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The ldentification and descriptlon of tree specles produclng 
frui t:; 3ui tahl f' for human consumptlon has wide impllcations in the 
aspects of tree impro'Jement (improvement of fruit quality, quantity 
resistance to disease, c11matic range awl growth) as well as the 
aspects of the domestication of' those specles WhlCh are as yet unknown 
to the world in general. Bmphas1s is thus indirectly laid on the 
potential of natural forests to act as a source of gene materlal 
suitabJe for adaptation to present and future human needs, a further 
strong Justificatlon for the conservation ln the natural state of at 
least a representatlve sample of undisturbed natural forest stands. 

In making the selection of species for community plantations it 
is necessary to stress that consideration should be given to the 
nutritlonal value of the produce in relation to the nutritional needs 
of the community. Whether it lS the fruits, leaves, pith or seeds of 
the chosen s'!)eCles ",hlCh can be consumed there are obviously some 
which WJ.ll yield more energy (calories) than others. Or a tree may 
bear fruit which has a part.1.cularly hieh -,/ltamin C content. 'l'hese are 
all matters which could be discussed Wl th a national nutritionist who 
has ~:nowl edge of the area in which the plantation is being established 
and. can give guidance on trle nutritional needs of the local populatJ.on. 
Another pOlnt to be borne ln mind 19 that the poorest of the poor 
amongst rural people do not have the money, time or facJ.lltJ.es to con
vert foods into sOphlst1cated preparations such as Jams and JellJ.esj 
nor are these J.tems normally lncluded in their traditional food 
patterns. Fruits which can only be used in this way are, therefore, 
unlikely to be of much practical value unless there is a scheme for 
theJ.r utJ.1J.zation in, for example, a local cooperat1ve endeavour or 
income-earning activJ.ty for a eroup of women. In certain cases a 
species could be chosen specifically because of J.ts potentlal for pro
vJ.dinC rural women with resources for income generatJ.on sJ.nce it is 
conSJ.dered that women are bdter able to feed their families when they 
have the1r own source of income. In adJ.i tion, J. t should be remembered 
that local people may not .know or recall how to prepare an-i COOK. to the 
bHst advautage the produce of a species beJ.ne introduced or reintroduced 
J.nto theJ.r area. In s'leh a case 1 t shoul.i not be dJ.ffJ.cul t to arrange 
for sUJ.table demon::;tl'ations by home economJ.sts or other crass roots level 
workers. 

The publication is one of several desiened to maKe available 
J.nformation needed to promote community and household level forestry 
activit~es. It has been prepared for FAO by the Facult~ des Sciences 
Aeronomitlues de l'Etat, Gembloux, Beleium. 

Where appropriate permission has been received for reprintJ.ng 
illustrations from other sources and this is gratefully acknowledged. 
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A.DANSONIA DIGIT"\.TA L. 

FAMILY 

Bombacaceae. 

VJ:t;RN A.S LlLAR N !i.ME S 

Baooab (fr.); Monkey Bread-fruit Tree. 

ORIGIN !\.>,D DISTR IBUT LON 

The species is found throughout tropical and subtropical 

Africa, from Senegal to Botswana, frequently in the vicinity 

of vi 11age s. 

ECOLOGY 

A plant of dry tropical regions, principally in dry formations 

near the coast, where there is a long dry season, often of more 

than six months duratiDn. In savanna it occurs as isolated 

indLviduals or grouped in clumps, irrespective of soil. 

BOTANI2AL CHARACT~RISTICS 

§lli 

A large tree up to 20 or 25 m high often with an enormous 

bolA reaching a diameter of 3 m or even 6 m. 

~ 
The trunk is swollen, in the shape of a broad bottle 

surmounted by an open crown of short twisted branches. 

The wood is soft and spongy. 

Old trees are often hollowed out or decayed in the centre. 

The bark is smooth, grey, mottled with blue or purplish. 

Leave s 

The l~aves are digitat~lY 5-7-foliol&te, with long petioles; 

the leaflets are entire or denticulate, acuminate, sessile, 

d1:1rk green aLlove and sparsely pubescent on the lower surface. 

Flower's 

Large, 15-20 cm long, on a peduncle 25 cm long; petals 

whi te, leathery. 
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Fruit 

Up to 35 cm long by 8-15 cm broad, and suspended at the 

end of a long" thread" • 

The fruit is woody and indehiscent with an olivaceous hairy 

exterior; it is hard and contains a white farinaceous acid 

pulp, which is edible; the pulp contains small hard black 

seeds resembling b~ans. 

CULTURAL REQUIREMENTS 
The rapidity of growth of this species is controversial. 

According to Irvine, it is slow, while Aubreville regards it 

as quite fast, as do Palmer and Pitman. 

The seeds r'etain their viabili ty for a long time, probably 

for several years. 

WOOD -
The spongy wood is useless, even for firewood • 

.1!§!§ 

The bark serv~s in the manufacture of ropes Dnd fibres; 

the hollow trunk is used for water storag~, especially in 

the Sudqn; the fruit pulp and seeds a~e edible. 

The leaves are used as spinach and as an e~ollient and 

febrifuge. 

Young shoots of young plants al'e eaten like asparRgus. 

The fruit husk is frequently used as a fuel and the pot~sh

rich ash serves in the manufacture of soap. 

BIoLIOGRA.PHY 
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4.NA~ '.RDlUM OCCID'PNTAIE 1. 

FAMILY 

Anacardiaeeae 

VEnNACULAR N'l.flrES 

Cashew, Cashew-nut; Fomme cajou, Anacardier (fr.); Maranon 

(sp. ). 

ORIGIN AND DlSTRIBUTIOn 

The cRshew-nut is native in tropical America and would have 

been introduced during precolumbian tirn~s to the West Indies, 

from which it has been spread throughout the Old World tropics. 

It h:J.s now bee ome natllrali zed in many other countrie s. 

E~OLOGY 

It is found in v:arm and humid eli rra te s wi th a pr onounced 

dry season, with a rainfall between 1000 and 2000 mm, from sea 

level to 1000 In altitude. It is reputedly resistant to strong 

wicds and has a liking for coastal regions. Although not 

e xac t ing i-1S to f3 11bstra te, it like s shallow soi 1 s, and prefe rs 

sandy t~ clay soils. 

It is & light demanding plant colonizing open ground. 

It ~ill not ~olerate frosts or saline or hydromorphic soils. 

BOT :.:n Ij ·~L ': ::.'\.RV~TM;~L::TICS 

The c:H~hcw-nut is a sma] 1 to medium sizf'd evergreen shrub or 

tree 6-12 m high. Trunk 15-25 cm diameter dependent on situation 

az;d c 'J1tiv'ir. 

~ 
Relatively short ~nd stout, surmo~nted by a broad, deep and 

massive cruwn. The b~rk is light grey or brown, smooth in 

y'ung sp~cimens but becoming shallowly fissured with age. 

It h'':1S beel: l.Jsed for tanning. The resinous sap gives an 

inde Ii ble ink. 
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Leaves 
Alternate, entire, thick and coriaceous, exstipulate, ellipti~; 

they are short-stalked, and deep green, 6-15 cm long, 2-7 cm 

broad. 

Flowers 

About 1 cm diameter, with 5 petals, ')ink, strongly fragrant, 

clustere j in a panicle. Male and f'emale flowers are present 

on the same tree. 

Fruit 
The fruit con si e;ts of two di stin~t s part s. a) The laree fle shy 

swollen stalk whi~h forms a spongy, slightly a~id and astrlngent 

false fruit (very astringent when i~mature). 

b) The small kidney-shaped nut which has an edible kernel. 

The shell of the nut contains a caustic and poisonous 011, 

sr)me ti me s used in pharm.acy. For thi s reason uncc oked seedE 

can cause poisoning. It is preferable eithpr tc grill them 

over not ashes or to roust theT and remove the shell. 

'CULTURAL RECc'UIREMEN'rS 

~ultivation is most ~requentlY by direct sowing as the seedlings 

do not like transplanting, or by sowing in nursery b~dD. 

The seeds are germinated in small boxes, and after germlnHtion 

they are planted in polythene bags 30 cm high and 10 cm dHimf'ter. 
Al terna ti vely 2 or .3 seeds ~Cin De sown d irec tint 0 trw liulyt[!ene 

bag, and the surpl".ls s~edllngs can be transplanted illtO othf'r 

polythene bags or thrown away. 

Gra1't lng, thO:.lgh not much used, would insu['e tnf procil.lc t i 'J11 

of uni form frui t. 
weeding is only required for the fir~t two ye~rs. Orl a~c~Jnt 

of its light demanding nature an~ the great crown development 

(often to 9 m diameter), the usual planting distance is 10 x 

10 m, or 100 plants per hectare. 
Seed production beg~ns after 5 years, and continups abund~ntly 

to 30-40 years of age. Under normal conditions, the aV8I't-l[.e 
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production of an orchard averages aro~d 2 tonnes per 

hectare, with each tree carrying 3000 fruit. Higher output 

can be achieved by the use of grafted trees. 

The cashew can also be used for hedges. 

WQOD 

The wood is whitish, brownish or pink, with average nardness 

and specific gravity (0 0 50). It is moderately resistant and 

works easily. When the timber is long enough it is used in 

construction and general carpentry. It is ~ubject to termite 

at tack. 

The species is often Ilsed as a shade tree near houses, and has 

been successfullY employed in the fixation of sand dunes. 

The species is commonly used as flrewood or in the prod.lc tion 

of charcoal. 

The bark exudes a gum _resembling gum arabic, and the sap 

of the tree ~akes an indelible ink. 

The sweet scented flowers of cashp.w attruct honey bees. 

The young leavF:'s boiled in water are eaten as vegetacles. 

It produceE the two distinct "fruits" descrIbed 8.DOve. 

It should be noted that when roast.:.ng the nuts, gO:Jd 

ventilation sho'J.ld be provided for the elimiIlatlon of toxic 

f,lmes which are produced; these can cause severe irY'l t[:ttiC;Il 

of the skin alJd eyes. 
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ANACARDIUM OCCIDENTALE L, 
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'/L1:(TC~ Lt:(PUS 1iLTILIS (PAt"'<K.) FOSBERG 

p,~",: 1LY 

V:R':N ':-;LiLAR NAr~~S 

Bre~d-fruit; Arbre a p~in, Fruit ~ pain (fr.); Arbo1 de pan (sp.), 

ORlGIN ,U~D D13TRIBUTION 

This tree, which is grown both for its edible fruit and for 

its ornamental foliage, is a native of Polynesia. It is at 

home in and naturalised in practically all tropical regions. 

It is semi-wild in numerous localities at an altitude below 

700 m. 

ECOLOGY 

It thrives in a humid tropical climate, at low altitude, 

especially on islands, with a rainfall from 1500 to 2500 mm 

and a temperature between 21 and 320 c. Young plants require 

a little shade, but for fruiting full sun is needed. It 

dislike8 shallow or wat8rlogged soils but is otherwise tolerant. 

~;i ze. The bre ad-frui tin a be auti ful tree reachlng 15-20 m 

hIgh with a diametAr sometimes exceeding 0.60 m. 

Bole 

The trunk is straight, surmounted by a crown composed of a 

few lar:e branchp,s. The bark is smooth, brown, with numerous 

corky lenticels; when cut it exudes a white bitter-tasting 

13.tex. 

1£.21: 
It is evergreen, with alternate stipulate leaves which are 

deeply GcJ.t (7-11 lobes). The leaves ar'e vAry large and can 

r~u~h 30-90 em long. The upper surface is glabrous except 

along the prlncipal nerves. 
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Flower 

The flowers are numF.rous and very small, unisexual on the 

same individual (monoecious). The male flowers are arranged 

in a cyllIldrical spike 12-35 cm long; the female inflorescence 
is ellipsoid or globular, 6-7 cm long. 
Frui t 

There are two var~ties of Artocarpus altilis, one seed-bearing 
and the other sterile. The latter is the true bread-fruit. 

The fruit is a globose or ovoid syncarp weighing 500 g to 3 kg. 

It is usually regarded as a vegetable rather than a fruit. 

There are very many cultivsrs, some of which produce seedless 

frui t. 

CULTUHAL REQUrtEMENTS 

The folloWing cultural techniques apply to the sterile variety, 

which is propagated by suckers, layers or root cuttings. For 

the latter, cuttings about 2 em diameter are used. These are 

cut into pieces 10-15 cm long, planted obliquely in a light 

sandy soil, covered to a depth of 1 cm and given frequent 

watering. Afterwards, they are planted in orchards or along 

roadsides. In the former case the spacing used is 10 m x 10 m, 
or slightly closer, but nev~r less than 8 m. Growth is rapid. 

The frult is collected before it is fully ripe, or 2-3 months 

after the emergence of the infloresence. 
W'lOD 

The wood is differentiated iIlto a yellow or brownish yellow 

sap wood and heartwood which is golden speckled with orange. 

It is very light (density 0.27) and soft but quite resistant 

in spite of its low specific gravity • 

.lI§li§ 

Although little utilized, the wood could have a market in box 
making or in the manufacture of toys (it is used for surf boards 

in Hai ti). 
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The latex is sometimes used as a glue for trapping birds, and 
the foliage can serve as forage for cattle during periods 

of drought. 
As mentioned above, the fruit is more a vegetable than a 
fruit. It must be used green, because when fully mature, 
they become floury and insipid. The fruit is also dried 
and converted into flour. 

SYNONYMS 
Artocarpus communis Forst.; A. incisa (Thunb. ) L.r. 
FOOD VALUE 
The calorific value of the fruit is 75-80 cal/IOO gm. 

water 79.5% 
protein 
lipids 
sugar and starch 
mineral s 
ce llulose 
calcium 
phosphorus 
iron 
carotene 

1.5% 
0.2% 

17.9% 
0.9%. 

0.04% 
0.03% 
0.5% 
15/100 g. (IoU's. ) 
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Rico and the Virgin Islands. 

Agriculture Handbook no. 249 - U.S.D.A. - 1964 -
pp. 548 
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Peters, F.E.; WillS, P.A. Dried breadfruit 

Nature - 1956 - 178 - pp. 1252 
Popenoe, W. Manual of Tropical and Subtropical Fruits 

The Macmillan Cy - New York - 1920 - pp. 474 
Troup, R.S. The Silviculture of Indian Trees. 

The Clarendon Press - Oxford - 1921 - pp. 1195. 
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du Congo Belge 

Les principales cultures 

Min1st~re des Colonies - Bruxelles - 1956 - pp. 932 
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ARTOCARPUS ALTILIS (PARKS.) FOSBERG 

ArtocarpuB a1tilis 
A f'ter / Begdn/ d 'apr's LlrrI'LE, Elbert L. Jr: WADSWORTH, Frank 

ColllDOn trees of Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands 
Agriau1ture Handbook No. 249 - U .S.D.A. - 1964 - pp. 548 
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ARTOCARPUS HETERO?HYLLA Lam. 

FAMILY 

Moraceae 

VERNACULAR NAMES 

Jak, Jack Fruit; Jacquier (fro); Jaca (sp.). 

ORIGIN AND DISTRIBUTION 
Native of India and Malaysia and taken by the Arabs to the 

east coast of Africa, finally to the whole of tropical Africa 
and Amer icao 
ECOWGY 

The Jak is a tree of low tropical regions, but it can be 

cultivated at higher altitudes than the Breadfruit, up to 

1500 m, although above 1200 m the quality of the fruit is 

inferior. It is especially sensitive to soil water, but by 

means of irrigation it can succeed well in arid regions. 

As with the Breadfruit, it dislikes shallow soils, and does 

well in deep, well-drained alluvial soil. 
The seedlings tolerate light shade but flourish best in full 

sun. 

BOTANICAL CHARACTERISTICS 

A medium sized evergreen tree to 15 m high and a trunk 

diameter of 0.30 - 0.50 m, rarely reaching 20 m high. 

~ 
If the be8t cultural conditions are given, the bole can reach 

6-7 mo 
The bar'k is smooth, grey when young, becoming rough, thick 

a nd furrowed with age. When cut it exudew an insipid white 

resinous latex. 

Leaf 
They are alternate, stipulate, elliotlc, with an entire margin, 

glabrous, coriaceous. The upper surface is deep green and the 

lower much lighter. They measure 10-20 em long by 3 - 12 cm 

broad. 
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Flower 
The flowers are unisexual with both sexes on the same 
individual (monoecious). The male infloresc~nce forms a 
spike 2.5-15 em long, while the female inflo1'escence is 
globose, ellipsoid or obovoid. 
Fruit 

The fruit is a large syncarp weighing up to 10 kg or even 
30 kg. The cream coloured pulp is eatp,n raw, boiled or fried 

when the fruit is ripe, and .heh immature the fruits are 
cooked as vegetable or in soups. The pulp contains numerous 
chestnut-sized seeds which are eaten either grilled or boiled. 

cut;URAL REQUIREMENTS 
The jack fruit is generally propagated by seed, but as the 

species is so variable, it is desirable to use graftlng. 

The fragili ty of the taproot makes transplanting difficult 
so it is preferable to direct sow, or sow in large polythene 

bags (minimum length 25 em). The dist~ce between plants i~ 
generally 12 m each way (80 plants per hectare). 
Fruiting starts around the eighth year, but for some 
varieties (Singapore Jack) only 3 years after planting. 
The fruit is produced for 4 months of the year. The fruiting 
season can be extended by using several cultivars. 

Production per tree : 250-750 kg, or 20,000-60,000 kg/hR. 

WqOD 
Sapwood and heartwood are bright yellow, but the heartwood 

darkens on exposure to light. 

USES 
The wood takes a fine polish and is used for furni ture making. 

The heartwood yields a dye which lS used in Burma for dyeing 

the robes of priests. 
The tree is sometimes used as a shade tree with coffee or in 

conjunction with pepper (Piper nigrum). 
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SYNON¥MS 

Artocarpus lntegrif'olia L. f.; Artocarpus lntegra (Thunb.) Merr. 
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No. 4 Artocarpus Heterophylla Lam. 



AVERr~HOA CA'RAHBOLA L. 

FAMILY 

Oxalidaceae. 

VER L{AC ULAR NAMP~ S 

- 19 -

Carambola (engl. and sp.); Carambolier (fr.) 

ORIGIN AND DISTRIBlJ11Qli 

Native of tropical Asia, especially Cambodia and Laos; long 

since spread to many tropical countries, principally as an 

ornamental species. 

ECOLOGY 

Planted throughout the tropics from low to medium altitude, 

up to 900 m. It is frost sensitive. 

BOTANICAL CHARACTERISTICS 

~ 
A small evergreen tree to 3 - 5 m or exceptionally 10 m high. 

Bole 

Practically none as the species is usually multistemmed; it 

attains 15 cm diameter at the base. ~he bark is light brown, 

SIT.0oth or finely fissured. 

IpHf 

Alt~rnate, pinnate, 15-25 cm lnng, disposed more or less in a 

hori~0ntal DIane; ~hey are shortly p~ti~late with 7 - 9 pendant 

leaflets. They have the peculiarity of being sensitive in the 

SRr.P, way aR certain Mimosa spp. 

Flower 
They qre produced in panicles 2-5 cm long in the axils of old 

leaves or axils of fallen leaves. The flowers are pentamerous, 

with a calyx of 5 pink sepals surrounding the purple corolla. 

The androeciurn contains 5 fp.~tile stamens and 5 staminodes. 

The gynocium bears 5 slender united styles. 
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Fruit 

Large indehiscent berry, between 5 and 8 cm long, with a 

characteristic shape in section which resembles a 5-pointed 

star. The,. colour is yellowish green, becoming orange-yellow 

when ripe. It has a sweet-acid taste (oxalic acid). Each 

cell of the fruit contains 5 arillete seeds. 

CULTURAL REQUIREMENTS 
The Carambola is propagated by seed, by layering and also 
by budding on one year old seedlings. The seedlings are 

transplanted into polythene bags, and after 6 to 12 months 

in the nursery, are planted out at 4 x 6 m apart. The 

species flowers and fruits throughout the year provided 

the dry season is not too severe. 

WOOD -
The wood is whi ti sh and soft and used only for fi rewood. 

USES -
The acid fruit has the taste of rhubarb. It is a laxative 

on account of the oxalic acid it contains. It can be eaten 

raw, in which case it must be completely ripe. It is more 

frequently used for jams and pickles. 

Apart from the fruit, the species has considerable aesthetic 

value and is often planted in parks and gardens. 

In some countries the fruit juice is used for cleaning metal 

and for removing stains from linen. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
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Averrhoa carambola 
After/segdn/d'apr's OCHSE, J.J. 

AVERRHOA CARAMBOLA L. 
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Volks1ectuur - Weltevreden - 1927 - pp. 330 
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BERTHOLtETIA EXCELSA HUMB. & BONPL. 

FAMILY 

Lecythidaceae. 

VERNACULAR NAMES 

Brazil-Nut, Para-Nut; Noix du Bresil (fr.) 

ORIGIN AND DISTRIBUTION 

Native of the Amazonian forests of Brazil and in the Guyanas; 

it has been introduced to Venezuela, Bolivia and Hawaii. 

ECOLOGY 

In its natural habitat this gregarious species forms 

considerable populations on alluvial ground along the Amazon 

and Rio Negro. It cannot tolerate the slightest frost and 

flourishes best in a hot wet climate without a long dry 

season. 

BOTANICAL CHARA8TERISTICS 

~ 
Large tree to 30 or 45 m with winglike buttresses. 

Bole 
In forest the bole can be very long and 0.90 to 1.20 m diampter 

The bark is brown and deeply fissured. 

Leaf 
Alternate, Simple, oblong, 20-60 em long, entire. The lower 

surface is greyish and the veins are prominent on both surfaces 

Flower 

The large flowers are arranged in erect terminal cluste~s. 

They have 2 sepa1s, 6 cream coloured petals about 2.5 em long, 

and a curved staminal tube with fertile stamens at the buse 

only. 
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Fruit 

The fruit is a hard, thick-walled, woody shell abont 12-15 cm 

long; it contains 12 - 24 reni.form seeds ("nuts") with a horny 

testa - these are the Brazil-Nuts. The Brazil-Nuts of commerce 

are obtained exclusively from wild trees in South America. 

The fruit is gathered on the ground and not picked from the 

trees owing to the difficulty and danger involved in working 

in the high crowns. 

CULTURAL REQUIREMENTS 

propagation is by seed; the seed coat must be removed, 

scarified or softened, otherwise germination will be poor. 

tLQ.Q]2 

The wood is differentiat(-'d into sapwood and heartwood; the 

latter is reddish brown, heavy to very heavy. 

jJg.§. 

The Brazil-Nut is greatly appreciated and widely exported from 

tropical America. The nuts are removed after breakIng the 

fruit with an axe or hammer; they are eaten whole or crushed, 

salted, toasted or sweptened; they can be blendpd with bread; 

used in swpet cakes and plain c~kes, in salad, ~s an appetizer, 

in desserts, in ice creRm and in many other djshes. 

The oil extracted from the Brazil-Nut belongs to thp 3PM1-dry 

group. 
The oil-cake can be used as animal feed. 

~ VALUE 

The Brazil-Nut has a high food vSllue comparaule to that of' thf' 

seed of Juglans, this is due to the high proportion of fat it 

contains, up to 75% by weight of the kernel. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Hill, A.F. Chapter XVI: Legumes and nuts 

Economic Botany (Useful Plants and Plnnt Productc) 

- 1937 - New York - 12 fig. - pp. 352-376 



- 25 -

Lindeman, J.e.; Mennega, A.M.W. : Bomenboek voor Suriname 

1963 - Kemink & zoon - Utrecht - PPa 312 
Neal, M.e. In Gardens of Hawaii 

Perrot 
Bishop Museum - 1965 - pP. 623 

Matieres premi~res du regne vegetal 

Masson et Cie - pp. 1598-1600 

Prance, G.T.; Mori, S.A. Flora Neotropica No. 21 

Lecythida(..!eae part 1 - New York Botanical 

Garden - 1979 - pp. 270 
Winkler, H.; Marcus, A. ; Neuhaus, U.; Mickel, H. : Obstku1 turen 

(Germ.) Handbuch der tropisehen und subtropischen 

Woodroot, J. G. 

handwirtschaft : zweiter band 

Schmidt, G.A., Marcus A - Berlin - 1943 - bib1. 

- fig - pp. 218-235 
Tree nuts, production, proce~sing, products -

vol I. 
Westport (Conn.) - 1967 - bible 

tab. - fig. - pp. 356 
- 59 

xxx Station du BaS-Congo - $tation fruiti~re de hlvuazi (fr.) 

I.IJ.E.A.:".:. - Rapport ann11el pc,ur l'exercjc'" 

1937 - Bruxelles - 1938 - pp. 128-136 
x "{x Zucker und S'1!lsswaren Wirtschaft 

vol. 31(a) - sp. 1978 - pp. 366-368 



- 26 -

BERTHOLLETIA EXCELSA HUMB, & BONP, 

Bertho11etia exce1sa 
After/aegdn/d' apr~a MOLESWORTH ALLEtJ, Betty 

Malayan Fruits 
Donald Moore Preaa Ltd. Singapore - 1967 - pp. 330 



BUTYROSPERMUM PARIaI ICOTSELY 

FAMILY 

Sapotaceae 

V11:RNACULAR NAMES 
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Shea Butter Tree, Shea Nut; Karite (fr.) 

ORIGIN AND DISTRIBUTION 

A savanna species distributed from Upper Gambia to Uganda; 

its present-day occurence is largely due to the influence of 

man. 

ECOLOGY 

It is a species occuring in regions with a Sudanian or 

Sahelian climate, wi th a pronounced dry season of 4-5 m'lnths. It 

is frequently gregarious, sometimes forming natural orchards. 

On the Adamaoua plateaux in C~meroun it ascents to 1200 m altitude. 

BOTANICAL CHARACTERISTICS 

~ 
A compact tree to 9-12 m high, or excp.ptionally to 25 m, with 

a large, much branched crown, the branches recurving almost to 

ground level when in full leaf during the wet se~son. 

~ 
Rather short but stout, reaching 1.5 to 1.8 m dia~eter. The 

bark is blackish, thick, horizontally and vertically fissured, 

somewhat resembling crocodile skin. A sparse latex exudAs from 

the cut bark, branches and leaves. 

~ 
Spirally arranged in dense clusters at the br~nch tips, oLlong, 

with an undulate margin, coriaceous and shining. They avera~e 

about 20 x 7 cm. The young leav8s are reddish and slightly 

hairy. Deciduous. 

Flower 

Creamish-white, fragrant and melliferous. They are produced 

in dense fascicles at the branch tips during the dry season, 

when the tree is leafless. 
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Fruit 

Subglobose to ovoid, the size of a large plum. The pericarp 

is about 1 mm thick, and exudes white latex when green. It 

contains a fleshy pulp which is sweet and perfumed when mature. 

They are generally allowed to become slightly overripe before 

being eaten raw. The fruit contains 1-2 large, shining, brown 

seeds. The kernel is whitish and rich in fats (45-55%): from 
it is produced the Shea Butter. 

CULTURAL REQUIREMENTS 
Propagation is by seed, which germinates easily under normal 

condi~ons. Growth is slow. The seed is direct sown, because 

it does not transplant well. On germination, and before the 

appearance of the first leaves, the plant develops a strong 

root system. The trees are spaced 1~12 per hectare, and 

they start fruiting after 12 years. The average production 

of a tree is around 20 kg, although certain individuals have 

been known to bear 200 kg. 

WOOD 
Red, heavy and difficult to work; it takes a fine polish. 

It is used for stakes and house posts on account of it's 

durability and resistance to termites. It can also be ~scd 

for shingles. It is useful for firewood and is uspd in churcoal 

production. 

~ 
Apart from the uses of the wood already described, the s~ed 

is the source of SheA Butter, whic.;h is a mixture of lRtex and 

fat. In some areas, notably Upper Voltn, part of Sudnn and 

Benin, it is the ~nly vegetable fat available to the population. 

The pre senee of latex make sit ~nsu i table for the product i on of 

good quality soap, but useful in pastry-making as it giveo 

pliability to the dough. 
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i', at i VI'! of ffl.a laysla and ve ry common in India. 

E80tOGY 

It i8 a gl'egaI'iour~, pioneer speci.es fo'md on the dry slopes 

of the Himalayas, in dry sclerophyllous forest. It is able 

to tolerate drought and grazing by sheep and goats. 

BO'1'.L\NI8AL CHA..T{.1.8~'';;;TGST leS 

S.iZA 

EV81'grpen, spiny shrub or small trp,p. to 6 m. The spines 

are sometimes forked. 

Bole 

Very short or none. 

V~af 

The Ie ,V~ s ar'e dark green, oPl'osi te, oblong or ell iptic, 

rnll~r'()natf', apex rounded or obtuse. 

Fl ov,(~r 

The white flower'S occur in groups of 2-3; they ar'e scented 

aIld Tlentarnerous. The corolla tllbe is ~ em long, while the 

lobe~ which are much smaller, give the flower a star-Shaped 

Fl'uit 

ThpH~ are le~s thun 3 cm long, about the size of a cherry, 

and C,,)lltain 3-4 s(>~ds (u~ to 6 according to some authors). 

ThAy a~e d&rk red to bl~ck in colour, and moderately acid. 
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CULTURAL REQUIREMF.NTS 

Carissa cnrandas is propagat~d either by seed or woody 

~uttings. 

When used for hedging they are planted at 0.90 to 2 m apart 

and pruned on reachlng a height of 1 - 1.5 m. They make 6 

spinous barrier impenetrable to animals. 

They are i ml.gat~d irTlmedi ate ly after plant ing, there after 

they only require regular ~runing. 

~ 
Pickled in vinegar when green, they are used for making jelJy. 

When ripe they are used for making excellrnt tarts and puddingf 

and are thought to resemble gooseberries in flavour. 

The tree is often planted in parks and gardens, as the white 

flowers and red fruits are very decorative. 
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