saguaro Fruit;
The Deserts Special Treat

by Kevin Dahl

A warm breeze rustles palo verde branches, sneaks through
dry grasses and wilted wildflowers and whispers the promise
of breathtaking heat. It’s an early morning in June, real early,
and the soaring temperature will soon stop our efforts. Half-
empty five-gallon buckets show that our progress is slower
than planned, and our red-stained lips reveal why: The
fruit of the saguaro cactus are simply the best fruit we've
ever tasted.

We are collecting them now—in the driest, hottest time
of the year—because that's when saguaros bear their fruit.

Setting fruit now ensures that there are plenty of new
seeds ready to germinate when the summer rains arrive.

Every year I'm surprised that more people don’t
collect this delicious harvest (and, on further reflection,
I’'m grateful—more for me, the white-wing doves and
the coyotes). Saguaro fruits have not always been so
ignored. For Pima and Tohono O’odham families,
saguaro harvest time was so important that it started
their calendar year.

I learned about traditional saguaro harvesting from
a friend and classmate of my son. Jessica Estrada, who
is Tohono O’odham, told me she was 6 or 7 years old
the first time she went collecting. The whole family
would help her grandmother, Sally Estrada, pack her
supplies and drive to their saguaro camp in Saguaro
National Park, where the Tohono O’odham have
harvesting rights. (The rest of us must avoid national
parks, and make sure we have collecting permission
from landowners or the managing agency where we
harvest.)

The first night of the saguaro harvest Jessica and
her cousins would be almost too excited to fall asleep as
they lay on cots set up under the ramada built by their
~ grandmother. Before dawn, Sally would wake her
- grandchildren and lead them to the best area to collect
saguaro fruit. The children would carry buckets and
canteens. She taught them to find dried fruits already
fallen, “because they are the best ones.” While they
hunted, Sally used a long pole made of two saguaro ribs
tied together with a small crosspiece at one end made
of creosote-bush wood.

“The sound that they make when they hit the
ground is a kind of a juicy ‘thunk,” especially the really
ripe and fat ones,” recalls Jessica. “But my favorites are
the ones that explode on impact, because you don’t
have to open them up. You can just pick up the insides
off the ground and throw them in.”

The fruit that fall intact are opened with the sharp edge
of a saguaro stem. The inner sweetness is scooped out with a
thumb and the fruit’s skin is discarded. The children were
taught how to avoid the fruit’s stickers. Jessica once found a
worm when she opened a fruit and asked her grandmother if
she should put it in the bucket. “Yeah, throw it all in there!
Worms, rocks, sticks. It'll get cleaned.”

The cleaning of the fruit happened during processing
back at the saguaro camp. When the sun emerged from over
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