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There are many coffee professionals who consider Kenya to be the undisputed king of specialty coffee. While we aren’t 
comfortable labeling any one producing region as the best or our favorite, we have to admit that we, too, have a slight 
infatuation with Kenyan coffees.

SL28 and SL34 are among the most highly regarded of East African varieties for their ability to produce excellent cup 
quality. SL varieties derive their name from Scott Agricultural Laboratories, who, during a four year period from 1935-1939, 
made single tree selections from various origins to study for yield, quality, and drought and disease resistance. The fairly 
ubiquitous SL28 and SL34 varieties grown throughout Kenya today are arguably the most famous varieties from this 
research, which initially included forty-two trees.

In Kenya, a “lot” is made from a larger batch of coffee that is delivered to the dry-mill from a cooperative or estate on a given 
day. When a delivery arrives at the mill, it is processed (hulled), analyzed (technically and sensorially), screened (separated 
according to bean size) and given an outturn-number.

Within the leathery skin of the coffee fruit, two seeds can typically be found. These seeds are, of course, what we roast, 
grind and prepare as coffee. Competing for space, the two seeds contained within one round cherry force each other to 
develop with one flat side. The flat sides rest against each other while the opposite sides develop rounded. Occasionally 
(roughly 5% of the time) only one seed develops within the cherry. Without another seed competing for space, this single 
seed develops in a round, pea-like, shape. Kenyan specialty coffee lots are typically from one of three screen sizes: AA, AB 
or PB. AAs are flat beans with screen size 18+, ABs are flat beans with screen sizes 16 and 17 (16, 17, and 18 here refer to 
64ths of an inch). PBs are the aforementioned singular, round, peaberries. Though it was long believed that bean size 
directly correlated to quality, we at Passenger are less than convinced that this is true. Having tasted many thousand 
Kenyan samples blind over the years, we do not see any meaningful correlation between seed size and quality. While 
qualities certainly vary from screen size to screen size, we have not found that quality itself follows any sort of expected 
relationship with size.

A stunning Nyeri profile, this 2018 AA lot from the famed Karagoto washing station possesses 
intense sweetness and acidity. Hallmarks of Nyeri coffee, the aroma has distinct black currant 
and baking spice that are also found in the cup which cools to reveal raspberry and citrus notes.

IN THE CUP

Many of our favorite coffees come from Kenya. Many of those coffees come from Nyeri County 
in the Central Province of Kenya. The acidic loam soil, plant genetics, and processing interact in 
unimaginable ways that when grown, processed, roasted and prepared well, create a cup that is 
at once balanced and extreme, elegant and powerful.
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For more information on this topic, see World Coffee Research’s: https://varieties.worldcoffeeresearch.org/varieties/sl28


