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Walk into almost any home in Kenya at any hour of the day, and you'll likely find a pot of chai 
simmering on the stove. Kenyan Chai isn't just something you drink, it's woven into the rhythm 
of daily life, marking the start of the morning, the arrival of a guest, or a quiet break in the middle 
of a busy afternoon. It's strong, milky, fragrant with ginger, and utterly unlike the tea most 
Western kitchens are used to making. 

This guide takes a closer look at what makes Kenyan-Style Chai so distinct, walks through a 
foolproof method for brewing it at home, and answers the questions people ask most when 
they're trying this drink for the first time. 

The Story Behind Kenyan Chai 

Tea arrived in Kenya during the British colonial era, when the cool highlands around Kericho 
and Nandi proved to be nearly perfect for growing tea bushes. Kenya quickly became one of the 



world's largest tea exporters, and over time, tea drinking evolved from a colonial import into 
something distinctly local. 

Unlike the British habit of steeping tea bags in hot water and adding a splash of milk, Kenyans 
developed their own approach: brewing the tea leaves directly in milk and water together, often 
with ginger and other spices simmered right into the pot. This method likely absorbed some 
influence from Indian communities who settled in East Africa and brought their own spiced milk 
tea traditions with them but the Kenyan version has since become its own thing entirely, simpler 
in spicing and more milk-forward in style. 

Today, Traditional Kenyan Chai is served everywhere from roadside kiosks to five-star hotels, 
and nearly every family has its own small variations on the basic method. 

What Makes Kenyan Chai Unique 

Before jumping into the recipe itself, it helps to understand the handful of things that set this tea 
apart from other milk teas around the world. 

It's Brewed, Not Steeped 

The tea leaves cook directly in a simmering mixture of milk and water rather than being steeped 
separately. This is the single biggest difference between Kenyan chai and a standard 
British-style cup of tea. 

Ginger Comes First 

While cardamom, cinnamon, and cloves show up in some households, fresh ginger is the one 
spice that almost never gets left out. It gives the tea its signature bite and warmth. 

It's Milk-Heavy 

Kenyan chai typically uses a much higher ratio of milk to water than other tea traditions, 
resulting in a thicker, creamier cup that almost feels like a light dessert. 

It's a Social Ritual 

Chai in Kenya is rarely a solo, rushed drink. It's poured for guests as a sign of welcome, shared 
over conversation, and almost always accompanied by something to eat. 

Ingredients You'll Need 

Making an Authentic Kenyan Chai at home doesn't require a trip to a specialty store. Here's 
what goes into a batch that serves about four people: 
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●​ 2 cups water 
●​ 2 cups whole milk 
●​ 2–3 tablespoons loose black tea leaves (or 3–4 tea bags if that's what you have) 
●​ A 1-inch piece of fresh ginger, grated or crushed 
●​ 2–3 cardamom pods, lightly crushed (optional) 
●​ 2–3 tablespoons sugar, adjusted to taste 
●​ A small pinch of ground cinnamon (optional) 

A quick note on tea choice: strong, full-bodied black tea works best. Kenyan-grown teas are the 
traditional pick, but Assam or a good English Breakfast blend will get you close. 

How to Brew Kenyan Chai Step by Step 

Here's the method that produces a rich, properly brewed cup every time. 

Step 1: Start With Water, Milk, and Ginger 

Pour the water and milk into a saucepan, then add the grated ginger and crushed cardamom 
pods (if using). Set the pan over medium heat. 

Step 2: Simmer Slowly 

Let the mixture heat up gradually rather than rushing it to a boil. A slow simmer allows the 
ginger's oils to release fully into the liquid and helps prevent the milk from scorching or splitting. 

Step 3: Stir in the Tea Leaves 

Once the milk mixture is gently simmering, add the tea leaves and stir. Let everything continue 
to cook together for 5 to 8 minutes, keeping an eye on the color as it deepens into a warm 
caramel-brown. 

Step 4: Manage the Rise 

As the chai nears full strength, the milk will start to foam and rise toward the top of the pan. This 
is normal just pull the pot off the heat for a few seconds when it happens, then return it to the 
burner. Many households repeat this a couple of times, since it's believed to deepen the flavor. 

Step 5: Sweeten to Taste 

Stir in sugar until it dissolves completely, tasting and adjusting as you go. 

Step 6: Strain and Serve 



Pour the chai through a fine sieve into mugs to remove the tea leaves, ginger, and cardamom 
pods, then serve it while it's still hot. 

Tips for Getting It Right 

A few small details separate a good cup from a great one: 

●​ Grate or crush your ginger rather than slicing it. This releases far more flavor into the 
pot. 

●​ Don't rush the simmer. Chai that's brewed too quickly ends up weak and pale instead of 
rich and deeply colored. 

●​ Use whole milk if you can. It's what gives Homemade Kenyan Chai its signature body 
and creaminess. 

●​ Strain thoroughly. A fine-mesh sieve keeps stray tea leaves and ginger bits out of your 
final cup. 

●​ Reheat gently. If you have leftovers, warm them slowly on the stovetop rather than in the 
microwave to keep the texture smooth. 

Health Benefits Worth Knowing 



Beyond the comfort factor, this tea brings a few genuine wellness perks to the table: 

●​ Ginger supports digestion and has natural anti-inflammatory properties. 
●​ Black tea is rich in antioxidants that may benefit heart health over time. 
●​ Cardamom, when used, has traditionally been valued for soothing the stomach. 
●​ Milk contributes calcium and protein, making this far more filling than a plain cup of tea. 

As with anything containing added sugar, moderation is key, but a well-made cup is a genuinely 
nourishing addition to your day especially compared to many sugary, processed drinks. 

Regional and Household Variations 

Ask five different Kenyan families how they make their chai, and you'll likely get five slightly 
different answers. Here are some of the more common variations you might come across. 

Spiced Versions 

Some households add a stick of cinnamon or a few cloves alongside the ginger for a more 
layered spice profile, closer to what you'd find in an Indian-style masala chai. 

Lemongrass Chai 

In parts of coastal Kenya, fresh lemongrass stalks are bruised and simmered into the pot, 
adding a bright, citrusy note to the finished tea. 

Dawa-Style Chai 

A comforting cold-weather twist involves stirring in a little honey and lemon after brewing 
blending the warming qualities of chai with the soothing effect of a classic "dawa" remedy drink. 

Reduced-Sugar Chai 

For anyone watching their sugar intake, honey or a small amount of a natural sweetener can 
stand in for refined sugar without losing the drink's comforting character. 

What to Pair With Your Chai 

Chai is rarely enjoyed completely on its own in Kenyan households it's almost always part of a 
small spread. Warm, fried East African mandazi are one of the most classic pairings, their light 
sweetness balancing the spiced richness of the tea perfectly. 
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Soft, layered flatbread is another favorite. If you want to build out a proper breakfast table, this 
recipe for fluffy Kenyan chapatis makes an excellent companion to a hot mug of chai. 

For something a little heartier, starchy sides work beautifully alongside tea. A dish like creamy 
coconut nduma brings a comforting, filling contrast to the lightness of the tea itself. 

Weekend gatherings often call for something more substantial on the table too, and dishes like 
delicious Kenyan mukimo frequently make an appearance alongside a full pot of chai when 
family and friends come together. 

And if your afternoon tea break leans a little sweeter, a slice of chocolate chip banana cake 
pairs surprisingly well with the spiced, milky character of the tea. 

Final Thoughts 

Once you've made Kenyan Chai at home a few times, it becomes less of a recipe you follow 
and more of a routine you adjust intuitively a little more ginger some days, a touch less sugar on 
others. That flexibility is part of what makes this Kenyan Chai Recipe so enduring: it bends to 
whatever mood, guest, or moment calls for it. 

Give the method above a try, keep a batch of something warm nearby to dip in it, and you'll 
understand exactly why this simple pot of tea has held its place at the center of Kenyan life for 
generations. 

Frequently Asked Questions 
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How is Kenyan chai different from Indian masala chai? 

Kenyan chai tends to keep its spice profile simple, usually built around fresh ginger with 
cardamom as an occasional addition. Indian masala chai often includes a more elaborate blend 
of spices like cloves, black pepper, and star anise. Kenyan chai also typically uses more milk 
relative to water, giving it a creamier texture. 

Do I have to use cardamom? 

No. Plenty of households make Kenyan Chai with nothing more than ginger as the spice, and 
it's still completely authentic. Recipes vary widely from family to family. 

What's the best tea for this recipe? 

A strong, full-bodied black tea works best. Kenyan-grown tea is the traditional choice, but 
Assam or a robust English Breakfast blend will produce very similar results. 

Why did my milk curdle while brewing? 

This usually happens when the heat is too high. Keep the mixture at a gentle simmer rather than 
a rolling boil, and it should stay smooth from start to finish. 

Can I prepare a larger batch ahead of time? 

Yes, though it's best fresh. Leftovers can be refrigerated for up to two days and reheated slowly 
on the stove, stirring occasionally, to bring back the right texture. 

Is this the same thing as regular milk tea? 

Not quite. While both involve milk and tea, this method specifically simmers the tea leaves 
directly in the milk-and-water mixture along with spices, which produces a noticeably different 
flavor and texture than tea that's simply steeped and topped with milk afterward. 
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