Prickly Pear Juice (AKA “Opuntia Punch”)
Fruit of the native Engelmann’s prickly pear cactus ripen from late July all the way through September in Gila, Pinal and Maricopa County. Depending on elevation you may even gather a few late and edible fruit in October.  The ripe red fruits (“tunas” in Spanish) are easily harvested with a set of metal BBQ tongs – use them to grip the fruit from above and twist off like a bottlecap from the green prickly pear pad. You can also cut the fruit from the pad with a sharp knife, but the tongs/bottlecap technique is quick and simple. Its easy to tell when they’re ripe towards the end of the Summer: fruit begins falling from the plants at about the time insects and birds start to feast on them. 
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Serving Size 1 med. raw (1039)

AmountPer Serving

Calories 40 Calores from Fat 5
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Total Fat 0.59 1%
Sodium 5mg 0%
Potassium 230mg 6%
Total Carbohydrate 109 3%
Dietary Fiber 4g 15%
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Protein less than 1 gram
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Depending on size of the pears, plan to harvest 50 or more to make a half-gallon of juice. Collect them in a bucket; your next step is to remove the spines. Tucson author Carolyn Niethammer (“American Indian Cooking”) suggests a stiff vegetable brush and running water; some people burn the spines off with flame from a propane torch. Here’s a simple way to de-spine dozens of fruit much more quickly: just dump the bucket of pears on your driveway and use a soft leaf rake to roll ‘em back and forth for a while (try not to pierce the skin or bruise the fruit too much).  Rake and roll them around for a few minutes - most spines will break off, even those tiny, nearly invisible “glochids”. Then hose them off and return ‘em to the bucket. Once they are back in the bucket remove more spines by swirling the bucket around, rolling pears over each other. Spray the bucket of pears and then pour off the water; you’ll remove even more tiny spines with each rinse, so rinse more than once.  Pears may still have a few spines – it’s virtually impossible to get ‘em all - so don’t be surprised to find a few vexing, tiny ones lodged in your hand after you’re done juicing the bucket of fruit. You can remove these with tweezers --  they’re well worth the trouble!

OK, now slice each fruit in half lengthwise and run them through a juicer.  Electric models with a centrifuge will pulp the fruit and whirl the seeds, skins and pulp off to one side while diverting juice to the other. Use cheesecloth or mesh screen to squeeze more juice from the pulp; you’ll be surprised how much juice remains in the pulped seeds & skins …  pack a snowball-sized wad of that into the cheesecloth and squeeze (its fun and messy, recruit  a kid to help!) .  Don’t just depend on the juicer to get all the juice out of the pulp.  Give it an extra squeeze in the cheesecloth after it’s been juiced.   You don’t have an electric juicer? Here’s a simple stovetop method: stew the pears 5-10 minutes in a rapidly-boiling shallow pot of water (just an inch of water or so), pulp that with a potato masher or a blender, let the pears sit in the water and cool – then then strain out the juice through fabric (an old,  disposable pillowcase or a spouse’s  thin T-shirt works great).

You also may be surprised at how thick your fresh prickly pear juice is; if you prefer thinner juice let it stand for a day or two bottled in your fridge, then skim off the top inch of pulpy cellulose.  You can even strain the juice through cloth after skimming the pulp off if you want it even clearer.  Clean, refrigerated juice stores for several weeks before beginning to ferment; it’s still best to quickly freeze it.  Prickly pear juice makes lousy wine, but it’s a great margarita mixer - also great in healthy fruit/yogurt smoothies and mixed with orange juice for breakfast.  It’s not very sweet, but has a unique (“watermelon rind-y”) taste along with a beautiful magenta color.   Enjoy your adventures with juicing!                            More info:
                           





   http://ag.arizona.edu/bta/events/pricklypears
