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KAFFIR LIME 

By Linda T. Collins, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners 

Kaffir lime (Citrus hystrix, c. papedia) is in the family Rutaceae (Citrus). Since we are Zone 9b here and it is zoned as 10-11, it will be cold sensitive here as are many citrus. All citrus trees are thought to be native to Southeast Asia. Kaffir limes, also known as Kieffer limes, are known in Thailand as bai magrood, in Vietnam as las chanh, and Indonesia and Malaysia as daun limau purut. They are used extensively not only in Southeast Asian foods, especially Thai cooking, but also in cosmetics, medically and in cleaning products. 

In native folklore, the fragrance is said to ward off evil spirits and its leaves, fruit, juice and bark are used medicinally. It is believed to promote healthy gums by brushing with the juice of the fruit. It is sometimes used for tonics, which are supposed to aid the digestive system and other various ointments. Also it is believed that the juice is an excellent hair rinse to prevent hair from falling out, in addition to being used as a remedy for the removal of lice and dandruff. According to website www.haldin-natural.com, recent findings indicate that Kaffir limes have the following properties: natural cleanser, deodorizer, stimulant, appetizer, astringent, antiseptic, antibacterial, antiamebic, antihistamine, antispasmodic, disinfectant, anti-tumor, and hypotensive activity with no negative side effects.   

Kaffir limes make for a good container herb especially when grown in zones that get colder than our zone 9b here in the Coastal Bend. When temperatures start to fall, the container can be brought into a room in the house, a greenhouse, or the garage to overwinter making sure that it gets full sunlight. They are small shrubby perennial trees, 10-16 feet with very sharp spikes and unusual double leaves which are notched in the middle giving the appearance of two leaves in one.   

The tree needs well-drained soil and direct sunlight. The scent of the leaves is a cross between lime, orange and lemon. The fruit is dark green with a rough knobby surface and thick skin. Kaffir lime is easily grown in full sun in a container or in a well-drained area of the garden or in a raised bed, and, in fact, the hotter the spot the better. Like all citrus, feed with a good all purpose fertilizer in spring and don’t forget to give your kaffir lime a little bit of a feed in winter to help it put out a fantastic spring flush of growth. Seaweed and/or fish emulsion foliar spray is recommended every now and then. I only use organic fertilizers on my culinary herbs.

When you notice a yellowing of the leaves, it might be chlorosis, but not necessarily iron chlorosis, but rather zinc. I have been told by an owner of a citrus farm in the Valley, that citrus that get chlorosis generally need zinc.  Further, he said that if zinc does not work, then to try manganese. If neither the zinc nor the manganese works, try iron as a last choice. He said, “Think zinc for citrus”.  

Like all citrus, Kaffir lime leaves sometimes get small lines running through them. These lines are caused by the leafminer larvae, which tunnel through leaf tissue, leaving unsightly trails. If you get leafminers on some of the leaves, just discard the unsightly leaves. Leafminers have lots of natural enemies, including hummingbirds and parasitic wasp. It is suggested that regular spraying of fish, seaweed, molasses, and garlic helps to repel these pests. It is unsightly, but basically not threatening, and since you use the leaf, and not the fruit, you do not want to use any chemical poisons. In fact, it is suggested not to use any chemicals on any citrus. Kaffir trees, unlike lots of other herbs, generally do not benefit from pruning. 

Culinary Uses: As mentioned above, the scent of the leaves is heavenly. Tear a leaf in half and inhale its intoxicating fragrance. Usually their leaves are used whole in Thai, Cambodian, and Indonesian cooking, although sometimes they are very thinly sliced and added to a recipe. When a recipe calls for Kaffir limes, only one part of the notched leaf is considered “one Kaffir lime leaf” and not the whole leaf, which is the two-sided notched leaf. The outer rind of the knobby fruit is generally the only part of the fruit used in cooking. It is used in Thai dishes, from soups and salads to curries and stir-fried dishes and slow-cooked foods, including crockpots. The leaves can be frozen but not dried. The juice of these limes is generally not used in cooking, but rather it is used in soaps, shampoos and other cosmetics. Kaffir lime leaves are an ingredient that blends marvelously with lemon grass and lime juice in soups.  
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