapters (called convivia) and 60 
food communities that are spread in different areas across the country. Its main 
activities focus on the defense of food biodiversity, sustainable agriculture, 
and the promotion of local and traditional food. It supports small-scale far-
mers, fishers, and herders as they rediscover or enhance traditional techniques 
and helps them to promote their food culture with pride and dignity by ensu-
ring that everyone has access to good, clean and fair food. 

The association has actively participated in different projects over the years. 
Through the Ark of Taste project, 75 products that are at risk of disappearing 
from Kenya’s food culture have been identified and catalogued with the aim 
of pointing out their existence, drawing attention to the risk of their becoming 
extinct or abandoned within a few generations, and inviting Kenyans to take 
action to help protect them. Eight Slow Food Presidia have been established 
in the country, for Ogiek Honey, Molo Mushunu Chicken, Nzoia River Reed 
Salt, Lare Pumpkin, Molo Sheep, Pokot Ash Yoghurt, Mau Forest Dried Nettles, 
and Red Maasai Sheep. The aim of the Presidia is to sustain quality products 
at risk of extinction, protect unique ecosystems, recover traditional processing 
methods, and safeguard local breeds and plant varieties. Slow Food Kenya 
is also involved in Slow Food’s flagship project 10,000 Gardens in Africa. This 
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initiative aims to create 10,000 good, clean and fair food gardens in African 
schools, villages, and urban areas to guarantee availability of fresh and healthy 
food to communities. More than 400 gardens have already been established 
in Kenya. The Slow Food Chef’s Alliance is a network of chefs helping to de-
fend food biodiversity across the world. It unites chefs from restaurants, hotels, 
canteens, and other food outlets. The chefs support the Slow Food projects 
by buying and using products from the Ark of Taste and Presidia. The Chef’s 
Alliance in Kenya unites 10 chefs from Nakuru, Kiambu, and Nairobi counties 
who are working closely with small-scale farmers and food outlets to promote 
Kenyan gastronomy. Food and Taste Education seeks to reawaken our sen-
ses and increase our understanding of where our food comes from, how it is 
produced, and by whom. Adults and children learn to appreciate the cultural 
and social importance of food. Food and Taste Education activities continue to 
play a critical role in creating awareness about the differences between quality 
products and standardized, mass-produced alternatives in Kenya. 
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notes
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Chepkilumnda is a traditional green leafy vegetable grown in differ-
ent areas of Kenya. This particular ecotype is cultivated mostly in the 
Olenguruone area of southwestern Kenya. It is grown by local people 
in kitchen gardens along with other vegetables for home consump-

tion. The positive characteristics of this vegetable are a prolonged harvest and 
resistance to pests, diseases, and drought.

The plant is propagated by use of cuttings that are either bought or shared 
among farmers. The cuttings (about 20 centimeters long) are usually prepared 
and planted at the beginning of the rainy season. After 2-3 weeks, the cuttings 

Chepkilumnda1N. 

This variety grows up to 1 meter in 
height and has light green leaves. 
It is an erect annual herb, often 
branched, with lobed leaves that 

are smaller than to those of other 
brassicas.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

similar to spinach but 
more bitter.

hard/tough and fibrous

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

vegetables 

production area indigenous community

Olenguruone, 
Nakuru County 

(Rift Valley)
Kipsigis 

(Kalenjin)

harvest

It takes 3-4 months before 
leaves can be harvested.

At the beginning of the rainy 
season (mainly in late March 
or early April) 

sow

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

boiled, stewed, 
steamed

l e a v e s

Brassica oleracea var. acephala DC.
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This crop has been in use for over twenty years. It is eaten especially during 
the harvest period, used for bridewealth payment, and served for circumcision 
ceremonies. It is mainly associated with the Kalenjin people. It is a crop linked 
to local food security for its ability to stay in the fields for long periods and its 
disease resistance. Presumably, this type of leafy vegetable was used in famine 
times, when the other, better-tasting types were not available.

Chepkilumnda is grown for both home consumption and for sale in the market 
because it generates good income. Chepkilumnda continues to thrive during 
the dry season, which means that there are still vegetables for the family to 
eat and sell.

Chepkilumnda is one of the traditional crops cultivated in Olengurone School 
Garden. This project was started in 2005 with support from NECOFA (Network 
for Ecofarming in Africa), the Slow Food Foundation for Biodiversity, and the 
Slow Food Central Rift Convivium. The project aims to provide students with 
skills to work in the agriculture sector using a sustainable approach.

Farmers grow the crop both for family use and for sale, but the introduction of 
hybrid varieties in the area is threatening the future of chepkilumnda. Lack of 
a ready market for chepkilumnda gives hybrid varieties the upper hand, there-
by threatening this local plant. Chepkilumnda is also facing competition from 
other leafy vegetables. 

The leaves are eaten steamed and served together with ugali, a porridge-like 
dish made with different types of flour, preferably millet. They can also be 
boiled, fried with onions and tomatoes, and served with meat. On some oc-
casions chepkilumnda is cooked together with other leafy vegetables such as 
black nightshade. 

The cooked leaves have a characteristic sharp odor and are not bitter. Chepki-
lumnda has low acid levels and is ideal for people suffering from peptic ulcers. 

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

start to sprout. Tools used during the preparation of the cuttings include a sharp 
knife (for cutting off the stem from the parent plant) and a panga machete (for 
loosening the soil to ease planting).

nominator:  Austine Mathu
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This traditional mango variety, maembe ma kimunyi as it is known lo-
cally, is sometimes also called kasikeu in Ukambani, a stretch of ter-
ritory between Nairobi and Mombasa. 

The tree is successfully grown in a wide range of soils: It does well in 
sandy soils as well as on loam, black cotton, and even murram soils, depending 
on elevation. The requirements for good development of the trees are deep soil 
(at least 3 meters), adequate rainfall (500-1,000 millimetres), good drainage, 
and a suitable elevation (sea level to 1,200 meters). The plant grows into a huge 
evergreen tree that takes up to five years to begin producing fruits. 

Kimunyi Mango
(Kasikeu Mango, Maembe ma Kimunyi)

2N. 

The fruits are green in color 
when unripe. Ripe fruits may 

stay green or develop shades of 
orange (with or without patches 

of green). The fruit contains a 
single, small seed.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

sweet taste, even sweeter 
than hybrid varieties 
produced in the area.

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

fruits and nuts 

production area indigenous community

Makueni, Kitui, and Machakos 
Counties, Ukambani 

(Eastern Kenya)
Akamba / Kamba

harvest

Dry season 
(December - April)

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

fresh fruit 
eaten raw

f r u i t

Mangifera indica L.
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The legendary sweetness of the kimunyi mango is referenced in a phrase 
shared by lovers in Ukambani, which translates to “you are as sweet as a 
kimyuni mango.” This variety in particular is often given as a gift to loved ones. 
Traditionally kimunyi mangoes were eaten in season and used to make juice. 
The juice was then served to guests during special occasions such as naming 
and marriage ceremonies. It was also served to pregnant women. 

The kimunyi mango and other local varieties are highly valued for home con-
sumption in rural Eastern Kenya. It is produced and consumed by the Akamba 
people in Kasikeu. According to the local people, kimunyi trees are compar-
atively drought tolerant and less susceptible to pests and diseases than the 
improved varieties.

Current production is mainly for home consumption, with extra mangoes sold 
to neighbors and at the market if there are enough. Unfortunately mango pro-
duction in Kenya is dominated by a few commercial cultivars. For this reason 
small-fruited local mango landraces are declining significantly and are threat-
ened by genetic erosion.

The kimunyi mango variety is rare and grows best in Makueni County in south-
ern Kenya. Despite the fact that this variety produces good harvests for over 
30 years, if a tree grows to a size considered too large, many farmers will chop 
it down and replace it with smaller hybrid trees that are faster to produce fruit 
but whose fruit is less sweet. Also, many of these hybrids are grafted onto ki-
munyi mango rootstock, meaning that the pure tree and its distinctive fruit are 
becoming more and more rare.

The pulp of ripe mangoes, when not eaten fresh, can be processed into juice. 
Fruits eaten before they are ripe, however, are quite sour.

Today people are trying to add value to mangoes by chopping them into small 
pieces, drying them, and storing them so that they can be eaten out of season. 

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

This variety is quite hardy and is resistant to pests, disease, and drought: It is 
often used as rootstock for grafting other, hybrid mango varieties. The fruit rip-
ens very late compared to other varieties. Tools used in cultivation include the 
jembe (hoe), spades, local wooden wheelbarrows, a pruning panga (machete), 
and a grafting knife. Kimunyi mangoes are handpicked, collected in baskets, 
and transported home using wheelbarrows or carried on the back. 
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K ionza is grown in the sandy soils of Usemei and Ngaku villages in 
Makueni County. This plant is an excellent nitrogen fixer. It grows 
into a large, tree-like shrub, producing lots of branches and giving 
high yields. Pigeon pea does well in temperatures of 18-38°C. It re-

quires an annual rainfall of 600-1,000 millimeters. Seeds are planted directly 
in a deep, ploughed garden, at a spacing of 35-50 centimeters by 75-150 cm, 
and a depth of about 10 cm. The crop is usually cut near the ground when most 
pods are mature, or the mature pods are picked individually. Green pods are 
picked over a long period in home gardens. After the harvest the stems are 
cut back to facilitate regrowth. The seeds are shared or bought for cultivation. 

Kionza
(Pigeon Pea)
3N. 

Pods are 10 centimeters long, 
straight or slightly curved, with 

a hairy surface, green (often 
streaked with red), dark brown, 
or purplish black. One pod has 
an average of seven peas inside, 

which have a green surface, 
turning light brown when dried.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

nutty 

crisp

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

legumes

production area indigenous community

Usemei and Ngaku villages, 
Makueni County 
(Eastern Kenya)

Akamba / Kamba;
Mijikenda 

harvest

July - August October - November 

sow

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

boiled, stewed

g r e e n  p o d s , 
g r e e n  p e a s , 

d r y  p e a s

Cajanus cajan (L.) Millsp.
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There are games in kionza-growing areas associated with these peas and their 
harvest, played across generations. In one, people give their competitors each a 
pod that contains seven peas. Because these pods are quite common, there is 
a lively exchange of the pods between players, as they trade and shell the peas 
to prepare a meal. Bets are made and winners get rewards. Another competition 
tries to find the fastest shellers, and losers have to “pay” the number of kionza 
pods that they lost by. These games are often played by families and are a time in 
which grandparents tell stories and pass down knowledge to their grandchildren. 

Kionza is very important because it is drought resistant, well adapted to Makue-
ni County’s climate, and, more importantly, because it fixes nitrogen in the soil 
and generates some income for small-scale farmers. It also has many tradi-
tional medicinal uses. For example, young leaves are applied to sores, herpes, 
and itches, and are also used to treat diabetes. It is believed that this product 
has the ability to prevent anemia and that it has anti-inflammatory properties.

Kionza peas are mainly cultivated for home consumption, with growers keep-
ing this variety for their families while selling other pigeon pea varieties.

The production of kionza has been in decline due to low yields, the fact that it 
is labor intensive, and a lack of buyers. It is believed that this is due to the fact 
that this variety failed to meet consumers’ preferences and because of its sen-
sitivity to insects and pathogens. Stored kionza seeds are susceptible to insect 
infestation, and therefore seed viability deteriorates rapidly during storage and 
causes considerable economic loss. 

Kionza peas are larger and cook faster than other, similar legumes. The peas 
are cooked together with local kinyaanya maize in a dish called muthokoi, and 
are also used to make kitau, a soft dish made with the addition of cooked cas-
sava that is popular with babies and the elderly. 

In the coastal region where the peas are not a main crop, the Mijikenda com-
munity uses the peas to make mahamri ya baazi, traditional Swahili doughnuts 
that are puffy and golden brown. They are made by combining pigeon peas 
with coconut milk, flour, sugar, and yeast, and are spiced with cardamom. The 
sweet is a local favorite breakfast snack. 

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

Tools used are the jembe (hoe), panga (machete), and baskets or sacks for 
harvesting and threshing.

nominator:  Priscillah Nzamalu
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Kunde (cowpea) is a climbing, spreading, or erect annual herb in 
the legume family. The main areas in which the crop is grown are 
Mutyamba, Kiboko, and Kithasyu, all to the east or southeast of Nai-
robi. This Cowpea thrives in dry environments with as little as 300 

millimeters of rainfall. The deep root system of the cowpea helps stabilize the 
soil and the leaves cover the ground, preventing moisture from evaporating.

Kunde is usually intercropped with cereals such as maize, pulses such as 
beans, and roots and tubers. Cowpeas can be grown as either an annual or 

Kunde4N. 

The pods are long, smooth, 
and cylindrical. Inside there 

are 8-20 seeds, which are 
small (5-12 millimeters wide), 

round, and cream colored. The 
seeds have a distinct white eye 

surrounded by a dark ring.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

it tastes like squash.

firm

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

legumes

production area indigenous community

Mutyamba, Kiboko, 
and Kithasyu, Makueni County 

(Eastern Kenya)
Akamba / Kamba

harvest

Flowering and fruiting begin 
2 months after sowing. The seeds 
mature in 80-100 days.

Rainy season 
(starting from March)

sow

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

boiled, stewed

g r e e n  a n d  d r y 
s e e d s ,  l e a v e s

Vigna unguiculata (L.) Walp.
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Kunde is highly valued in Makueni County for its fast growth after rains or with 
irrigation. The crop is resistant to diseases, pests, and drought. It withstands harsh 
climactic conditions and can be produced year round when sufficiently watered, 
ensuring a continuous food supply for families and communities. 

The plant is a very good source of tender, dark green leaves that are rich in iron, 
vitamin E, and vitamin K, and are used as a food by humans, insects, rodents, 
rabbits, goats, sheep, cattle, and tortoises. The bean pods, both green and dried, 
can be used as feed for livestock, especially during dry seasons, and increase 
milk production in goats and cattle. 

Kunde was eaten on different occasions, including childbirth and initiation cere-
monies, and was offered to nursing mothers for strength. 

In Makueni County, cowpeas are mainly grown for home consumption, though a 
few people sell the leaves if there are extras.

This crop is produced almost exclusively by small-scale farmers and the seeds 
are susceptible to damage from weevils if not stored properly, leaving farmers 
with nothing to plant the following season and reducing the production area.

In recent times, changes in temperature patterns have affected the yield and 
seed quality of cowpea. Both the quality and quantity of cowpeas are affected by 
the amount and distribution of rainfall.

The dried seeds, fresh seeds, pods, leaves, and young stems are edible. 
Leaves and seeds of the cowpea are widely used as a food. They are eaten 
with ugali or mashed with maize and potatoes or other legumes.

The seeds are cooked with maize or often made into a rich stew, called 
muthokoi, which is eaten with ugali or other foods. To make this dish, the beans 
are boiled, fried, and finally stewed. Akamba mothers consume this dish while 
nursing. Cooking is done over a three-stone fireplace. 

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

a perennial and have a short vegetative cycle, requiring only about 2 months 
for flowering and fruiting. Neem seed powder is used to protect the seeds in 
place of chemical pesticides. 
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The Lare Pumpkin is a local variety from Lare village in the Rift Valley 
region. It is a creeping, climbing plant with broad leaves and exten-
sive vines. It does well in areas with annual rainfall ranging from 600-
900 millimeters, at elevations below 2,200 metres, in loamy, silty, 

and alluvial soils. Sowing is done directly into the field by hand at a spacing of 
about 2 meters. The tool used for cultivation is the jembe (hoe). This pumpkin 
is usually cultivated with other vegetable species. 

The Lare Pumpkin has a high yield. Both the fruit and the leaves are edible. This 
variety is well adapted to local conditions and provides good mulch for the soil. 

Lare Pumpkin5N. 

Fruits are oval in shape and 
vary in size, with the average 

weight ranging from 3-5 
kilograms. The skin is light 

green with white stripes and 
it has orange flesh. The seeds 

are large and white.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

The pulp is sweet.

Once cooked, it has a 
consistency similar to 
that of sweet potato.

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

vegetables

production area

Lare village, 
Njoro District 

(Rift Valley)

harvest

The crop is ready 6 months 
after sowing.

During the rainy season. 

sow

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

beverages, boiled, 
baked

f r u i t , 
l e a v e s ,  s e e d s

drying, flour

w a y s  o f 
p r e s e r v i n g

Cucurbita maxima Duchesne
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Lare is located on the eastern edge of the Mau Forest, East Africa’s largest 
montane forest, in the dry highlands of the Rift Valley, an area that has expe-
rienced dramatic changes in rainfall patterns in recent years, bringing great 
concern for future food security. In an effort to remain resilient in a hostile envi-
ronment, farmers in the Lare region have embraced pumpkin farming because 
this crop performs well in water-stressed areas, ensuring food security. The 
product is fed to infants because of its high nutritional value. It is normally con-
sumed around the time of childbirth, by both infant and mother, and during ini-
tiation ceremonies. Locals believe that eating pumpkin helps increase a man’s 
sexual prowess. In addition, the crop provides income for the producers, as it 
is sold in the local markets and neighboring regions. It is easy to transport and 
it can last a long time without losing its nutritional value. It is also used in local 
hotels along with other products to make mixed dishes. Pumpkin flour is also 
in high demand.

Rainfall has become increasingly erratic as a result of climate change. The de-
creased quality of land due to drought has caused massive crop failures. But 
the Lare Pumpkin is resistant to harsh conditions, thus becoming an important 
source of food and income for farmers. However, production of this crop is 
threatened by the introduction of non-native varieties, which are faster grow-
ing and more productive.

The Lare Pumpkin has many uses. The leaves are used as a vegetable in many 
dishes such as kimito, which also includes potatoes and broad beans. Due to 
its highly nutritious properties, it is also used in making light food for infants 
and the elderly. 

The orange flesh of the pumpkins is used in different dishes, either boiled or 
in the form of flour, to enhance color and add nutrition. Pumpkin flour is mixed 
with wheat flour and used in making chapati bread and maandazi (doughnuts). 
Pumpkins are also used to make a juice, and the seeds are eaten boiled or dried 
and milled to make a flour that is used in porridge and for medicinal purposes.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

In addition, the flowers attract bees, which increase pollination of other crops. 
Traditionally, the pumpkins were stored in pits in the earth, wrapped in dry 
grass. Today granaries are used. The seeds are kept for planting the following 
year, and for exchanging with other farmers. 

More information about the presidium on page 188
Nominator: Leah Wanjiku Kinita, Samson Kiiru Ngugi
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Mambuyu
(Mabuyu)

6N. 

Mambuyu is locally referred to as “our wild coffee” by people of the 
Akamba tribe in the dry area of Machakos, in southern Kenya. It 
is made from dehydrated seeds of the baobab tree (Adansonia 
digitata), locally called mbuyu (Swahili) or muamba (Kamba).

category

fruits and nuts; distilled 
and fermented beverages

production area indigenous community

Machakos County 
(Eastern Kenya) 

Akamba / Kamba

i n g r e d i e n t s p r e p a r a t i o n  m e t h o d 

Baobab seeds

Water

To make this product, baobab fruits are opened and the seeds are 
separated from the pulp, peeled, sundried, and roasted in a pan. They 
are then ground into a fine powder in a handmade wooden mortar. 
Finally, the ground seeds are boiled with water to produce a hot 
beverage drunk in the mornings like coffee. The seeds can also be 
fermented to create an alcoholic drink enjoyed by elders.

Adansonia digitata L.
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The baobab tree plays an important role in Akamba traditions and beliefs. It is 
said that the name “Akamba” is strictly linked to the baobab tree. The Akamba 
people came to the Machakos area through Kikumbuliu, where there were 
many muamba trees.

Among the Akamba, this tree was used as an ithembo (a place of sacrifice) and 
hence was considered a sacred tree. 

Akamba people also use the bark of this tree in traditional medicine to treat 
fever in children. According to a local belief, baobab trees should not be de-
barked during or just before the rainy season for fear of causing drought.

Pregnant Akamba women once commonly drank mambuyu for its nutritional 
value (It is an important souce of Vitamin C). Mambuyu is also among the tra-
ditional gifts brought to a home after a baby is born. The drink is said to be an 
excellent source of energy, providing people with the energy to travel long 
distances for trading. Because coffee used to be expensive the Akamba peo-
ple believe that mambuyu is a gift from God, and so the locals used to water 
the baobab trees every morning to take care of them.

Today mambuyu is produced mainly for personal or community use, though 
the prepared drink can occasionally be found at local markets. Baobab seeds 
can also be purchased locally for preparation of the drink, instead of being 
harvested directly. However, consumption of mambuyu is in decline, and it is 
considered underappreciated and unknown by many people, despite its nu-
tritional value.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

The baobab tree belongs to the family Malvaceae. It can grow up to 25 meters 
in height and may live for hundreds of years. It produces fruits 20-30 cen-
timeters long with an ovoid, green, woody shell. Inside are numerous hard, 
reddish-brown seeds covered with a yellowish pulp. The ripe fruit pulp has a 
slightly sour taste. The seeds are harvested twice a year, in February and in 
December, and often children, who like the color of the seeds, assist in the 
harvesting.
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The stinging nettle is a perennial plant from the family Urticaceae that 
grows best in forest margins, clearings, or along streams and in other 
disturbed areas. It is often found adjacent to dwellings or cattle pens. 
It thrives in warm and cool climates in fertile soils. The young leaves 

are preferred for food, so the management of this plant involves frequent prun-
ing to encourage regrowth. The plant is covered with irritating hairs: The sting is 
harsher in dry weather than when it rains. 

Mau Forest 
Dried Nettles
7N. 

The leaves are large and 
heart shaped, the small green 

flowers are borne on clusters 
arising from the leaf axils, 

and the fruit is small, round, 
and flat. 

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

Fresh nettles tend 
to have a grassy, 

spinach-like taste, 
while dried nettles are 

slightly bitter.

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

spices, wild herbs 
and condiments

production area indigenous community

Karirikania village, 
Molo District, 
Nakuru County 

(Rift Valley)

Gikuyu / Kikuyu

harvest

Stinging nettles grow from 
mid-March to June and from 
September to October.

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

boiled, stewed, 
herbal tea

l e a v e s ,  r o o t s

drying

w a y s  o f 
p r e s e r v i n g

Urtica massaica Mildbr.
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For generations, indigenous communities of the Mau forest in the Rift Valley 
have gathered leaves and herbs from the local area, including nettles, which 
have always been an important ingredient in Kenyan cuisine.

Stinging nettles are preferred because they are easily available during the dry 
seasons when other vegetables are not in production. They are used within the 
family unit as a vegetable to accompany the main dishes, for the elderly, and 
also for weaning babies. Herbalists use them to make local medication. Leaves 
are used in traditional medicine for treating anemia, fainting, colds, and back-
ache. They are also used for feeding livestock and for treating cows affected 
with milk fever disease. 

Stinging nettles are recommended as a dietary supplement for nursing moth-
ers (the leaves contain 6% protein and 3.5% minerals and are a rich source of 
iron and vitamin A).

The stinging nettle provides an important source of income for the local com-
munity. While the leaves of young plants are mainly sold fresh at local mar-
kets, the dried nettles in powdered form have a wider market and are sold all 
year round.

Since the early 1980s, the use of nettles has drastically declined. This is due to 
increasing deforestation and the erosion of knowledge regarding their culinary 
use. For these reasons, in recent years a group of women has started to grow 
nettles in the Molo highlands at an elevation of 2,000-3,000 meters, with the 
best results being obtained on very fertile land in specific areas where cattle 
once grazed. 

The leaves feature in many traditional Gikuyu recipes, such as mukimo, prepared 
using mashed potatoes, corn, beans, and nettles. Together with millet flour, they 
are used in the local porridge. They are also used as a fresh vegetable, as a me-
dicinal herb, and as an herbal tea. The roots are used to make soup. 

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

The nettles are harvested manually, immediately immersed in water to soften 
the stinging effect, and then sold, either fresh or after being dried (they are 
dried in the shade because the sun affects their attractive bright green color) 
and ground to make a powder. 

More information about the presidium on page 189
nominator: Salome Njeri Mwangi, Samson Kiiru Ngugi
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M itoo (slenderleaf in English) is an annual or perennial herb in the 
legume family (Fabaceae) and is native to tropical Africa. The 
word “mitoo” comes from the Luo language and refers to Cro-
atalaria brevidens and C. ochroleuca, both of which have a lower 

degree of toxicity than many other species of Crotalaria and are therefore suit-
able for human consumption. The two species differ in terms of both taste and 
the size of their leaves: C. brevidens is more bitter and has smaller leaves than 
C. ochroleuca (10x2 centimeres versus 13x3 cm). 

The leaves are green, either simple 
or compound with three leaflets. 

The numerous yellow flowers become 
tough-skinned, inflated seed pods. 
The number of seeds contained in a 
single pod depends on the species 

and ranges from 5 to 50. The seeds 
are kidney shaped and their color 
varies from olive green to yellow-

orange or brown.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

Slightly to very bitter, 
depending on the variety.

The cooked leaves have 
a slimy texture.

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

vegetables

production area indigenous community

Nakuru County  
(Rift Valley)

Luo

harvest

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

boiled, stewed

y o u n g  l e a v e s 
a n d  s h o o t s

harvest

Eight weeks after it has sproutedRainy season / Spontaneous

sow

Mitoo  
(Slenderleaf)
8N. 

Crotalaria brevidens Benth.
Crotalaria ochroleuca G. Don.
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Mitoo leaves and shoots are prepared in a similar way to other traditional leafy 
vegetables. Because of its decidedly bitter taste and mucilaginous consisten-
cy, mitoo is consumed in small quantities and often combined with other veg-
etables including murere (Corchorus olitorius). Together with some ugali, mitoo 
often accompanies stewed meat. In the rural areas of Nakuru County (and 
more generally in Western Kenya), women soak the previously boiled leaves 
and sprouts in cow’s milk or buttermilk (mala), leaving them to ferment for 3 
days. In this way it is possible to improve the flavor of the vegetable (reducing 
the bitter taste) and preserve it for a long time, after which the leaves can be 
fried or combined with soups and stews. 

In the food culture of peoples from Central and Western Kenya, the consump-
tion of leafy vegetables (especially wild and bitter herbs) including mitoo is 
particularly important among older women. They are among the few people 
holding the necessary knowledge to collect and prepare these products. The 
preference for this type of herb has played an important role in the conserva-
tion of these species. In addition to its taste, women appreciate mitoo for its 
slimy and mucilaginous consistency. This characteristic is associated with vari-
ous healing properties including the lubrication of limbs and the ability to ease 
labor. Mitoo also plays an important ecological role within the local agricultural 
systems: Being a legume, it fixes nitrogen in the soil and ensures an excellent 
fodder source for livestock. Mitoo harvesting is managed almost exclusively 
by women and is for domestic needs. Only surpluses are sold, with sale taking 
place mainly in the local markets of rural areas.

Mitoo consumption is limited due to several factors. On one hand, the available 
quantity is reducing due to  prolonged drought periods and its cultivation is no 
longer common in Nakuru County. On the other hand, the change in eating habits 
among younger people, as well as their migration to urban centers, means that the 
knowledge and practices linked to this traditional plant and no longer passed on.

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

The plant grows spontaneously among bushes, in the forest (often near the 
termite mounds), in pastures, and in cultivated fields. It is occasionally culti-
vated on a small scale. In several rural areas of Nakuru County, including Molo 
and the mountainous areas of the Naivasha district, women familiar with this 
species collect young leaves and shoots that grow wild at the edges of fields 
or forests bordering the villages.
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The origin of arabica coffee has been traced to southwestern and 
southern Ethiopia, where it grows spontaneously in the understory 
of mountain rainforests. It is now becoming rare in its wild form. How-
ever, there are two places where wild arabica coffee can be found 

outside Ethiopia: Kenya and Mount Boma (in South Sudan). 

Mount Marsabit 
Wild Arabica Coffee

9N. 

The fruit is a drupe 10-15 
millimeters in diameter, 

maturing from bright red 
to purple, and typically 
containing two seeds.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

Bright citrus acidity 
and chocolate flavor

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

harvest

May to July: early crop 
September to December: main (late) crop

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

ground and used for 
preparing coffee

s e e d s

fermented, dried 
and roasted

w a y s  o f 
p r e s e r v i n g

category

coffee

production area

Mount Marsabit, 
Marsabit County 
(Eastern Kenya)

Coffea arabica L.



45

f
r

u
i

t
s

 
a

n
d

 
v

e
g

e
t

a
b

l
e

s

Mount Marsabit is a basaltic shield volcano near the town of Marsabit in Eastern 
Kenya. It is an ecologically and socio-economically important ecosystem, locat-
ed in the Marsabit National Reserve, established by the Kenyan Government in 
1948. The forested mountain is surrounded by a vast area of open dry savannah, 
thus attracting a variety of wildlife, and is the only source of permanent surface 
water in the region. 

Communities living around the forest utilize it for fuel, timber, and medicinal 
plants. They also obtain all their water from the wells and springs fed by the for-
est. Mount Marsabit forest is the only area in Kenya where Coffea arabica occurs 
in wild populations, though it isn’t clear whether it is native or a naturalized occur-
rence. Wild Coffea arabica is among the species of interest to conservationists in 
this forest, and likely played an important role in coffee domestication in Kenya.

Wild coffee has been known to fetch good prices in the international market due 
to its connection to the territory, which gives it its unique characteristics. As a wild 
variety, Mount Marsabit coffee probably contains genes for resistance to various 
coffee diseases.

Mount Marsabit wild arabica coffee production is under threat from climate 
change. In addition, like many forests in Kenya, the Mount Marsabit forest is 
under threat due to illegal encroachment, unsustainable harvesting practic-
es, poor management, and degradation by dependent communities. This puts 
the future of the local coffee plants’ vital genetic resources at risk, and Mount 
Marsabit coffee could soon disappear. This resource will be conserved if it can 
be transformed into real benefits for the communities living in the area.

Wild coffee seeds are used in the preparation of homemade coffee. Process-
ing involves separating the fruit pulp from the seeds. Seed are separated from 
the fruit pulp by squeezing the fruits in water. The seeds are washed, dried, 
and pounded in a mortar to remove the seed wall. Finally the coffee is roasted 
in pans and ground or pounded.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

In Kenya, wild arabica coffee was found in the Marsabit Forest, at an elevation 
of 1,500-1,550 meters. Arabica coffee can still be seen here, growing in the un-
derstory and occurring in higher densities in open patches where it competes 
well with other shrubs and small trees.
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Mukenea is found in most parts of Kenya in dry woodlands, bush-
lands, or grasslands, often near termite mounds and in rocky 
areas on the coast. It grows in well-drained red clay soils from 
sea level to 1,800 meters, in areas with an average daytime tem-

perature of 12-32°C and a mean annual rainfall of 800-1,400 millimeters. It is a 
spiny deciduous tree. It can grow from 1.5-10 meters tall; the bole can be 15-
40 centimeters in diameter and is conical with large woody spines up to 2 cm 
long; the crown is narrow and the branches are hanging.

Mukenea10N. 

Fruits are almost globose 
follicles, 5-8 millimeters 

long, glandular, pitted and 
pinkish; the stipe is up to 1.5 

mm long. The seeds are ovoid, 
black and shiny, and 5-7 mm 

in diameter.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

leaves have a strong 
lemon aroma.

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

spice, wild herbs and condiments; 
tea and infusions

production area indigenous community

Eastern Kenya Akamba / Kamba

harvest

March, July – August

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

boiled, herbal tea, 
condiments

b a r k ,  f r u i t , 
l e a v e s ,  r o o t s

Zanthoxylum chalybeum Engl.

drying 

w a y s  o f 
p r e s e r v i n g
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Mukenea has been used as food, tea, and medicine since at least the 16th 
century. This plant is strongly linked to the Akamba community of Eastern Ken-
ya, the third largest Bantu-speaking tribe in Kenya.

The Akamba people of Ukambani have a rich ethnomedical knowledge based 
on their cumulative experiences in time and space. The Akamba people con-
tinue to identify medically useful plants in their environment. Different parts of 
mukunea are still used in local folk medicine. Root and bark decoctions are 
used to treat menorrhagia, malaria, arthritis, and colds. Leaf infusions are used 
to relieve peptic ulcers and headaches. Root decoctions are administered to 
treat amoebic dysentery. Root powder is used against chest pains and coughs. 
The leaf infusion is used to bathe a patient suffering from convulsions. The 
product was consumed during birth ceremonies among the Akamba commu-
nity. Pregnant women were given an herbal tea prepared from the leaves to 
ease child-birth. It was consumed throughout the year and considered both a 
food and a medicine by the community.

Mukenea is not commonly found in local markets in Kenya, but mainly har-
vested for home consumption. Sometimes, herbal medicines using mukenea 
are sold. However, because of its food and medicinal values, this native plant 
faces threats of overharvesting if the wild trees are not maintained. Attention 
to the growth cycle of mukenea and responsible harvesting methods must be 
considered to preserve this plant for future generations.

Mukenea’s leaves, fruit, bark, and roots are used to make a medicinal tea that 
is believed to calm stomach aches and cure coughs, colds, chest pain, asth-
ma, sore throats, wounds, malaria pneumonia, fever, and headaches. The bark 
is also used for flavoring soup. An infusion of the fruits or leaves is given as a 
tonic to children. The crushed leaves are applied to snakebites. 

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

Propagation is done by seed or with cuttings. Seeds are planted as soon as 
they are ripe. Harvesting is done throughout the year. Bark from the stem 
and roots is harvested by cutting and uprooting, respectively. The leaves and 
stems are sundried to increase their shelf life. The fruits are never stored as 
they lose viability quickly.

Nominator: Priscillah Nzamalu
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Mukombero is a forest plant with aromatic roots from the family 
Apocynaceae. It is a perennial, woody, rather robust and vig-
orous climber that grows from a large tuberous rootstock. The 
plant grows as a climber and the basal portion of the stem is 

Mukombero
(Mkombela, White’s Ginger)

11N. 

A perennial, woody climber (liana 
or shrub) with a large, tuberous 

rootstock producing stems up to 8 
meters long. The leaves are large (10-
30 centimeters), ovate with a cordate 
base, and green. The petiole and veins 

are often reddish. The roots are 
pale yellow to brown on the outside 
and white to pale yellow inside. The 
flowers, which have an unpleasant 

odor, have five petals ranging in color 
from pale yellow to reddish-purple. 

The fruit is a pair of large, pale green, 
cucumber-shaped follicles. It is almost 

woody and contains many seeds. 

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

The roots are bitter 
and aromatic and taste 
like a mix of ginger and 

licorice. They have a 
vanilla-like aroma.

pasty 

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

spices, wild herbs 
and condiments

production area indigenous community

Kakamega Forest, 
Kakamega County 
(Western Kenya)

Luhya 

harvest

April - SeptemberDuring the onset of the rain

sow

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

boiled, tea

b a r k  o f  t h e 
n a r r o w  r o o t s , 
f r e s h  o r  d r i e d 

l e a v e s

Mondia whitei (Hook. f.) Skeels
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For many years in Kenya, communities living adjacent to Kakamega Forest have 
been using the root bark of mukombero in many different ways, ranging from 
chewing the raw roots to mixing root powder with porridge to increase appetite. 
This plant is connected to the identity of Luhya people in Kakamenga County. 
They used to chew the roots for good luck before performing a difficult task.

Mukombero is still consumed by both young and old people. It is used as 
a symbol of peace and a sign of power. It is also appreciated for its healing 
properties: The leaves are used to treat hypertension, stroke, anemia, asth-
ma, hangover, mastitis, and allergies, and are also taken to improve sleep, 
enhance urination, and ease birth pains. Men who are impotent or infertile are 
given mukombero as a remedy. In addition, the leaves serve as animal fodder. 

Because of its wide use in African traditional medicine, mukombero has be-
come an endangered species. In some areas, especially around cities and 
towns, it is rare in the wild due to overexploitation by the local communities for 
commercial purposes. Because the root is the most popular part, harvesting it 
destroys the plant. Habitat destruction is also a threat. Efforts are underway in 
some places to increase the cultivation of this species in order to relieve pres-
sure from wild populations and create a sustainable market for it. 

Among the Luhya people, the fresh or dried leaves are cooked and eaten as 
vegetables. The dried, powdered leaves are used as condiment. The roots are 
used to flavor food and tea. The root bark is eaten raw as a snack or to fresh-
en the mouth. The flavor is initially bitter and spicy but becomes sweet after 
chewing. The dried or fresh roots can also be cooked in meat or chicken stews 
as a spice to enhance flavor and to improve preservation. 

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

usually leafless. The leaves and flowers mainly appear in the canopy of the 
supporting vegetation and are thus rarely noticed.

Mukombero predominantly occurs in moist to wet forests, such as the Ka-
kamega tropical rainforest of Western Kenya, and in swamp forest, riverine 
forest, wooded savannah, and forest margins, at elevations up to 1,800 meters. 

It is easily cultivated from seed. The seeds are collected as the fruit starts to 
split open. A sharp knife, panga (machete), and a hoe are the tools used to 
harvest the roots.

Nominator: Samson Kiiru Ngugi
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The sycamore fig occurs naturally in forests, wooded savannahs, and 
along rivers. When cultivated, the trees are propagated from cut-
tings and planted during the onset of the rains. This species is fairly 
fast growing. In some areas it is intercropped with bananas. It usually 

takes 3-5 years to produce a sizeable harvest. 

It grows at elevations up to 2,000 meters in areas with a mean annual tem-
perature of 0-40°C. It prefers deep, well-drained, loam to clay soil rich in nutri-
ents, and needs at least 8 hours of sunlight a day. The soil should retain moist 

The fruit is as edible fig, up to 5 
centimeters in diameter, ripening 

from pale green to yellow or 
red. They grow in thick clusters 
on small, leafless branches or 

from the leaf axils. The tree has 
a spreading crown and smooth, 

yellowish-brown bark, and 
grows up to 25 meters tall.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

sweet

soft and chewy

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

fruits and nuts 

production area indigenous community

Nyeri County (Central Kenya), 
Turkana County (Rift Valley)

Gikuyu / Kikuyu;
 Turkana

harvest

July - December

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

fresh, stewed

r i p e  f r u i t , 
i n n e r  b a r k 

Ficus sycomorus L.

Mukuyu
(Echoke, Sycamore Fig)

12N. 

drying, flour

w a y s  o f 
p r e s e r v i n g
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The sycamore fig is used for multiple purposes in various cultures throughout 
Kenya, and has many local names. It is an important source of shade for both 
people and livestock. The name mukuyu is shared among many peoples in cen-
tral and southern Kenya. The trees are a valuable source of honey, as bees build 
their hives in holes in the trunk. The inner part of the root is used to weave fiber 
in some communities, and rope can be made from the inner bark. The wood is 
used to make beehives, utensils (such as mortars and bowls), and musical instru-
ments. It is also used in construction and boat building. 

The Turkana people of northwestern Kenya, who call this species echoke, make 
flour from the dried figs and mix it with grain flours to make a porridge called 
atap. They also feed the leaves to their cattle. 

In Gikuyu traditions, mukuyu is a sacred tree. Sacrifices to Ngai, the supreme 
creator, were performed under this tree. It is considered a bad omen when a 
mukuyu tree falls, and elders must perform a cleansing ritual if this happens. 
Some ceremonies are still carried out under the mukuyu, and the trees are an 
important meeting place.

The bark, leaves, and milky latex of the sycamore fig all have medicinal value. 
The Gikuyu use the sap for toothache and the juice of the fruits as a topical treat-
ment for skin diseases or irritation.

The use of the sycamore fig is declining (the fruits are no longer commonly 
eaten) due to changing cultural practices and the abandonment of traditions—
many people no longer have respect for these trees. Increased rates of land 
clearance for agriculture and a lack of water due to deforestation are the great-
est threats facing this tree in Kenya. It is important to protect the sycamore fig 
not only because of its cultural value, but also because it is an important food 
source for a huge variety of wildlife. 

The figs are fleshy and sweet and can be eaten raw or cooked, or dried for 
later use. 

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

without becoming water-logged: Too little water cause the flowers and fruits 
to drop, while too much water causes failure to flower or stunts fruit growth. 
Extreme weather conditions can also greatly affect the tree’s fruiting poten-
tial—for example, extreme heat and dry weather can slow or stop production. 

Nominator: Jane Waithera Mwangi
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Corchorus olitorius, in the family Malvaceae, grows in different parts of 
the Rift Valley. It grows naturally in the salt plains and wilderness and 
is used for food in times of famine. In Western Kenya it is known as 
murere or murenda. The plants are harvested manually by uprooting. 

They are then spread on the ground to dry for about 3 days. Then the seeds 
are separated from the pods by shaking or threshing using sticks. They are 
cleaned and dried for an extra day to prepare them for storage. The healthy 

Murere 
(Murenda, Jute mallow)

13N. 

It is a tall plant, reaching a 
height of 2-4 meters. It has no 
or few branches. The leaves are 

alternate, simple, lanceolate, 
and 5-15 centimeters long, with 

an acuminate tip and a finely 
serrated or lobed margin.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

The taste resembles 
that of spinach.

Young leaves have a 
slimy texture 

(similar to okra).

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

vegetables

production area indigenous community

Western Kenya Luhya 

harvest

Three weeks after germinating, 
the leaves are ready for 
harvesting. 

During the rainy season.

sow

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

boiled, condiments, 
herbal tea, stewed

y o u n g  l e a v e s , 
f r u i t ,  s e e d s

Corchorus olitorius L.

drying, flour

w a y s  o f 
p r e s e r v i n g
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Murere requires less maintenance than other cultivated vegetables and can 
survive in most weather conditions. For this reason and for its nutritional value, 
this leafy vegetable plays an important role in local food security. Murere is an 
especially important vegetable for the Luhya people, and is closely linked to 
their identity. During special occasions such as circumcision; before, during, 
and after childbirth; as well as during burial ceremonies, murere was one of 
the most-appreciated vegetables. It is said to clean the stomach and relieve 
constipation due to its slimy texture. It is used traditionally to treat inflamma-
tion and pain as well as chronic inflammation of the urinary tract and bladder.

Murere is mainly grown for home consumption, though a few people sell their 
extra vegetable leaves when available.

Murere is one of the most important leafy vegetables growing in Western 
Kenya. It is highly nutritious and is a source of income for farmers. However, 
this plant is declining due to replacement by high-yielding commercial, exotic 
vegetable varieties. A lack of available seeds has also led to this plant becom-
ing underutilized.

The young leaves and fruits are used as a vegetable. They have a mucilagi-
nous texture, similar to okra, when cooked. They are easily prepared by boiling 
them together with ash from bean leaves. The sauce is served with balls made 
from cassava, which are otherwise rather dry, and usually cooked into a kind 
of chicken stew. Among the Luhya people of Western Kenya murere is also 
eaten with starchy foods like rice, bananas, and ugali (prepared from corn or 
sorghum), which is the staple food of most local communities in Kenya. The 
seeds are used as soup thickener and in flavoring the dried leaves, which are 
used for making herbal tea, and can be eaten on their own.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

seeds with a good shape and medium size are put aside to be planted the fol-
lowing season. Tools and equipment used include a knife to assist in uprooting 
the plants, baskets for collecting and transporting, and sticks for threshing the 
seeds when the murere is dry.

Nominator: James Karuga



a
r

k
 

o
f

 
t

a
s

t
e

 
|

 
k

e
n

y
a

54

Mutheu is a shrub or small tree plant with smooth leaves and whit-
ish-gray stems that grows wild in various parts of Kenya. It is 
found in Ngaku village in the Mutyambua area of Makueni Coun-
ty in central southern Kenya, and in the Chyulu Hills National 

Park. Some local farmers have started cultivating it. 

This shrub grows in bushlands, wooded grasslands, and dry forest margins. 
After the fruits ripen they are harvested manually. They can be dried and then 

Mutheu 
(Kitheu)

14N. 

Shrub or small tree up to 8 meters 
tall. The branches are whitish or 
grey. The leaves are composed of 

three dark green, leathery, obovate 
leaflets. The fruits are oblong, 

less than a centimeter in diameter, 
smooth, and red with thin flesh 

and a waxy covering. 

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

Once burnt, the 
branches produce 

an aromatic smoke. 
Fruits have a sweetish 

acid taste.

The leaves are smooth. 
When burnt to charcoal 

the texture is floury/ 
powdery.

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

spices, wild herbs and 
condiments

production area indigenous community

Ngaku Village, Mutyambua area, 
Makueni County; Chyulu Hills 

National Park 
(Eastern Kenya)

Akamba / Kamba

harvest

August - September 

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

Fruits eaten raw, 
ash used for 

preserving dairy

f r u i t ,  s t e m s , 
l e a v e s  ( m e d i c i n a l )

Rhus natalensis Bernh. ex C.Krauss
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The preparation of mutheu yogurt was mainly done in the evening by the 
women. This method improved the shelf life of milk. In addition, the treatment 
of milk with mutheu ash was necessary to neutralize the bitter taste of the 
gourds that otherwise would have tainted the milk stored within. During the 
preparation of mutheu yogurt, it was common to hear singing or storytelling 
about community heroes. Traditionally, mutheu-scented yogurt was served to 
important guests as a sign of pride and respect, and was also given to respect-
ed people in the Akamba community such as the elderly and in-laws. The yo-
gurt was also served during weddings and naming and initiation ceremonies. 

Today, the plant is locally rare and many members of the younger generation 
purchase fermented yogurt and milk from the supermarket. Mutheu cannot be 
found for sale and was traditionally always harvested from the wild. Recently, 
some have started to cultivate the plant, but in areas where this has not begun, 
overharvesting and the conversion of land for agriculture have put the future 
of mutheu at risk in the Akamba community. The traditional knowledge of how 
to sustainably harvest and use this plant must be passed down, along with the 
knowledge of how to propagate the plant for continued production.

The fruits are eaten as a snack and are sour and refreshing. The stems and 
branches have no scent in their natural state but, when burned, produce a 
white smoke used to flavor and preserve milk and other dairy products. The 
smoke gives a particular aroma to yogurt and to the gourds in which milk and 
yogurt are stored, and increases the shelf life of dairy products. To prepare a 
gourd, a small branch of mutheu is left to dry. One end of the dried piece is 
then put in the fire to burn. When the end is completely burnt, it is crushed on 
the side and bottom of a gourd or calabash. This process is repeated until the 
inner part of the gourd is completely covered. The excess dust is removed and 
the gourd is then ready for milk storage.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

crushed to get the seeds, or eaten fresh, in which case the seeds are discard-
ed. The stems are harvested with a panga (a type of machete). 

The local Akamba community uses mutheu leaves and stems to smoke the 
gourds in which traditional dairy products are stored. The neighboring Maasai 
people use a similar plant (called mutamaiu) for the same purpose.

Nominator: Priscilla Nzamalu
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K imuu is a tree with round, leathery leaves and a fruit that resembles 
black olives. It commonly grows in semi-arid regions, for example in 
Makueni County. It grows at elevations up to 1,600 meters in areas 
with 650-850 millimeters of annual rainfall. It grows best in sandy 

soils, less often in red clay and rocky soils. It grows to height of up to 10 meters. 
The tree can be propagated by seed or by root and stem cuttings. 

Muu 
(Kimuu, Black Plum)

15N. 

The fruit is black, oval or 
rectangular in shape, and slightly 

smaller than an apple. The pulp 
surrounds a single hard seed.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

Not overly sweet. 
Fruits taste like 

prunes and chocolate.

Smooth pulp

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

fruits and nuts

production area indigenous community

Mutyambua, 
Makueni County
 (Eastern Kenya)

Akamba / Kamba

harvest

During the dry season 
(April-June)

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

raw

f r u i t , 
y o u n g  l e a v e s

Vitex payos (Lour.) Merr.
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Among the Akamba, the fruits are mainly eaten during times of food shortage. 
The pulp is rich in vitamins and minerals. Its vitamin C content is higher than 
that of oranges. The wood of kimuu is used for making firewood, poles, and 
spoons among the Akamba community. The tree is also a source of fodder and 
bee forage and is used for constructing beehives. Traditionally women were 
given a mixture of the boiled fruits and leaves to prevent premature labor and 
to control bleeding after childbirth. 

Because the fruit blackens as it ripens, there is a saying in the Akamba com-
munity, wiite ta muu ya kwitwa, which compares a person’s skin color to the 
fruit, saying that one is “as black as muu that has fallen from the tree for being 
too ripe.” Children often gather the unripe fruits and store them in wood to 
speed their ripening, and elders would often tease children, telling them that 
the stored fruits would attract thunder and lightning to the house.

The fruits are gathered both for home consumption and sale. Women sell 
them in some local markets in Eastern Kenya.

This tree has become locally rare. Many in the area have heard of it but nev-
er seen the fruit or the tree for themselves. Kimuu wood is popular in house 
construction and charcoal production, which has resulted in overharvesting. 
Sustainable harvesting methods should be emphasized to protect the future 
of this species. 

People harvest different parts of the tree for making herbal medicines used to 
treat various diseases. Fresh and dry fruits are taken to control diarrhea; sap 
from young trees is used for treating eye infections; and roots are used in differ-
ent ways for treating stomach problems. Muu jam is made by washing the fruits, 
chopping them into small pieces, and heating them with sugar, stirring contin-
uously to dissolve the sugar. In Makueni County children and herders in par-
ticular eat muu as a snack. Young leaves are boiled and eaten as a vegetable.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

Muu (the fruits) are ready for harvesting just as they begin to soften and their 
color changes to a black. To pick ripened muu, gently twist the fruit from the 
stem. Woven baskets were traditionally used during harvesting and the pulp 
was allowed to dry naturally in the sun for preservation.

Nominator: Priscillah Nzamalu
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Nderema, also known as vine spinach or Malabar spinach, is a climbing 
plant in the family Basellaceae that grows in tropical Asia and Africa. 
This plant grows spontaneously in wooded areas and across culti-
vated fields. It prefers full sun or partial shade in warm to hot, humid 

areas with fertile, moist soil. It is commonly found along streams, lakes, or 
other bodies of water.

Nderema 
(Malabar Spinach)
16N. 

A perennial climbing herb with a 
green or brownish-purple stem. The 

leaves are shiny, green, thick, and 
usually 5-10 centimeters long. They 

are subcircular, ovate, or heart-
shaped and are arranged alternately 
along the vine. The small flowers are 

borne on spikes growing from the 
leaf axils and can be white, pink, or 
red. The small fruits are round and 

white, red, or black.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

The raw leaves have 
the flavor of citrus 

and pepper. When 
cooked, they taste like 

regular spinach.

Raw leaves are juicy 
and crispy, while cooked 

ones have a slightly 
mucilaginous texture.

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

vegetables

production area indigenous community

Nakuru County 
(Rift Valley)

Luo;
Luhya

harvest

Harvesting starts 3 weeks after sowing 
and continues at regular intervals for 
up to 6 months (usually 2-4 months).

Rainy season

sow

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

raw, boiled, stewed

l e a v e s

Basella alba L.
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Nderema used to play a crucial role in the food systems of some rural Kenyan 
communities. Its leaves are rich in iron and vitamin A, thus making it a food with 
invigorating and restorative properties. For these reasons, it was traditionally 
part of the diet of children and pregnant women. It is also considered a suit-
able food for weak or sick people, especially with mouth conditions such as 
aphthae or abscesses, because the soft texture of the leaves makes them eas-
ily chewable. The mucilaginous texture of the leaves is also associated with 
various healing properties. For example, cooked leaves are used as a natural 
remedy against constipation. Finally, the leaves serve as fodder for cattle and 
increase milk production.

The use of this plant is mainly associated with the Luhya and Luo communities 
in Western Kenya, but after the migrations that took place during the second 
half of the 20th century, its consumption spread to other areas. Today, this veg-
etable can be found in markets in Nakuru County, various rural areas, and to a 
smaller degree in urban centers. The product offered on the markets is usually 
gathered form the wild; more rarely, it is cultivated on a small scale.

Though Basella alba is frequently consumed in other parts of Africa and Asia, 
and despite its excellent nutritional properties and medicinal uses, nderema is 
not often consumed in Nakuru County. The limited diffusion of this product is 
due to its mucilaginous texture, which is often not appreciated by people who 
are not used to it; and to the fact that the leaves deteriorate rather quickly, a 
crucial factor that hinders its sale. 

Once gathered, the leaves must be consumed as soon as possible—because 
of their high moisture content, they tend to deteriorate quickly. They can be 
eaten raw in a salad, boiled, or stewed. They are usually cooked together with 
other vegetables to balance their consistency, which is rather watery. Once 
cooked, they can be used as a primary ingredient in soups and are also good 
sautéed in a pan with oil and onions and served with starchy foods such as 
tubers and boiled plantain (green bananas), or with ugali made with corn or 
other cereals.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

Apart from growing spontaneously, nderema can be cultivated with other leafy 
vegetables or tree species that act as a natural support. The plant can be prop-
agated through seeds or cuttings. Nderema grows rapidly, reaching lengths up 
to 9 meters.
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The njahe, also known as lablab, is a native legume (family Fabaceae), 
very important for the Gikuyu people in the central part of Kenya. It 
is a climbing perennial plant with thick foliage. It grows at elevations 
up to 2,000 meters above sea level and tolerates drought, heat, and 

a wide range of soil types. During the rainy season njahe is sown directly in the 
garden. The beans are left on the vine until they have dried. Once fully dry, the 
seeds are separated from the pods by hand. An easier method is to dump all 
the dried pods in a bag and either step all over the bag or hit it repeatedly with 

Njahe 
(Njahi, Lablab Bean)

17N. 

Pods are broad and up to 10 
centmeters long. Seeds are 

brown to black with a white 
hilum (eye) and a long aril.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

A rich flavor similar 
to that of mushrooms.

Velvety texture. Beans 
hold their shape well 

during cooking.

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

legumes

production area indigenous community

Central Kenya Gikuyu / Kikuyu

harvest

4-5 months after sowing.Rainy season 
(late March and early April)

sow

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

boiled, stewed

g r e e n  o r  d r y 
s e e d s ,  l e a v e s

Lablab purpureus (L.) Sweet
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At one time njahe beans were used for divination, and it is no coincidence that 
their name derives from the name of a mountain, Mount Kenya (Kīrī Nyaga in 
the Gikuyu language), considered to be the dwelling place of God in the in-
digenous religion of this community. In fact, the names of seasons were based 
on this bean—for instance, kimera kia njahe means “the season of njahe.” This 
clearly shows that njahe was an important food for the Gikuyu people.

Njahe is still an important traditional food among the Gikuyu, served to visitors 
and during important ceremonies. During an irua ceremony, young girls are 
put on a special diet consisting of njahe and a heavy porridge. “Irua” derives 
from the Gikuyu word for pain. In a broad sense it refers to the set of prepara-
tions and rituals that make up initiation. 

Njahe is also associated with fertility and the female reproductive system. It is 
said that at one time it was used in a ceremony for the cure of excessive men-
strual bleeding, and it is still used today by pregnant women and new mothers, 
who eat dishes based on this bean especially after giving birth. 

The conservation of njahe in Gikuyu areas around Nairobi is at serious risk due 
to the expropriation of agricultural lands and the abandonment of local crops 
in favor of crops and cultivation practices introduced during colonialism. De-
spite its importance in some communities, njahe is still a neglected crop with 
unexploited potential.

Dry or green beans are cooked after being soaked. The beans can be cooked 
with vegetables or maize or mashed with potatoes. They may also be boiled, 
fried, and used as mboga (relish) with ugali. The beans are cooked and con-
sumed in various ceremonies and events in the social life of the community. 
During marriage negotiations Gikuyu people prepare njahe cia athoni, a dish 
made with bananas and njahe.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

a wooden stick or metal rod. Once cleaned, njahe are stored in the granary 
and used whenever cooking is to be done. Green and dry parts of the plant are 
used for feeding cattle, sheep, and goats, especially during the dry season. 
Because women are the ones primarily responsible for the cultivation and sale 
of njahe, it is a fundamental part of their diet.

Nominator: Giuliana Noè
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Nukiat is a shrubby, thorny, spiny tree, 3-6 meters tall, with gray bark 
and dark green, oval-shaped leaves. It grows in the Mau forest in 
Kenya’s Rift Valley, the largest montane forest in East Africa.

This species grows primarily in forest margins. The fruits are green 
ripening to bright orange or red, and make excellent preserves. Nukiat fruits are 
harvested from the wild but the trees can be also cultivated. They are propagat-
ed from seed collected from dried ripe fruits.  They can also be grown from stem 

Nukiat18N. 

The fruits are round berries. 
Smooth, orange-yellow pulp 

with a sweet-sour flavor 
surrounds the seeds. 

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

Sour with a slight 
sweetness, aroma 

reminiscent of apricot. 

Tender, similar to 
egg yolk.

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

fruits and nuts 

production area indigenous community

Mau Forest 
(Rift Valley)

Ogiek / Okiek

harvest

Fruits ripen in March - July 
and October - November

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

boiled, fresh

f r u i t

drying

w a y s  o f 
p r e s e r v i n g

Dovyalis abyssinica (A.Rich.) Warb.
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Ogiek women living near Mau Forest collect many different wild fruits and 
herbs, among which are nukiat berries. In this respect, forests are gendered 
spaces in Ogiek society and are critical to women’s efforts to meet their per-
sonal, household, and community responsibilities.

The nukiat is important in the lives of Ogiek hunter-gatherers living in Mau 
Forest, not only because of the food value of the fruits but also because the 
tree is important for medicinal purposes: A decoction of the roots is given to 
mothers who have had complications giving birth and is also taken for stom-
achache and fever. An infusion of the crushed leaves is used for digestive 
complaints. Young men hunting in the forest eat nukiat for enjoyment as well 
as to ease hunger pangs. Nukiat berries can be pressed to make juice. Boys 
are given these fruits to eat after their initiation rites because it is believed that 
they facilitate quick healing.

Between 1973 and 2005, habitat destruction in Mau Forest resulted in a loss of 
10% of the area’s biodiversity. 

The population of naturally growing Dovyalis abyssinica trees has been greatly re-
duced, thereby denying the Ogiek community and communities living adjacent to 
the forest the benefits of the tree. It is for this reason that today some communities 
are working to domesticate this plant in household and school gardens.

Nukiat is eaten raw or added to porridge. It also used to make preserves. Among 
the Ogiek, women and young girls collect nukiat fruits and other berries, mash 
them with honey in a bamboo tube, and feed the resulting jam to children.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

cuttings. The seeds are cleaned, dried, and planted on loamy or sandy soil. The 
trees are used as fences or hedges around homes. Nukiat fruits are hand har-
vested by pulling or clipping them off the stem. Tools used for cultivation include 
the fork jembe, machete, and shovel. Woven baskets are used for harvesting. To 
increase the fruits’ shelf life, sun drying is used as preservation method. 

Nominator: Samwel Muhunyu
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Obukufuma, or obukusuma as it is also called, is a large mushroom in 
the Termitomyces genus. It grows wild around Epanga Valley and the 
surrounding areas in north Bunyore in Vihiga County, Western Kenya. 

Each rainy season the large mushrooms grow on and near termite 
mounds. The local termites live in symbiosis with the fungi, transporting the 
mushroom spores to their nests and depositing them on chewed woody de-
bris. There the fungi grow, digesting the cellulose and lignin, leaving behind a 
sugary substance consumed by the termites.

It has a grayish cap with 
a white underside that can 

grow up to 30 centimeters in 
diameter. The stem can be as 

long as 45 centimetres.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

When dried, it 
resembles cep 

mushrooms (Boletus).

Fleshy

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

mushrooms 

production area indigenous community

Epanga Valley, Bunyore, 
Vihiga County 

(Western Kenya)
Luhya

harvest

Normally available early 
in the rainy season (April – May)

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

boiled, fried, 
stewed

m u s h r o o m

drying, smoking

w a y s  o f 
p r e s e r v i n g

Termitomyces sp.

Obukufuma 
(Obukusuma)

19N. 
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Wild food still plays an important role in the Luhya food system. During child-
hood, people are taught about harmful or poisonous plants, mushrooms, in-
sects, and many other materials or products in the local environment. In partic-
ular, mushroom collection, production, and utilization are structured by a wide 
range of cultural norms and beliefs. When someone spots a mushroom before 
it is mature, he covers it with some moist grass and nobody else can pick that 
particular mushroom.

Mushrooms are considered gifts from the ancestors. The obukufuma mush-
room has an important meaning to the local people. Among the Luhya of Vihi-
ga County, the first one to see a mushroom is thought to have good luck. On 
the other hand, dreaming about mushrooms is a sign that illness will effect a 
person close to the dreamer.

The use of mushrooms as a food source has declined considerably in recent 
years. But mushrooms are nutritious, tasty, widely distributed, and readily 
available during the rainy season, so their use should be encouraged. 

The increased use of artificial fertilizers on farmlands has reduced the avail-
ability of mushrooms. Reduced fallow periods also slow the accumulation of 
organic matter that encourages the growth of obukufuma. In addition, destruc-
tion of large termite nests to clear land for cultivation has negatively affected 
obukufuma’s habitat.

Obukufuma mushrooms are generally sundried and smoked but they can also 
be eaten fresh. They may be boiled, fried, or stewed. The dried mushrooms 
must be soaked in water and washed before being cooked. Soda ash or mush-
eleka (ash made from burnt dry vegetables) are traditionally added during the 
cooking to soften the mushrooms and to cook them faster. 

Obukufuma mushrooms can be cooked alone or can be mixed with the leaves 
of cowpea plants and eaten as a vegetable with maize or sorghum. Luhya peo-
ple also use them to flavor soups. Dishes prepared with mushrooms are served 
with starchy foods like rice, ugali, or chapati bread.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

The mushrooms are usually picked fresh during the morning hours and 
cleaned. They are then sun dried and smoked and can be stored for over 6 
months. Dried obukufuma is usually stored in a well-ventilated basket.
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Songow’o is the Pokot name for Zanthoxylum chalybeum, known in Swa-
hili as mjafari and in English as knobwood. It is a shrub or tree that 
grows up to 10 meters in height and has strongly scented, dark gray 
bark. It is found in most parts of Kenya (often near termite mounds) in 

dry woodland, bushland, grassland, rocky areas, and near the coast, at eleva-
tions up to 1,500 meters. The branches are lined with spines. The plant has ar-
omatic leaves and small yellow flowers. It is propagated by seed or root sucker. 

Songow’o
(Mjafari, Knobwood)
20N. 

Fruits are 5-8 millimeters in 
diameter, gray, pitted. The fruit 

splits open to expose a black 
seed. The midrib of the leaves 

(which have a smooth or serrate 
margin) is prominent and often 

has little spines.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

Fruits are spicy and 
aromatic, leaves are 

aromatic.

A little bit rough.

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

fruits and nuts;
spices, wild herbs and condiments

production area indigenous community

Kapenguria, 
West Pokot County 

(Rift Valley)
Pokot  

(Kalenjin)

harvest

May - July, SeptemberOctober - December 

sow

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

Condiment, fresh, herbal tea

f r u i t ,  l e a v e s ,  b a r k

Zanthoxylum chalybeum Engl.

drying

p r e s e r v i n g
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The Pokot are a tribe within the larger Kalenjin community of the Rift Valley 
region. Songow’o is used in traditional medicine among the Pokot community. 
Tea made from fruits or leaves and decoctions made from the bark or roots are 
used as a cure for coughs, colds, chest pain, sore throat, and respiratory dis-
eases such as asthma and tuberculosis. Bark or root decoctions are also used 
for malaria and fever. Smoke from the burning bark is inhaled to stop fainting 
and headaches. The branches are traditionally used for sweeping the house-
hold to rid it of fleas and mites because of its properties as an insect repellent, 
and are also placed in grain stores to reduce weevil attack. The dried seeds 
are used as beads in traditional garments. The wood is used as a fire starter 
and to make carved spoons, mortars, and other kitchen utensils. Long ago, 
songow’o was used for administering blessings during ceremonies including 
initiation, marriage, and childbirth. The bark is used for making tea among the 
Pokot people and is consumed to facilitate quick healing when the young men 
undergo circumcision rites.

In Kapenguria, a group of 35 Pokot farmers produce condiments derived from 
local songow’o trees. These farmers sell the fruit and the bark in many local 
markets across Pokot County.

The fruits are chewed by Pokot women for good breath. The strongly aromatic 
leaves are used for flavoring tea. The leaves and bark are dried in the sun and 
ground in a mortar until they are turned into a fine powder. Sometimes they are 
just ground on or between rough stones. The powder produced is used to fla-
vor tea and fruit juice. The leaves and seeds, which are strongly aromatic, are 
collected, dried in the sun, and then crushed to create a powder that is used 
to flavor tea and soup.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

Songow’o is generally rare in many areas due to overexploitation for medicinal 
purposes, destruction of habitat, and urbanization. Without proper guidance 
for their sustainable use, songow’o and other plants with medicinal properties 
are in danger of becoming locally extinct or falling out of use.

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

Songow’o leaves are picked during the growing season and used fresh. The 
bark is carefully stripped during the rainy season and dried for use in decoc-
tions and liquid extracts. Fruits are also collected for use in decoctions, while 
the branches are used for smoking milk gourds and as toothbrushes.

nominator:  Kadikam Pkemoi Jackson
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T simbande, known in English as the Bambara groundnut, is a major 
food for the Luhya community in Western Kenya, particularly in Ka-
kamega County. The Bambara groundnut is grown to a lesser extent 
by the Giriama and Akamba people also on Kenya’s coast, and by 

the Luo, neighbors of the Luhya. Tsimbande are grown in relatively poor soils 
(usually sand or loam) in hot regions, at elevations up to 1,550 meters. They are 
planted in rows or randomly, normally after the maize harvest, and harvested 
4-5 months later. Chemical fertilizers need not be applied to areas where tsim-
bande is cultivated because the crop fixes nitrogen. 

Tsimbande
(Bambara Groundnut)
21N. 

Vigna subterranea (L.) Verdc.

The pods are approximately 1.5 
centimeters long, round or slightly 

oval shaped, and may be wrinkled. 
Each pod contains one to two 
seeds, the color of which can 

be black, dark brown, red, white, 
cream, or a combination of these.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

strong beany flavor

crunchy

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

legumes

production area indigenous community

Kakamega County 
(Western Kenya)

Luhya 

harvest

December - JanuaryAugust

sow

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

raw, boiled, grilled

s e e d s

drying

p r e s e r v i n g
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The Bambara groundnut is an African indigenous crop. It is the third-most-im-
portant grain legume (i.e. pulse) in the African lowland tropics after the peanut 
(Arachis hypogaea, commonly referred to as the groundnut) and the cowpea 
(Vigna unguiculata). It is a popular traditional food among the Luhya people of 
Western Kenya. 

A number of decades ago, tsimbande were considered important food during 
droughts and famine. They have a high ceremonial value and are prepared for 
people to eat during funerals and naming and bridewealth ceremonies.

The seeds are mainly produced for home consumption but sometimes wom-
en sell tsimbande to individuals or in the informal markets of the area.

Seeds of the Bambara groundnut are cooked with maize or on their own and 
then mashed, fried, and made into a stew. They are normally cooked or eaten 
raw when vegetables are in short supply. The seeds can also be dried, pound-
ed to remove the seed coat, winnowed, and boiled until they are cooked 
through, then stirred until smooth and served with rice or ugali. Among the 
Luhya, dry tsimbande can either be pounded or ground and the resulting meal 
made into a stew or sauce to be served with leafy vegetables. Unshelled pods 
are boiled, fried, and served with potatoes, banana, or ugali.

In Kenya, the Bambara groundnut is considered an orphan crop. Its production 
in Kenya, like that of many other traditional crops, has been declining for the 
past few decades. Despite the fact that tsimbande is still considered a delicacy 
by the Luhya community, current levels of production among other communi-
ties are low and decreasing. Tsimbande is at risk for a number of reasons: It is 
difficult to harvest, cooking the dried nuts takes a long time compared to other 
nuts (thereby requiring more fuel and water to process), and it is difficult to mill 
due to its fibrous shells. Additionally, it is usually given less value and priority in 
land allocation because it is grown by women.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

current status

Harvesting is usually done by uprooting or digging out the entire plant and 
picking the individual pods, which grow just under the soil surface. The pods 
are often sundried and then threshed and winnowed to obtain the seeds.

nominator:  Samson Kiiru Ngugi
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Uki wa nzuki wa kithiia is a special kind of honey among the Akamba 
people of Makueni County. 

Traditional beekeepers classify bees into groups depending on 
size, appearance, and  the color of their hairs and wings. The gener-

ic name for bees is nzuki (Apis mellifera scutellata). Honey bees source nectar 
from different acacia trees such as Acacia mellifera (muthiia in Kamba). The 

honey

b e e  k e e p i n g  t e c h n i q u e s

Traditional hives are generally made from ma-
ture hardwood trees. Beekeepers place the hives 
in Acacia mellifera trees near streams or riv-
ers, where these trees are concentrated. Honey 
harvesting is done at night and a smoker made 
of sticks is used to calm the bees. Traditionally, 
only adult men in groups of five were allowed 

to extract the honey. The tools used to extract 
honey and combs include a knife for cutting the 
comb, a skin bag (called ngusu) slung on the 
back by a leather thong (mukwa) worn round the 
forehead, and firewood for smoking out the bees. 
Acacia honey is a product that requires some 
processing, including manual sieving.

Makueni County 
(Eastern Kenya)

Akamba / Kamba

    Akamba 
acacia honey 
(Uki wa nzuki wa kithiia)

22N. 

category
production area indigenous community
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The Akamba are a Bantu-speaking people that live in the semi-arid area of 
Kenya’s former Eastern Province, stretching east from Nairobi to Tsavo, and 
north up to Embu. 

Among the Akamba, honey, either in a raw state or in the form of mead, plays 
a large part in religious ritual. For example, unprepared honey is used for offer-
ings to the spirits of the ancestors (aiimu) when rain or food is desired. When a 
man dies, honey from his hives is eaten by those taking part in the funeral cer-
emonies. Unless he had opened a hive shortly before his death (in which case 
the honey is ready to consume), his hives must be opened in the first instance 
by a brother. Honey was exchanged as a gift during weddings. 

Honey is used to preserve meat, to make local brew known as kaluvu, and to 
treat hoof and mouth disease in cattle. The wax is thrown away and the brood 
(eggs, larvae, and pupa) are eaten by men and  believed to improve libido.

In Makueni county, honey is collected mostly for sale. Beekeepers trade their 
honey to middlemen and local brewers. 

A number of factors have contributed to the loss of traditional knowledge and 
practices of beekeeping. One is Christianity: Christian missionaries deemed 
the customs of brewing beer from honey and using honey to pay bridewealth 
unacceptable. Deforestation is another factor, and results in part from people 
cutting trees in an unsustainable way to burn charcoal. This has reduced the 
number of Acacia mellifera trees in the region.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

Akamba community has a proverb that clearly describes the tree: Kithiia kyu-
manasya nthi na miw’a ya kyo’, which means, “the muthiia plant sprouts from 
the ground with its thorns,” indicating that bravery starts from a very young age. 

Acacia mellifera honey is known to be almost transparent and viscous but, 
once it crystallizes, it becomes white or pale yellow.  This honey crystallizes 
slowly due to its high fructose content. 

Honey from Acacia mellifera’s white flowers is available in the dry seasons, 
from January to March and September to December.

nominator:  Priscilla Nzamalu
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Prosopis juliflora honey is collected from the Prosopis juliflora tree, a 
leguminous tree that grows in semi-arid lands and whose bark is used 
to cure stomach pains. It is an evergreen tree native to South and Cen-
tral America. In Kenya, the tree was first planted in the former Coast 

Province. It grows rapidly and tolerates arid conditions and saline soils. Prosopis 
juliflora is a good source of construction materials and it provides various en-

honey

b e e  k e e p i n g  t e c h n i q u e s

The beehive, called mwatu, is made from the wood 
of a tree known as kithulu (Croton megalocar-
pus). The wood for the hives is shaped and left to 
dry in the sun, to rid the bark of its undesirable 
aromas. Preparation of the beehive can take an 
entire month and is very delicate work. The bee-
hives are placed in the Prosopis juliflora tree.

During the harvest, which takes place at night, 
the beekeepers light a smoke producing torch to 

smoke out and stun the bees so that the honey 
can be easily collected.

In the past, honey was stored and eaten in crude 
form (i.e. with the comb). Today the liquid part 
of the honey is drained from the combs and is 
enjoyed at home. After manual processing, it is 
packaged in small containers and stored in a 
cool and dry place.

Makueni County 
(Eastern Kenya)

Akamba / Kamba

Akamba Prosopis 
juliflora Honey 

23N. 

category
production area indigenous community
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For the Akamba, honey is an especially important product, with both nutrition-
al and cultural value. One legend says that the gods living in the mountains 
gave honey to the Akamba ancestors, distributing it equally to the people re-
gardless of their wealth. It is said that the Akamba ancestors positioned their 
hives high in the trees, as close as possible to the ancestral gods, and that, 4 
months later, a community festival was organized so that the harvested honey 
could be shared.

From the time of placing the first beehive, the owner cannot cohabit with a 
woman until the bees start building a comb. When he finds that the bees have 
started building, he will usually brew some beer and pour out a libation for his 
ancestral spirits (aiimu) to give thanks.

Honey is used in various food preparations or added to infusions. Additionally, 
Prosopis juliflora honey plays an important role in ceremonies such as bap-
tisms, weddings, and initiation rites. 

This honey is mainly consumed at home but is sometimes sold locally in small 
quantities. It is at risk of disappearing because the native bees are becoming 
rarer due to climate change and the number of people dedicating themselves 
to traditional beekeeping practices continues to decrease.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

vironmental services such as soil conservation and rehabilitation of degraded 
soils. The species is also good bee forage, leading to high honey production. 

The Akamba generic name for bees is nzuki (Apis mellifera scutellata). It is a 
small, dark bee with a slender body and mild temperament. 

Prosopis juliflora honey is sweet, slightly floral, and very light in color. It usually 
has a thick consistency. 

nominator:   Priscilla Nzamalu, Ancent Muendo
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Bees make this honey from the sisal plant, locally known as makonge, 
hence the name uki wa makonge for the honey among the Akamba 
community. Sisal is native to southern Mexico but is cultivated and 
naturalized in many African countries. 

The generic name for bees is nzuki (Apis mellifera scutellata). The physical ap-
pearance of the African honey bee is very similar to that of the European honey 
bee: Its upper body is covered in hairs and its abdomen is striped and dark. 

category

honey

b e e  k e e p i n g  t e c h n i q u e s

Hives are placed in large trees near sisal (Agave 
sisalana) plantations. The honey is harvested by 
two men: An experienced man is accompanied by a 
young man so that the harvesting knowledge can 
be passed on from one generation to the next. 
Harvesting is done twice a year, in June and 
December, though the pattern is changing due 

to the effects of climate change. The process is 
carried out in the evening because bees are less 
active at this time. Smoke is used to make the bees 
docile, after which the honey is collected. The 
extraction is by manual squeezing and sieving 
with a light piece of cloth.

Makueni County 
(Eastern Kenya)

Akamba / Kamba

    Akamba sisal honey 
(Uki wa Makonge)

24N. 

production area indigenous community
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Among the Akamba community, honey is used as a form of bridewealth and it 
is traditional for a bridegroom to bring a bucket of honey to the bride’s family 
as a token of appreciation and because it implies that the love the bridegroom 
has for the bride is as sweet as honey. The honey is also used for making mead, 
which can only be drunk by elderly men (atumia). However, young men who 
marry and settle down may be allowed to drink it under certain conditions. 

Sisal honey is applied to open wounds for medicinal purposes. The wax is cur-
rently used in making candles and ointments, and propolis is mainly used for 
its medicinal properties, to improve digestion, and to make cosmetic products.

Honey is mainly harvested for home consumption but with changing times 
and community dynamics, beekeeping is now becoming a commercial activ-
ity. This is partially due to increasing awareness of the health benefits associ-
ated with honey. 

Uki wa makonge is rare because of the declining number of traditional bee-
keepers and because it is only produced near one sisal plantation in Makueni 
County. Christian missionaries deemed traditional marriage customs (paying 
bridewealth with honey, etc.) and the practice of brewing mead unacceptable. 
As a result, many Kenyans who converted to Christianity gave up the beekeep-
ing tradition. The Akamba saying yesu emuyo kwi uki wa nzuki, which means 
“Christ is sweeter than honey,” was used to encourage members of the com-
munity to join Christianity.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

The bees collect nectar from sisal flowers and make a honey that is thicker than 
the one collected from other plants. Its color ranges from cream to orange and 
it has a distinctive sour taste. 

The hives are placed near sisal plantations or individual sisal plants but cannot 
be hung on the sisal plant itself because it has one stem, with flowers at the top. 
The hives are usually left in the trees for the whole season and honey is extract-
ed over a period of 1-2 months.

nominator:  priscilla nzamalu
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Ilmutiuk mboyong’j is a traditional honey collected by the Ogiek communities 
living near the Mau Forest. They prefer heavily forested areas where flower-
ing plants are abundant. The honeybees source nectar from mbovong’i tree 
(a type of Euphorbia), acacia, and other plants, resulting in three different 

types of honey: mbovong’i, acacia, and multi-floral honey.

Ogiek beekeepers identify two different types of bees depending on the area: 
the lowland bee, smaller and brown, and the highland bee, which is thinner and 

honey

b e e  k e e p i n g  t e c h n i q u e s

Today three types of beehives are used: box, Ke-
nya Top Bar (KTBH), and the traditional log hive 
(sometimes smeared with cow dung to make sure 
that they are completely sealed). The men are res-
ponsible for the construction, management, and 
placing of the hives on the tree (up to 4 meters 

high) and also the harvesting. The cedar tree is 
used in hive construction. Women clean the ho-
ney (separating it from the combs and propolis) 
and make other products from it, like creams. 
Harvesting takes place four times a year, depen-
ding on the type of honey and rainfall. 

Mau Forest, 
Nakuru County 

(Rift Valley)
Ogiek / Okiek

Ilmutiuk Mboyong’j 
Honey

25N. 

category
production area indigenous community
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The Ogiek people are one of Kenya’s smallest tribes. In the dry season they 
live in the Mau Forest and around Mount Elgon, near the Ugandan border, and 
move out to the plains during the rainy season. 

Though some communities have started practicing agropastoralism, the Ogiek 
have always lived in areas where there are forests adjacent to the plains. Bee-
keeping and farming remain the most important activities in the Ogiek com-
munity, with a long history of beekeeping that has been passed down from 
generation to generation. 

Ogiek communities used to gather honey from the wild. Beekeepers used 
three types of birds as indicators: kecheiyat, a bird that guides hunters to the 
honeycomb with its call; wochewet (eagle), which was used to predict luck in 
honey gathering; and merewet (a kind of falcon), which served as an indicator 
for season and migration of bees. Today most honey is produced in the hives 
but harvesters still look for wild honey when they go into the forest.

Honey is one of the ingredients in a traditional brew that is used in different 
ceremonies, such as initiation, marriage, and childbirth. Ogiek people use the 
honey to treat infections and relieve the pains resulting from childbirth. They 
mix it with medicinal plants and herbs gathered from the forest. Propolis is 
used during circumcision as it accelerates the healing process. Honey is also 
used in treating foot and mouth disease in cows.

This traditional honey is now under threat from increased incidences of drought 
as a result of climate change; deforestation for fuel wood; lack of suitable re-
fining equipment and facilities; a reduced number of hives; and pests (espe-
cially the honey badger). In Kenya, Slow Food is working together with local 
beekeeping communities to protect their products and the biodiversity of the 
natural environment.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

yellow. The latter one, which is the most widespread, produces a sweet honey 
that is generally preferred. They have hair on the thorax and less hair on the 
abdomen. They also have a pollen basket on their hind legs. Honey harvesting 
takes place in February, April, August, and December.
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Western Kenya is rich in mountains and lakes, some of which 
are very large. One of the biggest, Lake Bogoria, is in Baringo 
County. The Endorois people live on the shores of the lake, at 
an elevation of around 1,000 meters above sea level. Honey 

production is a very important activity for the Endorois and is practiced by many 
members of the community.

b e e  k e e p i n g  t e c h n i q u e s

The Endorois beekeepers use various types of 
hives, one of which is the Kapkuikui Super Log 
Hive, developed by local producers combining 
traditional and modern techniques. This hive has 
a capacity of 18-20 kilograms. It is placed on 
braches and tied with a wire or suspended from 
a strong branch by a wooden hook. Harvesting 

takes place at night with the presence of more 
than one person. A traditional smoker is lit at 
the harvesting site. Once up the tree, the beekee-
per opens the hive, takes out the comb, and places 
it in a bag made of animal skin. The honey is ex-
tracted from the combs by use of manual pressu-
re or a centrifuge.

Lake Bogoria, 
Baringo County 

(Rift Valley)
Endorois 
(Kalenjin)

Lake Bogoria 
Acacia Honey

26N. 

category
production area indigenous community

honey
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Honey is an important product in the Endorois community. It is used in dif-
ferent ceremonies, including bridewealth payment, namings, initiations, and 
weddings. The honey is also used in making a traditional brew called mriie. 
Mriie is an important drink during the occasions listed above, as well as during 
the election of an age group leader and the blessing of young women before 
they give birth. Honey was and still is used to compensate traditional medicine 
men for their services. It is known for its medicinal properties, being used as 
an antiseptic, a cicatrizing balm, and a digestion aid. Honey is also used to 
improve the taste of bitter herbal drugs. 

Traditional beekeeping is one of the environmentally most sustainable ac-
tivities and provides an alternative income source to the local people. Lake 
Bogoria acacia honey is processed by the Kapkuikui Livestock Improvement 
Self-Help Group and other community groups. It can be sold fresh in the peri-
od following the harvest or aged for several  months, in which case it is stored 
in traditional wooden barrels that are placed in a cool and dry place.

The Endorois were expelled from the Lake Bogoria area in the 1970s because 
the Kenyan government wanted to make it a hunting reserve. After an almost 
40-year battle, they have now managed to return to live on their lands. When 
they were evicted, the Endorois lost their beehives, and thus an important 
source of economic activity. Although honey production is gradually growing, 
it is at risk due to increasing deforestation in the area.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

The bees that occur in this area are Apis mellifera scutellata. Beekeepers differ-
entiate these honey bees from stingless bees.

Lake Bogoria acacia honey is collected twice a year (from June to July and Sep-
tember to January). It is brown and has a very sweet but delicate flavor with 
notes of vanilla. 

Beekeepers place the hives on dry, standing trees on the shores of the lake. 
They look for the presence of certain plant species like Acacia tortilis, Acacia 
mellifera, Ficus sycomorus, and Grewia similis.
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The Ogiek people are one of Kenya’s oldest tribes, living in the Mau 
Forest and the forests around Mount Elgon near the Ugandan border. 
They are a Kalenjin-speaking people. The Ogiek’s way of life is based 
on the natural resources provided by the forest: They are hunter-gath-

erers whose main activity is apiculture. 

The small black African honey bees (Apis mellifera scutellata) kept by the Ogiek 
prefer the nectar produced by flowers of the silibwet plant (Dombeya goetzeni), 

b e e  k e e p i n g  t e c h n i q u e s

Ogiek beekeepers use traditional log hives made 
from dried cedar, though they have adopted the 
Kenyan Top Bar Hive and Langstroth hive to in-
crease honey production. The beehive is hollow, 
1.4 meters long, and has a diameter of about 40 
centimeters. The hives are hung on tall cedar 
trees at a height of at least 10 metres. Beehive 
construction is done by a few skilled men from 

each clan. Tools used for harvesting honey 
include a smoker and a bag made of duiker le-
ather. Honey processing is done at Mariashoni 
community development CBO using automatic 
machinery and also manually. Refined honey is 
stored in 250-gram and 500-gram containers 
for marketing. 

Mariashoni district, 
Nakuru County 

(Rift Valley)
Ogiek / Okiek

Ogiek Honey27N. 

category
production area indigenous community

honey
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Beekeeping is one of the major socioeconomic activities carried by the Ogiek 
community. During colonial rule the Ogiek people were exterminated and 
driven from their land. After many years of struggles, recently the Ogiek won a 
landmark land rights case at the African Court on Human and Peoples’ Rights.

Aside from being a staple food, honey is used in different contexts and cultural 
practices like childbirth, circumcision, and marriage ceremonies. It is also the 
main source of energy during drought and famines, due its ability to keep for 
long periods. Traditional beer is also made from the honey and drunk by the 
elders during their meetings. Honey is also used as a preservative for smoked 
meat. Honey is also the vehicle of communication with ancestral spirits. It is 
given on certain occasions as a symbol of the establishment of new relations.

Traditionally honey was sold or traded to the Maasai who use it for making a 
honey wine and also as an essential ritual substance mixed with milk. Nowa-
days the production of honey for commercial purposes remains relatively low 
due to a lack of proper equipment for beekeeping, management, and pro-
cessing, and inadequate knowledge related to beekeeping. These factors 
lead to low annual honey yield, low competitiveness of honey in the domestic 
market, and low returns for beekeeping enterprises.

Mau Forest was heavily exploited due to increased demand for timber and 
wood. This led to destruction of the indigenous trees where the Ogiek source 
their honey. Reforestation programs have been launched, though many focus 
on exotic trees for commercialization. For the Ogiek, destruction of the forest 
means loss of their homes, staple foods, and way of life.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

which gives the honey collected in August its characteristic whitish-gray col-
or and distinctive flavor. Honey harvested in December, on the other hand, is 
slightly yellow in color and honey from February to April varies from reddish to 
almost black.

Among the Ogiek, it is forbidden to cut certain trees, especially silibwet—this 
plant is highly valued because it provides nectar for bees. It is also considered 
a sacred tree.

More information about the presidium on page 193
Nominator: John Kariuki Mwangi
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category 

breeds and 
animal husbandry

These chickens are free range and their fo-
raged diet is supplemented with organically 
grown corn and vegetables. Small pieces of 
aloe vera are added to their drinking water to 
help prevent diseases.

The chickens are reared at home by women. At 
the age of 8 months, the chickens are large 
enough to be slaughtered. 

h u s b a n d ry m e t h o d s

w a y s  o f  c o o k i n g

boiled, baked, fried, roasted

p r o d u c t s  d e r i v e d 
f r o m  t h e  a n i m a l

meat, eggs

pa r t s u s e d a n d p r o c e s s i n g

The Akamba chicken, or musukui as it is called locally, is an indige-
nous breed of chicken raised in the Mwala District of Central Kenya, 
just east of Nairobi. 

The breed is large, weighing up to 2.5 kilograms when mature. It is 
distinctive for its long, featherless neck and is well known for its tender meat. 
Akamba chickens are prolific layers and, because they are good incubators, 
they have a higher percentage of hatched eggs than other breeds. 

Akamba chicken 
(Musukui)

28N. 

Gallus gallus domesticus L.

Mwala District, 
Machakos County 

(Eastern Kenya)
Akamba / Kamba

production area indigenous community
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The meat of the Akamba chicken is prepared for special guests and brought as 
a gift by women when they are visiting important relatives. Locally, this breed 
is thought to be a good omen: If it is prepared for a visitor, their visit is consid-
ered successful. 

Women in Eastern Kenya have historically been very active at a community 
level, through participation in food production. Chicken rearing is traditional-
ly considered a women’s activity, but provides assets that benefit the whole 
household. Local chickens are a ready source of savings and income for wom-
en. Chicken keeping also promotes crop diversification and investment in nat-
ural resource management.

The Akamba chicken is rarely found in markets. It is mainly sold directly by 
producers or prepared for home consumption, in small quantities. Farmers sell 
them to neighbors at the farm gate or to consumers in a local market. The an-
imals are killed and dressed at a local butcher or at home. Akamba traders are 
known to transport chickens from Machakos, Kitui, and Makueni to Mombasa. 
They sell to individual customers or to small hotels and restaurants that often 
prefer to slaughter the birds themselves.

This breed is considered at risk of extinction because the young chicks are 
particularly open to attack by predators because of their exposed necks. Be-
cause they are good layers, they have also been used to create hybrid breeds 
and many farmers have chosen to raise the hybrid layers instead of the more 
vulnerable original breed. Raising and eating hybrid chicken breeds instead of 
this native breed is also considered by some to be a sign of modernity.

The meat is boiled or roasted and is served with ugali, rice, mashed potatoes, 
or muthokoi. Muthokoi is a traditional Akamba dish prepared by boiling maize 
and adding some ash to remove the outer covering of the maize kernels. 

The eggs are eaten alone or served with bread, ugali, or rice. The yolks are 
large and yellow, and are commonly used in cakes. 

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s 
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category 

fish and seafood 

Banje belongs to the genus Haplochromis in the family Cichlidae. Its 
natural habitat is the swamps and streams in Western Kenya, in par-
ticular in the Epanga Valley. 

Banje has a distinctive yellowish underbelly and, when young, bluish 
lips. This species can reach a length of 12 centimeters. It feeds on benthic in-
vertebrates, periphyton, and macrophytes. It has a life span of about 1 year and 
reproduces throughout the year. It is a mouth brooder.

    Banje 29N. 
Haplochromis sp.

Epanga Valley, 
Vihiga County 

(Western Kenya)
Luhya

production area indigenous community

July - January

Many species of fish are obtained from the rivers in Western Ken-
ya. Fishing was traditionally carried out very early in the morning 
and in the evening using boats and along the shore. Traditional 
traps called kumukono were used for fishing in small streams. 
They were woven from reeds growing on the riverbank. Fish are 
now caught using nets or hooks. Fishing takes place throughout 
the year unless controlled by the fishery department. Young men 
are the ones primarily involved in fishing.

f i s h i n g s e a s o n a l i t y f i s h i n g m e t h o d s

p r o d u c t s  d e r i v e d 
f r o m  t h e  a n i m a l w a y s  o f  p r e s e r v i n g w a y s  o f  c o o k i n g

whole fish smoking boiled, stewed

pa r t s u s e d a n d p r o c e s s i n g
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Fishing has always been a major occupation for the Luhya people living in the 
wetlands of Western Kenya.

Fish supplements the diet of many rural communities and fishing is a hobby for 
many young people. Young local people often learn how to trap fish by making 
reed traps and placing them in deep waters along the stream. Women prepare 
the traps using traditional methods. Most of the fishers are involved in fishing 
for domestic consumption and local sales. 

In the past, the wetlands were also used as a source of raw materials for making 
fishing equipment. The conical basket traps used by the Luhya people were wo-
ven from reeds. Another type of fish trap consists of a fence of close-set reeds 
tied together with papyrus stems and fastened to posts in a complex pattern.

Haplochromis fish are an important source of protein and other nutrients for 
many communities living in the area and fish is a food that the Luhya commu-
nity values because of its nutritional content. Banje was consumed in ceremo-
nies, specifically during childbirth and initiation. 

The main threat to this species is hybridization due to decreased water trans-
parency: Eutrophication and erosion (which results in increased levels of sed-
imentation) interfere with mating recognition visual cues. In addition, overfish-
ing is an issue. Many small species such as banje are caught not to be eaten, 
but to be used as bait for larger fish in Lake Victoria.

Women prepare banje by smoking them for 1-2 days. The fish are then skew-
ered on a stick for easy handling and placed in a cooking pot with a little water 
and traditional salt (munyu mushelekha). Some onion can be added, and the 
dish is served hot. It is eaten by all people irrespective of age and is mainly 
served with brown ugali (millet mixed with sorghum and cassava).

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s 

nominator:  Ferdinand Wafula Wanyonyi
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The Borana people are pastoralists who live in the arid region stretch-
ing from southern Ethiopia to northern Kenya. Livestock products 
such as milk and meat are particularly important in Borana culture. 
The Borana use many traditional preservation techniques to in-

     Fonntuma30N. 

category

cured meat 
and meat products

production area indigenous community

Marsabit County 
(Eastern Kenya)

Borana 

i n g r e d i e n t s p r e p a r a t i o n  m e t h o d 

Beef or goat meat 
Oil or fat

Salt 
Sugar

Cardamom

First, the meat is cut into strips and dried for a few days. Next, 
the thin, dried strips are roasted over charcoal and then pounded, 
breaking them up and giving them a filamentous texture, to reduce 
their size and increase surface area for absorbing more oil during 
the frying phase. Pounding takes 1-2 hours depending on the size 
of the pieces of meat. Women use tongs made from dry sticks to 
hold the meat strips during the roasting phase. Three to four strips 
are grasped in between the sticks, held over the red charcoal, and 
turned continuously. After roasting, the meat is deep fried with salt, 
sugar, and cardamom until it turns golden brown. 

The storage process is one of the most important aspects of prepa-
ration, for both quality and shelf life. A traditional wooden storage 
container called ejito is used. This inside of the container is smoked 
using special sticks in order to dry it completely and impart flavor. 
Fonntuma can be stored for 3-4 months and is served with ghee.
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Borana pastoralists have a profound knowledge of their livestock and local en-
vironment, acquired over a long time. Only a few talented individuals hold the 
knowledge (much of which is tacit) for making fonntuma. Elderly women pre-
pare and process this traditional meat product. When a household slaughters 
a bull, women from the neighborhood come together to prepare fonntuma. 
This activity provides a space for interaction and knowledge transfer among 
community members. Arid and semi-arid areas are prone to famine, and fonn-
tuma was the best anti-hunger food among the Borana community.

The emergence of butcheries in the region has made it easier for people to 
obtain fresh meat, so traditional preservation techniques and the knowledge 
associated with them is declining. Due to lifestyle changes, the slaughtering of 
animals has decreased and now takes place only during ceremonies and some 
festive occasions, such that there are fewer opportunities for knowledge trans-
fer. If the knowledge about this product is not passed down from the elderly 
women who possess it, fonntuma may disappear. Conscious efforts need to be 
put in place to address the intergenerational gap and create awareness among 
youth to ensure that traditional culinary and cultural practices are preserved.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

crease the quality and extend the shelf life of these products, guaranteeing a 
food source during times of shortage. Fonntuma is a traditional dried, roasted, 
pounded, and fried product made from beef or goat meat. Women are respon-
sible for preparing fonntuma.

nominator:  Nuria Gollo
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category 

fish and seafood 

Haplochromine cichlids are small, often brightly colored, and well 
adapted to a wide range of habitats and ecological niches. They 
differ in the size and shape of their bodies, head morphology, male 
breeding coloration, trophic specialization, and breeding behavior. 

The various haplochromine species are collectively referred to as fulu in the 
Luo language, furu in Swahili, and nkejje in Luganda. 

Lake Victoria, the largest lake in Africa by surface area, is home to an aston-
ishing diversity of fish: In the middle of the 20th century, there were over 500 

Fulu
(Lake Victoria 

Haplochromine Cichlids)

31N. 

Haplochromini Poll

Lake Victoria 
(Nyanza Province)

Luo

production area indigenous community

July - January

Traditionally, the fish were caught with fishing lines, hooks, 
traps, and specially designed baskets. Today, nets are more com-
mon. Fishing was carried out very early in the morning and in the 
evening, from boats and along the shore. Fishing was a daily ac-
tivity among the Luo community unless controlled by the Fishery 
Department or clan elders. The fishing community had traditional 
and territorial rules and regulations, which ensured that fishe-
ries were exploited in a sustainable manner.

f i s h i n g s e a s o n a l i t y f i s h i n g m e t h o d s

p r o d u c t s  d e r i v e d 
f r o m  t h e  a n i m a l w a y s  o f  p r e s e r v i n g w a y s  o f  c o o k i n g

whole fish drying, smoking boiled, fried, roasted

pa r t s u s e d a n d p r o c e s s i n g
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Fish is a common meal among the Luo community and fulu is significant for 
the community. It was consumed during ceremonies and special events, par-
ticularly during childbirth celebrations. Each woman visiting the nursing moth-
er was supposed to bring fulu for both mother and child. It played a key role in 
bringing people together. It was also eaten during the Luo night festival, which 
is a celebration of Luo culture.

Among Luo fishers, rules governing the use of nets, hooks, bait, and canoes 
ensured the sustainable use of the lake’s fish resources. There was adherence 
to the closed season, which coincided with the working period of the farms. 
Clan elders controlled access to the lake and, during the closed season, ca-
noes were forbidden to go beyond a certain distance from shore. There was 
also an element of cooperation in the setting up of the boats.

Historically, fulu were an important source of protein and other nutrients for 
many communities living on the shores of the lake. Fulu were also important for 
generating income, and were commonly sold in markets as far away as Nairobi.

Lake Victoria is severely ecologically degraded due to industrial pollution. 
Haplochromines declined at an astonishing rate due to overfishing, the intro-
duction of predators such as Nile perch, a decrease in water transparency, and 
eutrophication. These are the main reasons why the various species known as 
fulu are at risk of extinction.

Once caught, and in order to improve their shelf life and flavor, the fish are 
sun dried and then smoked. They may be dried on the ground or on wooden 
skewers. The latter method makes it easier to smoke or roast the fish, or carry 
them to market. Because they are so small, fulu are eaten whole, often in a 
soup served with ugali (cornmeal), or cooked over charcoal. Traditionally, fulu 
were simmered with salt and milk. The meal was served with ugali made from 
sorghum, millet, or cassava. Today, however, fulu are rarely caught for food: 
Instead, they are used as bait for Nile perch.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s 

species in the lake, many of them endemic. The majority of these species be-
long to the tribe Haplochromini in the cichlid family. Until the late 20th century, 
they made up 80% of the total fish biomass in Lake Victoria and played a key 
role in nutrient cycles.

nominator:  Duncan Okech
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category 

breeds and 
animal husbandry

Young men hunt for hares grazing on the 
fields. Different methods are applied, inclu-
ding use of traps, dogs, bows and arrows, 
or ambushing the animals at night. Traditio-
nally young men were expected to bring home 

some hare meat before undergoing circum-
cision as a sign of bravery and readiness to 
take up new responsibilities. Hare meat is for 
home consumption.

h u n t i n g m e t h o d s

w a y s  o f  c o o k i n g

boiled, fried, roasted

p r o d u c t s  d e r i v e d 
f r o m  t h e  a n i m a l

meat

pa r t s u s e d a n d p r o c e s s i n g

The savannah hare, known as gathungura in the Gikuyu language, is a 
wild animal that resembles the domesticated rabbit. It mostly occu-
pies scrubby grasslands within woodlands and mountain regions. It 
is medium-sized, growing to 41-58 centimeters long and weighing 3 

kilograms at most. It has a short tail, long, furry ears, and is richly colored with 
a grayish–brown back and a russet hue on the breast, neck, and legs. This is 

Gathungura 
(Kabuku)

32N. 

Lepus microtis Heuglin 

Central Kenya Gikuyu / Kikuyu

production area indigenous community
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Gathungura and other wild animals play an important role in the diet of the Gi-
kuyu people of Central Kenya. The skin of this animal was used in making drums 
that were played during ceremonies, and for making Gikuyu traditional hats that 
were worn by elders. The fur was used for medicinal purposes: It was applied to 
open wounds to keep the wound dry and quicken the healing.

The hare has been characterized as a trickster in Kenyan/Bantu literature for a 
long time. The Gikuyu saying wara ta wa gathungura means “as cunning as a 
hare.” Bright people among the Gikuyu community are referred to as being mugi 
ta gathungura, or “as bright as a hare.” This clearly depicts the importance of this 
animal and the cultural ties it has with the community. Knowledge about the 
hare and other animals is transmitted from elders to youth through storytelling.

Over the years, gathungura’s habitat has declined in Central Kenya due to pop-
ulation pressure and deforestation. It is an important species to protect since 
communities can use it in times of famine for food security. Restoration of its 
natural habitat can play a big role in ensuring the survival of this animal.

After slaughtering, the meat is left for 2 days to lose moisture, as this is be-
lieved to improve the flavor. It is then fried and served with ugali or irio, an 
original dish of the Gikuyu people made with mashed potatoes, maize, and 
pumpkin leaves. It is also roasted and stewed. Hare was used especially during 
famine periods.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s 

a nocturnal species and relies on camouflage for hiding. It feeds on grass and 
herbs. Gathungura prefers bushy savannahs due to the availability of food and 
the ease of hiding from predators. 

Female hares breed throughout the year with an average litter size of 1.6 young. 
The gestation period lasts up to 50 days. These animals reproduce very fast.

nominator:  Jeff Mugi
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category 

fish and seafood 

The marbled lungfish (known as kamongo among the Luo) is a fresh-
water fish in the order Lepidosireniformes found throughout the wa-
terways of Central and Eastern Africa. It has a long, tapered body and 
a large, flattened head. It’s back is dark gray while the belly is lighter. 

Dark spots are present on the entire surface of the body. It is a fish of consider-
able size, able to reach a length of 2 meters and a weight of 17 kilograms, though 
most specimens do not exceed 130 centimeters in length.The marbled lungfish 
feeds mostly on mollusks, small fish, and aquatic insects. Young lungfish are 
exclusively insectivorous.

Kamongo 
(Marbled Lungfish)
33N. 

Protopterus aethiopicus Heckel

Lake Victoria (Nyanza), 
Lake Baringo (Rift Valley)

Luo; 
Ilchamus

production area indigenous community

In Lake Baringo, marbled lungfish are caught 
using long lines with multiple hooks, with pie-
ces of fish (usually tilapia) as bait. Lines are 
anchored to a rock on the shore and kept near 
the lakebed thanks to smaller stones positioned 

at regular intervals. The fishermen work indivi-
dually on small boats built from ambatch wood 
(Aeschynomene elaphroxylon). The lines are put 
in place during the afternoon and gathered the 
following morning. 

f i s h i n g m e t h o d s

p r o d u c t s  d e r i v e d 
f r o m  t h e  a n i m a l w a y s  o f  p r e s e r v i n g w a y s  o f  c o o k i n g

whole fish, slices, fillets salt drying, smoking boiled, fried, roasted, stewed

pa r t s u s e d a n d p r o c e s s i n g
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Although not native to Lake Baringo, marbled lungfish is an important food 
and economic resource for local fishing communities. Introduced during the 
1970s, it began to be fished more frequently in the following decade. At first, 
the fishermen of the Ilchamus indigenous community (the historical inhab-
itants of Lake Baringo’s shores) captured it with the same nets employed 
to catch tilapia. With the migration of Luo fishermen from Western Kenya, a 
change in the fishing technique was introduced and now long lines are com-
mon in Lake Baringo, as they are in Lake Victoria. The interaction between 
Ilchamus and Luo fishers favored the introduction of kamongo into the local 
community, which previously had almost no interest in eating this fish. Over 
time, the consumption of marbled lungfish has also spread beyond the fishing 
communities, guaranteeing a source of animal protein to local populations and 
therefore improving (or at least changing) the local diet. 

In addition to its food importance, this fish represents an important source of 
income for the lake communities: Lungfish is sold locally or in the urban mar-
kets of nearby counties, including Nakuru. 

In recent years the marbled lungfish population—along with populations of 
other fish species that constitute the basis of local fisheries—has been de-
creasing, due to fishing pressure and the lack of adequate regulations. Addi-
tionally, increasing urbanization near Lake Baringo has led to water contami-
nation and an acceleration of the eutrophication process.

Lungfish is usually consumed fresh, although it can be stored with different 
techniques. Once caught, the fish is eviscerated, filleted, sliced, and then trans-
formed. It can be preserved by salting, hot smoking, or through frying the slices 
in vegetable oil. The latter technique is more common in the northern part of 
the Rift Valley. The fish slices are then used to prepare soups, stewed, or fried 
again and served with starchy foods (ugali, porridge, etc.) and leafy vegetables.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s 

This species lives in shallow waters near the shores of lakes, in swampy areas, 
and in seasonal tributaries. It survives in hostile environments thanks its ability 
to breathe air. During the dry season, lungfish remain buried under the mud to 
avoid dehydration, breathing through a small hole.
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category 

breeds and 
animal husbandry

The bird is locally adapted and it takes 7-8 
months to mature. A free-range system of 
rearing is practiced and supplemented with 
kitchen leftovers, maize, sorghum, wheat, 
millet, and vegetables. Aloe vera is given to 
the birds or added to drinking water as a 
way of preventing and controlling diseas-
es. This chicken is reared in the rural part 

of Elburgon where it is fed and taken care 
of by the women in the village, as they take 
care of other domestic chores. When fully 
grown, this breed of chicken is slaughtered, 
sometimes to mark a special occasion. For 
instance, when visitors arrive, they are wel-
comed with good meat or eggs.

b r e e d i n g m e t h o d s

w a y s  o f  c o o k i n g

boiled, fried

p r o d u c t s  d e r i v e d 
f r o m  t h e  a n i m a l

meat, eggs

pa r t s u s e d a n d p r o c e s s i n g

Kengei is a short, broad chicken with a unique walking style from 
which it derives its name: It appears to limp while walking, making 
its walking style similar to that of a duck. Its plumage varies in color 
and can be red, brown, black, or grey, but is usually black with some 

white spots. Kengei chickens are heavier than other local chickens, weigh-
ing 2.5-3 kilograms. Roosters can usually be differentiated from hens by their 

Kengei Chicken 34N. 
Gallus gallus domesticus L.

Elburgon, 
Nakuru County 

(Rift Valley)
Gikuyu / Kikuyu

production area indigenous community
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Kengei was a very popular breed in the Gikuyu community for its beauty, tasty 
meat, good mothering ability, and consistent egg laying. It was also preferred 
due to its resistance to diseases and adaptation to the climate conditions that 
are found in many parts of the Kenyan Rift Valley. The chickens were slaugh-
tered and served to guests to show hospitality, and were also served to nursing 
mothers and during ceremonies such as weddings, namings, and circumcisions. 
During special occasions such as Easter and Christmas, they are slaughtered so 
that people can enjoy the juicy meat.

The number of chickens owned by a family was a reflection of wealth. The Gi-
kuyu saying ihenya ria muthuri ni kuengea (“the running of the elderly is limp-
ing”) means that elders perform their duties slowly but perfectly. The saying 
was used to ask for patience from young people receiving guidance from the 
elderly. They had to listen and follow the elders’ advice no matter how strange 
it sounded.

This breed of chicken is mainly reared for home consumption rather than for 
commercial purposes.

Though some families still keep kengei chickens, the breed is at a risk of ex-
tinction due to the fact that it matures slowly and does not reproduce very fast. 
It is also believed that the birds are heavy feeders, which discourages farmers, 
pushing them to raise exotic and improved breeds.

The chicken is fried or boiled and served with ugali (cornmeal), chapati (flat 
bread), or irio (mashed potatoes, maize, peas, pumpkin leaves or stinging net-
tle) as accompaniment. Traditionally, the eggs were fried and given to men as 
a source of energy that could help them while working in the fields. 

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s 

striking plumage, long, flowing tails, and the shiny, pointed feathers on their 
neck (hackles) and back (saddle), which are typically of brighter, bolder colors 
than those of hens. Adult chickens have a fleshy crest on their head (comb) 
and hanging flaps of skin under the beak (wattles). The kengei is a local breed 
linked to the Gikuyu communities living in Elburgon, Nakuru County.

nominator:  Peter Karanja Njuguna
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category 

breeds and 
animal husbandry

These chickens, known locally as kuku wa ki-
dimu, are reared in Kilifi County (on Kenya’s 
coast) mainly by Giriama women as they car-
ry out their daily activities. Kidimu chickens 
are known to grow slowly, taking 8 months 
to reach full size. They are good foragers 
and will eat a wide range of foods, such 
as insects, cereals (maize, sorghum, wheat 

by-products, and millet), grasses, and kitchen 
leftovers. Chickens are slaugjtered by chop-
ping off the head and hanging them upside 
down to drain the blood. The feathers are then 
plucked, the innards are removed, and the meat 
is cut into pieces that are eventually cooked. 
This breed of chicken is mostly slaughtered 
for the family to eat, not for visitors.

b r e e d i n g m e t h o d s

w a y s  o f  c o o k i n g

boiled, fried

p r o d u c t s  d e r i v e d 
f r o m  t h e  a n i m a l

meat, eggs

pa r t s u s e d a n d p r o c e s s i n g

The Kidimu chicken is a special breed with a very different appear-
ance from other chickens. At first glance, someone unfamiliar with 
this chicken may even think that it is sick. It has ruffled feathers that 
characteristically curl upwards, unlike other chickens. It was once 

common throughout Kenya’s former Coast Province, but these days it is re-
striceted mainly to Kilifi County (about 60 kilometers north of Mombasa). Its 
feathers vary in color from black, brown, and white to red or blueish. It weighs 
between 2.3 and 2.7 kilograms. Kidimu roosters are bigger than hens and have 
feathered feet.

Kidimu Chicken
(Kuku wa Kidimu) 

35N. 

Gallus gallus domesticus L.

Kilifi County 
(Coast)

Giriama 
(Mijikenda)

production area indigenous community
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The Kidimu breed has been kept for generations within the Giriama community 
and this chicken was commonly used during festivals. 

It was, and still is, a taboo to slaughter and serve Kidimu chicken to visitors 
(which is expressed in the phrase kuku wa kidimu hachinjiwi mgeni, or, “Kidimu 
chicken is not slaughtered for visitors to eat.”). This demonstrates the close 
cultural tie between this breed and the Giriama community. 

Diviners traditionally used this breed in healing rituals. There is a belief among 
the local community that after showering seven times with clean water, a few 
drops of Kidimu chicken blood, and the leaves of a particular tree, one would 
be healed of any ailment. When a chicken is used as a sacrifice, it is strangled 
by hand and a knife is never used. 

This chicken plays an important role in Giriama proverbs. One common saying 
is kuku wa kidimu manyonyake si kasoro, which means, “a hen with naturally 
ruffled feathers is not defective,” indicating that every person has his/her own 
unique characteristics. 

Where it is still kept, this chicken is mainly raised for consumption in the house-
hold, but it is also sold on a small scale in villages. However, since this breed 
of chicken grows slowly and is less productive than others, many people have 
replaced it with imported breeds that grow faster and larger. Furthermore, with 
the spread of Christianity and Islam in the region, the ritual and cultural uses of 
this breed have lost their importance. For these reasons, the number of Kidimu 
chickens has declined and, without a concerted effort to preserve the popula-
tion and its genetic biodiversity, this breed and its historical ties to the Giriama 
community may be lost in the near future.

Kidimu chickens are kept both for eggs and meat. They are mainly boiled and 
fried, and are considered to be more flavorful than other breeds from the re-
gion. Pilau rice cooked together with some meat, spices, and onions is consid-
ered the best dish to accompany boiled Kidimu chicken.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s 

nominator:  Samson Kiiru Ngugi
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Mgongo wazi refers to the skeletal part of Nile perch (Lates niloticus) 
that remains after the fillets have been extracted—in other words, 
the head, spine, and tail. This byproduct is also referred to as Nile 
perch “frame.” Local fish traders process fish skeletons bought 

from fish processing and export factories: The frames are air dried and deep 
fried before being sold to local people as nutritional and affordable food. Mgon-
go wazi is linked to Lake Victoria, whose natural resources provide livelihood to 
millions of people in Kenya, Uganda, and Tanzania. Since the mid-20th century, 
the lake has become an important place for the fishing of Nile perch.

Mgongo Wazi 36N. 

category

fish products

production area

Lake Victoria 
(Nyanza)

i n g r e d i e n t s p r e p a r a t i o n  m e t h o d 

Nile perch bones

Salt

Oil

The preparation begins with the filleting of the fish. The head, skeleton, 
and tail that remain after the fillets are removed are salted and dried 
in the sun. This last step is carried out by hanging the carcasses on 
wooden frames for a period that can vary according to the season. 
Usually this operation is carried out during the dry season. Once 
dried, the bones and head are transported to the sales points where 
they will be fried in vegetable oil and then sold. 
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Nile perch, a predatory fish, was introduced into Lake Victoria in the mid-1950s 
to get rid of the small fish, also referred to as “trash fish.” Nile perch thrived and 
multiplied and have formed the basis of a massive commercial fishery in the 
countries around the lake for the last several decades. 

Fishing activities directed toward exports have led to an increase in the price 
of Nile perch, making it difficult for local inhabitants to buy it. As a result, local 
people have developed a strategy to compensate for the disappearance of 
native species caused by the introduction of Nile perch: They use the bony re-
mains of fish as an easily accessible protein supply and a source of income to 
supplement fishing and other economic activities. In Obunga Beach, a dense-
ly populated informal settlement between Kisimu and the regional airport, a 
group of women buy Nile perch frames, process them, and sell the product 
locally. In this way they are able to make the income they need to buy food 
and educate their children.

Mgongo wazi is popular in poor areas because it is nutritious and afford-
able—100 shillings buys enough to make a meal for a family of four people. In 
the local cuisine, mgongo wazi is used to prepare a traditional soup: The bones 
are chopped into small pieces and boiled with vegetables and aromatic herbs. 
This dish is often given to sick people as a tonic.

The introduction of Nile perch into Lake Victoria, and the fishing industry that 
grew as a result, has had catastrophic ecological impacts, including pollution 
(from new settlements and agriculture) and the decline of many fish species 
endemic to the Lake Victoria basin. In addition, the rise of the fishing industry 
for export to the European market upset the traditional, small-scale fishing 
economy and the subsistence of local populations. Locals came to rely on the 
Nile perch industry and many people migrated to the Lake to seek economic 
opportunities but, since the early 2000s, the Nile perch population has been 
declining. This has allowed many native species to rebound, but has also left 
countless people with less income or completely out of work. And now, even 
mgongo wazi—which locals depended on when fish became too expensive—
has become hard to find because animal feed manufacturers buy up many of 
the frames to make fishmeal. This source of competition and the overall de-
cline in Nile perch have driven the price of frames up. Once considered “poor 
man’s food,” mgongo wazi is now too expensive for many poor people to afford.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s
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category 

breeds and 
animal husbandry

M indet is a small bovid that lives in coastal, lowland, and montane 
forests (including Mau Forest) or forest patches, riverine forest, 
areas with scrub and thickets, and other habitats with thick cover. 

It is a rich orange-red color with deep brown to nearly black fur 
on the legs. The face is red and the forehead is black. Both sexes have horns. 
Mindet are primarily browsers, eating leaves, shoots, seeds, fruit, buds, and 
bark. Females tend to be slightly larger than males. They have a gestation 
period of around 210 days.

Mindet
(Harvey’s Duiker, 

East African Red Duiker) 
37N. 

Cephalophus harveyi Thomas

Mariashoni, 
Nakuru County 

(Rift Valley)
Ogiek / Okiek

production area indigenous community

Hunting used to be a daily 
activity among the Ogiek 

community but today 
hunting is mainly carried 

out  during holidays 
in April, August, and 

December. Young boys do 
most of the hunting.

Mindet is found in areas with dense cover and a high diversity of 
small-stemmed plants. Local people hunt the animal using bows 
and arrows or traps. Once the mindet is captured, it is slaughte-
red immediately in the forest and the meat is brought to the village.

h u n t i n g s e a s o n a l i t y h u n t i n g m e t h o d s

p r o d u c t s  d e r i v e d 
f r o m  t h e  a n i m a l w a y s  o f  c o o k i n g

meat boiled, roasted

pa r t s u s e d a n d p r o c e s s i n g
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The Ogiek people, one of Kenya’s oldest tribes, live in the Mau Forest and the 
forests around Mount Elgon near the Ugandan border. The Ogiek have hunted 
and gathered most of their food since time immemorial, with honey and bush 
meat sourced from the forest being particularly important. 

Mindet skin was used in making clothes that were worn during initiation and 
wedding ceremonies, or on a daily basis. The skin could also be sewn togeth-
er to make mattress. Clothes made with mindet skins were used as a mantle 
by beekeepers during harvesting. In the past, mindet were hunted mainly for 
household consumption.

Mindet inhabit regions with dense vegetation. Today, mindet rely on protected 
forest areas and populations are declining due to deforestation for timber, ag-
riculture, and human settlements, especially near rivers.  The overexploitation 
of this species as a source of bushmeat is also a threat. Some communities 
have stopped hunting mindet in order to allow the local population to rebound, 
but Harvey’s duiker is widely hunted throughout its range, often with dogs and 
wire snares. Beyond posing a threat to mindet, the destruction of forested ar-
eas in the Ogieks’ ancestral lands to accommodate agriculture and a growing 
population jeopardizes the Ogeiks’ ability to manage their land and resources 
as they see fit and as they have done, sustainably, for generations. Much of 
the forest that remains is in reserves, where indigenous peoples are often not 
allowed to engage in traditional subsistence practices.

Mindet were an important source of food for the Ogiek community. Tradition-
ally, they were hunted, slaughtered, and then boiled, and seasonings were 
added after cooking. The meat can also be roasted.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s 

nominator:  Samson Kiiru Ngugi
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category 

breeds and 
animal husbandry

The bird grows slowly and only reaches matu-
rity between 6 and 8 months of age. The chick-
ens forage for insects and eat kitchen scraps. 

Women are in charge of chicken rearing and 
slaughtering. The chickens are slaughtered 
with a knife: The bird’s head is held firmly, 

the artery and veins along the neck are cut, 
and the blood is allowed to drain. The bird is 
then dunked into a pot of boiling water, the 
feathers are plucked, and the body is rinsed. 
Finally the chicken is cut into pieces for meat.

b r e e d i n g m e t h o d s

w a y s  o f  c o o k i n g

boiled,  fried, roasted

p r o d u c t s  d e r i v e d 
f r o m  t h e  a n i m a l

meat, eggs

pa r t s u s e d a n d p r o c e s s i n g

The Molo District is located in the Kenyan Rift Valley. Here the Gikuyu 
community has always raised the Mushunu Chicken, a native breed 
playing an important part in local food traditions. The Mushunu has 
an unusual appearance: It is a large bird with an elongated body and 

a completely featherless neck and head. Its plumage varies in color from black 
to white, red, or blue. It weighs between 3 and 4 kilograms. The breed is very 
popular due to its tasty meat, excellent eggs, and good brooding behavior.

Molo Mushunu 
Chicken

38N. 

Gallus gallus domesticus L.

Turi, Molo District, 
Nakuru County 

(Rift Valley)
Gikuyu / Kikuyu

production area indigenous community
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The chickens are mainly eaten during celebrations and the arrival of the guest.
In Turi, farming methods are passed down from generation to generation. Tradi-
tionally, women and children are mainly responsible for looking after the birds. In 
Elburgon, the Karunga women’s group has started to raise Mushunu Chickens. 
The women earn income from the sales of eggs and meat and put the proceeds 
into revolving credit funds. This business has helped the women in their social 
and economic activities and in empowering them, as they do not have to rely on 
men for all their needs.

The Molo area suffered badly from the violence in 2008: A number of people 
were killed, there were many refugees, houses were destroyed, and most of 
the cattle were killed. The women lost most of their animals (chickens and 
sheep) and are now trying to recover by gradually building up small farms 
again. Moreover the availability of mushunu chickens has declined. This breed 
needs to be promoted to keep it from disappearing.

Chickens are usually cooked to celebrate important festivals or when there are 
special guests. Whether boiled, roasted, or fried, chicken is generally accom-
panied by rice or corn ugali. According to tradition, women and children eat the 
wings and neck; the thighs are for the boys and men; the breast is reserved for 
the husband. The eggs, which are small with a bright brown shell and intense 
yellow yolk, are used to make food such as pancakes and porridge.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s 

nominator:  Peter Karanja Njuguna, Samson Kiiru Ngugi

More information about the presidium on page 190
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category 

breeds and 
animal husbandry

Molo sheep have been bred in the homony-
mous region of Kenya since the beginning 
of the 20th century and are descended from 
three foreign breeds: Corriedale, Hampshire 
Down, and Romney. Molo sheep are found in 
the highlands, which tend to be very cold and 

rainy. As such, they have adapted to these cli-
mates with an abundance of thick wool. It is 
the responsibility of the youngest boys in the 
families to care for the sheep each morning, 
ensuring that they are eating grass, weeds, 
and sweet potato vines among other feeds. 

b r e e d i n g m e t h o d s

w a y s  o f  c o o k i n g

baked, roasted, steamed

p r o d u c t s  d e r i v e d 
f r o m  t h e  a n i m a l

meat

pa r t s u s e d a n d p r o c e s s i n g

The Molo Sheep is a local, well-adapted breed. This sheep is easily 
distinguished from others by its very thick white fleece, which covers 
its forehead and cheeks, forming a beard that surrounds its face. It 
has a small, stocky body, short legs, and a very long tail. The cool 

and rainy climate in the highlands (2,500 meters above sea level) provides 
ideal conditions for raising this breed. The animals live on pastures and feed 
mainly on grass.

Molo Sheep are very hardy and resistant to disease. They give birth several 
times a year, unrelated to seasons, and are slaughtered from the age of 6 
months, when they reach an average weight of 14 kilograms. 

Molo Sheep39N. 
Ovis aries L.

Molo highlands, 
Nakuru County 

(Rift Valley)

production area



109

m
e

a
t

 
a

n
d

 
f

i
s

h

The early history of this breed is linked to colonialism and the gradual margin-
alization of the local tribes. It has become an important cultural and economic 
resource for local communities. Over time, the mix of breeds resulted in the 
type that exists today. The arrival of British sheep breeds in Kenya dates back 
to the late 19th century, when British settlers arrived in the White Highlands to 
build a railway between Kenya and Uganda. The substantial cost of this project 
resulted in strong criticism from Britain, which subsided only with the promise 
of fertile land for English settlers. From 1901, certain areas of the highlands 
became reserved solely for European farmers who brought new breeds of 
animals to their settlements; local communities such as the Maasai were con-
fined to reservations. 

The Molo community uses the very highly regarded wool to make clothes, 
carpets, woven rugs, scarves, and handcrafts, made for domestic use and for 
sale in the local region.

It is possible to find Molo Sheep meat at local butchers, but purchasing the 
entire sheep is expensive. Many restaurants miles away from Molo claim to sell 
Molo lamb, but this is likely to be untrue. 

After Kenyan independence in 1963, sheep farms began to be neglected and 
the agricultural development project that had been designed for the Molo 
highlands collapsed. The situation was compounded further by subdivision of 
land, which left little space for sheep farming. Today, although it is universally 
recognized as one of the best sheep breeds in the country, there are just a 
handful of farmers who continue to breed the Molo. And although you may find 
it on restaurant menus, chances are it is not genuine Molo meat.

The tender and succulent meat is highly valued. It is usually baked, roasted, 
or steamed. Molo lamb meat is also used to prepare a stew known as kondoo 
wa kuokwa mazigani. This stew is slow cooked in a traditional earthenware pot 
and served with green leafy vegetables and potatoes. Dishes prepared with 
Molo Sheep meat are still an integral part of meals prepared during special 
occasions such as bridewealth payment.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s 

nominator:  John Wachira, Samson Kiiru Ngugi

More information about the presidium on page 191
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Mutura, also called African sausage, is a traditional meat product 
found in Gikuyu lands of Central Kenya. It made from either the 
small or large intestines of goats or cows that are stuffed with 
cooked minced intestines, leg meat, and blood, and seasoned 

with vegetables, herbs, and spices such as piri piri, a local variety of chili. 

     Mutura40N. 

category

cured meat 
and meat products

production area indigenous community

Central Kenya Gikuyu / Kikuyu

i n g r e d i e n t s p r e p a r a t i o n  m e t h o d 

Small or large 
intestines of goats 

or cows

Intestine (minced) 
and leg meat

Blood

Spices and herbs

Vegetables

The animal is slaughtered and the intestines removed, emptied, and 
cleaned thoroughly with water. Some of the intestine is then finely 
chopped along with some leg meat and cooked well. Herbs and spices 
such as rosemary and piri piri are added for extra flavor. Once the 
meat is cooked, blood from the slaughtered animal is added to the pot 
(sufuria) and the mixture is stirred until the blood is cooked. When the 
filling is ready, one end of the intestine is tied with a strip of banana 
bark, the sausage is stuffed, and the open end tied off in the same way. 
The stuffing must be done when the mixture is still hot.
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Mutura was and still is an essential product at Gikuyu gatherings, made to 
satisfy the hunger of guests before the main meal. It is usually prepared for 
wedding ceremonies. On this occasion, a goat is slaughtered and offered to all 
the wedding guests. 

Slaughtering is carried out early in the morning at the host’s homestead. Men 
are in charge of organizing the place and bringing all the tools (knives, pots, 
etc.) required for this operation. When everything is settled, the goat is hung 
up, the throat is sliced, and the blood is drained into a container. Salt is added 
in order to prevent coagulation and preserve the blood in jelly-like form. Fi-
nally, men prepare the sausages while women boil and cook the other meat. 
Mutura and goat meat are served with other traditional dishes and brews such 
as muratina (honey wine). 

The preparation of traditional mutura requires particular skills that are passed 
down through generations. 

Mutura is still made in very small quantities in both rural and urban areas when 
gatherings are led by elders. It is at risk of extinction, however, because the 
younger generation often prefers the modern sausages that are aggressively 
promoted by marketing companies. Unfortunately, it’s becoming harder to find 
this delicacy in an increasingly industrialized country.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

Traditionally Gikuyu people minced the meat using a very sharp machete 
called a panga. The meat was placed on a tree stump (gitiri), which was used 
as a chopping board, and cut into fine pieces. This way of preparing mutura is 
still common today. According to local people, it makes the sausages sweeter 
and juicier. 

Once stuffed, mutura is usually boiled for few minutes and then roasted on 
hot coals until it is golden brown. This delicious sausage is served by itself as 
an appetizer.



a
r

k
 

o
f

 
t

a
s

t
e

 
|

 
k

e
n

y
a

112

category 

breeds and 
animal husbandry

Dendrohyrax arboreus is found in southeastern Africa: Its range ex-
tends southward from Kenya and Uganda to South Africa. D. arbo-
reus lives in forested areas. It inhabits alpine, mountain, highland, 
lowland, and riverine forests and is found in the Mau Forest. 

The nderit resembles a guinea pig. Long, soft, gray-brown fur covers the body 
and the underside is paler. The hairs are lighter near their tips. The ears have 
a fringe of white hair. A dorsal gland is ringed by cream-white hair. These an-
imals weigh just over 2 kilograms on average and have an average length of 
50 centimeters. 

Nderit
(Southern tree hyrax) 

41N. 

Dendrohyrax arboreus A. Smith

Mau Forest 
and Mount Elgon 

(Rift Valley)
Ogiek / Okiek

production area indigenous community

Hunting was a daily 
activity among the Ogiek 

community but today 
hunting is mainly carried 
out by young boys during 
holidays in April, August, 

and December

This animal was dislodged from the tree and then killed on the 
ground, and the precise method varied between hunters and based 
on the season. In some cases the hunters could climb up the tree 
and knock the hyrax down while the others waited on the ground. 
During the rainy season, when the hyraxes hide in holes, a stick 
could be inserted into the hollow cavity and rattled around mak-
ing the hyrax lose its grip — it was then forced out and killed. In 
addition to this, the animals could be smoked out of their holes. 
Other methods included the use of bows and arrows and traps. 

h u n t i n g s e a s o n a l i t y h u n t i n g m e t h o d s

p r o d u c t s  d e r i v e d 
f r o m  t h e  a n i m a l w a y s  o f  c o o k i n g

meat boiled, roasted

pa r t s u s e d a n d p r o c e s s i n g
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The nderit was significant in the traditions of the Ogiek people, the oldest of the 
hunter-gatherer tribes living in Mau Forest between Nakuru and Narok counties.

Nderit skin was used in making clothes that were worn during initiation and 
wedding ceremonies, or on a daily basis. The skin could also be sewn together 
to make a mattress. Clothes made with nderit skins were used as a mantle by 
beekeepers during honey harvesting. 

Burnt nderit fur mixed with water or honey was used as medicine against cough 
for children. The stomach entrails acted as a remedy for aching ribs and the ash 
could help in healing scar tissue. The community believed that covering a new-
born in nderit skin guaranteed good health. The cry of the nderit during the day 
was a warning for an impending disaster. It was believed to be a bad omen when 
a nderit entered a house and, in such cases, it wasn’t supposed to be killed as 
this could cause deaths in the family. Excursions would be abandoned if a hyrax 
crossed one’s path, as they were believed to be animals of misfortune. 

The nderit depends on the forest and specific tree species for survival. It pre-
fers dense forests away from villages, with the presence of bamboo being an 
added advantage. Increased deforestation and the introduction of exotic for-
est plantations has seriously affected these habitats, putting the future of this 
animal at risk. Farming and the establishment of settlement schemes in the 
forests have resulted in declines in the nderit population.

The hyrax (locally known as nderit) played an important role as a source of 
food in the Ogiek community. Due to its softness, hyrax meat is ideal for wom-
en weaning babies. Children were given hyrax meat mixed with honey during 
weaning. The mothers used to chew the hyrax meat to soften it, after which 
it was dipped in pure honey and given to the baby. Traditionally, nderit were 
slaughtered and boiled without additional seasonings. Later they were hung to 
dry for few hours before consumption.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s 

nominator:  Fredrick Kiplangat Lesingo

The nderit is folivorous (it eats mostly leaves) and feeds on nearly 150 different 
plant species, eating leaves, petioles (discarding the leaf), twigs, shoots, fleshy 
fruit, and hard seeds.
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category 

breeds and 
animal husbandry

Ngware is the Gikuyu name for the francolin, a wild bird native to Ken-
ya that is hunted for its delicious meat. It is mainly a terrestrial bird 
that runs along the ground, usually flying in short bursts of less than 
30 seconds. The ngware is usually smaller than a chicken, weighing 

about 1 kilogram. It is covered with feathers ranging in color from brown to black. 

The bird used to exist in the thickets and forests close to where the Gikuyu 
people lived, mainly in Central Kenya. It lives close to human settlements and 
can be domesticated. The main breeding season is from April to September 

Ngware  42N. 
Multiple species of francolin, subfamily Perdicinae 

Central Kenya Gikuyu / Kikuyu

production area indigenous community

April - September

The birds are usually captured after being tracked. They can 
also be trapped by spreading fermented barley in an area where 
they assemble to feed. After feeding on this, the bird becomes 
“drunk” and therefor less mobile and easier to catch. They are 
hunted in much of their range using low nets and easily caught 
using decoy bird calls. 

h u n t i n g s e a s o n a l i t y h u n t i n g m e t h o d s

p r o d u c t s  d e r i v e d 
f r o m  t h e  a n i m a l w a y s  o f  c o o k i n g

meat, eggs boiled, roasted

pa r t s u s e d a n d p r o c e s s i n g



115

m
e

a
t

 
a

n
d

 
f

i
s

h

Ngware are known for their loud, early morning calls, which make a “kwarrrr, 
kwarrrr” sound. Many local people think of the bird as a natural alarm clock. 

There are a number of proverbs associated with the bird. One of them states 
gutire ngware nyinyi muhuririo-ini, meaning, “no ngware is small when it claws 
the soil,” interpreted to mean that everyone can do great good or evil accord-
ing to his or her actions. Another is ngware ikirara muti iguru ndiatigire thi kuri 
kwega, which means, “the francolin sleeps on a tree because it is not alright on 
the ground,” interpreted to mean that each person knows his or her business 
best. These proverbs show how this bird is valued in Gikuyu traditions.

Nowadays ngware meat is rare and not usually seen for sale, but is instead 
mainly eaten in the household.

These birds used to be numerous because the land was not cleared for cul-
tivation. Today, the ngware population has declined greatly due to continued 
clearing of thickets and forests for agriculture. The disappearance of this bird’s 
original habitat means that in some areas it has already been lost. If the ngware 
disappears, it also means the loss of valuable Gikuyu traditions.

Both white meat and eggs from ngware were used in Gikuyu traditional cui-
sine. Meat was traditionally roasted and served with vegetables and ugali 
made with different type of grains such as millet and sorghum. Ngware meat is 
light, easy to digest, and good for the blood.

During the dry season, ngware was hunted because there were no vegetables 
to accompany the meal and therefore people opted to hunt and enjoy this 
delicacy with ugali or cassava.

In the past, wild game and game birds were eaten only by men. Women rarely 
ate meat and then only when it was handed to them by their husbands.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s 

nominator:  Geofrey Mugi

and the nest is a hidden scrape in the ground. The nest may sometimes be 
made above ground level in a niche in a wall or rock. The clutch contains six 
to eight eggs but larger clutches have been observed. Ngware feed on seeds, 
grains, and insects, particularly termites and beetles.
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category 

breeds and 
animal husbandry

Also known as Tanganyika sheep, Red Maasai Sheep are so called 
because the Maasai people of East Africa traditionally raised them. 
They can be found in southern Kenya and northern Tanzania and 
parts of Uganda, in the arid and semi-arid regions of the Great Rift 

Valley. This breed, which is distinct for having hair instead of wool, is used pri-
marily for meat. The most preferred (and therefore most common) color is red, 
but sheep are also seen with brown and occasionally pied coats. They have a 
relatively heavy body, are short (73 centimeters tall at the withers for males, 62 
cm for females), fat tailed, and slightly fat rumped. Males weigh 45 kilograms on 

Ovis aries L.

Kajiado District, 
Kajiado County 

(Rift Valley)
Maasai

production area indigenous community

The housing structure for sheep is fenced 
with wood and chains to deter predators. 
Both controlled and uncontrolled breeding 
are practiced. Controlled breeding avoids 
lambing during dry seasons and mating takes 
place in June and July. The Maasai people aim 

to minimize the distance between the boma (wa-
ter point) and grazing locations for the sake 
of both animals and herders. Sheep slaugh-
tering was common mainly during wedding and 
initiation ceremonies. 

b r e e d i n g m e t h o d s

p r o d u c t s  d e r i v e d 
f r o m  t h e  a n i m a l w a y s  o f  c o o k i n g

meat boiled, fried, roasted

pa r t s u s e d a n d p r o c e s s i n g

Red Maasai Sheep
(Tanganyika Sheep) 

43N. 
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Red Maasai Sheep are found especially in Kajiado District and the surrounding 
area. According to legend the Red Maasai Sheep was the first animal kept by 
the Maasai. They were involved in the beginning of Maasai life and the rearing 
of animals.

Red Maasai Sheep are still significant to the Maasai community especially 
during ceremonies and bridewealth payments: The bridegroom brings five 
Red Maasai Sheep to the girl’s parents to be allowed to continue with the mar-
riage arrangements. It was the most preferred animal to be given to individuals 
as a gift. In addition, Red Maasai Sheep are valued for their uniform red color, 
since traditional Maasai clothes as well as the sand in the area are red. 

When a ceremony is being held a Red Maasai Sheep is slaughtered. During 
drought seasons the Maasai usually sacrifice a sheep to make the rain come. 
The sheep to be sacrificed should be of solid color, without any spots. The 
sheep used to be kept for home consumption but farmers started to run busi-
nesses with butcheries and market the meat.

Red Maasai Sheep husbandry has declined over time due to crossbreeding with 
dorpers, the small stature of this local breed, and because it grows hair rather 
than wool. Today the majority are crossbreeds, and pure Red Maasai Sheep are 
less common, making the future of the breed uncertain. The unpredictable sea-
sonal changes and recurrent droughts may, however, lead to greater demand 
for well-adapted and sustainable sheep such as the Red Maasai. 

The Maasai eat mature sheep of 12 months old or older. The sheep are used 
both for meat and lard. The meat is either roasted or boiled and eaten through-
out the year, especially during ceremonies like marriages and initiations. Meals 
prepared at the homestead are organized by women and can include various 
types of stews and other dishes made with sheep meat. Traditionally, meat 
was either roasted or fried and then mixed with blood. It is served with monono 
or ugali made from corn flour.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s 

average while females weight 35 kg at maturity. Notably, they are also resistant 
to the Haemonchus contortus parasite and other local diseases, which makes 
them an excellent pastoral breed.

nominator:  Margaret Tunda Lepore, John Kariuki Mwangi

More information about the presidium on page 195
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Rukuri is a traditional Gikuyu cured meat made from roasted sheep, 
goat, or cattle that is preserved with honey. Rukuri made with sheep 
and goat used to be more common than that made with beef. Meat 
might be dipped in honey and eaten right away, without time in stor-

age. However, rukuri that has been aged for a long time is considered to have 
a better flavor. Traditionally, Gikuyu men kept beehives in their gardens to har-
vest the honey to use as a sweetener, as a medicine, to make traditional beer 
(called muratina), and as a food preservative to make products like rukuri. The 
honey allows meat to be preserved without refrigeration. It also improves the 
flavor of the meat.

Rukuri
(meat Preserved in Honey)

44N. 

category

cured meat 
and meat products

production area indigenous community

Githunguri, 
Kiambu County 
(Central Kenya)

Gikuyu / Kikuyu

i n g r e d i e n t s p r e p a r a t i o n  m e t h o d 

Honey

Sheep, goat, or cattle meat

To make rukuri, honey is harvested and stored in wooden containers. 
When animals are slaughtered (usually two at a time, one for the family 
to eat fresh and one with which to make rukuri), the ribs are removed 
and the meat is cut into strips and put over the fire to improve its 
aroma and flavor. The meat is then put into a container, called ikumbi, 
with honey for a minimum of 80 days before it is ready to be sold.  In 
this way, it can be preserved for a very long time.
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Traditionally rukuri played an important role in family decision making. Conver-
sations between husband and wife would begin after he presented her with a 
piece of rukuri. This token showed a man’s love and respect for his wife, and 
helped to keep marital harmony.

As a preserved product, rukuri could be eaten on a daily basis. However, 
during special occasions, such as the celebration of bridewealth payments 
or other rites of passage, special pieces of meat would be dipped into freshly 
harvested honey to prepare for guests.

Rukuri used to be considered food for the rich because both animals and 
beehives require important investments. Also, a family had to have enough 
animals to be able to slaughter them in order to make rukuri. Animals were 
precious for the family because they provided meat and rukuri was used as 
bridewealth (men gave rukuri to the intended wife’s family). 

Rukuri is traditionally consumed with a special tool called jife (a sort of hook) 
that allows one to take the meat without touching the honey. It used to be 
eaten alone on a calabash plate. It was offered only to the most respected 
guests, usually men. Women could also eat it, as long as they were respected.  
Rukuri is referred to as “food for the future” because it can be preserved for up 
to 50 years.

Rukuri appears in traditional Gikuyu sayings. One saying associated with rukuri 
asks, ni nyama kana ni rukuri? which means, “is it just meat, or is it rukuri?” 
Another saying is used when someone tries to hide something from another 
person, prompting them to ask, kari rukuri? meaning, “is it rukuri?” to imply that 
whatever is being hidden must be of great value. Cama ta rukuri is another 
saying, meaning “as sweet as rukuri.” This collection of sayings shows the im-
portance of this product in the Gikuyu community, and the fact that it cannot 
be substituted with other products.

Rukuri is made in the home for personal and family consumption and is not 
found for sale. While rukuri is considered a special treat, fewer and fewer indi-
viduals still make it today. Many have adopted other methods of preservation, 
such as refrigeration. In addition, the cost of procuring beehives and beekeep-
ing materials is high, so fewer people keep their own bees. Limited knowledge 
about this traditional food preservation method among younger generations 
means that this typical Kenyan food may soon be lost.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s
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S irigoniot is a salted, dried, and smoked meat traditionally prepared in 
the Ogiek hunter-gatherer communities of Mariashoni, a village in the 
north-central area of the Mau Forest in Nakuru County.

     Sirigoniot45N. 

category

cured meat 
and meat products

production area indigenous community

Mariashoni, 
Nakuru County 

(Rift Valley)
Ogiek / Okiek

i n g r e d i e n t s p r e p a r a t i o n  m e t h o d 

Game meat or beef

Honey

Salt

Once captured, the animal is slaughtered immediately and its meat di-
vided into smaller cuts, which are wrapped in leaves and then tied with 
vegetable fibers. The chunks are then transported to the village where 
women take care of their preparation. The meat is cut into thinner sli-
ces, sprinkled with salt and honey, skewered on 1-metre sticks posi-
tioned around the bonfire, and smoked. During the smoking process, 
the meat is turned over several times to ensure uniform cooking. Once 
ready, it is placed in a lelkweleet, a container made from bamboo fibers 
gathered in the forest and subsequently intertwined.
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Until the second half of the 20th century, the Ogiek practiced a semi-nomadic 
lifestyle based on honey harvesting and hunting. Over the course of the year, 
communities living in Mau Forest moved from the highlands to the plains in 
the eastern part of the forest, following seasonal migrations of bees and wild 
animals. Hunting was carried out in groups and meat (especially of large an-
imals) was distributed to each community member. Game hunting involved 
the use of dogs, bows and arrows, spears, sticks, and traps. The most valued 
animals were antelope, wild pigs, buffaloes, and elephants. Hunting, as well 
as other activities carried out in Mau Forest, was regulated by various tenets 
and customs intended to conserve the ecosystem’s resources and use them 
in a sustainable way. Drying and smoking wild game allowed the Ogiek to 
preserve the meat for several months, thus avoiding waste and guaranteeing 
an important protein source during seasonal migrations and famine periods. 

The Ogiek living in Mariashoni continue to hunt, albeit less frequently than in 
the past. Communities here have had to cope with drastic declines in the lo-
cal habitat and wildlife, mainly due to deforestation, climate change, and land 
conversion for agriculture. Due to these changes, the Ogiek have to adapt 
their lifestyle, increasingly basing their livelihood on agriculture and cattle and 
sheep herding rather than hunting.

These ongoing dynamics are leading to the erosion of traditional practices and 
knowledge, including techniques for preserving meat. Today very few people 
continue to produce sirigoniot, and those that do tend to use beef, not wild game.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

This product consists of thin slices of meat sprinkled with salt and honey, dried 
in the open air, and finally smoked next to an open fire. The meat is skewered 
on a 1-meter wooden spit called saartit in the local language.

In the past, this technique was used to preserve the game hunted in the forest. 
The same method was used to preserve beef, which the Ogiek obtained from 
the neighboring Maasai communities in exchange for honey or other forest 
products. Today, Ogiek from Mariashoni prepare sirigoniot using mainly beef. 
The dried meat can be cooked directly on the flame or roasted in the ashes. 
In the latter case, the outer skin is removed and then the meat is minced and 
served with ugali.

nominator:  Dauro Mattia Zocchi
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category 

fish and seafood 

Suporei, or Baringo tilapia, is a perch-like, golden fish endemic to Lake 
Baringo in Kenya’s Great Rift Valley. It is a sub-species of the Nile tila-
pia and is easy to breed. Male and female adult fish reach an average 
length of 30 centimeters and 20 cm, respectively. Males are more col-

orful than females, which are reddish-brown. The species is the fastest grow-
ing of the tilapias, taking only 4 months to reach a harvestable size.

Lake Baringo is one of the important freshwater lakes in the Kenyan Rift Val-
ley. It is a world Ramsar Site (belonging to a list of wetlands of international 

Suporei
(Baringo Tilapa) 
46N. 

Oreochromis niloticus baringoensis Trewavas

Lake Baringo, 
Baringo County 

(Rift Valley)
Ilchamus 

production area indigenous community

Ilchamus people living near Lake Baringo 
continue to fish like their ancestors did in 
hand-crafted rafts (called ilkadich) made 
from the light wood of the ambatch tree 
(Aeschynomena elaphroxylon). Until the sec-

ond half of the 20th century, fishing was 
conducted (to meet domestics need) with a 
rod and line only. Nowadays local people fish 
(also for commercial purposes) using gillnets.

f i s h i n g m e t h o d s

w h o l e  f i s h

boiled, stewed, fried

pa r t s u s e d a n d p r o c e s s i n g
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For generations, fishing has played an important role to the social and eco-
nomic life of the Ilchamus people, a Maa-speaking community living to the 
south and southeast of Lake Baringo. They number about 35,000 and are 
closely related to the Samburu who live to the northeast. Fish is so valuable to 
the community that one of the major town centers in the area was given the 
name Kampi ya Samaki, meaning “the fish town.” Historically, fish were used 
to pay bridewealth, with one big, fat fish being enough to earn a man a bride. 
The Ilchamus practice pastoralism and are the only group to engage in both 
cattle rearing and fishing. Most other pastoral communities in the area have 
traditionally regarded the consumption of fish as taboo. 

The large number of suporei once formed a vibrant fishery that supported a 
fish processing factory and a well-known fish market. However, between the 
1960s and 1980s, fish production dropped from between 500 and 600 tonnes 
to less than 200 tonnes per year. Today, the fishing industry is characterized by 
fluctuations that have even led to closure of the fishery during the dry season.

Although Lake Baringo is an important economic lifeline for the communities 
in the basin (during prolonged droughts, the fishery is the only source of in-
come), the Baringo tilapia is used on a very limited scale for food. Overfishing, 
environmental concerns (such as nearby businesses emitting sewage into the 
lake), and pollution from soil erosion have compromised the suporei popula-
tion. Indiscriminate fishing in shallow waters with nets that do not meet fishing 
standards results in immature fish being caught, and other fish species intro-
duced to the lake have negatively influenced the suporei’s ability to survive.

Among the Ilchamus, fish is prepared and served with millet or cornmeal. It 
can also be served alone without any accompaniments. Due to its rich protein 
content, a fish soup is given to infants suffering from kwashiorkor (severe pro-
tein malnutrition). Traditionally, fish soups are mixed with various herbal medi-
cines, allowing the soup to act as a carrier material for the medicine. The flavor 
of suporei meat is mildly sweet and milky. The fish is of high nutritional quality, 
making it the most popular fish in the region.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s 

importance) and is important for socioeconomic reasons and for biodiversity. 
Despite this, the lake is threatened by siltation resulting from human activities 
in its catchment.
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This product is made by drying cassava (Manihot esculenta). It is a tra-
ditional processed food of the Luhya people living in Western Ken-
ya, particularly in Busia County. It is produced using locally grown 
cassava, especially the bitter varieties. This crop is drought resistant 

and well adapted to the climate conditions of the area. The bulk of cassava 
produced in the region is used for human consumption and surpluses are pro-
cessed into starch or used for animal feed. 

Busia Dried 
Cassava

47N. 

category

vegetable preserves

production area indigenous community

Busia County 
(Western Kenya)

Luhya

i n g r e d i e n t s p r e p a r a t i o n  m e t h o d 

Cassava roots

Cassava roots are peeled, washed, and sun dried for about 6 hours 
to get rid of excess moisture. The semi-dried roots are then piled in 
a corner of the kitchen and covered with a sack for a period of 3-5 
days. Any mold that forms during this period is scrapped off with 
a blunt knife. Next, the roots are put on a clean floor and crushed 
with a stone into big, soft pieces. The pieces are sun dried for a 
period of 12-14 hours. 
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Cassava is an important staple food in Busia County and the dried roots have 
always been an important resource during famine periods. Cassava production 
involves both men and women in the local communities: Men take care of the 
cultivation while women have the duty to peel, cut, and dry the roots. 

Dried cassava is a primary ingredient in different local recipes: The dried roots 
are mixed with sorghum, finger millet, or maize and milled into flour. They can 
also be milled into flour without any cereal. The flour is added to boiling water 
and stirred until it cooks into either ugali (thick porridge) or uji (light porridge). Uji 
is a beverage while ugali is served with fish, meat, or any green leafy vegetable. 

Dried cassava roots are prepared both for home consumption and to sell. Wom-
en sell them directly in the local markets and traders sell them across Kenya, 
especially in the northern and western parts of the country. This product rep-
resents an important economic resource for the rural families of Busia County.

The method used in Busia for drying/detoxifying cassava is more labor-in-
tensive that many other traditional processing techniques, such as simply 
boiling cassava (which is less effective as a detoxification method) or cutting 
the roots into chips for drying and milling. The conservation of this traditional 
product is at risk for several reasons. On the one hand, changing eating habits 
have caused people to turn away from dried cassava in favor of foods that are 
deemed healthier. On the other hand, the presence of industrial flours on the 
market (often cheaper than the traditional ones) makes the commercialization 
of this product difficult. 

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

Through dehydration, local farmers can preserve the cassava roots and at the 
same time detoxify them (bitter cassava contains cyanogenic compounds) and 
improve their otherwise-bitter taste. Dried cassava roots can be kept for sev-
eral years. 

This product has an irregular shape and a smooth consistency, with the texture 
of the surface resembling plaster.

nominator:  Dauro Mattia Zocchi
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Bututia is a fermented drink made from finger millet that used to be 
prepared by the Akirinyaga community (Gikuyu) in Central Kenya. Fin-
ger millet is an annual plant widely grown as a cereal in different areas 
of Kenya. Its other names include wimbi and African millet. Bututia is 

prepared using finger millet grains that are first germinated and sun dried.

Bututia48N. 

category

distilled and 
fermented beverages

production area indigenous community

Kirinyaga County 
(Central Kenya)

Gikuyu / Kikuyu

i n g r e d i e n t s p r e p a r a t i o n  m e t h o d 

Finger millet

(Eleusine coracana)
Water

The process of preparing bututia starts with the winnowing of the 
millet to remove dirt and any foreign material. The millet grains are 
soaked in water and then placed in well-ventilated open pans and 
allowed to germinate. The germinated millet grains are then sun-
dried. The millet is ground using grinding stones, after which the 
flour is mixed with water. The mixture is then left to ferment for 3 
days, and the result of this process is locally called kimera. Kimera 
is then diluted in warm water and filtered to have a homogenous fi-
nal product. The resulting filtrate is bututia, which is kept in a cool, 
dry place to maintain its freshness. 
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This brew was very popular and was consumed during special occasions like 
harvesting and during land preparation when the rains were believed to be near. 

Among the Akirinyaga community, bututia was used as a measure of the amount 
of land that had to be prepared. During land preparation a gourd full of bututia 
would be halfway buried a few meters in front of the starting point to keep it 
cold. Bututia was then drunk using funnels made from banana leaves (locally 
known as mbari) and the process was repeated by burying another gourd. This 
served as a motivator for people to continue working and maximize the time 
they had at their disposal. Land preparation was thus a communal affair in which 
men moved from one homestead to another.

Bututia is produced both for home consumption and for sale. This brew has 
been maintained during over a hundred years of Christianization and modern-
ization. Akirinyaga people still prefer bututia despite the spread of commercial 
beers and beverage brands.

This product is at risk of disappearing due to increasing preference for standard-
ized products. In recent years commercial flours made from maize and other ce-
reals have replaced the homemade flour made from finger millet. The change in 
social values to promote individualism has also affected the product negatively.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

Women prepare bututia, put it in gourds, and take it to the men working in the 
fields. After fermentation, the brew has a thick consistency due to the pres-
ence of residual grains. Traditionally, they are removed using filters that have 
been attached to wooden straws through which the beer is drunk from a pot. 
Usually the drinking pot is shared by a large group of people. Bututia has an 
acidic taste, a porridge-like consistency, and a light brown color.
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Ebitata is traditional bread made from ripe bananas mixed with maize 
flour. The main ingredient of ebitata bread is the lisotsi banana, a type 
of banana cultivated mainly in Vihiga County. Lisotsi bananas are cul-
tivated by the Abanyole people of Vihiga County in Western Kenya. 

The fruit has a sticky texture and contains a lot of starch, making it suitable for 

Ebitata Bread49N. 

category

bread 
and baked goods

production area indigenous community

Vihiga County 
(Western Kenya)

Abanyole
(Luhya)

i n g r e d i e n t s p r e p a r a t i o n  m e t h o d 

Lisotsi banana

Maize/millet/
sorghum flour

Water

To prepare this bread, bananas are peeled, cut into pieces, and mixed 
with sorghum or maize flour at a ratio of 1:1. The ingredients are 
kneaded together until they form a dough. The mixture is then made 
into small loaves by hand and wrapped in fresh banana leaves. These 
are then steamed over a pot of boiling water for about twenty minutes.
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Ebitata or omukati kwe lisotsi is a traditional product of the Abanyole commu-
nity, one of the 18 sub-tribes of the Luhya tribe of Western Kenya. Traditionally, 
this sweet bread has played an important role during social events. Women 
used to prepare it for ceremonies, especially weddings and namings. During 
these events, it was usually served with tea or porridge. At individual homes, 
families would prepare this bread during special days such as Easter and 
Christmas, but recently the preparation and consumption of this product has 
declined—only a few people still remember the art of making ebitata bread.

Ebitata bread is no longer as widespread as it once was, due to the lack of 
the main ingredient necessary for its preparation: In Vihiga County, the lisotsi 
banana variety is not widely grown because many farmers have concentrated 
on producing the Cavendish varieties for income. Commercialization of other 
varieties has made many farmers forget to conserve this special variety and 
thus tradional ebitata bread is likely to be lost.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

the preparation of breads and sweets. In addition, the ripe bananas are thought 
to prevent stomach aches. Dishes prepared with this variety of banana are con-
sidered particularly delicious, nutritious, and healthy.

Ebitata bread is very sweet even though the recipe does not include any add-
ed sugar. The crust on the outside is hard but the inner part is very soft.

nominator:  Ferdinand Wafula Wanyonyi
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Gomba ya Marigo50N. 

Gomba ya marigo is a traditional dish in the Gikuyu community. It is 
prepared with a special variety of banana known as mutore in the 
Gikuyu language. Cooked bananas are mixed with fat in order to 
conserve them for a long time. The mutore banana is a traditional 

category

fruit preserves

production area indigenous community

Central Kenya Gikuyu / Kikuyu

i n g r e d i e n t s p r e p a r a t i o n  m e t h o d 

Mutore banana

Sheep fat

This product is only prepared using the mutore variety of bana-
na. These are peeled and roasted on burning coals until cooked 
through. After roasting, the bananas are cut with a knife, placed 
on sheepskin to dry out, and then crushed with a pestle. Once the 
paste is perfectly uniform, it is mixed with liquefied sheep fat, which 
acts as a preservative. Once the fat is added, the product can be 
conserved for up to 3 months.
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Bananas were, and still remain to this day, an important source of nourishment 
for the Gikuyu community. Every family in Central Kenya (the ancestral home 
of the Gikuyu people) has a couple of banana trees, and some even have 
whole groves. Different varieties of banana are cultivated and prepared differ-
ently depending on their individual characteristics. Some varieties are consid-
ered good only when mature, while others are eaten boiled or roasted while 
they are still unripe or almost ripe.

Among the Gikuyu, unripe mutore bananas were traditionally the first food 
given to babies. The bananas were roasted or baked in hot ashes and the skin 
removed. The mothers chewed the flesh and gave it to their children using 
their finger as a spoon.

Mutore bananas have also played an important role in traditional Gikuyu cere-
monies, especially during marriages. Gomba ya marigo and other dishes pre-
pared with this banana were offered to the guests. Furthermore, the dry ba-
nana fibers (from the bark and shoots) were used to indicate the place where 
a wedding would take place.

Gomba ya marigo was extremely popular during long voyages, especially 
those undertaken in search of fertile land. The increase in the population and 
the subdivision of land reduced these trips and led to the abandonment of 
this product. Modern technology (like refrigeration) has led to the increase in 
more standardized products and has made the pride in this traditional product 
decrease dramatically.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

variety that mainly grows in Central Kenya. It has green skin and orange flesh 
with a high content of carotenoids. This variety of banana is usually harvested 
for home consumption. The fruits are roasted or baked before they are eaten. 
The stems and leaves are used to feed livestock.

nominator:  Nuria Gollo
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Kaluvu, also called kimee, is a fermented brew made in the Kasikeu 
area of central southern Kenya by the Akamba people. It is made 
from sugarcane juice or honey mixed with slices of dried sausage 
fruit (Kigelia africana). 

Kigelia africana is known by different names: muatine (Kamba), mwengea (Swa-
hili), and the popular European name, “sausage tree,” due to the shape of its 
fruit. The fruits of this tree are large gray-green “sausages.” They may be up to 

Kaluvu
(Kimee)

51N. 

category

distilled and 
fermented beverages

production area indigenous community

Kasikeu, 
Makueni County 
(Eastern Kenya)

Akamba / Kamba

i n g r e d i e n t s p r e p a r a t i o n  m e t h o d 

Sausage fruit

Sugarcane or honey

To make kaluvu, sugar cane is cut into pieces and crushed in a mortar 
with a wooden pestle. The pulp is mixed with water to dissolve out the 
juice and is then filtered with a sieve made of banana fibers. Finally, 
the liquid is put in a gourd near a fire and slices of dried sausage 
tree fruit are added to make the fermentation start. The brew is ready 
after 3-5 days.

The same preparation method is used for kaluvu made from honey, al-
though this drink is not so common as kaluvu made from sugar cane.
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Traditionally only men were allowed to drink kaluvu, as it was considered in-
appropriate for women to drink alcohol. However, many women did brewing. 
Older men consumed this drink, especially during wedding ceremonies. Be-
fore the arrival of Christianity in the area, kaluvu was an integral part of wed-
ding ceremonies. It was traditional for the groom to offer a dried gourd filled 
with this drink, along with a blanket, to the parents of the bride before she 
was married. When both sets of parents shared this drink, it was considered 
to indicate a sealing of the marriage accord. Friends would also take this drink 
together to show an agreement. 

Kaluvu was also used in prayers at shrines, especially when asking for rain. 
Traditionally, a few drops of the drink would be poured out at the beginning of 
the prayer to “share” with the ancestors, while speaking the words kundia vau, 
which means, “drink from there.” 

The brew was also given as payment to casual workers, or as a token of appre-
ciation for help. For example, when a person died, the young men who helped 
to dig the grave were rewarded with a jar of kaluvu. 

As a homemade product mainly for rituals or special occasions, kaluvu is sold 
directly by brewers, and not in bars.

In the past, kaluvu was made naturally, without any additives. However, admin-
istrators have been forced to ban this drink in many villages due to abuse from 
corrupt brewers who use methanol or other additives to speed up fermentation 
and create adulterated drinks that are harmful to those who drink them. 

The sausage fruits used to create the brew have also become increasingly rare, 
due to many riverbeds where they grow drying up. As a result, this drink is being 
forgotten and replaced by other, commercially produced alcoholic drinks.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

60 centimeters long and weigh up to 6 kilograms. In Makueni County the fruits 
are harvested from the wild in April and May, and occasionally in December 
and January.

Before being dried and used as an ingredient for kaluvu, these fruits are boiled 
for a long time to extract their natural juices, which are not palatable.

Kaluvu can be brewed in a barrel or a calabash (dried gourd). It is usually drunk 
from a drinking vessel made of half a small calabash.

nominator:  Nuria Gollo
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K inolo is a bread-like product made from ripe, sweet bananas (usual-
ly of the mabuki variety) and corn flour. The resulting cooked breads 
may be purple, brown, or pink in color, depending on the corn va-
riety used to obtain the corn flour. Typical kinolo has a high ratio of 

Kinolo 
Banana Bread 

(Mkate Wa Ndizi)

52N. 

category

bread and 
baked goods

production area indigenous community

Kilifi County 
(Coast)

Giriama 
(Mijikenda)

i n g r e d i e n t s p r e p a r a t i o n  m e t h o d 

Local banana varieties

Corn flour

To prepare kinolo, ripe bananas are peeled, placed in a kinu (mortar), 
mixed with corn flour, and pounded using a mchi (pestle). The resulting 
paste is rolled into shape using banana leaves and arranged in a cook-
ing pot. Hot water is added to cover the preparation, and the covered 
pot is left to cook over a moderate fire.
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Due to the high perishability of ripe bananas, it is difficult to store surplus. Some-
times extra bananas are sold at the market, but the preparation of kinolo bread 
increases their value, as it can be stored for longer than the bananas them-
selves. When the bread is sold it helps the community to earn income. The 
preparation activities are usually carried out by women. Kinolo bread is served 
with tea at breakfast or for evening tea. Traditionally the bread was served to 
important guests. It was also eaten during occasions such as wedding, naming, 
and burial ceremonies, as well as for bull and cock fighting ceremonies.

Kinolo is mainly made in coastal regions of Kenya and is sold in at least one local 
market. Recently, however, the traditional technique of making this bread has 
changed. In addition, younger generations are now more used to eating white, 
wheat-based breads, and are less aware of breads like kinolo. 

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

bananas to flour, producing bread with a sweet taste and a fragrant aroma. The 
bread loses these qualities when made with too much flour.

Kinolo bread is usually prepared using different kinds of corn flour (from white 
and colored maize) but specifically using sweet bananas.

nominator:  Samson Kiiru Ngugi
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Mukurugucu is the name of a paste made with several ingredi-
ents mixed together: corn, soybeans, legumes, and kahurura, 
the leaves the fig-leaved gourd (Cucurbita ficifolia). Pumpkin or 
other cucurbit leaves can be used as a substitute. Cucurbita fici-

folia is originally from highland regions of Latin America, but came to Europe, 

Mukurugucu53N. 

category

vegetable preserves

production area indigenous community

Central Kenya Gikuyu / Kikuyu

i n g r e d i e n t s p r e p a r a t i o n  m e t h o d 

Corn 
Soybeans

Other legumes 
Kahurura

(cucurbit leaves)

The preparation of mukurugucu begins with boiling corn and soybeans. 
Various green vegetables such as kahurura can then be added to make 
a paste. Mukurugucu is served on its own or together with vegetables 
or some stew, as the side dish. It can be preserved for several days in 
the pot after cooking without going bad.
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Mukurugucu is a traditional product of the Gikuyu community in Central Kenya. 
This paste was prepared for home consumption, and everybody in the family 
shared the meal. It was also prepared during communal activities such as the 
harvest and the building of traditional huts.

It is still an important meal among the Gikuyu due to its great nutritional value: 
It is a complete meal, containing carbohydrates, proteins, and vitamins.

This product is at risk of extinction because of the decline of some of the plant 
species, such as kahurura, which is no longer cultivated due to changes in eat-
ing habits and lifestyle among the younger generation. This has triggered its 
gradual disappearance. Intergenerational knowledge transfer about this product 
and other traditional foods is no longer common and this leaves young people 
with inadequate information for safeguarding mukurugucu. In addition, cooking 
this meal in the family is viewed as a sign of poverty, which is why people are 
reluctant to prepare it.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

Asia, and Africa in the 16th and 17th centuries. It occurs in tropical Africa in the 
highlands of Ethiopia, Kenya, and Tanzania. It is an extensive creeper or climber 
cultivated in Kenya’s central highlands, especially by the Gikuyu. The leaves 
have three to five rounded or obtuse lobules. 

Fig-leaf gourd is grown primarily for its leaves. The immature fruits are occa-
sionally eaten, but are considered inedible in most parts of Kenya. The leaves 
are used in the preparation of mukurugucu and other traditional dished such 
as irio, a mixture of maize, pulses, and unripe bananas and/or potatoes. 

It grows spontaneously in cultivated areas.

nominator:  Moses Ng’ang’a Gachiri
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Muratina is a common weak beer served in rural parts of Kenya. 
This brew is made in the Central Province of Kenya, mostly by 
the Gikuyu people. It is prepared from honey, sugar, or sugar-
cane and is named after the fermenting agent, the sausage tree 

fruit (Kigelia africana). The tree is so named due to the long, sausage-like fruits 

Muratina54N. 

category

distilled and fermented 
beverages

production area indigenous community

Central Kenya Gikuyu / Kikuyu

i n g r e d i e n t s p r e p a r a t i o n  m e t h o d 

Sausage fruit 
Honey or

Sugarcane

To make muratina, sausage fruits are cut into pieces and dried under 
the sun, after which they are boiled in water. After boiling they are 
removed from the water and sun dried again. They are then added 
to a small amount of sugar cane juice or honey and kept in a warm 
place. If there is no wood to sustain a continuous fire, the muratina 
can be left in the sun during the day. This process takes about 24 
hours, after which the fruits are again removed and sun dried. After 
drying, the fruits are finally mixed with more sugarcane juice or 
honey based on the amount of the final drink required. This mixture 
is then left to ferment for 1-4 days.
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Muratina has played an important role in the social and cultural traditions of 
the Gikuyu community of Kenya. Muratina is one of the items that a groom 
gives to his bride-to-be as bridewealth. This ceremony starts with the ruracio, 
a feast where the groom and his family bring the bridewealth to the bride-to-
be’s home. Muratina (njohi ya uuki in Gikuyu) is served to elders as a sign of 
respect. At the end of the day, the bride and groom are invited to come into 
the meeting: The father of the bride will then pour some of the muratina into a 
ruhia, a traditional drinking vessel, and as part of the Gikuyu traditions he will 
ask his daughter if she is sure that she wants him to partake of the drink, thus  
symbolizing the official start of the bridewealth arrangements. During the wed-
ding ceremony, the bride’s family gives the bride some honey for preparing 
muratina in the new household.

This traditional alcoholic drink has been passed down from generation to gen-
eration and had an undisputed role in many social events in Gikuyu culture, 
such as births, initiations, weddings, and other special occasions. Today an 
influx of beverages made outside the area has created a preference among 
younger generations for the standardized tastes of these modern drinks.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

that it bears. The fruits hang on string-like twigs that drop down from the tree 
branches. Individual fruits can grow to around 60 centimeters long and can 
weigh up to 6 kilograms. 

The fruit increases the alcohol content, gives flavor to the drink, and, most 
probably, inoculates the drink with the right kind of yeast for the fermentation. 
The final drink has a sour, alcoholic taste. Muratina is traditionally drunk out of 
cow horns.
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Mushelekha is a traditional lye obtained from the ashes of burnt 
bean pods, dry maize cobs, sorghum husks, and banana peel-
ings. The ash, once filtered, is mainly used to tenderizer tough 
vegetables, to improve flavor, and to preserve the green color 

of vegetables. Vegetables cooked in mushelekha are known to keep longer 
without spoiling. Using this lye also improves the texture of slimy vegetables. 

 Mushelekha55N. 

category

salt; spices, wild herbs 
and condiments

production area indigenous community

Western Kenya Luhya

i n g r e d i e n t s p r e p a r a t i o n  m e t h o d 

Bean pods, dry maize cobs,  
sorghum husks, banana peelings

Dry vegetable waste is burnt to obtain ash. The ash or likoshe, as 
it is known in the Luhya language, is mixed with water and put in 
a traditional pot called lushelekho. The lushelekho has holes in it 
that allow clean mushelekha to slowly drip out. The filtrate is rich 
in potassium salt.
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Mushelekha is a traditional product of the Luhya people of Western Kenya. 
They use this traditional lye for the preparation of dishes made with local veg-
etables. Mushelekha may be used in different ways: Usually a pot of water is 
placed on the fire to boil and the lye is added and boiled for a few minutes. 
Then vegetables are added and the pot is covered. The cooking vegetables 
are stirred to ensure even cooking and to avoid burning. Finally, salt is add-
ed to taste. Other ingredients may be added including groundnut paste, milk, 
cream, ghee, and animal fat. A second method of cooking using musheleka in-
volves placing the pot containing water and vegetables on the fire and adding 
the mushelekha once the contents of the pot start boiling.

Mushelekha is becoming rare and is used only in rural areas of Western Kenya. 
Outside of these areas it is replaced with sodium bicarbonate, even though 
this product imparts a different texture and flavor to the vegetables to which 
it is added.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

Mushelekha is used only with certain vegetables, such as cowpea, mitoo (Cro-
talaria spp.), murere (Corchorus olitorius), pumpkin leaves, and nderema (Basella 
alba). It is also used to cook meat and fish, as a tenderizer and to improve flavor. 
It is important to use the right quantity of mushelekha in order not to cause a 
burning sensation in the mouth and to avoid making the food too tender.
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Ngaraba is made from pearl millet and is closely associated with com-
munities in Kirinyaga County that used to prepare it. The community 
produced pearl millet mainly for bututia (uncooked porridge), ucuru 
wa mukio (local and traditional porridge from the region) and ngaraba. 

Pearl millet is a drought tolerant crop that grows in semi-arid regions below 
1,500 meters above sea level. It does well on sandy soils but can be grown in 
heavy clay soils and will even produce a crop on poor soils. It requires annual 

 Ngaraba56N. 

category

cereals and flours; cakes, 
pastries and sweets

production area indigenous community

Kirinyaga County  
(Central Kenya)

Akirinyaga 
(Gikuyu)

i n g r e d i e n t s p r e p a r a t i o n  m e t h o d 

Pearl millet

(Pennisetum glaucum) 
Water

To prepare ngaraba, millet is ground using a millstone placed on top 
of banana leaves, which are there to hold the flour. The process is 
known as gufariria and continues until all of the millet is ground. 
Then the flour is sifted in a traditional sieve to get rid of any husks 
or other unwanted material. The flour is then placed in a container 
and mixed with water, which is then kneaded manually to prepare the 
dough. This is then ground yet again, in a procedure that is known as 
gukia. A handful of the dough is ground with a stone, water is added, 
and the process continues using ever-smaller stones until the grain is 
perfectly smooth. The dough is then rolled in cornhusks and tied at the 
ends using string made from the husks themselves. The cornhusks con-
tain antioxidants. The process is repeated until all of the dough has 
been rolled. The stuffed cornhusks are then placed in a pan with water 
covering them and are boiled for 30 to 40 minutes on a high flame.
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Ngaraba is eaten cold and can be served to accompany tea or vegetables. It 
has always been considered a food with a high energy content and was con-
sumed every day. 

Millet is a staple food in the Kirinyaga area. Local people used to cultivate a lot 
of millet due to its resistance to harsh climate conditions and pest infestation, 
as well as its high nutritional value and high content of protein, fiber, vitamins, 
calcium, and iron. Ngaraba was mainly prepared by women to be served to 
men who used to move for long distances in search of pasture for animals. It 
was considered good food for travelling. Herders ate this bread-like product 
in the morning before they went out to graze their animals, and would not eat 
anything else all day. Sometimes they would carry this product in case they 
couldn’t get home for several days. Ngaraba was and is an important fallback 
in times of food scarcity or famine, and it is important that people continue cul-
tivating millet. Ngaraba was often consumed during bridewealth negotiations. 
The bridegroom’s family was served this food to show that they were welcome. 
During drought and famine, ngaraba was the best anti-hunger food product.

Another commodity in high demand in the region was grinding stones, ithiga 
ria gukia. These were bought for grinding millet, finger millet, and sorghum, all 
of which were grown locally. According to one person born in the 1880s, it took 
two women to carry the amount of grain exchanged for one grinding stone.

Due to modernization and the introduction of new grinding machines, the tradi-
tional way of grinding ngaraba is disappearing, even though traditional ngaraba 
is still recognized as an incredibly nutritious dish. Due to the long preparation 
time, communities are starting to use alternative processing methods that are 
much easier, such as cooking millet as porridge. The younger generations are 
not familiar with ngaraba and some of the older members of the community 
admit that they last ate ngaraba more than 30 years ago, but that they would 
love to help revive it.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

rainfall of 400 to 800 millimeters. Traditionally, the heads of the pearl millet 
were cut, spread out to dry, threshed, and winnowed. Before using the millet, 
it was processed into flour using ithiga, one grinding stone on top of another, 
and made into ngaraba.

The product has an oval shape and the surface is grayish-brown. Its taste is 
sweet and the consistency is firm.

nominator:  Samson Kiiru Ngugi
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In Western Kenya, local communities have developed a distinctive meth-
od for extracting salt from an aquatic plant. In the Webuye district, salt is 
made from reeds and sedges found in swampy areas. Here muchua, a 
type of thin reed very similar to papyrus (Cyperus papyrus), grows in the 

Nzoia River 
Reed Salt

57N. 

i n g r e d i e n t s p r e p a r a t i o n  m e t h o d 

Muchua plant

Water

To prepare this salt, bunches of reeds are arranged on stones by the 
river and allowed to dry. They are then heated on a slow fire for up to 
3 days. The residual ash is mixed with hot water, filtered, and boiled in 
a large pan over a fire. When the liquid has completely evaporated, a 
pure salty mixture is left on the bottom. It is collected, packed into ba-
nana leaves, and dried under hot ashes overnight. Pepper is sometimes 
added, giving the salt a spicy flavor.

category

salt; spices, wild 
herbs and condiments

production area

Nabuyole, Webuye district,  
Bungoma County 
(Western Kenya)

indigenous community

Bukusu  
(Luhya)
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Western Kenya was historically excluded from the distribution of commercial 
salt due to poor transportation infrastructure. For this reason, the local pop-
ulation had to design a method for extracting their own salt from an aquatic 
plant. It is thought that the origins of this practice date back to the 17th century 
when the Bukusu community, a sub-division of the Luhya people, migrated 
eastward from Congo. Since then, the practice has been handed down over 
generations. 

It is said that a long time ago when the reeds became rare due to drought, the 
villagers used to make the salt from goat droppings. They collected them and 
followed the same process as explained above.

Every producer gives this product a female name, such as kumunyu kwa lukha-
yo. “Lukhayo” is a name given to a wife who is kind, welcoming, and hardworking.

This salt has various uses in traditional medicine. The locals use it to disinfect 
wounds, build marrow, and help strengthen bones. Before the last drying it is 
also used to cure intestinal parasites and sore throats.

Nzoia River Reed Salt production is very limited as it requires a demanding and 
time-consuming process and because imported marine salt, first brought with 
British colonization, has rapidly replaced it. Large-scale deforestation has also 
caused river levels to drop, with a consequent reduction in marshy areas where 
the reeds used to produce the salt grow. Only the Bukusu community in the 
village of Nabuyole, in Webuye district, continues to produce salt using the tra-
ditional method.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

waters of the Nzoia River in the dry season (from September to March). Reach-
ing a height of about 2 meters, it is ready for harvesting when the flowers wilt 
and the highest leaves are almost dried out; before this the salt concentration 
is too low. Local people believe that this plant is capable of filtering water. This 
reed is also appreciated by animals, especially goats and sheep.

More information about the presidium on page 192
Nominator: Jotham Wamukota Wasike, John Kariuki Mwangi



a
r

k
 

o
f

 
t

a
s

t
e

 
|

 
k

e
n

y
a

148

In West Pokot, communities in the villages of Tarsoi, Tartur, Lition, and 
Chaunet traditionally produced an unusual food product: a yogurt made 
using milk from cows (crosses between local breeds and zebù) or goats, 
mixed with the ash of Ozoroa insignis, a tree locally known as cromwo. This 

     Pokot Ash Yogurt58N. 

category

cheese and dairy 
products

production area

Tarsoi, Tartur, Lition, and 
Chaunet villages, West Pokot 

County (Rift Valley)

indigenous community

Pokot  
(Kalenjin)

i n g r e d i e n t s p r e p a r a t i o n  m e t h o d 

Ash of Ozoroa insignis, 
Goat’s or cow’s milk

The milk is collected in a calabash, a traditional container made from 
pumpkin and gourd varieties, and left to stand for at least 3 days. To 
make a container from a gourd, the hard skin is hollowed out, dried, 
and smoked over the wood of cromwo, the same tree used for the ash. 
Once the whey has been drained, the gourd is closed again and agitated 
with regular movements. When the yogurt is ready, the ash is added, 
providing disinfectant properties, a distinctive aroma and a characte-
ristic bright grayish color.
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Known in the local dialect as mala ya kienyeji or kamabele kambou, ash yogurt 
used to be extremely important in the diet of the Pokot community, and was 
one of the staple foods for herdsmen looking for pasture. 

The cow’s milk yogurt is for men, while the goat’s milk yogurt, a product with 
an intense flavor recognized for its nutritional value, is for women and children. 
Ash yogurt is still prepared today by fermenting the milk inside dried hollow 
gourds, then adding the ash to give it an aromatic note, and is often eaten 
together with millet porridge. 

Among pastoralist communities of West Pokot, herbs have played and im-
portant role in preserving meat and milk. To prepare cromwo ash, the stems of 
Ozoroa insignis are peeled and dried. One end of a stick is burnt and the char-
coals formed are dusted on the inner wall of the gourd. The excess powder is 
removed and then milk is introduced. According to local people, ash yogurt 
may be preserved for up to a year.

As livestock farming is now less widespread and milk is less available, there has 
been a significant reduction in the production of this yogurt. In addition the com-
munity has lost pride in their traditional food culture. Today ash yogurt is only 
produced by a few families for their own consumption. Surplus, which is rare, is 
sold at local markets.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

native tree, from the family Anacardiaceae, is known for its antiseptic proper-
ties and faint scent of peanut butter.

This dairy product is obtained through the acidification of raw milk. No starters 
are used and fermentation develops after a few days, either from the natural 
flora or from the bacteria growing on the sides of the vessel in which is made. 

The raw milk from cows and goats is not mixed, but processed separately to 
make two different types of yogurt. The animals graze in open pastures and are 
milked by hand twice a day. 

More information about the presidium on page 194
nominator:  Moses Pacha, John Kariuki 
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Sukari nguuru is a raw sugar obtained from the milling and boiling of 
sugarcane juice. Known in different parts of the world with several 
names (including jaggery, panela, or raspadura), the origin of this prod-
uct is linked to the colonial era and, more specifically, the introduction 

of large-scale sugarcane cultivation in Africa and South America. In Kenya, su-

     Sukari Nguuru
(Jaggery)

59N. 

category

spices and condiments

production area indigenous community

Homa Bay County  
(Western Kenya)

Gikuyu / Kikuyu;
Luhya

i n g r e d i e n t s p r e p a r a t i o n  m e t h o d 

Sugarcane

To prepare sukari nguuru, sugarcane is collected and transported 
to a special building to be processed. First, cane juice is extracted 
by passing the canes through metal rollers operated manually or by 
motor. The juice is filtered through sheets, poured into aluminum 
pots, and boiled over a wood fire to obtain a dark, viscous liquid. 
This liquid is poured into conical metal molds and cooled until it 
solidifies. 
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The production of sukari nguuru is mostly a small-scale activity, often carried 
out at the domestic level. Sugarcane farmers are the ones who deal with the 
preparation of this product. In this way, they can add value to the raw material 
and generate a source of supplementary income for their family. Men are pri-
marily responsible for production, while women are involved in selling sukari 
nguuru in local markets. In some cases, the product is also marketed outside 
the production area in the major urban centers of Western Kenya.

Sukari nguuru is a fundamental element of the diet of various rural Kenyan eth-
nic groups: The Gikuyu use it to prepare muratina (a fermented beverage), while 
among the Luhya it is used as a sweetener for porridge and hot drinks. Small 
pieces of sukari nguuru are a typical dessert given to children in rural areas. This 
product, in addition to being cheaper than refined sugar, has superior nutritional 
qualities: It is rich in minerals, including iron, calcium, phosphorus, magnesium, 
and potassium.

In recent years there has been a decline in the consumption of sukari nguuru, as 
this traditional product has been replaced by refined sugar. This change is due 
to shifting consumption habits, especially in urban areas, and to national policies 
that favor large sugar-producing companies at the expense of small producers 
of sukari nguuru. In some areas, craft production has been banned as it is linked 
to the illegal production of alcoholic beverages.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

kari nguuru is produced in various regions, especially in the western part of the 
country, an area with the ideal conditions for growing sugarcane. In particular, 
Homa Bay County is one of the most important regions for the production of 
sugarcane and its derivatives.

nominator:  Dauro Mattia Zocchi
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Ucuru wa mukio is a traditional fermented porridge in the Gikuyu 
community. It is prepared in Nyeri, Embu, Kirinyaga, Murang’a, and 
Kiambu counties, the homeland of the Gikuyu.

It is made from dried maize that is soaked in water for 24 hours 
to soften. Ucuru wa mukio is usually served cold, typically in a dish made of 
half of a calabash gourd (kiihuri). The porridge has a smooth consistency and 
sweet-and-sour taste.

Ucuru Wa Mukio60N. 

category

distilled and 
fermented beverages

production area indigenous community

Nyeri, Kirinyaga, Murang’a, and 
Kiambu counties (Central Kenya); 

Embu County (Eastern Kenya)

Gikuyu / Kikuyu

i n g r e d i e n t s p r e p a r a t i o n  m e t h o d 

Dried maize

Water

Maize, previously soaked in water, is ground with a large mortar 
and pestle (called ndiri na muti) until a soft flour (called kimere) is 
obtained. This flour is mixed with water to create a porridge mixture. 
Any maize hulls or unground kernels are removed at this point, and 
the mixture is placed in a clay pot (nyungu) to cook over a fire. After 
boiling, the cooked porridge is stored in a gourd (kinya), which is 
sealed with a dry ear of corn (muchakwe). The mixture is allowed to 
ferment for 7 days.
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Traditionally, ucuru wa mukio was prepared mostly by women and consumed 
together by everyone. Most people carried a gourd of the cold ucuru as a thirst 
quencher while travelling and also while working in the fields. It was not given 
to babies. 

Ucuru wa mukio was traditionally prepared for ceremonies, including child-
birth, bridewealth payments, circumcisions, and harvest time. During circum-
cision, an important rite of passage, the boy stayed in seclusion for a certain 
period, after which an adult man led him to his mother’s house, where he was 
served fermented porridge as a sign of welcome.

The importance of this dish for the Gikuyu community is also shown in many 
traditional sayings that are associated with ucuru. For example, the local prov-
erb nyoroku ta ucuru wa mukio means, “smooth like the traditional porridge.” 

Ucuru wa mukio is made in homes for family and community consumption, 
not sold commercially. Each woman has her own recipe for this dish that she 
learnt from her mother.

Today, the introduction of machines for grinding flour has changed the tradi-
tional method of grinding flour for porridge. Porridge flour has been commer-
cialized and is now made from various grains besides maize, such as millet 
and sorghum, and even from tubers, such as cassava and sweet potatoes. 
These new types of flour have resulted in the decline of the traditional por-
ridge, which is strongly linked to the local community. The new flours lack the 
unique taste and smooth consistency of ucuru wa mukio.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s
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Usoro, as the Giriama people from Kenya’s former Coast Province call 
it, is a local food known to have been consumed by the forefathers 
of this community. 

It is a fermented drink made from the green kernels of a local variety 
of maize. The product is white like coconut milk and has a bitter taste.

     Usoro61N. 

category

distilled and 
fermented beverages

production area indigenous community

Coast Giriama  
(Mijikenda)

i n g r e d i e n t s p r e p a r a t i o n  m e t h o d 

Green corn

Water

To make this product, green corn is collected, put in a kinu (mortar), 
and mashed using a mchi (pestle). The resulting paste is mixed with 
water and stirred and then the dregs are separated. The resulting 
liquid is fermented for few days and then cooked in a sufuria (a metal 
pot) until it is ready, at which point it is put into an earthen pot to 
cool down. After cooling, it is considered ready for consumption.
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The Giriama are a Bantu-speaking people living in the coastal areas of Kenya. 
They are a subgroup of the Mijikenda, whose name literally means “nine homes” 
or “nine homesteads” in Swahili. The coastal strip contains fertile farming land. 
The Giriama are experienced farmers that rely on maize, millet, rice, coconut 
palms, and peas as staples. 

Usoro used to be consumed during long journeys. The ancestors of the Giriama 
community used to prepare usoro and put it in a gourd to be brought along 
and consumed during their journeys. Usoro was also prepared and consumed 
during pre-wedding ceremonies and during harvesting.

Usoro is only made for personal or community use, and not sold commercially. 
Today many young people do not know what usoro is or how to prepare it due 
to the influx of readily available foods and products that have been introduced 
from other areas. If the tradition of making this product is not passed on to the 
next generation, it could be lost from Giriama culture.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s
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Wenye is a Kenyan food made using goat intestines and stom-
ach lining (called mahu). Ingredients include offal, fresh 
blood, salt, spring onions, and red peppers. 

     Wenye62N. 

category

cured meat 
and meat products

production area indigenous community

Nyeri, Murang’a, 
and Kiambu counties 

(Central Kenya)

Gikuyu / Kikuyu

i n g r e d i e n t s p r e p a r a t i o n  m e t h o d 

Intestines and stomach (goat) 
Fresh blood (goat) 

Salt

Spring onions

Red peppers

To prepare wenye, salt is added to fresh blood to prevent coagulation. 
Meat is cut into small pieces and cooked with spring onions for 10-15 
minutes. Then peppers are added to the meat mixture, which is cooked 
for another 10-15 minutes. The mixture is then removed from the fire, 
covered, and left to rest for another 5-10 minutes. Wenye is often 
served with ugali or potatoes.
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During bridewealth payment ceremonies wenye is used to make a traditional 
sausage that is eaten only by the married couple. It is also eaten by elders as 
a sign of respect and is consumed on other occasions, such as wedding cere-
monies and initiation ceremonies. 

In Gikuyu communities, whenever a goat is slaughtered, several traditions are 
followed during its preparation and consumption. Wenye is prepared when a 
goat is slaughtered at home or in the village, and traditionally it is prepared by 
young men and consumed mainly by men. The men normally cook the meat 
and intestines together with vegetables, bitter herbs, and spices. They then 
add the salted blood and the excess fat. This fatty mixture is left to fry in its 
own fat on a low heat, and is used to stuff mutura and other traditional sausag-
es. Since wenye can be prepared quickly, it is often part of the first or second 
meal to be consumed after slaughtering a goat, as people use the rest of the 
animal in other preparations. Today, wenye is still prepared by some house-
holds in the Gikuyu community.

The production of wenye is in decline for a number of reasons. Some interpre-
tations of Christianity discourage the consumption of blood, so many Chris-
tians in the area avoid eating and preparing wenye. As a result, many people in 
the younger generations, especially in urban areas, are unfamiliar with weyne.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

Wenye is a traditional preparation among the Gikuyu community. All the meat 
from the back and the neck plus vegetables such as cilantro, spring onions, 
garlic, carrots, bitter herbs, and green and red peppers are used to prepare 
the dish.

nominator:  Faith Ndung’u
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Bulrush millet is an erect annual grass, usually between 50 centime-
ters and 4 meters tall. It is cultivated in areas below 1,500 meters 
above sea level, requires 400 to 800 millimeters of annual rainfall, 
ranging from and does well in sandy and clay soils. It is well adapted 

to arid and semi-arid areas and it used to be widely grown in Ukambani, the 
homeland of the Akamba people. In this region, bulrush millet is used for mak-
ing kinaa, a paste made with milk.

Bulrush Millet  
(Uwele, Mawele, Mwele, Miwele)

63N. 

Pennisetum glaucum (L.) R.Br.

The seeds range in color from 
white to brown, blue, or almost 

purple. Most are slate gray. 
They are generally smaller than 

those of wheat. The average 
weight of a grain is about 8 

milligrams. 

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

slightly bitter

smooth and creamy

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

cereals and grains

production area indigenous community

Makueni, Kitui, and Machakos 
counties, Ukambani 

(Eastern Kenya)
Akamba / Kamba

harvest

Between late September 
and early December

From mid-May to early June

sow

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

boiled, roasted

g r a i n s

drying, flour

p r e s e r v i n g
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Bulrush millet is easy to grow and is drought resistant. It suffers less from dis-
eases and pests than sorghum, maize, and other grains. The grain contains at 
least 9% protein and a good balance of amino acids. It is rich in fiber and vitamin 
B1. It has more oil than maize and is a “high-energy” cereal. It does not have the 
tannins and other compounds that reduce the digestibility of sorghum.

Bulrush millet is strongly tied to the heritage of the Akamba, who traditionally 
used millet flour during long-distance trading to prepare kinaa, isandi, and a 
special bread called kimutu. This bread could be carried for several days with-
out spoiling. In addition, millet was used in many occasions such as marriage 
ceremonies, death rites, and the payment of bridewealth.

In Ukambani, bulrush millet is mainly grown for subsistence and it is sold locally.

Bulrush millet is particularly known in Kenya for its use in preparing kinaa. To 
make this product, dry bulrush millet is roasted and ground into a smooth 
flour, which is then mixed with milk and eaten as needed. It is nutritious and it 
is easy to pack the flour and milk separately for preparation on the road. The 
paste is also often used to wean young children. 

Among the Akamba people, millet flour is also used to prepare isandi. To make 
it, the flour is put in a gourd with milk and left to ferment. In recent times the 
grain has been used to make chapati.

The high labor requirements associated with cultivating bulrush millet mean 
that this crop is now considered endangered in the area, and those who wish 
to continue making traditional kinaa must do so with expensive imported millet. 
One women’s group that cares for orphans and vulnerable children maintains a 
plot of bulrush millet in the area of Syiembeni. 

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

Traditionally the heads of the plants are cut, spread out to dry, threshed, and 
winnowed. The grain may be stored almost indefinitely when kept in the right 
conditions. Before using it, the millet grain is pounded to remove the husks. 
Among the Akamba, millet is stored in large containers made from twigs and 
grass stalks. The container is smeared all over with cow dung to keep insects 
away. When stored in this way, millet can last for more than 10 years.
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G ithigo is a traditional variety of maize cultivated by the Gikuyu com-
munity in Central Kenya.  

This variety is resistant to pests and diseases and well adapted to lo-
cal environmental conditions. The height of the stalk made it the most 

resistant variety against nematode infestation. In addition, it has good yields. 

In Central Kenya maize is harvested in the dry season to avoid incidents of 
grain rotting in the field. On small farms the maize is left to dry on the stalks. 
The cobs are then removed from their husks by hand and then stored. Maize is 

Githigo Maize64N. 

The plant has a taller stalk 
than common maize, and white, 

red, and purple kernels that 
are larger than those of the 

common varieties. 

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

sweet flavor that emerges 
when the seed is chewed.

the dried kernels have a 
starchy texture.

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

cereals and grains

production area indigenous community

Central Kenya Gikuyu / Kikuyu

harvest

4-5 months after sowing Long rainy season (usually 
late March or early April)

sow

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

boiled

g r a i n s 

Zea mays L.
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Maize was introduced to Kenya in the 19th century and has become the main 
staple crop among Gikuyu people. Githigo maize is believed to have been 
brought by missionaries before World War I. 

This variety of maize is the main ingredient in traditional dishes eaten during 
important ceremonies like initiations, pre-weddings, weddings, celebrations of 
the birth of a child, and even engagements. Mukimo, the traditional meal for 
the Gikuyu community, was not considered a special meal unless it included 
githigo maize. 

Githigo maize matures faster than other maize varieties, making it an important 
food security crop. This traditional maize variety requires no artificial fertilizers, 
just compost and farmyard manure. 

Women usually grow maize for domestic consumption, while men are often 
responsible for cultivating it as a commodity.

Due to the growing promotion of hybrid seeds, and a lack of undestanding 
about the consequences of biodiversity loss, this variety is at risk of extinction. 
In fact, it is incredibly difficult to find githigo maize either directly from farmers 
or on the market. The situation is further aggravated by government policies 
that privilege hybrids and GMOs. Some laws even criminalize the reproduction 
of githigo seeds by farmers. 

The large size of the kernels makes this maize ideal for preparing of githeri, a 
simple and nutritious dish made from boiled maize. To prepare the dish, maize 
and beans are put in a pot full of water and left to boil until soft. Many different 
kinds of beans can be used in this dish, which is an ideal source of protein 
(something often lacking in the poor diets of many Kenyans). The dish can be 
flavored further by adding vegetables, potatoes, or even meat. If all of these 
ingredients are then mashed and mixed correctly, the result is mukimo.Ugali, or 
porridge, is prepared from stone-ground maize flour.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

periodically dried in the sun until the grains are completely dry. For conserva-
tion purposes, the maize cobs are preserved in granaries or hung in the kitch-
en where the maize comes in contact with smoke which protects it from pests.

nominator:  John Kariuki Mwangi
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The gitogo kiiru banana variety does well in fertile, well-drained loam 
soils in areas with 1,000-2,500 millimeters of annual rainfall (well 
distributed throughout the year) and temperatures between 20 and 
30ºC, at elevations between 600 and 1,800 meters above sea level. 

Gitogo kiiru banana trees are propagated with suckers. Pieces of the corm with 
one or two eyes can also be used. A pit (1x1x1 meter) is prepared and then the 
topsoil is mixed with manure or compost. The sucker is planted in this mixture 

Gitogo Kiiru
(Red Banana)

65N. 

The fruits are shorter and 
plumper than the average 

banana. The skin is deep red or 
maroon when ripe and the flesh 

is cream to light pink. Kiiru 
means “black” and refers to the 
fact that the banana’s color is 

not bright.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

Sweet, some with a 
slight mango flavor, 

others with an 
earthy flavor

soft

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

fruits and nuts

production area indigenous community

Central Kenya Gikuyu / Kikuyu

harvest

The plant takes 18 month to produce 
fruit, and a fruit takes roughly 3 
months to be ready for harvesting.

At the beginning of rainy season 
(late March to early April)

sow

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

raw, baked, fried, 
roasted

f r u i t 

Musa acuminata Colla
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The gitogo kiiru banana is appreciated in the Gikuyu community due to its high 
nutrient content. The ripe bananas are given to nursing mothers to restore their 
strength. Bunches of these bananas are used in bridewealth payments. Banan-
as planted on the way up to and at entrance of the house are a sign of respect 
and welcome for visitors during weddings and other social functions. Often, 
important visitors are given a bunch of gitogo kiiru bananas as a sign of respect. 

This variety is cultivated mainly for home consumption. Excess bananas are 
sold informally to generate some income but, due to its decline, this variety is 
no longer found in markets.

The gitogo kiiru banana is at a risk of extinction because, due to cultural ero-
sion, the knowledge associated with its cultivation is no longer being passed 
on to the younger generations. The introduction of tissue culture has forced 
people to adopt hybrid varieties that mature faster than traditional varieties. 

Gitogo kiiru bananas are eaten in the same way as yellow bananas, by peeling 
the fruit before eating. They are frequently eaten whole, chopped, or added 
to fruit salads, but can also be baked, fried, and roasted. The bananas can be 
mashed together with lablab beans and served during important occasions. 
Gitogo kiiru bananas are sometimes sold dried.

Among the Gikuyu people, gitogo kiiru bananas are the main ingredient in 
traditional dishes such as mukimo, itaha, and salads that are served during 
important occasions such as wedding ceremonies, bridewealth payment cer-
emonies, and initiations.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

at a depth of 30 centimeters. Dry matter is used to mulch the banana sucker 
to ensure moisture retention. Tools and equipment used include the panga 
(machete), jembe (hoe), spade, wheelbarrow, and watering can. 

Gitogo bananas are harvested at varying stages of maturity depending on mar-
ket requirements. For home consumption, the bunch is cut from the stem after 
the fingers begin to ripen. At this stage the fruits will ripen fully within 1-2 weeks. 

nominator:  Jane mwangi



a
r

k
 

o
f

 
t

a
s

t
e

 
|

 
k

e
n

y
a

166

F inger millet is an annual grass that grows in tufts and has erect, light-
green stems. The leaves are dark green, linear, and mainly smooth 
with some hair along the edges, and the inflorescence is a cluster of 
3–26 “fingers” composed of dense spikelets where the grain, or seed, 

is produced. It is mainly grown in Eastern Kenya. It does well in areas with mod-
erate rainfall (500-1,000 millimeters annually) at 500-2,400 meters above sea 
level with an average temperature of about 27°C. It can adapt to a wide range 

Kibwezi and Nzaui 
Finger Millet

(Wimbi)

66N. 

The grain is small and oval 
shaped and the color ranges 
from light brown to brown.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

sour

When porridge is 
prepared from ground 
millet it becomes thick 
and acquires a creamy 

consistency.

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

cereals and grains

production area

Kibwezi and Nzaui districts, 
Makueni County 
(Eastern Kenya)

harvest

Around 6 months after 
being planted

At the start of the 
rainy season

sow

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

beverages, boiled, 
stewed

g r a i n s 

drying

p r e s e r v i n g 

Eleusine coracana (L.) Gaertn.
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Finger millet is considered an important product for food security. It is an ex-
cellent diet source of methionine (an essential amino acid) and is productive in 
a wide range of environments. 

It is an important source of income for women, who process it into various 
dishes and beverages. In addition, the dry stems are used to make traditional 
bowls, which have cultural value, as they are presented to visitors when they 
come to the homesteads. In addition, finger millet was served after the pay-
ment of  bridewealth and during wedding festivals and circumcision rituals. 

In the Kibwezi and Nzaui districts the grain is harvested each season by 
small-scale farmers and is mostly destined for personal consumption. There 
is increased demand for this variety and its products on the market and it is 
currently selling better than other varieties. There is also a high demand for 
brewing purposes. 

In spite of the preference for finger millet grain in Kenya, the production of 
this crop and the area devoted to its cultivation have been declining. While 
Kenyans appreciate products made with wimbi, low production levels mean 
that many must do without this ingredient or purchase grain imported from 
other African nations at high prices. Moreover, finger millet has greater labor 
requirement than other crops. Most of the labor input is required for weeding 
and land preparation. The high labor requirement increases the production 
cost of finger millet compared to other crops such as maize. 

Finger millet is an ingredient used in many typical Kenyan dishes. It is eat-
en as porridge (uji) or used to make ugali. Ugali made from millet is served 
during wedding ceremonies. Finger millet is considered one of the best grains 
to use in making porridge cooked with milk for weaning children in the area of 
Ukambani. Wimbi flour porridge is also served to nursing mothers and mothers 
who have just given birth, to restore their strength. Local brews are made from 
millet flour.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

of soils. It is sown directly by broadcasting or planted in furrows. Harvesting is 
done when the heads turn brown, at which point they are cut, dried threshed 
and winnowed.

nominator:  John Kariuki Mwangi
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K inyaanya is a variety of maize grown in Kathiiani, Mwala, and 
Kathonzweni, Eastern Kenya, to the east and southeast of Nairobi. It 
is a fast-maturing, delicious, sweet variety. 

Kinyaanya maize flourishes in temperatures of about 15°C and needs 
between 1,200 and 2,500 millimeters of annual rainfall. It requires well-drained 
loam soils. 

This variety has long been a staple food for the local Akamba community, whose 
people come together to harvest the crop. Younger generations harvest together, 
while adults form another group: This promotes socializing and relationships.

Kinyaanya Maize67N. 

Large, flat, white kernels of 
uniform size 

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

sweet

starchy and hefty

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

cereals and grains

production area indigenous community

Kathiiani, Mwala, 
and Kathonzweni, 
Makueni county 
(Eastern Kenya)

Akamba / Kamba

harvest

During the dry seasons, since 
rain causes rotting in the field

April, during the onset 
of the rains

sow

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

boiled

f r e s h  a n d  d r y 
k e r n e l s  

Zea mays L.
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In the past, during the harvest, special songs and dances were performed. The 
harvest would also bring people together to discuss community issues. The 
kinyaanya harvest season was very important to the Akamba people for the 
feeling of unity that it brought. Community members would visit the sick and 
the disadvantaged and give them words of encouragement. During the special 
harvesting event called methyla, people would cook and eat together while 
selecting seeds for the next season. 

Originally, seeds were exchanged, not bought or sold. Today, new varieties are 
sold by large commercial organizations to farmers in the surrounding areas. 
Kinyaanya maize seeds can only be found among older farmers who have 
kept the crop and had the seeds passed down by previous generations.

Currently kinyaanya maize is cultivated in the community gardens of Mwala and 
Kathonzweni. Gardeners are faced with the challenge of continuing to grow kin-
yaanya seeds in the face of the introduction of hybrid seeds. They have decided 
to save two indigenous varieties of maize, kinyaanya and kinyalili. The indigenous 
maize is used to make ugali, githeri, and muthokoi, which are staples for the 
surrounding communities. The community’s main activity is producing seeds, 
though the women also look after beehives. The group has also started table 
banking (members save together and borrow when the need arises) to increase 
their income.

Unfortunately, this variety is at risk of being lost due to its use in the develop-
ment of hybridized and genetically modified corn varieties, thanks to its desir-
able characteristics like resistance to disease, pests, and weeds. These new 
varieties are sold by large commercial organizations to farmers in the area.

Kinyaanya maize is used in many local preparations. Muthokoi is a dish pre-
pared by boiling crushed maize with beans. It is served with butter. Those who 
work long hours often consume it for lunch. Another dish is githeri, a traditional 
Kenyan stew consisting of beans, maize, meat, and vegetables.

Crushed kinyaanya is also used to make porridge and ugali, two breakfast 
dishes. Kinyaanya maize and related dishes are not found for commercial sale 
but used for home consumption. 

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s
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K inyalili is a local variety of maize cultivated in the southeastern part of 
Kenya, especially in Makueni County. Kinyalili maize does well in tem-
peratures above 5°C, in areas with 500-1,000 millimeters of rain an-
nually. It requires well-drained, fertile loam soil. Harvesting is usually 

done during the dry season to avoid the incidence of maize rotting in the field. 
The maize stalks are cut and piled in several places in the field in straight heaps 
to allow the grain to dry. The cobs are then removed from their husks. Traditional 
tools such as panga (machete) and jembe (hoe) are used for cultivation. 

Kinyalili Maize68N. 

The plant is short, growing to a 
height of about 1.5 meters. The 

main distinguishing factor is that 
the cob has a very broad base 

and a narrow tip with a varying 
number of rows. The kernels are 
large and flat but this can vary 
based on their location on the 

cob. They are usually white.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

sweet

starchy and hefty

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

cereals and grains

production area indigenous community

Mwala and Kathonzweni, 
Makueni County 
(Eastern Kenya)

Akamba / Kamba

harvest

4-5 months after sowingApril, during the onset 
of the rains 

sow

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

boiled

g r e e n  a n d  d r y 
g r a i n s 

Zea mays L.
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The Akamba believe that every serious farmer must have some seeds and 
that failure to store them invites hunger upon the family. Including this variety 
of maize in the bridewealth was appreciated by the man’s in-laws because it 
was considered a sign of responsibility that could ensure that the family would 
have enough food at all times.

According to Akamba tradition, women are supposed to plant maize. This is 
believed to increase the percentage of germination due to the attention given 
by women especially in ensuring that the seeds are placed at the right depth. 
Weeding is carried out by both men and women, using oxen and hoes, respec-
tively. Women are in charge of harvesting and selecting seeds for the following 
season. The selected ears are hung from the kitchen ceiling as way of saving 
them, ensuring that they are free from moisture and protected against pests.

Kinyalili is at a risk of extinction as a result of the introduction of hybrid seeds, 
which are more readily available than this variety. Also a kilogram of kinyalili 
sells for double the price of other varieties. Efforts are underway to start multi-
plying the seeds and share them among the community through the Gardens 
in Africa project.

This maize variety is mainly used to make two special dishes called muthokoi 
and ngima. Preparing these dishes for in-laws signified that you were ready to 
take good care of their daughter. Muthokoi is an Akamba dish prepared from 
maize whose pericarp has been removed using a mortar and pestle. The lean 
maize grains are then mixed with legumes and cooked in a pot. Ngima is pop-
ularly known as ugali in Swahili. To prepare it, maize flour is boiled with water. 
The mixture is stirred until a thick paste is obtained. It is the staple food of 
many groups in Kenya. Ngima is also the name of a traditional ceremony cel-
ebrated when a child is born. The parents slaughter a goat or bull on the third 
day after the birth. Many people come to feast and celebrate with the family, 
and women who have borne children get together to give a name to the child.

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

After removing the kernels from the cobs, the grain is dried in the sun. Then it 
is winnowed and packed in sacks. The maize cobs can also be stored without 
removing the kernels. This maize is also hung in the kitchen so that it comes 
into contact with smoke, which preserves the maize and deters pests.

nominator:  Julius Mutukumanthi
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Kitwa is a cassava variety with a brownish skin that is also known as 
muhogo in Kiswahili or kabanda meno (a name that means that the raw 
tuber is hard on the teeth) among the Giriama community.

It grows in the poor, sandy soils of the Nziu District of Makueni Coun-
ty in central southern Kenya, as well as in the Kilifi district of southeastern Ken-
ya. The tubers have a tight skin that must be peeled of slowly and with care. 
Unlike many other cassava varieties, kitwa is susceptible to powdery mildew, 
which reduce yields. Kitwa is, however, a drought-resistant crop. Kitwa is prop-

Kitwa
(Muhogo, Kabanda Meno) 

69N. 

Manihot esculenta Crantz

The tubers of kitwa has tight, 
brownish skin. The interior 
is light in color and has a 

starchy consistency.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

sweeter than other 
varieties. It is less sweet 

and takes on a sour 
flavor when grown in 

more fertile soils.

leathery

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

roots and tubers

production area indigenous community

Nziu district, Makueni County 
(Eastern Kenya); Kilifi district, 

Kilifi County (Coast)

Akamba / Kamba; 
Giriama

(Mijikenda)

harvest

Starting in September October - December

sow

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

boiled, roasted, 
baked

r o o t s ,  l e a v e s

drying, flour

p r e s e r v i n g
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Cassava is one of the main staple foods in the Akamba community of Nziu 
district. This crop plays an important role in local food security: Planting and 
harvesting time is flexible and the roots can be harvested when really needed; 
kitwa and other traditional varieties are tolerant of poor, dry soils; the plants can 
be multiplied by vegetative propagation without the need for seeds, allowing 
farmers to continue growing the crop without financial input; and kitwa is resis-
tant to drought and thus able to feed the community even in times of famine.

Kitwa was a main food source during long-distance walks (food for the journey) 
because once eaten it prevented hunger from returning quickly. The product 
was present during the naming of children after birth. Kitwa is mostly grown 
for home consumption, but some producers sell the tubers and cassava crisps 
on the market.

The roots are the most-consumed part of the plant but the leaves are also 
edible. The fresh cassava is used to make kachiri, or crisps, which are preferred 
to the potato crisps sold in supermarkets. These are eaten especially around 
Christmas time. In other areas, the cassava is cooked and mashed together 
with maize and pigeon peas to make a meal favored by children and the el-
derly. Dried kitwa can be ground into flour and used in baking bread, cakes, 
biscuits, chapati, and ugali. The flour can also be used to starch clothing.

In the Akamba communities cassava roots are used in the preparation of 
nzukimwa: Roots are peeled, sliced into small pieces and mixed with green 
maize and cooked beans. The mixture is fried in oil with onions. Water is added 
and the misture is left to boil. 

Because of its lack of resistance to powdery mildew, only a few farmers still 
specialize in planting this variety. Many of these growers are older and unless 
the seeds and knowledge of crop management are passed to younger gener-
ations, it may soon be lost. Kitwa has been associated with poverty for a long 
time, which is the main reason why production has been declining. 

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

agated exclusively from stem cuttings and is usually planted during the rainy 
season. It takes 8 to 10 months to be ready for harvesting. It is dug from the soil 
with help of a jembe fork. After harvesting, the stems are stored in a dry place 
until the next planting.
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L isotsi is a hardy banana variety that withstands droughts and diseas-
es. For optimal growth, lisotsi requires a warm, humid climate with 
an average temperature of 20-30°C and 1,000 to 2,500 millimeters of 
annual rainfall.

Lisotsi bananas are cultivated by the Abanyole people of Vihiga County in 
Western Kenya. The Abanyole are one of the sub-tribes that make up the larger 
Luhya community, whose ancestors are believed to have migrated from Egypt, 
following the Nile River up to Khartoum before entering what is now Uganda 
and Kenya. 

Lisotsi Banana70N. 

The skin of the fruit varies 
from green to yellow 

depending on maturity.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

sweet when ripe

glue-like texture  
when unripe

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

fruits and nuts 

production area indigenous community

Vihiga County 
(Western Kenya)

Abanyole 
(Luhya)

harvest

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

boiled, roasted

r i p e  f r u i t

Musa sp.

harvest

A plant takes roughly 8 to 12 months 
to mature. Fruits are harvested 90-150 
days after the fingers start to form.

The suckers are split from mother plant 
and planted during the rainy season 
(from mid-March to early April). 

sow
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Lisotsi bananas are eaten boiled or roasted. This banana is the principal ingre-
dient of ebitata, a traditional bread made from ripe lisotsi bananas mixed with 
cereal flour, which is then kneaded into dough, cut into balls, wrapped in banana 
leaves, and steamed. It is served with tea or porridge. It is an important and pop-
ular product for Abanyole people during formal ceremonies such as weddings.

Eating ripe lisotsi bananas does not cause an upset stomach. Lisotsi used to 
be eaten by everyone, especially during drought periods (due to its hardiness).

In the Abanyole community, banana fruits and leaves are related to the birth of 
a new child. When a woman gave birth to a boy, a spear was put outside the 
house to the right, and if the child was a girl a pot supporter made from banana 
leaves was put to the left side of the house. When people came to visit the 
home they knew the sex of the child before entering the house. They would 
bring food, especially bananas.

In the past, if the clan doubt that the child was their blood relation, they per-
formed a ritual to confirm whether the child belonged to them or not. One 
of the elders would cook unripe bananas. Once ready, he took a piece and 
mashed it to give to the baby. He would ask the baby to eat the mashed ba-
nana if they were indeed of the same blood. If the child ate the mashed ba-
nana, it was taken as a sign that she/he was a blood relation. If the child re-
fused, however, she/he would die.

This variety is disappearing due to the introduction of new banana varieties. To-
day, the lisotsi banana is not widely grown because many farmers have con-
centrated on producing the Cavendish variety for income. Commercialization of 
other varieties has made many farmers forget to conserve this special variety.

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

In Vihiga County bananas are harvested all year round. For home consump-
tion, a bunch is cut from the stem after the fingers begin to turn light green. 
Bananas harvested at this stage will ripen within 1-2 weeks. Tools used include 
hoes, the panga (machete), jembe (hoe), spade, wheelbarrow, and watering 

nominator:  Franklin Sikunyi
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Maruku is a variety of Dioscorea bulbifera, the air potato or aeri-
al yam, that bears “tubers” (actually bulbils) along its stem, at 
the base of the leaves. It grows to a height of about 10 meters 
and produces yams only once a year. After the yams mature, 

the plant dies back and remains dormant in the ground until the next season, 
when it sprouts again. The tuberous root can last a year or more in the ground 
waiting for suitable environmental conditions to sprout.

Although some wild varieties of this plant can be poisonous, many varieties 
are cultivated for human consumption in Africa. The bulbils are the most-often 

Maruku 71N. 

Fruits are capsules 2.5 
centimeters long. The yams 
have a butterfly shape and 

are yellow inside. The outer 
skin is gray with a thin green 

layer underneath.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

Close to the taste of 
white potatoes when 

cooked

Fibrous

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

vegetables

production area indigenous community

Emuhaya District, 
Vihiga County 

(Western Kenya)

Abanyole 
(Luyha)

harvest

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

boiled, roasted

b u l b i l s

Dioscorea bulbifera L.

harvest

Tubers appear after 3.5 months and, 
after 6.5 months, harvesting begins 
and continues until the 11th month.

March-September  
(mainly in August and September)

sow
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Maruku is boiled with salt, peeled, and eaten with tea, usually as a snack. It 
can be also eaten after being roasted in the ashes of a fire and then peeled. 
Before cooking, the tubers are soaked in cold water for 2 days to dissolve toxic 
compounds. Maruku is mainly used when there is a shortage of other foods.

In Vihiga County, maruku is considered a delicacy and appreciated especially 
by many elderly people who still grow it. Maruku has also played an important 
role in the social life of local people. The crop occupies a special place in dif-
ferent traditional ceremonies such as circumcision, bridewealth negotiations, 
weaning babies, and other social occasions.

The Abanyole (a sub-tribe of the Luyha people in Western Kenya) use maruku 
as a treatment for measles in children. It has been used in traditional medicine 
to treat diarrhea, dysentery, conjunctivitis, fatigue, and depression, among 
other ailments.

Maruku is still being grown by a few farmers in Emuhaya district and the sur-
rounding areas within Vihiga County, but in small quantities. It is mainly cul-
tivated for personal or family use, and maruku is only rarely found for sale 
commercially, when an abundant crop produces excess yams.

The cultivation of this crop in Kenya has declined considerably in recent years. 
Maruku is disappearing in most gardens as farmers transition to monocultures 
of other crops. Continuous clearing of natural forests and a lack of knowl-
edge transfer from the elderly to the younger generations have contributed 
to reducintg biodiversity on farms and to the disappearance of crops such as 
maruku. Very few people still intercrop it within their banana plantations. 

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

consumed part of the plant. When the bulbils are ready, they can be picked 
like fruit. Maruku is associated with the tropical forests of Western Kenya. It is  
cultivated in home gardens and in banana plantations. The plant can easily be 
intercropped with cereals and green leafy vegetables. The crop requires suf-
ficient water to produce high yields. It is primarily men who grow maruku, and 
harvesting it requires strength and particular skills.
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Muibaì is a sweet potato variety that was cultivated by the Gikuyu 
community during the precolonial and colonial periods (until the 
first half of the 20th century). It was grown in reserves desig-
nated for workers in colonial masters’ farms, located in parts of 

modern-day Kiambu, Nyeri, Nyandarua, Murang’a, and Embu counties. It was 
normally cultivated during the long rainy season (mbura ya njahi), and the short 
rainy season (mbura mwere). Sweet potatoes were intercropped with yams. 
Women were in charge of planting and harvesting the tubers. 

Sweet potatoes can be planted at any time as long as there is sufficient mois-
ture in the soil. However, it is best to plant sweet potatoes early in the rainy 

Muibaì 
Sweet potato

 (Ngwacì Ya Muibaì)

72N. 

The tubers are long and 
straight. The skin is light 

brown and the flesh is creamy 
white with a crumbly texture.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category
production area indigenous community

Kiambu, Nyeri, Nyandarua, and Murang’a 
counties (Central Kenya); 

Embu County (Eastern Kenya)
Gikuyu / Kikuyu

harvest

July and DecemberMarch-April, August-September

sow

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

boiled, roasted

t u b e r s ,  l e a v e s

Ipomoea batatas L.

t a s t e

Less sweet than common 
sweet potatoes

Friable

c o n s i s t e n c y

roots and tubers
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Traditionally, these sweet potatoes were boiled or roasted in hot ashes and 
serving in the morning with sugarless tea, or dubia. 

Sweet potato leaves are also edible and are a good source of minerals and 
vitamins. Young leaves are used as a green vegetable. They are boiled and 
fried with onion and tomatoes. They can also be used to prepare sauces. While 
sweet potato tubers are commonly eaten all over Kenya, the use of the leaves 
in the kitchen is less common. The sweet potatoes are also boiled and mashed 
with wheat flour to make dough for chapati.

season. Usually, muibaì sweet potatoes are ready to harvest when the leaves 
and ends of the vines start turning yellow. Harvesting is done by digging up the 
tubers using a hoe, known locally as jembe. Locally made baskets, vyondo, are 
used to collect and transport the harvested sweet potatoes.

Among the Gikuyo people muibaì sweet potatoes were and still are one of 
the most important crops for the Gikuyu people. They are known as “breakfast 
food” and are usually boiled the night before, after cooking and eating dinner. 
Traditionally, in the morning, tea with milk was made and every member of the 
family would enjoy a good piece of muibai sweet potato with the tea.

Since they are drought resistant, many families still grow these sweet potatoes 
in their gardens. It is still good crop for food security since it has a number of 
different uses. The tubers are a source of food while the vines provide fodder 
for sheep and goats. The sweet potatoes were also used to barter for goats 
and were, therefore, an important means of accumulating wealth. Ngwacì ya 
muibaì were mostly consumed during the traditional Gikuyu rite of passage 
of circumcision. It was believed that the tuber provided energy, strength, and 
quick healing to the young initiates.

Ngwacì ya muibaì is at risk of extinction because it is being replaced by high-
er-yielding hybrid varieties and because of lack of knowledge about this par-
ticular variety. The younger generations are much less interested in cultivating 
indigenous crops, and changes in the eating habits of the Gikuyu community 
mean that more people are consuming processed, modern foods as opposed 
to traditional foods.  As such, this variety is at risk of being lost from the local 
gastronomy and food biodiversity.

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

nominator:  Samson Kiiru Ngugi
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The mutahato is one of the tallest banana cultivars, reaching heights 
up to 9 meters. It takes a period of 2 years to mature and thrives in 
fertile, well-drained soil. It produces a delicious fruit that is eaten ripe 
and also cooked or roasted. This type of banana is most productive 

in areas with annual rainfall ranging from 1,000-2,500 millimeters, at elevations 
up to 1,800 meters above sea level. 

Gikuyu farmers use many parts of the banana tree. The leaves are used for 
wrapping cooked food that is then roasted; they may also be used as covers 
for pots. At the end of the banana bunch is a vestigial bulb that is part of the 

Mutahato 
Banana

73N. 

The skin varies from green to 
yellow (depending on maturity). 
The interior is white or orange. 

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

neutral to sweet 
depending on the ripeness 

of the fruit. 

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

fruits and nuts

production area indigenous community

Central Kenya Gikuyu / Kikuyu

harvest

The plant takes around 2 years to 
reach maturity. The fruit takes 3-4 
months to be ready for harvesting.

At the beginning of rainy season 
(between late March and early April)

sow

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

boiled, roasted

r i p e  a n d 
u n r i p e  f r u i t

Musa sp.
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Mutahato bananas are used to prepare a special meal called thiiri. Green ba-
nanas are peeled and roasted. They are then cleaned (by scratching the sur-
face with a knife) and mashed into a paste that is served in portions locally 
known as mataha, ready for eating. This variety of banana is also boiled to-
gether with peas, mashed, and given to young boys after circumcision to pro-
vide energy and strength.

Dishes prepared from mutahato bananas are used to prevent diseases in 
women and children.

flower. This bulb, called mukono in Gikuyu, is used as a container for liquid. Ba-
nana leaves and stems are given to cattle and goats as fodder, mostly during 
drought periods.

In the Gikuyu community, the mutahato was considered the best banana due 
to its high nutritional content and was therefore used for weaning babies. The 
bananas were roasted or boiled, chewed thoroughly by the mothers, and giv-
en to the baby. This method of feeding babies was very popular in rural areas 
but changing hygiene norms have led to its decline. Ripe and unripe mutahato 
bananas were also given to nursing mothers to restore their strength. They 
were also given to mothers as a present after the birth of a child. Bunches of 
bananas were given during the payment of bridewealth. Bananas planted on 
the way up to and at entrance of the house is a sign of respect and welcome 
for visitors during weddings and other social functions. 

Mutahato bananas are grown both for home consumption and for sale in local 
markets. Farmers growing this type of banana sell it to the Gikuyu community 
especially during traditional ceremonies.

This variety of banana is at a risk of extinction due to the fact that only a few 
people are growing it, mostly the elderly. In addition, the introduction of tissue 
culture has forced people to adopt hybrids that mature faster than traditional 
varieties. Farmers’ preference for growing new varieties is largely due to mar-
ket demand.

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

nominator:  Nancy W. Muhoro
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Taro is also known as nduma among the Kalenjin and Gikuyu peo-
ples who hail from Kenya’s Rift Valley. It is a perennial plant harvest-
ed at intervals. It has creeping roots with fleshy corms and its ma-
ny-branched stem reaches to a height of between 0.5-1.5 meters, 

bearing numerous large ovate leaves and a few stalked white flowers. Nduma 
does well in waterlogged areas and on riverbeds because it requires wet con-
ditions and consumes a lot of water. It is possible to grow nduma away from 
riverbeds by planting it in trenches. Harvesting of nduma begins by removing 
the deep corms from their waterbeds using a hoe or blunt machete. Farmers 
pay careful attention to the root to reduce damage to the corm.

Nduma 
(Taro) 

74N. 

The corms look similar to tubers 
such as cassava. Their shape is 
irregular but often oblong or 
ovate-oblong. They are brown 

outside and cream colored with 
brown spots inside, and resemble 

a coconut in color and size.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

sweet, similar to corn

fibrous and starchy

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

roots and tubers

production area indigenous community

Nakuru County  
(Rift Valley)

Gikuyu / Kikuyu;
Kalenjin

harvest

Mainly harvested once a year: The 
crop is ready for harvest 7-10 months 
after planting

Normally planted during the rainy 
season because it requires quite a 
lot of water during the first stages 
of growth

sow

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

boiled, fried, roasted

r o o t s / c o r m ,  l e a v e s

drying, flour

p r e s e r v i n g

Colocasia esculenta (L.) Schott
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Nduma roots (corms), boiled or fried, are served with different stews or eaten 
with a cup of tea in the morning before going to work, as they provide plenty 
of energy for the day. They are also a source of fiber. Nduma may be powdered 
and used to thicken soups and stews made from either cereals or vegetables. 
It is also used as a substitute for potatoes and bread. Among the Gikuyu of the 
Rift Valley, nduma is boiled together with sweet potato. Leaves can be used 
for mukimo, a mixture of maize, njugu (nuts), beans and/or njahi (black beans), 
nduma and/or pumpkin leaves, bananas (ripe), and potatoes. They are usually 
served with fried beef and steamed cabbage.

Nduma were known to be found at grandmothers’ homes. Each grandmother 
had a kianda, a low-lying flooded garden patch. Whenever a visitor came, the 
grandmother would harvest a few corms from the kianda. Back in the house, 
she would place few nduma in the hot ash of her cooking place and leave 
them there to bake for an hour or so. Both the cover and the baked mass were 
very nice to eat with a cup of tea. It was the equivalent of cake but with no ad-
ditives, not even salt. People in rural areas who use a three-stone hearth still 
prepare nduma in this way. Nduma was an important product associated with 
initiation ceremonies, where it was believed that the meal had the ability to 
provide energy and to heal wounds. Nduma was also eaten during childbirth, 
where it was believed to provide energy to nursing mothers. 

During the main harvest the farmers were able to gather lots of corms and 
ended up selling them. This allowed them to earn high incomes because very 
few people were (and are) involved in producing nduma.

The introduction of industrial products like bread, cakes, and biscuits has re-
duced the consumption of nduma, especially among young people who refer 
to it as a traditional food for the elderly. Urban migration has also greatly affect-
ed the production because the older generation left behind in farms cannot 
work efficiently in the fields, hence there has been a decrease in production. 
Introduction of Rwandan varieties has also contributed to the diminishing of 
the indigenous variety, which are best adapted to the region.

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

nominator:  James Karuga
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Nyankundi is a traditional finger millet variety from the west of Kenya. 
In this region, finger millet is planted in both the long and short rainy 
seasons. Planting finger millet in the short rainy season requires a 
lot of labor, especially to clear the fields, which is a most arduous 

operation. On the other hand, sowing the crop in long rainy season can be risky 
for the crop due to damage by diseases, high rainfall, and cold temperatures.

Abagusii (Kisii) people living in the Michina Valley area cultivate the crop. Lo-
cally known as obori, finger millet is considered the domain of women. They 
are in charge of many tasks related to millet production. Apart from participat-

 Nyankundi 
Millet

75N. 

Eleusine coracana (L.) Gaertn.

The seeds are small, round, 
and white.

s e n s o ry a n a ly s i s

t a s t e

Sweeter than other 
finger millet varieties

crunchy

c o n s i s t e n c y

s e a s o n a l i t y

v i s u a l

category

cereals and grains

production area indigenous community

Michina valley,
Kisii and Nyamira counties 

(Nyanza)

Abagusi 
(Kisii)

harvest

July - August

December - January

Long rainy season  
(February - March) 
Short rainy season (August)

sow

e d i b l e  pa r t s a n d 
c o o k i n g t e c h n i q u e s

boiled, stewed

g r a i n s

drying, flour

p r e s e r v i n g
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Nyankundi millet is used to make porridge, busaa (a local brew), and ugali, a 
mixture of millet flour and water served with vegetables or traditional yogurt. 
Nyankundi millet porridge is made from fermented millet flour and is often 
consumed by nursing mothers, young children, and those recovering from 
illness. It is typically consumed in the morning, as part of breakfast, but can 
be taken at any time of day, either hot or cold. Sometimes, cassava or sweet 
potato flour is also mixed in. Among the Abagusii people, the word for ugali 
is obokima or obuba. The name “obuba” is also suggestive of one who likes 
eating large quantities and frequently.

The Abagusii tribe is one of the oldest Bantu groups in western Kenya. Their 
ancestors arrived in the region from Uganda and later moved from the Mount 
Elgon area to their current lands, 500 years ago. 

Nyankundi has been cultivated in the Michina area since the pre-colonial peri-
od, mainly by the Abagusii community. In the past, the Abagusii bartered finger 
millet with the Luo and other tribes of western Kenya.

Even today, finger millet is valued as a major crop in the area. This cereal plays 
an important role in the dietary habits and economy of subsistence farmers. 
Staple foods prepared from the grain are major sources of minerals and nu-
trients and are also served after the payment of a dowry and during wedding 
festivals and circumcision rituals. Traditionally, the head of the family will taste 
the dishes before they are served to the other members of the household to 
bless the harvest. During weddings, obuba (finger millet ugali) is offered to 
people visiting the bride’s home prior to the wedding ceremony.

The product is grown for home consumption and also sold on the market, 
where it is in very high demand.

Although people prefer finger millet grain, its production has been in decline in 
recent years due to several production constraints including high labor require-
ment, weeds, and pests and diseases. The introduction of hybrid grains has also 
led some farmers to abandon local heirloom millet varieties such as nyankundi.

c u l i n a r y  u s e s

p r o d u c t  h i s t o r y

c u r r e n t  s t a t u s

ing in weeding, they are involved in seed selection, drying, threshing, process-
ing, and storing the grains.
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notes
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Lare Pumpkin

Production area 

Lare village, Njoro district, Nakuru County, Rift Valley

Producers 

30 producers belonging to the Nganoini Farmer Field School

Contacts
Presidium producers coordinator
Leah Wanjiku Kinita
Tel. +254 711547228

Presidium coordinator
Samson Kiiru Ngugi
Tel. +254 719100913
s.ngugi@slowfood.it

The Presidium was created in 2009 following a study on traditional foods in the 
Molo area carried out by students at the University of Gastronomic Sciences 
in Pollenzo, Italy. It is made up of 30 producers (8 men and 22 women) who 
belong to the Nganoini Farmer Field School. They work together on all phases 
of production, from selection of seeds to cultivation and commercialization of 
the product. The Presidium aims to help the producers promote and commer-
cialize their products on local markets, in school canteens, etc.
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Production area 

Karirikania village, Mau Forest, Molo district, Nakuru County, Rift 
Valley

Producers 

32 producers belonging to the Utugi Self Help Group

Contacts
Presidium producers coordinator
Jane Muthoni Kiarie
tel. +254 727357112

Presidium coordinator
Samson Kiiru Ngugi
Tel. +254 719100913
s.ngugi@slowfood.it

Mau Forest Dried 
Nettles

Created in 2009 following a study on traditional foods of the Molo region ca-
rried out by students of the University of Gastronomic Sciences in Pollenzo, 
Italy, the Presidium aims to help growers increase nettle production and pro-
mote the product in restaurants and at local markets, with the support of the 
Slow Food Central Rift Valley Convivium. The 32 Presidium producers belong 
to the Utugi Self Help Group, based in Karirikania village. The Presidium also 
provides them with tools, equipment, and protective clothing. In addition to 
cultivating nettles, the producers raise sheep for meat and wool (to make car-
pets, dolls, mats, and bags).
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Molo Mushunu 
Chicken

Production area 

Turi region, Molo district, Nakuru County, Rift Valley

Producers 

37 producers belonging to the Kihoto Self Help Group

Contacts
Presidium producers cooordinator
Peter Karanja Njuguna (Chairperson)
Tel. +254 721226699

Presidium coordinator
Samson Kiiru Ngugi
Tel. +254 719100913
s.ngugi@slowfood.it

The Presidium was created in 2009 following research on traditional food pro-
ducts carried out in collaboration with the University of Gastronomic Sciences 
in Pollenzo, Italy. Its main objective is to support local communities by provi-
ding a new boost for farming the Mushunu Chicken. Equipment (incubators, for 
example) has been purchased to enable the number of birds to be increased 
and to improve control of animal health. A plan was also drawn up to increa-
se the availability of feed (by cultivating cereals and legumes, and purcha-
sing mills to process the feed). The Presidium has also organized several tra-
ining sessions, involving international farmers and veterinarians. Furthermore, 
thanks to the Presidium, electricity has now arrived in the producers’ villages.
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Production area 

Molo highlands, Nakuru County, Rift Valley

Producers 

160 people gathered in six breeders’ associations and 27 wo-
men who process the wool, gathered in the Karunga Women’s 
Group

Contacts
Presidium producers coordinator
John Wachira
Tel. +254 721930498

Presidium coordinator
Samson Kiiru Ngugi
Tel. +254 719100913
s.ngugi@slowfood.it

Molo Sheep

After Kenyan independence in 1963, sheep farms began to be neglected and 
the agricultural development project that had been designed for the Molo hi-
ghlands collapsed. The situation was compounded further by subdivision of 
land, which left little space for sheep farming. Today, although it is widely re-
cognized as one of the best sheep in the country, there are just a handful of 
farmers who continue to breed the Molo Sheep. It is rarely found on the menus 
of hotels and restaurants. The Presidium was set up in 2014 as part of an eco-
tourism project. Slow Food Kenya and the NGO NECOFA (Network for Ecofar-
ming in Africa) have organized trainings to improve breeding, animal welfare, 
and the production chain linked to meat and wool.
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Nzoia River 
Reed Salt

Production area 

Nabuyole area, Webuye district, Bungoma County, Western 
Kenya

Producers 

30 producers belonging to the Nabuyole Self Help Group

Contacts
Presidium producers coordinator
Jotham Wamukota Wasike
Tel. +254 727828455

Presidium coordinator
John Kariuki Mwangi 
Tel. +254 712843776
j.kariuki@slowfood.it

The Presidium was created in 2009 following a study on traditional products 
carried out in collaboration with the University of Gastronomic Sciences in Po-
llenzo, Italy. The Presidium aims to help the community improve the quali-
ty of the salt by providing processing equipment, as well as by supporting 
promotional and commercialization activities. The 30 producers, who belong 
to the Nabuyole Self Help Group, have prepared production protocols. The 
Presidium is also working on a project to reforest the area in order to recreate 
marshlands where the reeds can grow.
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Production area 

Mariashoni district, Nakuru County, Rift Valley

Producers 

12 groups of beekeepers belonging to the Macodev cooperative

Contacts
Presidium producers coordinator
Martin Lele Kiptiony (Chairperson)
Tel. +254 725858713

Presidium coordinator
Samson Kiiru Ngugi
tel. +254 719100913
s.ngugi@slowfood.it

Ogiek Honey

The Presidium was launched to protect the Mau Forest ecosystem and pro-
mote the value of the Ogiek people’s ancestral culture through their most im-
portant product, honey. The Macodev cooperative, which brings together 12 
groups of beekeepers, is working to increase production volumes, differentiate 
the various types of honey produced, improve packaging, and promote the 
honey in shops, restaurants, and hotels. Since 2015 the Ogiek community has 
taken part in responsible tourism initiatives in collaboration with the Slow Food 
Foundation for Biodiversity and NECOFA.
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Pokot Ash Yogurt

Production area 

Tarsoi, Tartur, Lition, and Chaunet villages, West Pokot County, 
Rift Valley

Producers 

About 26 producers, members of Tarsoi Association

Contacts
Presidium producers coordinator
Moses Pacha
tel. +254 713598413

Presidium coordinator
John Kariuki Mwangi 
tel. +254 712843776
j.kariuki@slowfood.it

The Presidium was created in 2009 following research on traditional foods ca-
rried out by students at the University of Gastronomic Sciences in Pollenzo, 
Italy. The producers in the Presidium already belonged to the Tarsoi Associa-
tion. With assistance from technical experts, the Slow Food Foundation is hel-
ping the producers to improve the quality and quantity of their yogurt by opti-
mizing each stage of production, from animal health and milking to processing 
and preserving the milk. There are also plans to set up and equip a communal 
workshop. In addition, the Presidium is working to increase awareness of the 
product in the district and neighboring areas, and to give producers opportu-
nities for international exchanges to share information. 
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Production area 

Rosarian village, Nakuru County, Rift Valley

Ol’Keri village, Narok County, Rift Valley

Producers 

40 Maasai producers from two communities, one in Rosarian 
(Nakuru County) and one in Ol’Keri (Narok County).

Contacts
Presidium producers coordinator
Margaret Tunda Lepore
Tel: +254 701 569335
mtunda2003@gmail.com

Presidium coordinator
John Kariuki Mwangi
Tel: +254 712843776
j.kariuki@slowfood.it

Red Maasai Sheep
(Ntare na Nyokie – Maasai) 

The Presidium will be launched in late 2018 as part of the project Empowering 
Indigenous Youth and Their Communities To Defend And Promote Their Food 
Heritage (2017-2020). This ongoing collaboration between IFAD and Slow Food 
seeks to empower indigenous communities and youth, and improve the live-
lihoods of beneficiaries by protecting and promoting their food heritage and 
upholding the sustainability and resilience of their practices. 

Thanks to the IFAD and Slow Food initiative, synergies will be created to stren-
gthen the indigenous Maasai community through capacity building, technical 
support, exchanges and experience sharing, formation of community groups, 
and creation of market linkages. As one of the marginalized groups in Kenya, 
Maasai communities will be involved in the national and global Indigenous 
Terra Madre activities. The ITM network is also a platform for exchange ena-
bling indigenous communities to work together and find solutions to common 
problems.
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Without it, the foundation for human life on the planet is lost, as is the 
very soil on which civilizations and cultures have been shaped and 
formed as the result of human adaptation to the natural environment.

Defending, protecting, and promoting biodiversity is therefore not 
simply one among a number of choices, advanced by the intellec-
tuals of conservation or by nostalgic environmentalists: It is, rather, 
the only viable path forward. It is a moral duty that we, the genera-
tion that inhabits this historic moment, must take on for those who 
will come after us and live on this planet Earth, a planet that, today, 
we are trampling, hurting, and mistreating. 

From this point of view, the Ark of Taste, a global project that this 
book takes up in its African—and, in particular, Kenyan—context, 
is an initiative that seeks to create information, knowledge, and 
awareness about this unique heritage. Through the Ark, commu-
nities are invited to rediscover their agricultural and food heritage, 
in order not to lose the connection with the land that feeds us and 
will continue to feed us.

Carlo Petrini
Founder and President of Slow Food

“Biodiversity is the greatest 
promise for the future of 

humankind”.
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