
Story and images by Edgar Valdivia

Dragon fruit enlightenment

The Pitahaya's Arrival

here is good news for those of you who have 
purchased a pitahaya, or dragon fruit, because 

of its beautiful appearanceÐonly to bite into it 
and be disappointed. This year, 2010, is the ªYear 
of the Pitahaya & Dragon Fruit,º and for good 
reason, because so much has happened. Ten years 
ago only a handful of people were aware that pi-
tahayas existed, and only three types were known: 
the white Hylocereus undatus, the red H. polyrhizus 
and the yellow Selenicereus megalanthus.
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CRFG cofounder Paul Thomson with pitahayasPitahayas on Edgar Valdivia's balcony, Simi Valley
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The Origin of the Pitahaya
The pitahaya originated in Central 

America, which has a tropical climate. 
From there, it has spread all over the world. 
English-speaking people, particularly in the 
United States, mainly call this fruit either 
dragon fruit or pitahaya. But it is known 
by various names in different countries. In 
Mexico it is called pitahaya, in Asia it goes 
by dragon fruit and in Central America it is 
called pitaya. In other countries it has also 
been referred to as strawberry pear, nanett-
kafruit, huo long guo or thanh long. Add-
ing to the confusion, in Mexico the word 
ªpitayaº refers to columnar types of cactus. 
To avoid prolonging the confusion we in 
the United States have pretty much settled 
upon referring to dragon fruit as pitahaya 
and now encourage the use of that term.

Legends of the Dragon Fruit
In the Asian countries, the pitahaya is 

treasured by the people, and it is widely 
known as ªdragon fruit.º The legend of the 
dragon fruit says that the fruit was created 
by ®re-breathing dragons. It was believed 
that by eating dragon fruit one became em-
powered with the strength and ferocity of a 
dragon. Other stories say the dragon fruit 
looks like a dragon's egg.

Asian people utilize all of the pitahaya 
plant from the leaves, which are used in 
salads (like nopales in Mexico), to the ¯ow-
er, which is cooked in soups, to the fruit, 
which is eaten for health bene®ts.

Bene®ts and Uses of Pitahaya
The red-¯eshed pitahaya is very high in 

antioxidants. All pitahayas are rich in ®ber, 
vitamin C and minerals. Some people also 
claim that the fruit lowers blood pressure.

There are many ways to use the pi-
tahaya. First, the obvious is to eat it fresh 
out of hand. A breathtakingly attractive 
fruit, it is ideal sliced up on a platter, in 
salads or mixed with other fruits. There are 
now recipes for pitahaya sorbets, ice cream, 
jams, sauces and wines. It is also wonderful 
driedÐa great way to use a bumper crop. 
Even left uncut, this fruit is so exotic look-
ing that it is quite a conversation piece.

Development Since the Early Days
Since 2000 much has transpired as I and 

many others devoted ourselves to creating 
and promoting this exciting and delicious 

fruit. Let me acknowledge several growers 
who have contributed to re®nement of the 
pitahaya. At the top of the list must be Paul 
Thomson, who worked for many years with 
the fruit and introduced new hybrids that 
he developed. Leo Manuel created a special 
yahoo.com group called ªpitaya fruitº for 
pitahaya a®cionados. On this site more 
than 2,000 members worldwide post expe-
riences, concerns and questions. Here an-
swers and opinions are posted by members 
ranging from backyard growers to PhD bot-
anists. Sven Merten, a young grower, devot-
ed quite a few years to propagation. Grey 
Martin recognized the potential of breeding 
self-pollinating, white-¯eshed Vietnam-
ese varieties into the tropical New World 
America red-¯esh varieties. He has devoted 
more than a dozen years to this extensive 
breeding project. Ramiro Lobo, small farm 
advisor for the University of California, 
started the ®rst research collection of the 
pitahaya/dragon fruit. His project has made 
it possible for many pitahaya enthusiasts 
to receive information and cuttings. People 
have also had the opportunity to taste the 
various varieties at various pitahaya/dragon 
fruit festivals. I apologize to the many other 
people that should be mentioned but space 
will not allow. Thanks to everyone we now 
have more than 200 acres of pitahaya/drag-
on fruit growing in California and about 
that same amount growing in Florida.

As for myself, I have spent many years 
working to improve the pitahaya's ¯avor by 
cross-pollinating. I seldom miss an oppo-
runity to increase public awareness of this 
fruit through word of mouth, articles and 
by taking advantage of anything that might 
help generate more enthusiasmÐsuch as 
starting the pitahaya festivals, opening my 
garden and sharing cuttings with all inter-
ested growers and creating a website that 
includes photos, videos, growing techniques 
and tasting results of our annual pitahaya 
festivals. Interested readers can learn more 
at my website: edvaldivia.com.

Growing Pitahaya from Cuttings
This is the best way of reproducing the 

original pitahaya plant. Take a cutting and 
let it dry for one week. Then plant it in a 
pot with combined soil and mulch. Do not 
water too much, or your cutting will rot. 
Keep the young plant in the shade. Pitahaya 
do very well in pots because their root sys-
tems are not too big. From cutting to fruit-
ing will take about three years.

Growing Pitahaya from Seeds
Growing pitahaya from seed is a lengthier 

process than propagating from cuttings. The 
interesting factor, though, is that each time 
you grow from seeds, your fruit will not be 
identical to the originalÐit will have differ-
ent characteristics. This is because the seeds 
are from a fruit that was cross-pollinated, so 
has different parents. Controlled cross-pol-
lination is the method I have used to create 
many new varieties. In this way I have been 
able to develop fruit with more attractive 
coloration and much sweeter ¯avor. Growing 
from seed to fruiting will take at least ®ve 
years, depending on the weather.

Flowering and Pollination
From button to ¯ower takes 30 days. 

Once pollinated, the ¯ower will take 30 
days to produce ripe fruit. So count on a 
60-day process.

The pitahaya ¯ower always opens in the 
eveningÐaround 8:00 pm. It closes the next 
morning around 9:00 am. Because this is a 
night-blooming plant its pollination is less 
likely to be carried out by insects. Most of-
ten it is done by bats or moths. In the early 
morning hours, however, bees will work 
the ¯owers and pollinate them to some ex-
tent. However, because most pitahayas are 
not self-fertile, producing fruit requires the 
¯owers to be cross pollinatedÐthe pollen 
must come from a different pitahaya variety. 
To ensure the development of fruit, I sug-
gest that you hand pollinate your pitahaya 
blooms in the evening as soon as they open. 
This is also when the pollen is at its freshest. 
On hot summer mornings the pollen will be 
dry and less fertile because it has been ex-
posed to drying conditions during the night.

You can collect pollen from the ¯owers 
by cutting the anthers, the male parts where 
the pollen is, and saving it in a glass jar. You 
can store it in the refrigeratorÐbut not the 
freezerÐfor up to one week. Use the pollen 
as you need it, putting a generous amount 
in the stigma, or female part, of the ¯ower 
either by hand or with a small brush. On 
my website I have posted a seven-minute 
You Tube video with a step-by-step instruc-
tion on how to pollinate pitahayas. You can 
view it by going to http://www.edvaldivia.
com/Videos.html and clicking on the ªpi-
taya pollination videoº link, or you can go 
directly to it at http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=GUf9MEENE6E.

I want to mention that there are now 
self-fertile, good-tasting varieties available. 

DRAGON FRUIT (from page 12)
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Of course, the white-¯eshed H. undatus 
from Vietnam is self-fertile, as are some red-
¯eshed types. When you get your cuttings 
be sure to ask whether they are self-fertile 
or need cross pollination. It is possible to 
avoid hand pollinating altogether by plant-
ing at least four different varieties of pi-
tahayas close together. When the bees begin 
working in the morning they will move the 
pollen from one variety to another.

A Word on Planting Methods
The trellis system system is used when 

planting on a production scale. Posts should 
be 5 feet tall and placed in the ground 6 feet 
apart. Two cuttings are planted per postÐ
and posts can be wood or metal. I recom-
mend metal, because wood will rot and the 
pitahaya plant can live 20 years. On the top 
of the post you can use a tire or a metal or 
wood frame to give the vine support which 
allows the leaves to hang down. If you are 
growing fruits organically, fertilize twice a 
year using well-decomposed horse manure 
or compost or chicken manure. If you are 
not an organic farmer and are a home gar-
dener use npk 10-10-10 every four months, 
applying a handful for each plant.

Time and Work Have Paid Off
As I mentioned at the beginning of this 

article, a few years ago primarily only three 
types of pitahayas were recognized. Now, 
after 10 years, we have many variations as a 
result of cross pollinating those three types.

There are now some great tasting pi-
tahayas that may even reach up to 22 brix. 
The size has been increased to almost 2 
pounds per fruit. I estimate that today 
we probably have 30 pitahaya variations. 
Starting with the different colors of the 
outer skin, which range from red to yellow, 
pitahaya skin can also vary from fruits that 
are smooth with no thorns to those hav-
ing long thornsÐbut as the fruit matures 
those thorns will be shed. But the payoff 
is the pulp inside the skin, which will vary 
from the deepest ¯orescent magentas to 
pink, light pink and, ®nally, white. Pulp 
¯avors have improved from essentially ¯at 
and insipid to delicate yet distinctive ¯avor 
that is tasty and sweet. Most of the ¯avor 
improvements have come about because of 
cuttings received from other countries, plus 
hard work and diligent cross pollination of 
the best varieties over time.

Now we are rewarded with very desirable 
fruits planted from seeds that have been cross 

pollinated. Of course, like everything, a fruit 
that tastes delicious to one person might be 
too sweet for another. With the pitahaya, 
however, I believe there is something to 
please everyone's palate. When you are buy-
ing a cutting or plant try to get the ones you 
believe will please your taste buds.

Pitahaya Development in the U.S.
Ramiro LoboÐFollowing is a list of 

the pitahaya varieties being researched at 
the Field Station in Irvine, Calif., under 
the direction of Ramiro Lobo: Cebra Red, 
Rosa, Orejona, Lisa, Sin Espinas, San Igna-
cio, Mexicana, Columbiana, Valdivia Roja, 
Bien Hoa Red, Bien Hoa White, Delight, 
American Beauty, Physical Graf®tti, Haley's 
Comet, Viet Jaina, Yellow Dragon, Seoul 
Kitchen and Armando.

Many of the above fruits have been 
sampled and measured by brix. The results 
have shown that all of them are ¯avorful. All 
of these types grown at the Field Station have 
never been hand pollinated and yet produce 
good yields of fruit. So we must conclude 
that they are self-fertile. Because they are 
grown in close proximity to one another, the 
bees are pollinating them early in the morn-
ing. To date no diseases have been found on 
either the plants or the fruits. The only prob-
lem noted is that when the fruit is ripe and 
remains unpicked, it tends to crack. Pitahaya 
fruit should be picked about three days after 
it has turned pink. Its shelf life will be three 
weeks or more if stored in a cool area.

Grey MartinÐGrey Martin has also de-
veloped many different pitahaya types with 
remarkable ¯avors. When Grey brought his 
fruits to be tested they proved to be win-
ners, measuring high in ¯avor and in brix. 
He continues improving and developing 
new types at his Fallbrook, Calif., farm.

Edgar ValdiviaÐI am very proud of 
the varieties I have developed already at 
my home in Simi Valley, Calif. Especially 
¯avorful are my Asunta, Pink Panther and 
Tricia. I am looking forward to sampling 
many of the up-and-coming seedlings that 
will fruit in the years ahead. One I am 
growing, a real winner, I call Condor.

Elk Creek RanchÐRanch owners Lin-
da Nickerson & Gerhard Kesslau have an 
impressive setup of pitahayas growing un-
der 15 percent shadecloth. They specialize in 
the pink-¯eshed varieties from Guatamala 
(Paul Thomson). They also have available a 
hybrid called Connie Mayer that produces 
a red ¯ower.

Vietnamese in SoCalÐMany Southern 
California Vietnamese are in the business 
of growing pitahaya commercially. They 
specialize mostly in the white-¯eshed Viet-
namese type.

Pitahaya Development Elsewhere
IsraelÐAmong others who have done 

much to improve the pitahaya are Dr.Josef 
Mizrahi and Dr. Avinom Nard from Ben 
Gurion University in Israel. They intro-
duced a yellow-skinned H. undatus variety 
known as Yellow Golden, and Desert King, 
a cross between the yellow from Colombia 
and H. polyrhizus. These varieties are now 
in production in Australia and Hawaii, and 
are being sold in Europe.

MexicoÐUnder the direction of 
Dr.Arnaldo Michel Rosales at the Univer-
sity of Colima, Mexico, and Dr. Alfonos 
Rodrquez Canto from the University of 
Chapingo, much is being done to improve 
and commercialize the pitahaya. You have 
to keep in mind that this fruit had grown 
wild in Mexico for hundreds of years with 
little or no attention being paid to it until 
recently. In Mexico the growers are using 
tires on the tops of their frame structures so 
that the leaves can hang down without be-
ing damaged.

ColombiaÐColombia is specializing 
in producing Selenocereus migalanthus, the 
yellow pitahaya. Ninety percent of their 
production is this particular type, which is 
being exported to Europe and Japan. This 
variety is considered one of the best tasting 
of all. The only problem is that it takes al-
most 6 months to ripen, and that it is cov-
ered with thorns. These thorns fall off when 
the fruit is ready. Another disadvantage is 
that this species is very much tropical, and 
therefore dif®cult to grow in California.

However, thanks to the pollen from this 
fruit, many delicious hybrids have been de-
veloped, such as Frankie's Red in Hawaii.

Nicaragua ÐNicaragua has specialized 
mostly inthe red-¯eshed H. polyrhizus. This 
country is focused on commercializing the 
pitahaya and so far they have developed 
very good types. Many of these types are 
now at the Field Station in Irvine, Calif.

Pitahaya Production in the U.S.
We in the United States are relatively 

new to pitahaya production. Because of the 
less-than-favorable weather conditions in 
most of the states, pitahaya can be grown 
most successfully in Florida. (turn to page 25)
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PITAHAYA / DRAGON FRUIT (from page 15)
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For more information visit us online at  
http://crfg.keyplex.com; or call 800-433-7017

For example, the Red Dragon Farm in Homestead Fla., owned and 
operated by Roger Washington, can produce fruit ten months of the 
year. At the University of Florida, Jonathan Crane and Carlo Balerdi 
are doing quite a bit of research and spreading their ®ndings to the 
farmers.

In Southern California, where the climate is warmer than else-
where in the state, pitahaya does quite well near the ocean, needing 
no protection from the sun. In areas farther inland, care must be 
given so that the plants don't burn under the hot sun or in winter 
burn with the frost-in these areas 15 percent shade cloth is highly 
recommended. In colder states, pitahayas can be grown in green-
houses with no problem.

Pricing
As production increases and demand grows, prices will soon be 

more accessible to the public ($3/pound). Ten years ago the asking 
price was $15 for a pound of fruit no one knew anything about.

Don't Miss This Opportunity
This year at the Festival of Fruit, organized by the Los Angeles 

chapter of crfg , under my direction, you will be able to experi-
ence ®rsthand what I have been talking about. There will be pi-
tahaya fruit to taste, pitahaya wine, pitahaya plants for sale, tours 
of pitahaya plantations and best of allÐwonderful, knowledgeable 
speakers. Of course, the festival will cover many other fruits; Dave 
Wilson Nursery will provide the best of the stone fruits for you to 
taste. Vendors will be selling a variety of fruit trees and the tours 
will be great places to learn about many fruits. In other words, there 
will be something for everyone.

Stop reading this article right now. Go to your calendar and 
mark this important date: August 14, 2010. Next, ®ll out your regis-
tration form and mail it in now. You can download the whole pro-
gram from our website at: http://www.festivaoffruit.org.

I look forward to seeing you all and celebrate with you the Year 
of the Pitahaya/Dragon Fruit!

Since retiring from the computer industry, Edgar Valdivia dedicates his time to researching, 
creating and promoting new fruits. He is a very active member of the Los Angeles chapter and 
currently the coordinator for the 2010 Festival of Fruit.


