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FOREWORD

Dates are typically a fruit of subtropical, arid regions of the
world, native to the valley of the Euphrates, probably to the
Garden of Eden. The palms apparently thrive and fruit equally
as well under a rather wide range of conditions in the lower val-
leys of Arizona as in Egypt, Iraq, and Persia. The plants are
distinctively ornamental in character and add a semitropical
atmosphere where planted about the home.

The fruit is remarkably nutritive, rich in simple fruit sugars.
It is a pleasing, distinctive, and wholesome substitute for candy,
especially desirable for children and most welcome to adults. It
may be used as a base for many delicious deserts and pastries.

The use of the simple method of curing fresh dates described in
this circular will make the fruit from palms growing in home
grounds or in the home fruit garden available for many months
of the year. Most farm and suburban homes located in regions
where the palms will fruit satisfactorily should have from one to
half a dozen fruiting palms, adding beauty to the landscape and
a healthful food to the family diet.

Directions for propagating the date palm, for the establish-
ment and care of the offshoots, and for date garden managment
operations including harvesting and handling the fruit are pre-
sented in Arizona Agricultural Experiment Station Bulletin No,
149, which is available upon request from the College of Agricul-
ture, University of Arizona, or from your county agricultural
agent.



THE HOME CURING OF FRESH DATES IN ARIZONA

BY

R. H. HLLGEMAN AND D. W. ALBERT

The development of a simple inexpensive method of ripening
and storing fresh dates for home use has been needed for some
time. In many instances throughout southern Arizona one or
two date palms have been planted for the purpose of producing
fruit for home consumption. The present commercial methods of
maturation are not adapted to such cases due to the high cost of
the equipment required.

The method herein described is not new. Dates have been sun
ripened by the Arabs and Egyptians for many centuries. Mason1

describes with considerable detail the methods employed in ripen-
ing the Saidy variety in Egypt at the present time. Freeman2 also
describes similar methods used in Mexico.

Sun ripening of dates appealed to the writers as offering prom-
ise of taking pare of small quantities of fruit for home consump-
tion. Accordingly a method was developed whereby small quan-
tities of fruit could be sun ripened, the product obtained being
sanitary, of good quality, and capable of being stored in the home
without loss.

Weather records at the University Date Garden at Tempe over
a twenty-eight-year period show that the mean temperature for
September is 77.5 degrees F. and for October 65.5 degrees. The
average maximum temperature for September is over 95 degrees
and for October is about 83 degrees.

These temperatures are sufficiently high to insure successful
maturation of dates in the type of heater developed. During op-
eration in September on days that the temperature reached 95
degrees, it was found that temperatures of 160 degrees could be
obtained in the heater. Under such conditions it is necessary to
place a shade over the heater to keep the sugars in the fruit from
caramelizing.

THE HEATER

A heater (Fig. 1) was constructed which permitted tempera-
ture and humidity, to a certain extent, to be regulated. This
1 Date Culture in Egypt and the Sudan, by Silas C. Mason, U.S.D.A. Bui.

1457, May, 1927.
2 Chemistry and Ripening of the Date, by A. E. Vinson; Ripening Dates
by Incubation, by G. F. Freeman, U. of Arizona Ag. Exp. Sta. Bui. No.
66. May, 1911.
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largely accomplished in this type of curing by allowing the dates
to fully mature on the cluster.

2. The changing of the tannin to an insoluble, tasteless form.
3. The breaking down of the fiber in the fruit.
4. The drying of the fruit until it reaches such a moisture con-

tent that it is self preserving.
5. The heating of the fruit to kill insect eggs which may have

been deposited on the fruit.
Dates contain two general forms of sugar—sucrose or cane

sugar, and the fruit sugars, largely levulose and dextrose, which
are commonly found in many other fruits. The green date con-
tains principally cane sugar. As the fruit ripens the cane sugar
is mostly changed to the fruit sugar form. This change begins
as the fruit ripens on the tree, and is practically complete at the
fully ripe stage. Whatever change has not occurred on the tree
will be completed in the heater.

The second chemical change occurring as the fruit ripens is the
deposition of the tannin in certain large cells of the date where
it is changed to an insoluble, tasteless form. In the green fruit
the tannin is in a very soluble form, which imparts a biting,
astringent taste to the fruit.

Dates contain variable amounts of fiber or rag, particularly in
the tissue immediately surrounding the seed cavity. In the tree-
ripened fruits this is often tough and stringy. This objectionable
condition can be largely removed by subjecting the ripened fruit
to a relatively high heat which breaks down and softens the fiber
into a palatable date meat.

If the dates are to be stored for an indefinite period, dehydra-
tion is necessary. This decreases the amount of water in the
fruit and thereby increases the sugar concentration, making the
fruit less subject to fermentation and souring. For long storage
at ordinary room temperatures nearly all date varieties require
dehydrating to a moisture content not exceeding 30 per cent. At
this stage the fruit becomes quite wrinkled in appearance.

Possibly the greatest advantage of artificial ripening is rMding
the fruit of insects and their eggs. The most troublesome insect
is the Indian-meal moth. Its eggs are deposited on the fruit, later
hatching into cream-colored larvae about % inch in length. They
are a source of trouble in the packed fruit unless the eggs are
destroyed by heat or fumigation. Another very annoying insect is
a little beetle, very common in the Southwest on all soft ripe
fruit, which is sometimes referred to as the "sour bug." These
beetles enter the date at the small hole left if the calyx is pulled
out, or through cracks in the skin. During the curing process
they are driven from the fruit by the heat and fall to the bottom of
the heater, thus leaving the fruit clean.

PICKING THE FRUIT

AH dates on a cluster do not ripei* at one time. This makes it
^e^s^aty to pick each fruit cluster several times during the season.
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ripening is indicated by the breaking down of the fiber and soft-
ening of the flesh. A good method of testing the fruit is to hold a
date between the forefinger and thumb and press gently. If the
flesh is soft and pliable, maturation is complete. If the flesh feels
hard and brittle the fruit must be left in the ripener for a longer
period.

Unless the fruit is to be consumed at once it will be necessary
to dehydrate it to prevent souring. This drying out is done by
opening the ventilators and removing the shade, thus maintaining
a temperature of 120 degrees. Allow the fruit to remain in the
heater until it is well wrinkled.

Before removing the fruit, again close the ventilators and allow
the fruit full exposure to the sun during midday for one and one-
half to two hours. This is to kill all insect eggs present on the
fruit. During this sterilization period the temperature should be
approximately 150 degrees F. and not exceeding 160 degrees.
Temperatures above 160 degrees F. will impart a burned taste to
the fruit, and temperatures less than 150 degrees F. will not kill
insect eggs. If these temperatures cannot be obtained due to at-
mospheric conditions, the fruit can be pasteurized in the oven of
a kitchen range. However, if the kitchen range is used care must
be exercised to control the temperature.

PACKING

A fancy pack cannot be expected from fruit processed in this
manner, and no particular care need be given to grading the fruit
except sorting out spoiled or badly crushed fruit. To eliminate
the possibility of insect contamination tight containers are re-
commended* Fruit jars and paper ice cream containers have
proved satisfactory. If ice cream containers are used the lids may
be sealed by dipping them in hot paraffin before placing on the
carton. Moderately tight packs are desirable as the moisture in
the fruit will have a tendency to equalize, making all fruit of uni-
form moisture content. If sufficiently dehydrated the fruit will
keep at room temperatures from one season to another. However,
storing the fruit in a cool place is an added precaution against
souring and for this reason is to be recommended.

It is not possible to give complete information with regard to
this type ox maturation. Differences in weather conditions and
varieties create innumerable problems which must be solved by
the individual operating the heater, The main objectives, how-
ever, must be kept in mind and the procedure changed to meet
prevailing conditions* With a little practice it will be possible
for the operator to produce a very delicious product for home
consumption*

SUMMARY

1. Pick the dates at the hard ripe, translucent stage.
1 Clean the fruit with a dampened Turkish towel.



6 EXTENSION CIRCULAR NO. 79 (Revised)

3. Ripen in heater at 110 to 120 degrees F., with high humidity,
until flesh is soft and pliable.

4. Dehydrate until fruit is well wrinkled, 120 degrees F.? with
low humidity. Dehydrate very soft, sirupy varieties longer than
the drier-fleshed types.

5. Sterilize at 150 degrees F. for one and one-half to two hours,
6. Pack and seal in an airtight, insect proof container.
7. Keep insects away from fruit at all times.
8. Storing the fruit in a cool place is an added precaution

against souring.
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