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Early History and origins

The origin of most citrus species was probably on the warm southern slopes 
of the Himalayas in northeastern India and adjacent Burma. Many years ago 
primitive, ancestral forms of the orange, shaddock (a grapefruitlike type of 
citrus), and some mandarins were transplanted by natural dispersal or hu-
mans over the Himalayan passes into western China. Secondary distribution 
centers developed in southern China and Indochina. Lime, lemon, and cit-
ron had origins south of the mountains, as did some of the mandarins, and 
spread southward into India and eastward into the Malay Archipelago. The 
trifoliate orange (Poncirus) and the kumquat (Fortunella), which are closely 
related to citrus, originated in the eastern and northern parts of China. Micro
citrus and Eremocitrus, also part of the true citrus group, originated in Aus-
tralia, probably from an ancient citrus relative.
 The sweet orange likely developed in southwestern China. Like the shad-
dock, it is not known anywhere in the truly wild state. Quite possibly it origi-
nated from other citrus species under cultivation. It is impossible to say how 
long it has been cultivated in China because written records do not go back 
far enough. The earliest mention of oranges occurs in a book compiled in the 
sixth century b.c., the Shuching, which purports to have been taken from 
ancient records going back to before 2000 b.c. Chinese historians have long 
been aware, however, that any records dated earlier than 1000 b.c. (except in-
scriptions on bones used in divination) are highly suspect and that this par-
ticular reference cannot be credited to a period earlier than 600 b.c.
 In the Chouli, which deals with the Chou regime around 700 b.c. but was 
actually compiled some 400 years later, a distinction is made between sweet 
and sour oranges, whereas the earlier Shuching speaks only of oranges. There 
are other reasons to think that the sour orange only reached the  Yangtze 
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Valley around 400 b.c., whereas sweet oranges may have been cultivated 
from much earlier times. Mandarins are first mentioned in Chinese literature 
about 200 b.c. The shaddock was included in the earliest mention of oranges, 
but citron was apparently not known until the fourth century a.d., and lem-
ons not until the 10th century.
 India seems to be the region where lemon, citron, and some species of 
mandarins developed. Sanskrit literature of the eighth century b.c. mentions 
both citron and lemon, but no Sanskrit name is known for the shaddock, and 
that of the orange dates only from the first century a.d. However, oranges had 
reached India long before this. The Sanskrit name for the orange,  nagarunga, 
evolved into naranj in Persian, aurantium in Latin, narañja in Spanish, and 
orange in English.
 The citron and lemon have greater written evidence of ancient origins than 
the orange, although they have not necessarily been cultivated longer. Ref-
erences to citrons being present in Egypt in 1500 b.c. have come into ques-
tion. The lime is known in the wild only in the Malay Peninsula; it appar-
ently spread westward into India and eastward into the Pacific islands.
 The first citrus fruit present in Europe was undoubtedly the citron, which 
is prized for its fragrant rind. Naturalists who accompanied Alexander on his 
conquest of Persia and northern India brought back descriptions of the citron 
tree and its culture, which were made widely known by Theophrastus, the 
Father of Botany, around 300 b.c. This was not, however, the first experience 
of the Greeks with citrons. At least 50 years before this time, citrons were 
being imported into Athens from Persia. Since the Greeks initially called it 
the Median apple, it seems probable that they had known about it when the 
Medes ruled Persia, before the sixth century b.c. Greek colonists apparently 
introduced citron trees into Palestine about 200 b.c. Eventually the citron re-
placed the cedar cone as the fruit of the tree authorized for use in the Jew-
ish Feast of Tabernacles. Tolkowsky, a noted citrus historian, advanced co-
gent arguments supporting this substitution which was ordered by Simon the 
Maccabee in 136 b.c. The significance of this substitution lies in the probable 
explanation of the origin of the word citrus. The Greek word kedros origi-
nally meant “the cedar,” but apparently as the result of the substitution of 
citrons for cedar cones in this ceremony, the Palestinian Greeks began to use 
the term “cedar apple” (kedromelon) instead of “Median” or “Persian apple.” 
The Greek kedros became Latinized as cedrus, which was changed to citrus. By 
the time of Pliny (a.d. 70), citrus was synonymous with the citron tree. Our 
word citron is derived from citrus, and citreum, malum citreum, or malum medi
cum were Pliny’s names for the fruit. Cultivated in Asia Minor and Italy in 
the first century a.d., the citron was being grown in Greece a century later. 
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The fruit seems to have been widely used in Muslem medicine in Egypt and 
Spain before a.d. 900, and perhaps even long before this time.
 The sweet orange must have reached India from China well before the be-
ginning of the Christian era, for in the first century a.d. sweet oranges were 
called “Indian fruit” by the Romans. Certainly by the end of that century, 
 oranges were being imported into Rome, probably from Palestine and Egypt, 
where plantings had been likely established by seeds from India. The time re-
quired for the journey from India to Italy was much too long for orange fruit 
or trees to survive. There is evidence that orange trees grew in southern Italy 
at that time, as suggested by frescoes found in Pompeii. By a.d. 300, oranges 
were being grown in elaborate orangeries, which protected them from cold 
damage. In the Dark Ages following the fall of Rome, culture of citrus trees 
declined or vanished.
 In Moorish gardens of southern Spain around a.d. 900, oranges were quite 
common, but it is not certain whether these were sweet or sour oranges. 
However, sweet oranges were certainly abundantly available in Baghdad and 
Cairo, and Spanish Moors imported a great variety of exotic plants from Iraq 
and Egypt to make their gardens more spectacular. Therefore, it seems likely 
that Spaniards brought in both sweet and sour oranges.
 Sweet oranges were undoubtedly cultivated in southern Europe long be-
fore Vasco da Gama reached India in 1498. The most direct evidence is a let-
ter written in 1483 in which Louis XI of France asked that sweet oranges be 
sent to him from Provence, but there is also considerable indirect evidence. It 
is well known that Columbus took orange, lemon, and citron seeds from the 
Canary Islands with him to Hispaniola on his second voyage in 1493. While 
there is no statement as to whether the oranges were sweet or sour, we do 
have Oviedo’s testimony that barely 30 years later, sweet orange trees were 
widely distributed in Hispaniola. Furthermore, on da Gama’s return from 
India, his men reported that the sweet oranges they found were superior to 
those they had at home. These superior sweet orange types were brought 
back to Portugal and were more widely cultivated than their present selec-
tions. Consequently, the sweet orange was cultivated throughout Europe by 
the 17th century, primarily in orangeries. There is evidence of citron cul-
ture in houses covered with mica glazing in Italy as early as the first  century 
a.d. By the 14th century, orangeries had become popular in northern Italy. 
The Portuguese finally introduced oranges directly from China to Europe 
in 1640; these fruit had much better quality than those brought from India. 
 Oranges originating in China soon replaced Portuguese types as the pre-
ferred fruit throughout Europe.
 Citrus and its relatives, with the exception of grapefruit, are not indige-
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nous to the New World. They were brought to Hispaniola by Columbus on his 
second voyage in 1493. Columbus also is credited with introducing pigs to the 
New World. By 1525, oranges and shaddocks were widely grown throughout 
what was then known as the Americas. Spanish explorers were responsible 
for rapid dispersal of citrus to Central America (Juan de Grijalva, 1518), Ber-
muda (Juan Bermudez, 1522), and Florida (unknown origin, 1513–65).

World ProdUCtion rEgions

Most of the world’s citrus production occurs between zero (the equator) and 
40 degrees north-south latitude. Citrus fruits are produced in more than 
140 countries according to FAO (Food and Agriculture Organization) statis-
tics, although the top 10 countries produce over 80 percent of the world out-
put. Citrus acreage and production have increased significantly from about 
23 million metric tons in the early 1960s, to 48 million in 1975, to over 75 
million in 1991. Moreover, the trend continued, with production increasing 
from 89 million tons in 1996 to 92 million tons by 2003. Figure 1.1 shows cit-
rus production for the major citrus-producing countries for the 2006–2007 
season (source—Citrus Summary, 2006–2007, Florida Agricultural Statis-
tics Service, Orlando, FL).
 Over the past 30 years, the relative position of the major producing coun-
tries has also changed. In 1975 the United States was by far the largest pro-
ducer, followed by Brazil, Japan, Spain, Italy, Mexico, Israel, India, Argen-
tina, and China. Currently, Brazil is the largest producer, followed by the 
People’s Republic of China, then the United States (fig. 1.1). Collectively, 
Brazil and the United States produce most of the world’s sweet oranges, so 
they also control the frozen concentrate juice market. Brazil was able to over-
take the United States in production during the 1980s because of strong gov-
ernment support of its citrus program and severe freezes during the 1980s in 
the United States, especially in Florida, which greatly reduced United States 
production. Currently (2009) citrus canker and citrus greening diseases and 
continued urbanization will likely further reduce citrus production and acre-
age in Florida.
 With the gradual shift toward capitalism, citrus production in China has 
increased substantially, with China becoming the number two citrus pro-
ducer worldwide for the first time. China is by far the largest producer of 
mandarins, primarily satsuma. It is also a major producer of oranges. Most 
production is for fresh fruit and local consumption. However, the Chinese 
are interested in increasing their share of the Hong Kong and export market 



Figure 1.1. World citrus production by selected countries, 2006–2007. Source: 
U.S. Depart ment of Agriculture, Florida Field Office, Citrus Summary.




