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ON THE COVER
Peniocereus greggii var. transmontanus in flower. These plants are 
rarely seen when not in flower, except by the dedicated plant en-
thusiast. This plant is widely scattered throughout central and 
southern Arizona. It prefers deep sandy soils, which hide its im-
pressive, large tuberous root. The tubers can reach 50 lbs or more, 
whereas the stems are puny in comparison. Their above-ground 
stems have the appearance of dead sticks and are normally hidden 
within protective shrubs. Several P. greggii were collected from a 
ca. 40 acre site near Coolidge  in May 2007 during a  salvage opera-
tion organized by Lee Brownson. Photo © Laurence Garvie.

JUNE SPEAKER
Featuring: Bob Cardell and Pat Hammes
Subject: “Beautiful and Amazing Crestate/Cristate Saguaro Cacti 
of Arizona”  Bob and Pat have located, photographed, and docu-
mented 640 crested saguaros in Arizona and they are looking for 
more!  Their goal is to find and photograph 1000 of these unique 
desert giants.  You will want to come to see some of the most un-
usual plants that nature has ever produced!

loCal CaleNdar
June 29th, Sunday, 2 pm
 Regular Club Meeting
 Dorrance Hall, Desert Botanical Garden

July 27th, Sunday, 2 pm
 Regular Club Meeting
 Dorrance Hall, Desert Botanical Garden

August 24th, Sunday, 2 pm
 Regular Club Meeting
 Dorrance Hall, Desert Botanical Garden

September 28th, Sunday, 2 pm
 Regular Club Meeting
 Dorrance Hall, Desert Botanical Garden

October 26th, Sunday, 12 pm Setup, 2 pm Auction
 Silent Auction of Member’s Plants
 Wildflower Pavilion, Desert Botanical Garden
 Start your propagations now to make this annual event a success!

The CSSA website will soon have an online events calendar. It is 
my hope that we will not need to duplicate the information but 
instead list selected events that are of local interest. 



I don’t know what it is about the first 100°F day in May but to 
me there’s a certain “magic” to it.  What could say “summer” 
more than 100°F?  I’m constantly amazed at the way so many 
desert plants respond to the intense heat.  For most desert trees 

it prompts them into growth and without it they sulk.  True desert 
succulents seem impervious to it, while those from higher and/or 
cooler climates shudder.  But for some odd reason I like those first 
really hot days of the summer.  I tend to chuckle when the national 
weather forecasters talk about the heat waves happening elsewhere 
in the country, which of course means they’re referring to 90°F plus.  
I scoff and suggest to the meteorologist on T.V., “Try 114°F buddy, 
that’s what “hot” is!”  Where else besides places like the Sahara, parts 
of the Middle East, and a few other scattered spots around the world 
can people like us say, “Hey, we survived another bazillion degree 
summer!”  Kind of makes you proud, doesn’t it?

A British cactus-enthusiast friend visited me when I lived in Las 
Vegas one June a number of years ago.  I asked him where he’d like 
to go thinking he’d want to see something like Agave utahensis var 
eborispina, or the like, in habitat.  With a gleam in his eyes he said 
two words…”Death Valley!”  Somewhat surprised I asked him why 
there and he said he’d heard the forecast was for temperatures of 
over 120°F.  He’d simply never experienced anything like that before.  
Of course the first thing that ran through my head was “…mad dogs 
and Englishmen, out in the noon-day sun…”  I thought about it for a 
moment, considered the potential hazards and consequences…then 
grabbed a few gallons of water and off to Death Valley we went.  Just 
to see what 120°F felt like.

See you at the meeting! - Steve Plath

PRESIDENT’S LETTER

Lee Brownson elected Executive Director of 
the Wallace Desert Garden

The Wallace Desert Garden Foundation chose Lee Brownson of 
Scottsdale, to be the first Executive Director of the Wallace Desert 
Garden. According to Henry Wallace, member of the WDG Board 
of Directors, “We feel that Mr. Brownson’s broad experience, man-
agement skills, and his passion for desert plants will be of great ben-
efit as the WDG moves from a very private garden to a more public- 
oriented institution.”

“Twenty-five years ago my father, H.B. Wallace, had a vision to build 
a garden that would be devoted to the plants that grow in the deserts 

around the world,” said Mr. Wallace.  “Now there are thousands of 
species of desert plants growing in the WDG’s 12-acre garden.

William Noble from the Garden Conservancy recently stated “The 
WDG is among the finest displays of rare and unusual plants I have 
ever seen and I believe it has the potential to make an important con-
tribution in horticulture and research, education, and conservation.”

Lee Brownson has lived in Scottsdale for 24 years. He has had careers 
in public relations, investment brokerage, non-profit management, 
and in landscape design. He graduated from the Desert Botanical 
Garden’s Desert Landscape School and is a past President of the Cen-
tral Arizona Cactus and Succulent Society.



The clouds were ominous and laden with moisture.  Should 
the five of us (Erik Anderson, Doug Dawson, Celeste 
Gornick, Cynthia Robinson, and Tom Steuber) cancel our 
planned outing north of Wickenberg or should we go for it?  

It would be the last cool Saturday for the next four and a half months, 
so we took a chance.  As we headed up Hwy 93 out of Wickenberg, 
the skies opened up repeatedly.  When we finally stopped, we lucked 
out and the rains disappeared.  The rest of the day the weather was 

crisp, the plants were cleanly washed, yet the terrain was not muddy  
-  a perfect day for our short hikes.  Our goal:  revisit some great plants 
including Mammillaria tetrancistra, Echinomastus johnsonii, and Yucca 
brevifolia. We found them all, and of course a few seeds here and 
there.  

Our first stop was roadside and 
photos were flying left and right.  
The mariposa lilies were also 
going to seed with their triangular 
seed pods proudly jetting into the 
air.  After we scoured the area 
to find the best subjects for our 
photos, we got back in the jeeps 
and headed towards Wickenberg 
a couple of miles.  Then we turned 
west through a gate on the service 
roads for the huge power lines.  
Roads branched several times 
and we took a few and parked 
often and explored on foot.  Once 
again we found some colonies of 
M. tetrancistra and E. johnsonii 
after a rigorous walk up a minor 
mountain.  We had descended 
a bit, so the Joshua trees were 
mixed with marginal saguaros.  Erik stopped to admire a nice clone of 
Opuntia basilaris and even collected some of its seeds, which looked 
almost like deformed corn seeds. 

The next adventure took us back onto Hwy 93 and south until the 
junction with Hwy 71, which we followed for a mile or two.  We 
explored north of the highway on a dirt road where there were no new 
plant species, but near where we parked there was fantastically well-

bleached and sturdy cholla debris.  It must have come from a cholla 
species with unusually hard skeleton wood.  We certainly noticed the 
widespread devastation (as I have so often seen throughout Arizona) 
of the smaller flora due to intensive cattle grazing.  Celeste remarked:    

…well, I guess next time I eat beef, I won’t feel quite so guilty.  

Back into the vehicles and a mile up the road to take a gated dirt 
road south this time.  The road had several deep erosion crosscuts.  
I went slowly and crossed my fingers.  I was glad to have 4-wheel 
drive.  Along the road we saw a superb example of the Christmas 

cactus (Cylindropuntia leptocaulis), 
with zillions of bright red fruit.  If 
we were to total all the photos we 
took of this plant, I am sure they 
could fill a small photo album.  
We also took nice photos of Yucca 
elata in an area devoid of other 
plants.  By now the sky was blue 
with billowy white clouds.

The time was fleeting and it was 
about 5 pm so we backtracked 
to Hwy 71 and then south to 
Wickenberg on 93.  We ate at 
a small Mexican restaurant 
and then called Steve and Julie 
Plath, to swing by their place in 
Morristown for a half hour to see 
their new greenhouse and shade 
structure, and of course, all of 
their wonderful plants.  I made it 

back home to Ahwatukee at 9:30pm.  It was a great 15 hour day for 
any cactus enthusiast.  I encourage YOU to make plans to get out 
among our prickly friends soon.

Last Hurrah before the Heat  -  May 24, 2008
by Doug Dawson

From left to right Tom Steuber, Doug Dawson, Erik Anderson, and Cynthia
Robinson posing behind a majestic Cylindropuntia leptocaulis



Woodpeckers and Saguaros
by Tom Gatz

In the Sonoran Desert, the two species of woodpecker that most 
often excavate cavities in saguaros are the Gila Woodpecker 
and the larger Gilded Flicker. In the more urbanized areas of 
Phoenix, most excavations in saguaros are done by Gila Wood-

peckers. Unlike Gila Woodpeckers that nest in the desert as well as in 
town, Gilded Flickers often avoid the more densely populated urban 
neighborhoods, even those with landscape saguaros. The Gila Wood-
pecker’s smaller size doesn’t require as large a nest cavity as required 
by the Flicker, permitting it to excavate its cavity at about mid-level 
on saguaro trunks and within the fleshy part of the stem but mostly 
outside of the woody ribs (see illustration A). These cavities usually 
result in only cosmetic damage to the cactus. The saguaro protects 
itself from the woodpecker’s cavity excavation by walling off the area 
by forming a hardened shell. This hardened shell resembles a boot 
after the rest of the saguaro has died and decomposed.  

How are saguaro “boots” formed? University of Arizona chem-
ist Roger Lee Caldwell concluded that when woodpeckers begin 
pecking, a chemical defense is unleashed by the saguaro, enabling 
the cactus to defend itself from infection.  He identified one of the 
strategic defenders as the adrenalin-like compound dopamine.  A 

“metabolic alarm” rapidly steps up the production of this compound 

and dopamine rushes outward to surround the site of the stress and 
causes a buildup of thick cork-like callus that serves to seal off the 
cactus from further harm. The astonishingly durable callus “boots” 
linger intact on the ground years after the woody saguaro ribs have 
turned to dust. 

Do woodpeckers reuse their nesting cavities? Yes, the same cavity 
is often used in subsequent years by Gila Woodpeckers; however, if 
the nest location is changed, the cavity for the next year’s nest is ex-
cavated after the current breeding period is over.  Holes excavated in 
saguaros typically are not used for several months; drying time is re-
quired for the inner pulp of the cactus to form a solid casing around 
the cavity. In Spanish, woodpeckers are appropriately referred to as 

“carpinteros” since they inadvertently build homes for many desert 

creatures. Abandoned woodpecker cavities in saguaros are often 
re-used by European Starlings, Purple Martins, Ash-throated Fly-
catchers, Rosy-faced (formerly called Peach-faced) Lovebirds, Kes-
trels, Western Screech and Elf owls, and other birds, animals, and 
invertebrates 

Do some woodpecker excavations harm saguaros?  Unfortunately, 
yes.  The larger Gilded Flicker can’t fit in the narrow space outside of 
the woody ribs like its smaller cousins do; it needs a larger area for 
its nesting cavity.  However, it’s weaker beak (adapted for eating ants 
on the ground; and not well suited for serious excavation work) pro-
hibits it from pecking through those mature ribs on the lower parts 
of the saguaro where it might do less harm, so it is often forced to ex-
cavate its nest cavity through the softer ribs that are just developing 
closer to the top of the saguaro (see illustration B).  Unfortunately 
for the saguaro, this damage so near to its sensitive growing tip can 

sometimes lead to the eventual death of the saguaro according to 
studies conducted by Drs. Joe McAuliffe and Paul Hendricks.
  
What causes those small, contorted cylinders of callus tissue we 
find in saguaro remains?   According to Mike Plagens of the Ari-
zona Native Plant Society, some of them are formed by the cactus 
in defense against the tunneling caterpillar of the moth Cactobrosis 
fernaldialis.  Just before the caterpillar reaches maturity it chews a 
1/4 inch-wide escape hatch through the outer cortex of the saguaro 
– this is the origin of the flattened disc structure usually seen at one 
end of the callus.  Dr. Mark Dimmitt at the Arizona Sonora Des-
ert Museum points out that there are, however, other unexplained 
shapes and sizes of saguaro calluses in between these “worm holes” 
and woodpecker boots.  Unsolved mysteries!

Acknowledgement
Illustrations courtesy of Wendy Hodgson of the Desert Botanical 
Gardens and used with the permission of Arizona Highways. 



First and foremost, I would like to thank our previous editor of Cen-
tral Spine, Cynthia Robinson, for producing beautifully typeset, in-
teresting, and thought-provoking issues. I am sure we are all grateful 
for her hard work and dedication over the last few years. I suspect 
there is a tendency to take our club newsletter for granted and give 

little thought to the 
work involved in its 
production. When I 
first made tentative 
enquiries about the 
workload involved 
in being editor, she 
said, and I quote “…
in its current for-
mat, usually 8-12 
hours … .” I took 
this to mean 8-12 
hours per issue, not 

per week! To be fair, much of my time has been spent learning a new 
typesetting program and designing the new Central Spine. 

It is thus with some trepidation that I present a redesigned Central 
Spine. I hope it is to your liking. Whatever your feelings I am open to 
suggestions and comments, both positive and negative. This is your 
newsletter so let me know what you want to see in it. The most no-
ticeable change is the large color picture that adorns the cover. I have 
taken the liberty of putting one of my photographs on the cover, and 
I will continue to use my photographs until you all start sending me 
your best photos - note, my iPhoto library contains 20,000 photo-
graphs of cacti and succulents! This is your opportunity to show off 
your best pictures. Remember, this newsletter is posted online, so it 
is available for the world to see, so show off your work.

Finally, the monthly newsletter can only be successful and interest-
ing with your contributions! Please do not wait to be pestered by me 
before submitting articles. 

From the editor ...            Laurence Garvie

Tecticornia bibenda-an unusual Australian succulent
by Laurence Garvie

It is not often that a succulent plant garners world-wide atten-
tion, but such is case for Tecticornia bibenda K.A. Sheph. & S.J. 
van Leeuwen, nicknamed the Michelin ManTM Plant from the 
Little Sandy Desert of Western Australia. This plant was re-

cently voted by the International Institute for Species Exploration 
(IISE) as one of the Top 10 New Species described for the preceding 
calendar year. T. bibenda is one of 298 newly-named plants described 
in 2007 from Western Australia. 

The genus Tecticornia consists of several salt-tolerant shrubby plants 
from Australia and belongs to the Chenopodiaceae, also called the 

Goosefoot family. The 
Chenopodiaceae include 
a number of genera com-
mon in the southwest of 
the USA including Atri-
plex, Salicornia, and Sal-
sola - the latter the infa-
mous tumbleweed. 

Tecticornia bibenda made 
the Top 10 partly because 
the segmented stems 
give it an appearance 
similar to the Michelin 
ManTM; the epithet for 
this species is derived 
from Bibendum, the of-

ficial name for the Michelin ManTM. The T. bibenda is a perennial 
shrub characterized by its articulated stems consisting of cylindrical 
to barrel-shaped units called articles. Dr. Shepherd states that these 
plants are so morphologically reduced with a single anther and ovary, 
no leaves or hairs etc. that it is challenging to find names that reflect 
the distinguishing characteristics of each new one. Currently, only 
five populations are known, all from the Little Sandy Desert, and are 
restricted to an area of approximately 530 km2. 

Acknowledgement
I would like to thank Dr. Kelly Shepherd from the Western Austra-
lian Herbarium for sending me photographs of T. bibenda and giving 
permission to use them in Central Spine. 

References and further information
Shepherd, K.A., & S.J. van Leeuwen (2007) Tecticornia bibenda (Che-
nopodiaceae: Salicornioideae) a new C4 samphire from the Little 
Sandy Desert, Western Australia. Nuytsia 16: 383-391.

The complete article (5 Mb in size) can be downloaded at 
http://www.naturebase.net/images/stories/nature/science/nuyt-
sia/16/2/383-391.pdf

More images of spectacular Australian succulents can be found at 
australiansucculents.com/index.php?page=Australian-Succulents

Information on the IISE and the Top 10 can be found at 
www.species.asu.edu/topten2008.php



SAVING THE CACTUS RESCUE
 PROGRAM

If you are interested in the CACSS Cactus Rescue Program and 
would like to see it continue, please attend a meeting to decide 
the future of the rescue effort in the Phoenix area.  The meeting 
will be held on June 18th, 7 pm at Lee Brownson’s home.  The 
address is 6702 E. Clinton Street, Scottsdale.  Clinton is one block 
north of Shea Blvd and can be reached by turning north on 66th 
Street or 68th Street.

The rescue program involves a little work, but not too much if the 
tasks can be divided amongst a few people.  If you would like to 
help keep the rescue going, please attend this meeting.

For further information or questions please contact 
Lee Brownson - lsbrownson@cox.net

PUMICE FOR SALE
If anyone is interested in buying some pumice, I can bring bags 
of pumice to the meeting on Sunday. One bag - equivalent to a 5 
gallon bucket full - is $2.00. Email me if you want some and how 
many bags you would like. 

Lee Brownson - lsbrownson@cox.net

NAME BADGES

Interested in one of the name badges you see other members 
wearing? You can have one of your very own! Talk to Jo Davis 
at the meeting or send her a check for $7.50, made out to “Jo 
Davis” to her home address: 

2714 W. Monte Ave. Mesa, AZ  85202

NEWSLETTER PROJECT
We are trying to collect copies of all of the past issues of our Cen-
tral Spine newsletter and have made great progress.  We have 126 
issues, but there are still many missing. We especially need news-
letters issued prior to 2000.  The first issue we have is dated August 
1975.  From that issue through 1998, we have only 26 copies.  We 
have none for the years 1997-1994, 1985-1983, and 1980-1981.  
We have one to three from the remaining years.

If you have any of these older issues, could you please contact Lee 
Brownson at 480-951-4945 or lsbrownson@cox.net.  He would 
like to make copies then return them to you.
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REDESIGNED CACSS WEBSITE
I hope you have visited the CACSS website recently.  If you 
haven’t, you should take a minute to have a look.  A few months 
ago the website underwent a major overhaul.  Thanks to web de-
signer Elizabeth Pappas, our website is beautiful, informative, and 
easy to navigate. As nice as it is, it can be improved.  We want to 
have a website that serves both our membership and the general 
public.  What do you think we should do?  What would you like 
to see on the website?  What kind of information would be helpful 
to you as a CACSS member?

If you have any suggestions, please send them to Lee Brownson, 
either via email or snail mail – lsbrownson@cox.net or 

6702 E Clinton Street, Scottsdale, AZ  85254

CONTRIBUTIONS NEEDED
Article submission deadline for the Central Spine is the first week 
of the month but please feel free to email contributions at any 
time, especially before being asked. 

Email contributions to lgarvie@cox.net

PHOTOS NEEDED
Would you like to see your best photographs adorn the cover of 
Central Spine? Well then send them to me. Initially, send me me-
dium-sized jpeg images. If your image is chosen for the cover then 
I will request a higher resolution image. Please keep photo editing 
to a minimum. I will adjust the contrast, color, etc. 

Email contributions to lgarvie@cox.net

MISCELLANEA
THE POINT OF MISCELLANEA

This page is reserved for news snippets, announcements, items for 
sale etc. 

Email contributions to lgarvie@cox.net

DUES
Pay your dues! Membership is by calendar year. Annual dues $20 
individual (1 newsletter, 1 vote), $25 household (1 newsletter, 1 
vote per member); 1/2 price paid August-December.
Make checks payable to and mail to:

CACSS, PO Box 63572, Phoenix, AZ
85082-3572. More info: 602-852-9714.
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PLANT QUESTIONS???            WHOM TO CONTACT!!! 
Many CACSS members have experience with different kinds of succulent plants. I hope they will add their names to the 
following list ( just call or e-mail Bob Torrest). For now the list is simply alphabetical with principle interests. When more 
members add their information, the list will be cross-referenced by topic. 

DOUG DAWSON 
480-893-1207 

doug.dawson@gcmail.maricopa.edu 

Specializations include Flora of Namibia, Growing from Seed, 
Lithops, other Mesembs, and Melocactus. 

MIKE GALLAGHER 
602-942-8580 

mgallagher26@cox.net 

Specializations include Aloes, Haworthias, Columnar Cacti, and 
Turbinicarpus. 

STEVE PLATH 
623-915-7615 

revegdude1@juno.com 

Specializations include Ariocarpus, Astrophytum, 
Cyphostemma, Echinocereus, Fouquieria, Thelocactus, General 
Propagation, and Desert Revegetation.

CYNTHIA ROBINSON 
602-615-2261 

crobin500@msn.com 

Specializations include Flora of Madagascar, Growing from 
Seed, Caudiciform & Pachycaul Succulents, Aloes, Apocynaceae, 
Burseraceae, Euphorbiaceae, Fouquieriaceae, and Succulent 
Bonsai.

BOB TORREST 
480-994-3868 

robertst9114@msn.com 

Specializations include Desert Landscaping, Unusual (including 
Rare Fruit) Trees and Shrubs, Aloes, Agaves, Columnar Cacti, 
Trichocereus, and Opuntia. 


