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TRADITIONAL FUNCTIONS OF THE CONTRAVERSIAL MIRAA,
CATHAEDULIS, AHONG -THE- ·TGDiBE OF NEEU) KENYA

bo~der the Tha~aka rather indis~ictly. , '

, ~his brief paper is intended to give short notes on ~lraa.
The notes are not based c:n a thorough scholarly study of .!!t~~
but a few oral intervievt~;:rhndobservation of the writer in Igembe
(Iembe). Igembe is both an ethnic/group (one of the nine major
Meru sections) and a geographical administrative area (about
963000 acres) acl:rr!inisteredas Lgernbe division of Meru district.
Hauatown is the headquarters of the division. Igembe is separa-
ted from Tigania by the f amcus Nyambeni (Nyamberie ) range that
houses the historic micii mikuru (deserted ancient homesteads of the
first Bantu - migrators in Mt. Kenya zone). To the East Igembe
contains a section of the Meru National Park that contains the
famous Heru Hulika Lodge, and finally shares a common boroPY' H;-rh
the Boran. To the South east and a section of South West, the'IgewD(

Most of Igembe is co~ered by rather recent volcanic soils
spread with plenty of rocks. Leaching makes soils rather unfertile ,
unproductive. These soils make travel ,by vehicles rather difficult
because during rainy periods they become' terribly wet and muddy,
while during dry weather, most· areas turn into deep poo-l,s : of very
fine blackish dust~ The volcanic rocks make it· difficult to travel
all the time. ,The region bordering with the Nyambeni range becomes
extremely wet during rainy times - fetching 'over 40 inches of r-a i.n fe'..'

in November! Mist and fog are common in the zone, forcing a concent:
tion of population further :away in drier areas like around Kangeta.
The Thaicu part of Igembe~a 'type of'scrubland, which neighbours the
national park is basically a:black cotton soil zone and can rn~ke
life difficult during wet periods. However, ~hereas miraa are
grown in most otner areas of Igerrbe, Thaicu is excluded.

Miraa are the demanded edi.le buds of the Catha Edulis forsK;
popularly called "the bane of the Yemen" in some non-Kenyan societie--
One bud is known as rnuraa or karaa while the parent plant is kiraa

\ --...;.-.- ). "0'

or kilaa. This plant begins producing the edible buds while it is ,-,
small shrub of about three feet in height. It grows rather reluctan
and takes tens of years to become a large shrub of ten or so feet ip
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height before becoming branched and a crude umbrella - like shape.
It can become a large'tree after attaining an age of over forty years.

-
It is said that the pla~t outlives its planter. Hence the very old

/plants in some Igembe s11amba which are said to have been planted by the
great gr-and f athe r-s ' generations. Some farmers do not even know who
planted some of tlleir miraa since they inherited them fro~ those who
also had inherited.

WHERE NlRAA ARE GROWN
One does not find m1raa in many parts of the Republic of Kenya

although the eating or chewing of the sa~e is done in major urban area
like Nairobi, Mombasa,Kisumu, Marsabit,Wajir, I~iolo and Garissa.
In actual fact, even 1n Meru whic~ is the most famous district in
miraa production, it is only Lgerr.be wh i ch produces. From the mid
1950s a few Hbeere began growing a little r~iraa fo!1ihome con sump't i.ori"
around Siakago market, on Makunguru hill. About the early 1970s or
there about, the l'iwimbiof Neru introduced mir~a plants by the kiera o.
Kiamwimbi hill zone) spreading to Igoj i area. It vJaS at the sarre
time some Imenti tried some miraa on so~e type of orha~ental basis,

. . \.~~-."
the Chuka were- not also left behind. It appears as if':~r.eTigania

'':1:-.'
neighbouring the Igembe by the Nyambeni r~nge had began ~rying the
planting of miraa before all the above, perhaps in early 1950s. How~
ever, one can safely conclude ihatonly the Igembe grow rriraa on
large and commercial scale~Jhile all the others are either beginning
to take part in the lucrative miraa enterprise or merely growing
domestic or even ornamental ffi1raa.••
Or-:IGINOF IGEHBE ~lInAA

Asked whe re they got the n1raa plants from, the Igembe .i.nforrr-:

ants give varied ahswers ranging from their local forested hill
called Kiraro1 through 1 ya kiwi t h i.r-e , '''they are traditional" or "we
just found thern" 2 to- II from mboall3

, their mythical place of origin.
Informants agree that the miraa are as old as the Igembe society - or
older, and that nobody can pin-point the person Vlho planted miraa
first. They also agree that once planted, miraa survived thereafter
to the present. Apart from the normal care ,Kiriambia told how even
diseased stems of miraa are partially recoved and either normal

,~.

healing or grafting is done. In other word~ there are exper-t horti-
cuI turalists dealing with miraa rrainly. '~~,;~.,
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THB PLANTING OF f-URAA.

The normal method is to clear the area chosen and then plant
seedlings 'like tea, or eoffee' ~ccQrding to M'Ituiri. Seedlings can
even be stirr.ulatedto gr-ow by exposing roots of mature mir~ plants
and letting the shoots develop their roots .. These shoots are then
carried to the. new shamba and planted. Care is requirpd for young
seedlings till they ~Bture. Guarding of ~ature miraa plants is much
re.quir~d, othenJise, thieves will steal the mature miraa. The
guarding ;forces the, farmers to build guard huts or "banda" in every
shamba. t-Jarriorsare n:ainly dep Loye d for this task.
FUNCTIONS OF HIRl\A

hiraa were extremely essential in the lives of the Igembe
people. Hany ar£ue that the traditional uses for rmiraa are still
current in many parts of Igernbe and hence they cannot do without
the mi.r-aa, The conv.i.ct i.orivtha't rriraa made and makes the society is
so strong that one is forced toac~ept the, Igembe view unconditio~al-
ly. One gets frequent and unan i.rrous -statements on miraa such as

.,.' "Anyone you see in Terrbe , man or woman, ,I

_',is born by m.ir-aa" (M "L thiria) . "Without miraa
there wou Ld be no Lembe " < Kir:i:ambiaJ,or "Tc rnbe
is miraa".

"Although miraa use was both essential .and v-1idespread,not
everyone was allowed by the Igemle tradi t Lor :.:,to chew them. The
actual chewing and us~ was pre~cribed for only a few members'or
cadres of the society. The two nain cadres that used miraa were
rituals and normal purp6ses. When rituals called1 everyone affe~ted

'despite his/her age or status could' chev miraa. Under normal ci r-cum-
stances, only elders and certain classes of wa~riors chewed rniraa.

','

Below are some of the uses into which m1raa were put to illust-
rate the above convictions.
1. Casual, uses. ,Elders could chew miraa to keep iheir mouths
busy or to act as a 11 cover up" of eating small, things Li.ke pieces of
yams infront of children who should not 'know that elders get hungry
and eat small things. The elde~ would chew this pretending that he was

, )

chewing miraa. ,If an eLdervwas going to the tubu, mar-ket , he could
, ,

carry miraa and chew as he ~ent, sharing with friends on the way.
'VJhenone arranged for a "har-ambee" shamba work, one provided miraa
for those who would come'to help.



2. Naming ceremonles. Plenty of mlraa were provided whenever
there was a cereffionyfor giving a new born child a name.
3. Ear piercing rituals. These could not be done before providing
bundles_~f .miraa. \
4. Circumcision for boys forced much use of miraa. The circumcisicnal
candidate,s took four bundles of miraa through their leaders to break
the news that they were mature enough and were therefore seeking
permission for the initiation ritual. The seeking of permission
could tak~ a number of days or seasons if the warriors to whom the
TIllraawere sent did not approve quickly: \rJhenthe permission was
finally granted) each boy sent miraa to whoever he chose as his
circumcisional god father - mukuati. To be alloVJed to begin the
nkunyi initiation dance, the boys had to take miraa to the warriors.
5. Marriage negotiations began VJith miraa. Hence conviction that
"miraa builtrharriages, not cattle". The miraa could be sent to a
girl's father either by a warrior's. nthaka, father even before the
man knew or by the would-be-bridegroom himself. In the first case,.
the elder would have had an eye on the girl as a suitable wife for
his son and the traditions allowed the elders to 'break ground' for
their son's sake. In the second case the nthaka himself would have
taken a fancy of the girl whether already initiated'or not but
marriageable. Whether it was the nthakq or his father, the initiating
of the negotiations took two bundles of ~iraa,difference being the sty
of tying.

Not everyone was capable of tying mi~aa for initiating marriage
negotiations but only a fe'(r.]elders. The mi r-aa wer-e tied technically a
in a way that the father of the firl will understand the, mea~age
carried on opening the bundle, Four strands of miraa w6!re / are tied
'technically' together as one small bundle, a secbnd is' done the sarr.e
and the two are finally tied together v.;ithother untied miraa placed
in between the two. A banana leaf is finallr placed around the final
bundle and secured with a yam creeper.

On receipt the girl! s father wou Ld untie and give the, girl one
bundle of four plus loose ones which she was supposed to chew sharing
with her lover. The father would chew the rest four plus loose ones

'sharing with the girl's mother. The father would also invite the
whole family and village to share 111 the chew.ing of lithe miraa of the)

child" as a way of "opening up" the secret love affair and seeking
blessings for the same'. However, this- \oJas done after the girl gave
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permission for chewing the miraa to her father either verbally or
by ritually chewing her share. If she did not love the nthaka and
so refused, the matter ended there although the miraa could be eaten
like any normal miraa. Some eLde r-s say tha-t eight miraa or the
double of the above were the ones tied together instead of four but
the other details are the same.
6. Initi~tion to all socio-political groups or organisations need~d
miraa. These began with the Lamare f.iam~or Council.' Lamare was for
ma1:ure warriors who actually forrr.edthe country's leadership of the
military wing. Each had to pay a fee of miraa to their seniors ,and
elders for admission. It is unanimausly agreed that.tobe initiated
into any of the' Igembe .b.iama (plural of l$iama), Counc i.Ls one had to pc
miraa f'Lr-s t. These are termed Kiama Kinerie" the big or senior

-council, the famous Nj uri neeke and the Ad-riki t hat is a.lLowed only
those-extremely gifted custodians df the iraditions aged~ver 6Q
'" : ; 4years ..
1. Trade. Among the many functions' informants will give the miraa
.;i,.strade" exchange or "substituting ""'lith other itemsl1 as is said by

._various people.' If one had a miraa ahambe j : he could fetch goats,
from those Who had none but needed to either:6onsume' o~ ~erform
rituais where the' miraa were requ.ir-ed , A goat gave the owner- authorit
over a number ofmiraa plants which the sarne plucked for some t i.n-e:
After exhausting those which ~ere ready at ~he time of the deal, the
right of the plants 'ended. In the same way, axes, beehives, spears,
goat skins, shields among other commodities were exchanged with miraa.
Hence the corrterrti.onva miraa planter was a rich person, he goat all
from bartering the miraa." This is a form of internal trade that was
6perative fro~ the time the ..Igembe'settled to about 1890s when
evidence" shows that the mir~a was crossing tHe borders especially
towards Boran and Somal~lands besides Tigania.

-After 1910, the ,miraa took part in what can be 'terr-ed external
trade by taking advantage of the forced union of many ethnic groups
after "pacification", ConsE:quently, the other parts of Meru includin[
Ime.nti and mwimbi/Hutha.mbi took to much chevri.ngof miraa. One of
the early administrators, in 1920s known simply as 'kaumbuthu' ordered

I

the uprooting of all miraa to stop. the laziness and "drugeffectl!
he had observed. There was much opposition and one friend of his,
a builder from Igembe called M;~unki convinced the administrator to

~
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withdraw the directive.

FURTHER PROBLEHS OVER HI\1AA.

When the widespread consurrption of miraa took root, the Igeffibe
control over it weakened or was non-existerit outside Igewbeland. The
Nthaka who used to chew only sparingly and only when looking aftEr
ca~tle in the wilderness now ate openly and e~cessively. In general,
youths chewed miraa in an unrestricted manner. Other people, for
instance, Somali, in pl~oes like Isiolo, Waj .ir , Han der'a also chewed
miraa widely. Sugar was introduced as an ingradient 'in miraa chewing

"

Hith a negative effect on the Chewers' teeth,' as elders claim. I~
short, matters tended to ~et out of hand. Protests were raised with a
climax, to one that got to the then Governor of the K~nya Colony~
Sir Philiph (Mitc~ell?) with miraa being equated to bangi or marijuana.
It is said that the issue was driven by Isiolo women who complain that
miraa had 'de-maned' their malefolk. The males would chew miraa all
day sitted down on mats and forget going home until after tvJOormore
days. When they got home, they were accused of si.mpLy vs Leep i.ng and
having no interest in their women, only to wake up the next day to go
to the miraa chewing groups - o~ were they clubs?

The governor fo~nd it necessary to ban miraa growing and
chewing. The Igembe sent a delegation to defend the 'industry. In
the delegation were I1tOQthlessH elders who carried small traditional
mortars used for pounding miraa by the toothless. The governor Has
told that those elders had chewed mlraa since their Lamare stage,
about 35-40 years of age and were still eating even when they were
over eighty years old. They were successful people in-their society.
They were sober and still contributive into their ethni6 lives. Why
had miraa not ruined them? It was concluded that the ~iraa were not
to blame and so the industry forged ahead!

The controversies over miraa during Kenyatta's'government
and the banning and lifting are a familiar story and needs not
detain us here. Newspaper reports, letters to the editor and their
many views for and against mlraa are also current issues.

"



SCIENTIFIC VIEl·vSON MIPAA.

Miraa seems to have bothered the British government for
three decades before they put it to a scientific test. Put to
this test => apparently in the then Corydon Memorial Museum (present
National Museum), mitaa were condemned as ilharmful and dangerous";
and producing grave symptons in the addict. The "hazmfu l" effects
were due to alkaloids like cathine, cathinine and cathidine. Also,
large quanti ties of t.anru n v plus other "urn.ves tLqat.ed" chemicals.
Cathine is said ,to have stimulant - narcotic action similar to'
that of c6caine and no analgesic or anaesthetic properties. It
also has cardio-toxic effect similar to caffein. But cathine,
cathinine and cathindine are said to produce stimulant ~.narcotic

.action, as do cocaine and caffeine. No wonder then the following
was the conclusion of the test~

Although scientific investigations on cathaedulis have
not yet proved conclusively to which of the many constituents
of the drug its deteriorating effect on the human orqanism

, can be trac.ed, there seems sufficient evidence to show that
its continued ingestion is harmful.5

The same report states that the natural distribution of catha
edulis extends from Abyssinia to the Cape -thereb~ c?nfirming,
to an·extent, the origin.of the plant that the Igembe domesticated.

COMMERCIALISINC TEE. MI~~.
)

What can be termed a oomme rci aI trade vr i,th miraa is said to
have been the initiative of'the Lubetaa age group of the Igembe of
the mid 1940s. Before this time, miraa was' sold relatively cheaply,
about 100 pieces bundle for only ten cents. Later it was sold for
two· rupees. One kila piant could be exchanged (or hired for) with
between 50 cents and one shilling, fifty cents •.

'~hen Lubetaa took over, they ~~ost the price i~mediately to
KSh. 5.00 per buncle which soon jumped to KSh. 10.00. This went
further to KSh. 50 and 60. An upward progress was gradually made
to KSh. 100, KSh. 20b~ KSh. 300, KSh. 500 and' then KSh. 1,000.
These prices naturally brought arout more ~lanting and commercial
harvesting so that by mid 19508 the colonial government could write~

Most of the districtis. (Meru's) production (of miraa)
comes from this location. This item is very important
revenue earner for the people of Igembl (sic). It is
estimated that they received in 1954 a return of £40,000
on this crop and in 1955 a return bf £136,000.6



, : \'.:: ' .'

To. be neted here is the fact that these iucrative returns were
ceming during the peried ()'femergency due to ti1;eMa~ Mau revelt.
This should all.sebe taken as a,~censervati "e estimate 0 /

J

The6~nitner~ial trade with rniraa, v>1iththe already mentiened
,,',ups and downs, has not, gene down , Instead demand has "increased

and preductien has gene up also.. Miraa currently sells very 'well
, .. . . ,.

inmesturban areas led by Nairebi. One simply needs visit areas
inhabited bYAfri~~ns like EastlEdgh? Karrieker f Kibera and even

"the 9itycentre to. be caught by banana leaves hunging near either
:)

sale er chewing cadres. Membasa is anether great centre ef miraa
... \

demand., Miraa i~ also. experted to. the-everseas werldu Arabia..
~eadingl an activity that needs air services to. prevent drying er
fermenting befo'r'e'the miraa get to. the censumers. In Igerobe, miraa
grqw;ing,has 'now turned a vigereus- industry wi t.h ~ large Labour gang
that picks the shrub frem befere 6.00 a.m., serts eut'their harvest -
er is i,t grades? ~;pundles these inlcellE1~tin.g centres to. wait fer
.buyLnq ag'entswho visit all the cellecting centres in vehicles. The
'agents use landrevers, landcruisers, range revers and even treepers.
When the miraa are bugged and finally precessed, they are leaded in
pd.ck up vehi'dl~s and driven at dangereus speeds ,~ werse than the
neterieus. mat-atu - to. the semi~destinatiens, especlally Nq.:irebi, for
either Gensumptiener travel to. the final destinatiens.

" I

SOME I~~ACT OF THE MIRAA INDUSTRY IN IGEMBE.

It is peintless to. belabeur the point' that the miraa industry
has really affected IgembeQ and·now most of the re.st of Meru and

, ,
the consumens outrs Lde Meru district. Only a few ccmments will be
made abcut Igerobe in particular. Igembe has turned into. a beehive
cf miraa activity, this time; mere of cemmercial nature than the

',. ~ ,

ea~lier l' almest who Le tradi tienal. !1ost land has been taken 'by the
miraa industry at the expense ef subsistence crops.. Hence the
troubt.e the peopl,e.faced in the recent famine of 1984. The Igernbe
'a~e new meving,their grain farms into. the Lowland Thaicu zcne, which
'is unpredictable in r>rcduceo Indeed seme,ef the infermants are
already lamenting, such a~ M\kieme, "we might be ferced to gc, fer
maize in the Rift va\lIey since, rriraa, co f f ee and tea have taken most
ef the land".

Many peeple really have money and can be ccnsidere<I rich.
Schecl children have realised this and either de have much interest



in schooling or even refuse to go to school, concentrating on the
miraasales. Chiefs have used their orders to force the children
go to school in vain. The children's attitude to education and
th1 educated who are not as rich as the miraa growers or traders.
This is an .impact which should cause concern to all development
conscious leaders.

The present nthaka have invaded the miraa chewing heartlyp to
the annoyance of eldersu but they call themselves athoni or those
who have gone to school, simply the 'civilizedo and so are not
bound by the old Igembe rules over the chewing of miraa. They hardly
do any constructive development work, but they have money from the
miraa - another concern for the leaders.

The irony of it all is that much money as there is in Igembe
from miraa, there is hardly any <;levelopmentstirred by the money.
Over what was said earlier of communication can be added the lack
of presentable urban centresv residential buildings o~ permanent
and modern nature, medical centres for health or institutions of
socio-~conomic nature. One then wonders just what the Ige~be do with
all their money. Is it that they do not have the know = how of
what to do with the money of just resist modernism? If; so I' for hOl,07
long will they live in their closed world? They have managed to
monopolise the ~m~i~r~a_eindustry todate, but now that, other people have
began experimenting on, and growing the miraa should sound a danger
alarm for the industry's future.
CONCLUSION

It is difficult to make a definite and acceptable conclusion
over the miraa issue with.some rr-anygroups having taken sides.
Some would like to see the industry really boost. Others would
like to see it banned ~ like the colonial administrator "Kaumbuthuil

who would have miraa uprooted. But from the above~ some points are
clear. Such are, that ~iraa served and serves very important socio-
ritual aspects of the Igembe society. That the miraa are inter~
nationally accepted as a commercial item for whatever purposes a
group wants to put to it. That its use has overtaken the Igembe
traditional practises, to.a large extent negativelyo That it has
be~n accused of causing some negative developments in its users.
That it is the leading cash earner among the Igembev and finally
t~at developments in Igembe do not reflect the wealth got from the
miraa. A point that is only implied in the text and should be
amplified here is the menace caused by Miraa carrying vehicles on

1;'
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the highways,' espEic~ally between Heru and Nairobiv Nairobi - Kisurou
and Nairol:::i- ~"orribasa. •

Perhaps the question to be answered for a reasonable conclusion
is how best the miraa industry can be run to contribute to the
economy of not only Iqernbe but Yeru and Kenya. The traditional
roles mira:a still plays should be maintained, I and even other peonLe s
should adopt some of those which would be relevant in theirs. ~ays
and means for controlling both production and use of the mira~ in
relation to the other aspects of economy in Igembe should be
explored. Otherwise, left alone, the miraa industry can be abused
by the money hungry modern exploiters imprinting a permanent negative
scar on the society and their land •

./

\
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FOOTNOTES

1. Elderman Isaac M'Etheria, (66 years) Kitheo, Athiru, t:aua
Interview on 13/4/86 by the ~riter and Bernard Kiunga Kathata.

2. Elderman Stabano H'Ituiri (66 years old) Nkanda, "K - K.",
Antuabui, Lare, interviewed by B.K. Kathata, on 30/4/86.
He recalled that the miraa were kiasiri, traditional, "the
gr~at great, grandfathers had them."

3. M'Ikiome Kuciana told B.K. Kathata (April 1986), that miraa
came from l1boa and that as the Igembe travelled through Kitui,
they planted some there but the Kamba kept them for the Meru
until recently when they befan selling the miraa to Machakos.
He added that the miraa also grows in Igembe as forest plants.
One Usman Kirambia, Ntfiambito, Thaicu, 7/4/86 merely said that
miraa has been in 1gemb€ Kenya na Kenya, 'from time immemorial'
or has been there all the time. This is be6ause once planted,
miraa outlived their planters and are still growing!

5. Mandera District Political Record Book, Vol.IIl Ref. EDA/43, a
letter of HQs of the Officer-in-charge. N.F.D. Ph.10/5/4/175
dated 15/2/1943 in the Kenya National Archives.

4. For initiation into the Aariki guild, see Wambua Ndarrbuk i . 11Aariki:
the Heru Council that shines with grandeur" in Kenya Times,
26/6/85, p.ll.

6. Chuka Political Records referred to as HRU/31, Appendix '!A"
of Burke to Burgwi.n , 1955 in Kenya National Archives.


