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TERROIR TRACKING:

by Lambassador Gordon Wright 
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The Greatest
Taste of the 
Great Karoo
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(PART 1)
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Lamb is the crème de la crème of all the meats from the Karoo 
and people visit from all over the world to taste it. Gordon 

Wright, chef and Lamb and Mutton SA lambassador, tells us why.

As a chef I love cooking lamb, 
from shanks and stews to 
roasts with whole cloves 
of garlic pressed into the 
flesh. They say the nicest 
meat is closest to the bone, 
an ethos I wholly subscribe 

to and a Karoo lamb neck, slow-roasted in 
the oven or in a kettle braai, is such a treat. 
Sticky lamb ribs are an all-time hit too and 
no holiday trip would be complete without a 
lamb and mint pie as padkos.

But first let’s clear up a few misconcep-
tions regarding lamb. You will note the 
distinction in the name of the organisation 
Lamb and Mutton South Africa, between 
lamb and mutton. Although people tend to 
refer to both as lamb, there is quite a big 
difference.

Karoo lamb and mutton

In the Karoo, lamb tends to be exactly 
that: a young sheep roughly one-year-old 
with less than two teeth (twee tand as they 
say locally) and weighing around 40 kg 
(live weight). It is graded A or AB, with a 
classification number of 1 to 6 (with 1 being 
very thin and miserable, and 6 being really 
fatty). I use grade AB 2 or 3, which I consider 
the best grade lamb, as it comes from a 
young, fairly well-developed animal with a  

4 mm to 5 mm layer of fat and good meat  
to bone ratio, i.e. not too much bone and 
good meat coverage.

Mutton comes from an animal older than 
one year that is larger than a lamb and 
more developed, and has two to six teeth. 
It falls into the B and C categories and is 
classed from 2 to 3. A good quality buy for 
mutton would be graded, for example, B 2.

Whilst lamb tends to be much tenderer 
than mutton and is used by restaurateurs 
for their prime cuts, mutton has way more 
flavour but generally needs a longer cooking 
time. Either way it’s a compromise between 
tenderness and flavour, so think about what 
you want to do with the cut before deciding 
what to buy. A tender chop on the braai 
(barbecue) should be lamb, but mutton is 
the best choice for a tasty winter casserole 
or stew. When in doubt, ask your butcher.

Find a local butcher who is approachable 
and helpful, and build a good relationship 
with them to get decent advice and at the 
same time support a local neighbourhood 
business.

Aromatic Karoo taste

Now that you know what to look for when 
buying lamb, you need to know what makes 
traditional Karoo lamb so special. The not 
so big secret about Karoo lamb and mutton 
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In part 2 Gordon 
Wright reveals 
how best to cook 
with succulent 
Karoo lamb and 
mutton. 

is that it is raised and lives entirely out in 
the veld. It very seldom has any form of 
supplementary feeding, unlike most other 
livestock, and the old adage of ‘you are what 
you eat’ rings absolutely true.

The Karoo is situated in an arid semi-
desert region which, at first glance and to the 
untrained eye, looks like nothing much at all. 
In reality, however, it is a massively rich and 
diverse environment that has developed over 
millions of years and is teeming with life.

The veld itself is a rich array of shrubs, 
grasses, succulents, and wild herbs, including 
various forms of wild rosemary, camphor, 
lavender, and sage. Essentially, what all 
these plants have in common are high 
concentrations of terpenoids and other 
volatile oils. Plant terpenoids are used 
extensively for their aromatic qualities and in 
traditional herbal remedies.

The combination of unique plants, 
climate, geography, and the extensive 
method of free-range farming contributes 
greatly to the unique terroir of Karoo 
lamb – that quintessential and mystifying 
ingredient that no Karoo plate worth its salt 
could do without.

Sublime lamb or mutton from the heart 
of the Great Karoo has been the staple of 
Karoosters for hundreds of years and is 
arguably its most famous export.

Revered around the world for its flavour 
and free-ranging hardiness, the humble 
Karoo sheep is unique in all the world. 
Farmed by the hardworking and humble 
people of the land, it is a treasure of this 
region that cannot be matched or equalled. 
What a privilege it is to have regular access 
to meat of such excellent quality. 

Flavourly unique

What truly makes Karoo lamb stand out 
from the rest though is the unique flavour 
profiles of the meat caused by what it eats 
and the type of free-ranging life it lives.

The humble Karoo bush (Pentzia incana) 
is probably the most famous of all the Karoo 
plants, as eating this is what imparts the 

distinct flavour to the meats of the Karoo, 
however, this little bush is not completely 
dominant in all parts of the Karoo and a 
variety of other species and genus are also 
present across the vast region. 

A few of the most common ones are: 
Plinthus karrooicus ("silverkaroo"), Pentzia 
spinescens ("skaapbossie"), Eriocephalus 
ericoides ("kapokbossie"), Salsola 
glabrescens ("rivierganna") and Pteronia 
glauca / Rosenia humilis ("perdebos").

Just within a 100 km radius of where 
I live, close to the picturesque town of 
Graaff Reinet, are a huge variety of bushes, 
grasses, and shrubs that have a significant 
impact on the flavour profiles of our lamb. 
The lamb from the farms to the south 
and west of Graaff Reinet eat a lot more 
Karoo bush and ganna, which gives a much 
stronger and more flavourful lamb, whereas 
the mountainous farms to the north have a 
lot more rooigrass and kapokbossie, which 
is responsible for the more delicate and 
softer flavours of the lamb and mutton from 
those areas. And this within a mere 60 km 
of each other!

If you head up to the Northern Cape 
Karoo towards Carnarvon and Williston 
then you will have an altogether different 
taste experience due to the abundance 
of silverkaroo and perdebos, to name a 
few. Now combine this habitat with a dry 
semi-desert climate, hot summers and 
cold winters, and not much rainfall with a 
predominance of indigenous vegetation 
rather than grasses (which only grow in 
summer), and you have a perfect storm. One 
where the sheep literally flavour themselves 
from the inside.


