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Agave montana just one of many Agaves to be discussed at this 
month’s PEG meeting on January 20.  By Tristan Davis.



NATURE’S GEOMETRY:  SUCCULENTS    Photos and Text by Russel Ray  

  
Meeting Information:  January 28, at 2 p.m. at Papago Buttes Church of the 

Brethren, 2450 N. 64th St., Scottsdale  

Program Information:  Russel uses the Fibonacci sequence of numbers to look at the 
shape of plants, the number of plant ribs, the number of spines in areoles, golden 
angles, phyllotaxis (the divergence angle), golden triangles, Fibonacci triangles, golden 
squares, golden rectangles, circles, fractals, and, most fascinating to him, golden 
spirals.  He will bring a selection of live succulents showing nature’s geometry and will 
have copies of his book, Nature’s Geometry:  Succulents.  It is a soft-cover book with 
over 600 pictures in 174 pages, discounted to $25 at the meeting.  

Bio:  Russell is from Kingsville, Texas, where he was born and then raised mostly by his 
paternal grandmother.  He has lived in the San Diego area since April 1993.  He has 
been self-employed his entire life, mostly as a "serial entrepreneur" specializing in 
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From left, Russell Ray, circle and spiral shapes.

Other interesting plants shapes include left star and right triangle.



getting companies through startup and growth phases.  He has owned businesses in 
grocery export, antique restoration, roofing, landscaping, international and wireless 
telecommunications, heating and cooling, computer sales, writing and editing, typing 
and desktop publishing, construction, real estate agent, real estate investing and 
renovating, project management, business consultant, home inspector, photographer, 
and author.  

A short Russel Ray timeline: 
• 1962  Received his first plant, a heartleaf ivy (Philodendron cordatum), from his first 

grade teacher. 
• 1966  Got started in photography as a volunteer elementary school events 

photographer. 
• 1968  Created a 100 square foot cactus rock garden in his grandmother’s yard. 
• 1973  Became fascinated with the Fibonacci sequence of numbers and how they are 

expressed in nature. 
• 2017  Retired and started learning the scientific names for all his favorite plants. 

                                                                                                                         
BEGINNER’S CORNER   By Editor Sue Hakala 

To find answers to some basic gardening questions that will make you a better grower, 
just click on the weblink below (the underlined part), then click on open link, and it’ll take 
you directly to the Central Spine newsletter that has the article in it. 

• Ensuring Good Drainage in Your Pots by Tom Gatz 
• CACSS Books with an Emphasis on the Low Desert 
• Holiday Cactus Care AKA Schlumbergera by Anne Fowler 
• Top Dressing by Cliff Fielding 

WATERING TIP:  Tap water is very alkaline.  Take a tip from experienced growers and 
acidify the water you use on your plants.  With acidified water your plants are better able 
to absorb and take up nutrients (fertilizer).  Rain water is naturally acidified, which is 
why plants look so great after a rain.  Just add 1 tablespoon white vinegar (more is not 
better) to a 5 gallon bucket of water.  You will notice a difference in the health of your 
plants. 
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 Be sure to visit CACSS on the web at: centralarizonacactus.org, 
Facebook, Instagram and YouTube at: CentralArizonaCactus, and 

members only at:  CentralArizonaCactus Swap and Shop.

https://centralarizonacactus.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Central.Spine_.2021.05.pdf
https://centralarizonacactus.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Central_Spine_2021_12-1.pdf
https://centralarizonacactus.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Central_Spine_2022_01.pdf
https://centralarizonacactus.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Central_Spine_2022_04.pdf


AN INTERVIEW WITH NICK DIOMEDE – A PILLAR OF OUR SOCIETY AND 
RECIPIENT OF THE CACSS LIFETIME MEMBERSHIP AWARD   By Tom Gatz 
(with just a little help from Chat GPT) 

Nick where did you grow up and when did you 
first get interested in growing things?  I was 
born and raised in the concrete jungle of Brooklyn, 
NY.  My father embodied the typical Italian spirit 
from the homeland, with a skill of coaxing life from 
just about any seed.  Almost everything he grew 
was from seed started in the basement under 
fluorescent lights during the winter months.  One of 
the few things not started from seed was a fig tree 
from Italy brought into the country by a relative 
sometime in the 1940’s-50’s.  Taking care of that 
tree was a family affair.  
When and why did you first get interested in 
growing cactus and other succulents?  My 
fascination with growing cacti and succulents began 
when I discovered and became a member of the 
CACSS.  While I may have made a few initial 
purchases, my enthusiasm for agaves was ignited 
when I meet member Gard Roper.  Living in a 
historic home in central Phoenix during that period, 
over the span of six years, I collected and grew 38 
distinct species of Agaves. 

Do you have some favorite groups or taxa of cactus and other succulents?  Has it 
changed over time?  It started with Agaves, however when I sold my house and 
moved into my (very small) condo, growing Agaves was too difficult,  However, there are 
now numerous new Agaves planted in the common areas (by guess who?).  While I do 
grow a variety of cacti and succulents, my collections center around certain Euphorbias, 
Alluaudias, Gymnocalyciums, Haworthias, and Gasterias.  I have a good winter 
environment for these plants; however, they require heavy shade cloth to survive the 
summer. 

Do you remember your first cactus or other succulent?  What happened to it?  I 
have an Adenium in my collection that I recall was one of the first plants I purchased 
when I joined the group.  This plant has defied all odds in that it has remained outside 
all year and not protected in the winter.  It is subject to the cold and winter rains; 
however, I do not get frost.  (Interviewer’s note: don’t try this at home.) 

Most of us have a favorite potting mix, often with variations, depending upon 
what we are trying to grow.   Would you mind sharing your recipe with us?  I don't 
follow any specific recipe for my potting mix.  Instead, I reuse old mixes and continually 
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supplement them.  I consistently incorporate additional pumice and sometimes 
introduce organic materials, resulting in highly porous soils. 

What advice do you have for new club members just getting started in the hobby?  
Say hello to other members and start a conversation.  Feel comfortable around our 
members.  You will be very surprised how welcoming everyone is.  We all want to share 
our passions. 

Any other memories or funny stories you would like to share with our club 
members?  A funny story happened when I joined the club in the mid-1990s.  Eager to 
contribute, I volunteered to assist with the newsletter.  Back then, it was a simple 
typewritten compilation of board meeting notes handled by the secretary.  Initially, the 
board politely declined my offer, expressing satisfaction with the existing arrangement.  
However, circumstances changed when the secretary headed back to the Midwest for 
the summer, leaving a gap that needed filling.  I gladly stepped in and began working on 
my first newsletter.  Shortly after that first newsletter went out, I received an email from 
Scott McMahon, then president of our club.  The opening line contained an 
unforgettable expletive that initially left me feeling as though I had committed a serious 
error.  To my surprise, it turned out to be the complete opposite; he was simply 
expressing his enthusiasm for the new, expanded format of the newsletter.  

Can you share a specific moment or project within the club that you are 
particularly proud of?  Over the years, the Annual Show and Sale event has 
witnessed remarkable growth, and the 2023 event proved to be truly spectacular!  
Although I had served as the sales chair for many years, that year I assumed the 
responsibility of overseeing the entire event.  However, it was also due to the many 
members (old and new) who volunteered and contributed to this group effort that 
resulted in this event exceeding all the metrics of previous years, boasting more 
vendors, more plant exhibitors and record-breaking sales revenue. 

Managing an event like the Annual Show and Sale requires good organizational 
skills.  Can you tell us more about how your organizational skills helped with this 
challenge?  When I took on the position of treasurer, I unexpectedly found myself also 
handling the responsibilities of vendor chair for the show and sale.  Despite the evolving 
nature of the role over the years, there was no clear guidance or documentation 
available.  The initial year proved to be exceptionally challenging, but given the 
responsibility, I had to adapt quickly, charting a course and establishing a foundation 
and workbook for subsequent years.  Through my involvement over the years, I 
assimilated the best practices from others involved in the process as well. 

As a recipient of an Honorary Lifetime Membership, your dedication to the club is 
evident.  What motivates you to contribute so much of your time and effort?  
Engaging in this type of work brings me a sense of personal fulfillment.  While 
witnessing progress is undoubtedly rewarding, the major motivator for me lies in getting 
to know the members, understanding their involvement and appreciating their support. 
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Outside of the cactus club, what are some of your other hobbies or interests?   
Since moving here in 1988, I've been engaged in continuous volunteer work, often 
assuming leadership roles or simply helping.  Currently, I serve as the treasurer of the 
Cactus and Succulent Society of America and hold the position of president in my 
homeowners association. 

To maintain connections with family and friends during the COVID pandemic, I took up 
the craft of hand-making cards.  Recognizing that texting lacked a personal touch, I 
found that dedicating time to create something by hand was a more meaningful way to 
stay in touch.  It allowed me to express that the person was important enough for me to 
invest that extra effort to say hello and let them know they were in my thoughts.  

I get to take advantage of a fantastic program at the Mesa Arts Center (MAC) available 
to veterans.  MAC receives grants for veterans to take art classes without any cost.  
Through this opportunity, I discovered the art of making glass beads, a hobby that 
brings me immense enjoyment.  Interestingly, I've found a way to integrate this passion 
with my love for collecting cactus and succulents.  With inspiration from so many 
members, who have integrated art and such into their gardens, I now do the same by 
adding my art (and collected garden art) into my cactus and succulent collection. 

How have the relationships you've formed within the club enriched your 
experience?  I am in this position because of the CACSS members with whom I have 
become close friends, and there have been many!  I remember in those first few years I 
noticed other long-time members had many friends, and they were also exchanging 
plants with one another.  I used to wonder back then if I would ever have friends like 
that in the club.  Let me answer that with a big smile; I do have friends like that in the 
club, many times over! 
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Material in the Central Spine may be reprinted by nonprofit organizations (unless such 
permission is expressly denied in a note accompanying the material) provided proper 
credit is given to the Central Arizona Cactus and Succulent Society and the author, 
and that one copy of the publication containing the reprinted material is sent to the 

editor at cacsscentralspine@gmail.com.  Reproduction in whole or part by any other 
organization or publication without the permission of the publisher is prohibited.



MY FAVORITE BOOKS   By Cliff Fielding 

We are lucky to live in an era where there are many terrific books on almost anything 
that we are interested in.  Not surprisingly, there can be many books dealing with the 
same area of interest.  

Despite the vast number of titles available to us, a few become treasured resources that 
we return to over and over.  These books usually have several traits in common:  
• Many great full color photos. 
• Written by an author that has a vast in-depth knowledge of the plants and their habitat. 
• Written in a clear and interesting manner to give you the complete picture of the entire 

genus and where they grow.  
• Provide excellent advice on how to raise them at home.  
• Sometimes they expand your interest by presenting other plants, which in the past 

were outside your area of interest or were completely unknown to you.  

All my perennial favorites are in the CACSS library: 
• The Genus Conophytum by Steven Hammer.  Who knew there were so many 

Conophytums?  (Also, any and all books by Steven Hammer.) 
• Copiapoa 2006 by Rudolph Shultz.  If you are going to grow Copiapoas, you should 

read this entire book several times. 
• The Ultimate Book of Cactus and Succulents by Miles Anderson.  This is  a great 

beginners introduction to the many different plants you could find in the trade and how 
to grow them.  The notes on whether or not they can take a freeze were extremely 
helpful back in the days of freezing temps in Phoenix. 

• Richtersveld:  The Enchanted Wilderness by Graham Williamson.  This book changed 
my entire collection.  The western cape of South Africa has more plants than just 
Lithops. 
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Publication of material in the Central Spine does not imply agreement with the ideas expressed therein by 
any portion of the membership of the CACSS, nor does it constitute an endorsement or support for any 
portion of such material by the CACSS, or the Central Spine, regardless of any position or office held by 

the author.  All such material represents a comment and/or personal opinion of the author. 



PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE   By Don Begley 

2023 was a wonderful year for our organization with a great Annual Show and Sale, 
fantastic Fall Mega Auction, great speakers at club meetings, and all culminating in our 
50th Anniversary Celebration in November.  Our year-end club membership reached 
684, a new record. 

Club members owe a great deal of appreciation to Cricket Peterson, our club president 
these past three years.  Cricket will become an Honorary Lifetime Member of CACSS in 
accordance with club policy for presidents serving a full term. 

The board is presently developing new programs based on our mission to “Inspire 
knowledge and appreciation of cacti and succulents through education, programs and 
conservation.”  Our close collaboration with Desert Botanical Garden will bring more 
synergy to our public facing conservation message. 

Our most recent collaboration is the Annual Show, scheduled for May 15-19 in Dorrance 
Hall.  CACSS’s reputation for the exhibition of incredible plants in one of the largest 
cacti and succulent shows in the United States will unite with the Garden’s strong 
research and conservation staff.  The show will provide an educational experience 
addressing the bigger conservation issue, balanced with providing skills to assist the 
hobbyist with the climate change issues faced in central Arizona. 

I am proud to assume the role of president of our club as we begin our second 50 years.  
The challenge will be to lay the foundation for another 50 years, while providing a 
meaningful experience for our members and the communities we touch.  This next year 
will be an exciting journey, but don’t just read about it.  Come join the journey.   Attend 
the first club meeting of the year on January 28, 2024, at Papago Buttes Church of the 
Brethren from 1:30-4 p.m. and learn more about our journey.  I’ll be there early so come 
on in and say hello. 

To improve the understanding of our monthly meetings for new participants, we will start 
announcing our start time as 1:30.  We are not changing the flow of our monthly 
meetings, but we are informing new attendees that the doors are open and activities 
start at 1:30, prior to the monthly sit-down portion of our program.   

1:30  Socializing, library open and silent auction set up 
2:00  Club announcements and program 

As our membership continually increases, we are asking all members to reach out and 
explain the flow of our monthly meetings to new participants.   

We will be changing this information on our website calendar to reflect this socializing 
time before the start of the meeting at 2:00. 
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TUKEE TWO FOR ONE   By Tom Briggs and Cliff Fielding 

Tom Briggs and Cliff Fielding will be having open gardens on Saturday, February 17, 
both in Ahwatukee (Tukee).  The yards are within six miles of each other, so don’t miss 
this great opportunity to wander through two wonderful collections under the warm 
February sun.   

Cliff’s garden is located at 16819 S. 15th Ave., Phoenix 85045.  Hours will be 9:30 
a.m.-3 p.m.  The collection includes Copiapoas, Echeverias, some African bulbs, 
thousands of seedlings, and of course lots of Lithops.  Everyone and their guests are 
welcome to attend.  There will be light snacks provided.  After 17 years, this will possibly 
be Cliff’s last open garden and cactus social. 

Tom’s garden is located at 3014 E. Verbena Dr., Phoenix 85048.  Hours will be 9 a.m.-4 
p.m.  Plants include cacti, monstrose cacti, Bursera, Adeniums, other related plants, 
desert trees, and xeriscape landscaping.  Come see my 2,000 gallon rainwater 
harvesting system, metal shade structure frames and my heated winter hoop house. 

CACSS  of 9 23 January 2024

Top, a small section of Cliff’s garden, 
and below a partial overview of Tom’s 

garden.  Both gardens are really 
spectacular!



2024 CACSS ANNUAL SHOW AND MINI SALE:  THE SAME AND COMPLETELY 
DIFFERENT   By Co-Chair Dan Bernstein  

Early this past summer, the CACSS was informed that a 2024 Annual Show and Sale 
would not be possible because Desert Botanical Garden was using Dorrance Hall for 
the Botero art exhibit.  Afterward, they needed time to deconstruct the temporary walls 
and return the space to its original condition.  Then they suddenly came to us in 
September and offered us Dorrance Hall, May 15 to 19. 

We recognized that attendance would be a challenge.  In 2023, only 30% of attendance 
consisted of CACSS members, while over 50% was walk-in traffic.  DBG attendance 
would be way down that time of year because of the heat.  An outdoor sale component 
would not be possible for the same reason.  

Nevertheless, we jumped at the opportunity.  Something would be better than nothing.  
Success would require a complete rethinking of the event.  The Show content and 
structure would need to provide an experience different from a typical visit to DBG.  
Stronger event promotion, with a clear message about this difference, would be 
essential. 

The 2024 CACSS Annual Show and Mini Sale will be exactly the same and completely 
different.  

The Show will be held in fully air-conditioned Dorrance Hall and adjoining Ottosen 
Gallery.  It will be the same in that the core component will be a display of hundreds of 
fantastic plants demonstrating the talent and ability of club members to raise and 
cultivate cacti and succulents to the highest level. 

There will be an expanded educational component.  The focus will be conservation, 
which has become a hotbed issue recently.  It will include table exhibits and mini 
lectures and will be a collaborative effort with DBG.  This will be centered in Ottosen 
Gallery. 

The third component will be a mini sale with one vendor, the new DBG Nursery.  
Included and available for purchase will be Garden signature plants, which have a 
connection to the DBG.  For example, plants grown from seeds obtained from DBG 
plants, cuttings or plants salvaged during the current construction that were not 
relocated will be for sale.  This sale area will be located at the east end of Dorrance 
Hall. 

This event provides an opportunity for us to strengthen our collaborative relationship 
with DBG.  That relationship is longstanding and is illustrated by the history of the 
cactus show. 
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The first ever show was held by DBG in 1947.  CACSS was started in 1973 by a group 
of DBG members.  For some time the show was a joint venture between the club and 
DBG.  Since 1987, the club has taken the lead in cooperation with DBG. 

Conservation is focused on plant poaching and losses due to development.  The 
development part of the equation is straightforward and easy to understand.  CACSS 
currently is developing a Rescue Program to help address this dilemma. 

The poaching issue is complicated and gets murkier 
the more one learns about it.  Laws, attitudes and 
enforcement have changed dramatically through the 
years.  There are plants that have been legally 
harvested from the wild, and they look no different 
from plants that were illegally poached.  We have all 
heard stories about old-timers going back to revisit 
habitats, only to find a pockmarked landscape where a 
field of plants previously grew. 

It is VERY important to emphasize that we are not 
making judgments.  It’s likely that there are “plants of 
undetermined provenance” in the collections of some 
of our members.  I have a Thelocactus hastifer in my 
backyard about which I can’t help being curious.  It 
could not have originated in a nursery.  I purchased it 
several years ago from one of the most reputable 
vendors in Arizona.  At the time, my only thought was it 
was a cool looking plant at a reasonable price. 

Our goal is to bring greater awareness of these issues 
to our members and to the public, so that everyone 

can make informed choices going forward.  What does a field-collected plant look like?  
How do you determine if a vendor is reputable, whether in person or online? 

The CACSS mission is to inspire knowledge and appreciation of cacti and other 
succulents through education, programs and conservation. 
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Co-chair Dan Bernstein with his 
Thelocactus hastifer that he 
suspects was field collected.  

Therefore, this plant will not be 
displayed at the Annual Show.  

Photo by Maria Salvucci. 



PEG POINTS - The Latest from the Propagation Education Group (PEG)  Photos and 
text by Tristan Davis 

Next Meeting:  Agave Extravaganza – They all look so DIFFERENT! 

January 20, 2024, 9-11 a.m. 

Webster Auditorium Desert Botanical Garden 

This PEG meeting will be in Webster Auditorium at DBG (not at the usual Dorrance Hall 
location).  If you are unsure of where that is, ask at the admissions kiosk when you 
enter the garden.  You don’t need a DBG membership, as long as you tell them you are 
there for the CACSS PEG meeting, and they can point the way to our annual Agave 
Extravaganza.   

For those of you not familiar with this PEG event, you definitely don’t want to miss it.  
Each year we dedicate a PEG meeting specifically to Agaves and their relatives.  Each 
meeting we learn something new and different, and sometimes surprising, about 
Agaves.   Additionally, the meeting coincides with a common time of year where we are 
prepping our gardens for the upcoming spring, and part of that prep often includes 
separating out the Agave pups that have grown from our in-ground (and often potted) 
Agaves.   

With this onslaught of new pups being pulled, the 
Agave Extravaganza is also an Agave Give Away 
Event!  Participants in the meeting are encouraged 
to bring their extra Agave plants, pups or bulbils 
that they have accumulated and would like to 
donate to PEG and its participants. 

The Agave Extravaganza is pretty much two 
parted:  education and free plants.  Sounds about 
right for a PEG meeting.   

As for the education part, this meeting will be all 
about diversity within the group.  There are 
currently over 200 species in the genus, and that 
number continues to grow each year.  We will 
discuss the range of forms found in the genus, 
from soft, pliant leaved species, to thin leaved 
species, to dangerously armed species.  We’ll talk 
about how scientists make sense out of these 
diverse species, how they are grouped, why they 
are grouped as such, how the concept of diversity 
with the genus has changed over the years, and 
why that number of species continues to grow.  

And, in addition to any freebie plants or pups that our members bring in from their own 
collections, there will be special Agaves that we will give away as a part of our free 
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raffle; these special raffles are for CACSS members only.  The specialty raffles are a 
benefit of being a paid member of the CACSS, so be sure you have renewed your 2024 
CACSS membership before the meeting (we will be verifying member status).  Please 
remember to bring your CACSS membership name tag (or proof of payment for 2024 
dues).  Remember:  we are NOT able to take new memberships or renewals at any 
PEG meeting.  However, you can sign up/renew online at www.centralarizonacactus.org 
and pay via PayPal.  Just show me the electronic receipt on your phone. 

Of course, we always welcome any guests/non-members of the society who are 
welcome to participate in the giveaways, but those guests won’t be eligible for the 
specialty raffles.   

As always, please feel free to bring along any show-and-tell plants applicable to the 
topic at hand from your own collection.  And, if you have any seedlings or plants related 
to the topic that you would like to donate to the free giveaways and/or raffles, please be 
sure to bring them too.  Contact me via email (minime8484@hotmail.com)  if you have 
any questions or if you are wondering if the plants you have would be a good addition. 
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DEFINING NATIVES   By Steve Plath 

In recent years, the popularity of utilizing native plants in the home landscape has 
surged dramatically.  This is due to a wide assortment of reasons, including maintaining 
a less water thirsty garden and aiding the survival of many species of pollinators, to 
name just a few.  This doesn’t just include leafy plants and woody shrubs, but cacti and 
other succulents as well.   

But how does one define natives?  Arizona’s topography ranges in elevation from 140’ 
above sea level in Yuma, to above tree line, roughly 11,500’, at mountain peaks 
throughout the state.  So if you think you want “Arizona” natives, that makes for a large 
number of biotic communities that encompasse many thousands of native plant species.  
If I used a distance of say a 5-10 mile radius from my home in Safford, AZ to choose 
natives from, that would still include white fir (Abies concolor), which would never 
survive a summer in my neighborhood at 3,000’.   

Conversely, if I were to select from among the large perennial natives that occur within 
my neighborhood, the list would be something like: velvet mesquite (Prosopis velutina), 
four-wing saltbush (Atriplex canescens), creosote bush (Larrea tridentata), wolfberry 
(Lycium sp.), four-wing saltbush, soap tree yucca (Yucca elata), four wing saltbush, 
alkali goldenbush (Isocoma acradenia), four-wing saltbush…you get the picture.  The 
actual diversity would be relatively low.   

To make my home landscape a little more interesting (and appealing to more 
pollinators), I therefore incorporate natives from a little further afield.  I need to have an 
understanding of what kind of habitat they come from and how that relates to my 
garden.  

Anyone who lived in the Phoenix metropolitan area during the summer of 2023 isn’t 
going to soon forget the devastating results of the brutal temperatures in their gardens, 
particularly on so many succulent species.  Even what were thought of as tough-as-
nails species like saguaros (Carnegia gigantea), desert spoons (Dasylirion wheeleri) 
and century plants (Agave sp.), for example, seemed to melt away as the summer 
dragged on.  Numerous factors led to these failures.  Suffice it to say that the primary 
culprits were the heat island effect exacerbating high and low temperatures, resulting in 
inadequate nighttime cooling and the ongoing unpredictable and insufficient monsoon 
patterns.  Even the amazing survival mechanism of Crassulacean Acid Metabolism 
(CAM), that so many succulent species rely on to endure drought, failed with the 
unrelenting ‘high” nighttime low temperatures.  

This brings me back to natives.  Let’s look at one example of an Arizona native I 
mentioned.  While driving through Phoenix, it struck me that desert spoon (Dasylirion 
wheeleri) is a ubiquitous landscape staple that’s been used for decades.  This distant 
Yucca relative is seen throughout the low desert communities in Arizona.  Yet even the 
most mature specimens, the ones we would’ve thought could survive anything, failed.  
But first, consider their native habitat.   
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The SEINet website says (and if you’re not familiar with it and you love Arizona native 
plants you need to check it out at swbiodiversity.org) they are naturally “ound on rocky 
or gravelly hillsides and slopes from 3,000-6,000 feet (914-1829 m.).”  The general 
elevation of Phoenix is around 1,000’, so immediately you can see they come from a 
considerably higher elevation and consequently cooler temperatures during the summer 
months and throughout the year.   

These plants are also described as coming from “Chihuahuan scrub and semidesert 
grasslands” which also tells me they don’t naturally occur on roadway medians or 
freeways surrounded by heat-absorbing gravel and asphalt surfaces.  As a matter of 
fact, in their native habitat, there’s usually an abundance of not just grasses but also 
many other perennial plant species that shade the soil and moderate soil surface 
temperatures, even at the higher elevations. 

If you’ve read many travel logs or articles by succulent explorers, you often see 
descriptions of habitats referred to as “thorny scrub.”  This can take on a number of 
connotations.  It often refers to shrubby to wooded areas that are seasonally deciduous.  
My travels in Mexico, years ago, were very eye-opening.  I saw how lush some of the 
desert areas get south of the border during the rainy season (summer monsoon), to the 
point where some cacti and other succulents virtually grow in a surprising amount of 
shade with mosses and resurrection ferns for a brief period of the year.  During the cool, 
dry season, when the scrubby woodland has gone deciduous, the succulents are 
exposed to full sun.  You can witness a similar phenomenon here at some locations in 
the Sonoran Desert as well; if and when the monsoons show up. 

Does this mean it’s impossible to grow succulents, that aren’t native to low desert 
environments, in the Phoenix area in years to come?  No.  But you do have to take into 
consideration where some of the plants you choose come from and perhaps do a little 
homework and some landscape modifications.   

As mentioned with the desert spoon example, rarely do many plants come from 
absolutely barren natural habitats, and if they do, they most likely started life under the 
protection of a nurse plant or natural materials that shielded them from extremes.  Many 
of our native cacti and succulents grow in variable terrain, which includes hillsides, 
arroyos, canyons, and rocky areas with other plants and any number of elements that 
provide some form of microclimate.  

Even the shade provided by a few dead branches can be enough to cool root 
temperature a few degrees.  Incorporating other leafy plants, especially native grasses, 
can have a huge impact on mitigating soil temperatures in the home landscape.  
Positioning succulents, like many Agaves, that often come from higher elevations on the 
east side of or under the canopy of a mesquite or palo verde can make a big difference 
in being able to endure high summer temperatures, as opposed to all day, bazillion-
degree, full sun exposure.   

West facing block walls with a narrow planting space adjacent to a sidewalk and paved 
street are the place for boulders and rocks, not living things.  Please stop planting in 

CACSS  of 15 23 January 2024



impossible spaces like that and then wonder why things continually die without some 
means of mitigating temperatures. 

Understanding where the plant comes from can also give you clues as to the timing and 
amount of water a plant may require.  If plants come from more mountainous terrain, or 
maybe occur further south where summer monsoons are more consistent, then extra 
irrigation during the summer is likely required.   

I know many people have heard me say over and over again, if the monsoons don’t 
come, then “be the monsoon!”  Occasionally going out in the garden, after the sun goes 
down, and lightly sprinkling all the surfaces of the landscape can drop the temperature 
dramatically, and you can practically hear all the plants breathing a sigh of relief.  Even 
though the succulent plants we love are experts at drought tolerance, we have to 
understand there are limits to those tolerances.  Taking a cue from their natural habitat 
can provide guidance as to how to better care for them, even for natives. 

CENTRAL ARIZONA CACTUS AND SUCCULENT SOCIETY  By Beth Kirkpatrick 

CACSS, a non-profit 501(c)(3) organization established in 1973, is an affiliate of the 
Cactus and Succulent Society of America.  

The mission of the CACSS is to inspire knowledge and appreciation of cacti and 
succulents through education, programs and conservation. 

The purpose of the CACSS is to: 
• study, propagate and cultivate cactus and succulents 
• educate members and the public 
• aid conservation programs 
• support Desert Botanical Garden and other institutions 

We use our funds to: 
• Make an annual donation to the Desert Botanical Garden and a smaller donation to 
Boyce Thompson Arboretum, which varies depending on the Society income. 
• Make donations to our parent organization, the Cactus and Succulent Society of 
America, to support research and their mission. 
• Pay for renowned speakers for our monthly meetings and workshops. 
• Provide a circulating library. 
• Host an annual judged cactus and succulent show and plant sale.  We split the 
proceeds of our plant sale, 50/50, with Desert Botanical Garden. 

You can make a donation at any time to the CACSS to support the organization.  Mail 
donations to:  CACSS, P.O. Box 63572, Phoenix, AZ 85082-3572.   
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GROWING ADENIUMS IN SOUTHERN ARIZONA   By Michael Chamberland, 
Assistant Agent in Urban Horticulture, Maricopa County Cooperative Extension 

To read this comprehensive article by CACSS member Michael Chamberland, just click 
on the weblink below, then click on open link. 

https://extension.arizona.edu/sites/extension.arizona.edu/files/pubs/az1953-2021.pdf 
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A beautiful Adenium grown and photographed by Tom Gatz.

https://extension.arizona.edu/sites/extension.arizona.edu/files/pubs/az1953-2021.pdf


CENTRALARIZONACACTUS FACEBOOK PAGE   By Michelle Schrade 

Happy New Year fellow CACSS members and CentralArizonaCactus Facebook 
followers!  Here’s hoping 2024 will be a year of growth and health, for us and our plants. 

Every once in a while I come across a post on our FB page that really excites me.  I 
especially like educational posts or ones which ask a question that leads to a learning 
opportunity.  This happened recently, and I would like to highlight the posting. 

December 20, 2023, Veronika Countryman posted two photos of her Eriosyce.  She 
noticed tiny nectar drops on her cactus and wondered what was causing them.  Upon 
further inspection with a magnifying glass, she saw what she correctly identified as 
mealybugs and wondered if there was a correlation between the nectar droplets and the 
mealybugs.  Great question! 

Discussion followed in the comments.  Scott McMahon, Eric Lundberg and Peter 
Walkowiak weighed in on the cause and effect and how to manage an infestation of 
mealybugs. 
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Succulent of the Month:  Nananthus vittatus posted 
December 21 by Eric Lundberg.



What I learned from the comments:  Mealybugs and ants have a symbiotic relationship.  
Mealybugs, and other sap-sucking insects (aphids, scales), excrete honeydew and have 
a symbiotic relationships with ants.  Ants use the honeydew as a food source, and in 
return, carry the mealybugs to different areas of the plant and through tunnels to new 
plants. 

Tips were shared about the best ways to eradicate the insects since their presence is 
destructive to the plant and they multiply and spread very quickly.  The solutions ranged 
from removal with tweezers to use of insecticides.  

Editor’s Note:  To learn more about mealybugs and how to deal with them, just click on 
the weblink (the green title or underlined part below), then click on open link and it’ll take 
you directly to the newsletter that has the article in it. 

• Mealybugs found in Bug of the Month:  Cinco de Mayo Fiesta? by Sue Hakala, 
2/99, page 5 

• Mealybugs: How do I Avoid and Treat Mealybugs? by Sue Hakala, 9/18, page 15 
• My War with Mealybugs by Judy Johnson, 10/87, page 6 
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Cactus of the Month:  Escobaria missouriensis var. similis posted 
December 25 by Jeff Thompson.

https://centralarizonacactus.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Central_Spine_1999_02.pdf
https://centralarizonacactus.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/ae2be-central_spine_2018_09.pdf
https://centralarizonacactus.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Central_Spine_1987_10.pdf


DISCOREA ELEPHANTIPES  	 Author unknown 

Origin:  Cape of Good Hope, South Africa, including the Western and Eastern Cape. 

Derivation of name:  Dioscorea is named after the ancient Greek physician and botanist 
Dioscorides.  Elephantipes in Latin refers to the elephant like appearance on the outer 
covering of the bark. 

Habitat and ecology:  This species has a 
wide tolerance of growing habitats, growing in 
weathered rock, on dry, stony slopes, under 
the protection of karroid (living in the Karoo 
desert) bushes, etc.  Pollination is done by 
bees and bumble bees. The plant is adapted 
to growing in areas with seasonal rainfall.  In 
its natural environment, it rests during the hot 
dry summer.  

Dioscorea elephantipes grows in the 
winter and spring months.  The above 
ground caudex is protected by 
elephantine bark.  It is used to extreme 
heat (above 100F),  but it can also take 
low temperatures (32F).  Common 
names include:  tortoise plant, tortoise 
back plant, elephant foot, turtle back, and Hottentots’ bread. 

Description:  The elephant foot, Dioscorea elephantipes, is a perennial deciduous 
caudiciform vine belonging to the monocot yam family (Dioscoreaceae).  The enlarged 
exposed tuberous base is a water storing organ called a caudex.  The caudex most 
often reaches a diameter of 2-3 feet, but sometimes 9 or more feet, and is covered in 
tough armor-like plates.  It produces a seasonal clinging growth up to 20 feet long.  The 
leaves are heart shaped.  It bears small insignificant yellowish green flowers. 
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Discorea elephantipes by Rare Plant World.

D. elephantipes habitate in South Africa by Sue Hakala.



Caudex:  The large and partially exposed tuberous stem is woody looking, firm in 
texture but succulent within.  It is covered on the outside with thick grayish brown bark 
that becomes deeply cracked. 

Remarks:  The inner flesh is rich in 
starch and edible, hence the name 
Hottentot bread in South Africa. 
Here in the U.S., this would be 
very expensive and also should 
not be tried at home.  This species 
was once nearly eradicated in the 
wild during the search for 
commercially valuable sources of 
steroidal saponins like diosgenin, 
used to synthesize cortisone and 
birth control pills.  Fortunately, 
removal of plants from their habitat 
proved difficult, and as cheaper 
and more viable sources of these 
steroids became available, 
collection efforts ceased. 
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D. elephantipes in habitat by Sue Hakala.  Right, in flower.



CACSS OFFICERS AND BOARD OF DIRECTORS 2024 

Officers:  President Don Begley | Vice President Chris Ginkel | Secretary Kathleen 
Stefanik | Treasurer Nick Diomede  

Members-at Large:  Emily Adler | Pat Adler | Kim Andrews  | David Hemming | 
Elaine Hu | Barbara Macnider | Joan McDonnell | Kathy Metzger | Mary Miller | Erik 
Ruggaard  

CACSS PROGRAM AND COMMITTEE CHAIRS 2024 
• Annual Show/Sale Chair 2024:  Dan Bernstein and Elaine Hu 
• Archivist/Historian:  Lois Schneberger 
• Auction Chairs:  Chris Ginkel, Nick Diomede 
• Audit Committee:  Don Begley 
• Central Arizona Cactus Swap and Shop Page Administrator:  Chris Ginkel  
• CSSA Representative:  Don Begley 
• Facebook Coordinators:  Tom Briggs, Chris Ginkel, Celeste Gornick, Ken Luiten, 

Thom Young 
• Holiday Party 2024:  open 
• Co-Librarians:  Diana Rogers and Nancy Mumpton 
• Keeping in Touch with Members:  Jo Davis 
• Membership:  Beth Kirkpatrick 
• Newsletter Editor:  Sue Hakala 
• Private Plant Sales at meetings:  open 
• Programs:  Elaine Hu 
• Propagation Education Group (PEG):  Tristan Davis 
• Pumice Sales:  Tom Briggs 
• Website:  Anna-Rosa Lampis 
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CONTACT INFORMATION FOR MEMBERS WILL NO LONGER BE PROVIDED IN 
THE NEWSLETTER AS ISSUES HAVE OCCURRED.  To contact a board 

member, committee chair, or specialist, use the Contact Us form on the 
club website. When filling in the form, put the name of the person in the 

subject field that the message is intended for so it can be forwarded to the 
appropriate person. 

Just click on the direct link below: 
https://centralarizonacactus.org/contact-us/

https://centralarizonacactus.org/contact-us/


SPECIALISTS TO CONTACT WITH QUESTIONS 

• Tom Briggs  Manages the pumice 
pile. 

• Tristan Davis  Specializations 
include plant propagation and 
heading PEG (Propagation 
Education Group). 

• Doug Dawson  Specializations 
include growing from seed, flora of 
Namibia, Lithops, other Mesembs, 
Melocactus, and miniature cacti and 
succulents of Arizona. 

• Chris Ginkel  Co-manages the 
Facebook page and CACSS Swap 
and Shop page. 

Always looking for more 
members to list here. 

• Anna Rosa Lampis  Manages the 
website. 

• Ken Luiten  Manages the Instagram 
page 

• Dean Patrick  Specializations in 
softwood stem-cuttings, plant 
division and seed starting, rooting 
cacti, Agave, and Aloe. 

• Diana Rogers and Nancy Mumpton  
Co-librarians for CACSS collection 

• Sue Tyrrel  Manages selling at 
meetings.
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Any comments, suggestions, thank 
yous, etc., please submit to the Central 

Spine Editor Sue Hakala.

Trichocereus hybrid by 
Chris Ginkel.


