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With a seemingly endless supply of top quality coffees, Kenya is, in many ways, the easiest and most fun 
producing country to buy from each year. Of course, the reality is that there is only a small percentage of lots 
that are the top of the top of the top, but it has been our pleasure to visit Kenya each year the past three years to 
select these lots. This work can be surprisingly grueling: tasting through many hundreds of high acidity, high 
palate impact coffees, trying to make buying decisions while severely over-caffeinated and potentially 
jet-lagged, etc. But, this is the work our green buying team enjoys, and we do it fully aware of how lucky we are to 
have the chance to do it.

While finding great coffees in Kenya is not hard, per se, finding consistent relationships can be very challenging, 
and very frustrating. The Kenyan coffee system is engineered to encourage skimming the cream. That is to say, 
the best coffees tend to go to the buyers who, through skill or luck, were cupping at the right place at the right 
time and were willing to pay a certain price for a certain lot. This is true of the coffees that go through the auction 
system (where any given lot literally goes to the highest bidder), but also the “direct” sales that go around the 
auction system. None of this is bad from the perspective of the coffee producers. In fact, many countries would 
do well to look at Kenya as a model of success. On average Kenya probably receives the highest prices of any 
coffee producing country.

Still, at Passenger we believe consistent relationships are going to be key for the continued success and evolu-
tion of the Specialty Coffee industry - key to continuing the process of untethering Specialty Coffee from it’s 
commodity heritage. It has been with this goal in mind that we have been fostering a relationship with John 
Njoroge in Murang’a, Kenya.

We were blown away with John’s coffee from the 2014-2015 harvest year and purchased two of his lots that 
year through the Kenyan auction. The following year (2015-2016 harvest) we purchased three lots directly from 
John. Both years we noticed a relatively high number of defects in his finished coffee, but the character of the 
coffee was so great that we simply had to purchase it and made the decision to clean these coffees by hand in 
our roastery. Our second year buying the coffee we hired a team to hand sort the coffee once more before 
export in order to remove the defects. The defects were primarily of a type caused by accidently undergoing the 
fermentation process twice.

Our green buying team visited John four times during the past three years. Each time we talked about the 
importance of keeping his washing station clean in order to avoid the defects we consistently found. During this 
time, Passenger, along with Kenyacof, the exporter responsible for exporting John’s coffee, built new drying 
beds for John and also reconditioned his pulper. Kenyacof’s team spent time with John, helping him understand 
how to produce the best coffee he possibly could. For the Passenger green buying team it was starting to feel 
like the true collaboration with a single producer in Kenya that we had always hoped for.

Last year (2016-2017 harvest), while our green buying team was in Kenya, we were disappointed to taste that all 
of John’s lots had been over fermented. We selected the best of them, still an incredibly enjoyable coffee, but 
one that we cannot in, all honesty, say is perfectly clean. We did, however, pay John an even higher price than we 
did the previous year. This was done to incentivize him to continue making an effort to produce top quality 
coffees, and of course to continue his relationship with Passenger.

Sadly, we quite literally have no idea what happened to John’s coffee this year (2017-2018 harvest). Our export-
ing partner in Kenya is completely baffled by John’s total lack of response. But, alas, such is the nature of coffee. 
As mentioned above… finding great coffees in Kenya is not hard, per se, but finding consistent relationships can 
be very challenging, and very frustrating.

Why this coffee is being presented as an Education Lot:

This Educational Lot highlights the importance of processing. At every stage of coffee production there is the 
potential of removing or obfuscating quality. In the case of this lot, the fermentation process, which is traditional-
ly done to break down the stubborn pectin layer that surrounds the coffee seeds, was not managed properly 
and the result is some seeds taking on an over-fermented, or acetic quality (think apple cider vinegar). We are 
presenting this so consumers can experience what overripe fruit character tastes like in a coffee. It is fairly faint, 
and the coffee is overall still an interesting expression of Kenyan plant genetics and terroir. That said, it is more of 
a teachable moment for consumers than it is anything else. Some people enjoy this acetic character, but for 
many, our green buying team included, it represents a covering up, rather than a revealing, of the coffee’s true 
potential.
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Intense ripe berries and citrus on the nose make way for a cup whose sweetness and 
clarity of flavor is slightly obfuscated by an overripe strawberry character. Distinctly 
Kenyan in character, look for a clear blackberry note in the finish.

IN THE CUP

Our third year buying from John Njoroge of Kiriani Estate in Murang’a Kenya, we are 
presenting this coffee as an Education Lot to highlight the importance of proper 
processing. This coffee presents flavors that, to our palates, are just over the line that 
divides clean coffees from unclean coffees. Strictly speaking we think this coffee is 
unclean, but still possesses many enjoyable characteristics. We hope that by offering it 
as an Education Lot consumers will learn about our buying preferences, and also the 
importance of proper coffee processing.
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