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Nutritional Value of Desert Fan Palm Fruits

Jelrns W. ConNErr
Palm Springs Desert Museum, 1O1 Museum Driae, Palm Springs, CA 92263

The Cahuilla Indians of the Southern
California deserts were known to utilize
fruits and seeds of the desert fan palm,
Washingtonia filifera, as a food resource
(Parry IBBI, Chase l9l9). The fruits rip-
ened in late summer through early fall with
healthy trees producing up to 15 infruc-
tescenes per palm and up to 18 kg of fruit
per infructescence (Cornett 1985). In wet
years, the total harvest could reach
600,000 fruits and a total of 270 kg per
tree. Cahuilla women usually sun-dried the
fruits and stored them in clay jars. Later,
the entire fruits would be soaked in water
and then ground into flour in bedrock
mortars (Cornett l9B7). The relative im-
portance of this food resource has not
been determined although Indian vilJages
and campsites are frequently associated
with desert fan palm oases (Cultural Sys-
tems Research 1983, Cornett l987).
Information on the nutritional value of W.

filiferafrtits could shed light on their value
as a food resource.

Fruits, including seeds, were analyzed
for their nutritional content by Shankman
Laboratories in Los Angeles, CA. The
results are listed in Table I along with data
on the nutritional value ofsingleleafpinyon
(Pinus monophylla), honey mesquite
(Prosopis julif.ora), and black oak (Quer-
cus kelloggil), other food plants of the
Cahuilla (Bean and Saubel 1972). Of spe-
cial interest is the comparison between
fruits of the desert fan palm and mesquite.
Mesquite is a common oasis plant whose
importance as a food resource is often
touted by anthropologists (Bean and Saubel
I972, Herzer and Elsasser 1980). Nutri-
tional information on two other palm gen-

era has been included as they are known

to occur within oases containing W. filif-
era.

Based on a content of 384 calories per
100 g of fruit and a 3,000 calorie daily
requirement, the fruit harvest from a single
desert fan palm would provide a human
with enough food for up to 200 days. In
addition, as shown in Table l, the carbo-
hydrate percentage of desert fan palm fruits
is considerably higher than other Indiari
food plants including the mesquite. How-
ever, desert fan palm fruits have signifi-
cantly less protein; less than half that of
mesquite. This information compliments
the early literature regarding palm fruit
usage by suggesting that W. f,lifera fruits
had the potential of being an important
dietary mainstay. The situation could have
been similar to the role of the date palm,
Phoenix spp., in the old world.
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l. Fruits oI Washingtonia f.lifera.
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