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ON THE COVER
Late afternoon in the Desert Botanical Garden, Phoenix, Arizona. 
A forest of Cleistocactus smaragdiflorus backlit by the setting sun 
showing the narrow sprawling and erect stems. The generic name 
is derived from the Greek kleistos, referring to the narrow tubular 
flowers, which are largely hummingbird pollinated. This cactus 
is native to South American (Argentina, Bolivia), where is it lo-
cally abundant. This is a relatively easy cactus to grow and flowers 
throughout the spring and summer. Photo © Laurence Garvie.

JULY SPEAKER
Featuring: Leo Martin
Subject: The Cacti of Northeastern Brazil
When: July 27th

loCal CaleNdar
August 24th, Sunday, 2 pm
 Speaker - Peter Breslin
 Title - Echinomastus in Arizona
 Regular Club Meeting
 Dorrance Hall, Desert Botanical Garden

September 28th, Sunday, 2 pm
 Speaker - TBA 
 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 this information but 
instead list selected events that are of local interest. 

CENTRAL SPINE ONLINE
Just a reminder that issues of Central Spine from January 2007 to 
the present are available for download in PDF format at

http://www.centralarizonacactus.org/news.html
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Independence Day was kind of a washout for us here in 
Morristown…literally.  Our first good rain of the monsoon 
season hit us on the 4th so any outdoor festivities for the 
holiday were certainly impacted.  I didn’t mind though as the 

lightening show was as spectacular as any fireworks display and 
the copious rain was very, very welcome.  

That first rain of the summer season reminded me about how 
unpredictable the monsoon season really is.  With the prospect of 
global climate change it makes me wonder what the impact will be 
on our monsoon cycle and is there any way to accurately predict 
that impact.  I lived in the Mohave desert for over 12 years and 
the occurrence of summer rains was very infrequent and the lower 
biotic diversity reflected that.  The lessening or loss of summer 
rains here in the Sonoran desert could have some very profound 
effects.

From a desert garden perspective those of us who grow many 
succulents in the ground know how moisture can make the 
difference between a lush and inviting space or one that merely 
survives.  We grow a number of cacti and other succulents in our 
garden from Mexico as well as other countries.  If you’ve ever 
been to Mexico during the height of the monsoon you know it 

can be a very soppy place.  When you see lichens, Tillandsias, and 
resurrection ferns growing with or on the cacti you know they 
have, to one degree or another, a very wet season now and then.  
Consequently beginning around the end of June through early 
September I remind myself to “Be the Monsoon”, for the sake of 
my non-native succulent plants in the garden.  Sometimes the rains 
don’t come to our house very early in the season or sometimes 
there are large gaps between those rains.  So occasionally I will 
get the oscillating sprinkler out or simply grab the hose and let 
the water fly in calculated applications, mimicking that monsoon 
moisture for the benefit of the plants that need it.  Make sure it’s 
a deep and thorough soak and done early in the morning or late 
in the day when the wind is calm.  For some of the plants we grow 
their primary season for growing is the monsoon season so if they 
don’t get adequate moisture at that time their whole growing 
season is lost.

So if the clouds build up miles away and tease you with the promise 
of rain but don’t offer any relief do your garden a favor and “Be the 
Monsoon”.  The results will be miraculous and very rewarding.

See you at the meeting! - Steve Plath

PRESIDENT’S LETTER

Thank you to all for their positive comments on my first issue 
as editor of the Central Spine and a big thanks to our assistant 
editor, Paul Schueneman, without whose help I would have had 
many more hours of work . The overwhelming response is positive. 
Having said this, I am a little surprised at the very few contribu-
tions that I have received from our large pool of talented and 
knowledgeable contributors. At this rate the Central Spine will be 
reduced to the President’s Letter and a reminder of next months 
speaker. I would prefer not to fill up members’ email boxes with 
constant reminders for contributions. Therefore, be proactive and 
send me your inspired writings. Even a beautiful photograph of 
some choice succulent with an extended figure caption is consid-
ered a contribution. 

When to Submit
AT ANY TIME!!! For articles or Miscellanea that need to make it 

into a specific issue then I need the material by the end of the first 
week of the month that you need to be published in. 

Affiliations
Since our newsletter is available online and there for the world to 
read I think it is important to put an address (possibly shortened 
if you feel uncomfortable giving your full home address) and email 
after the names of authors of contributed articles. While we all 
know each other, readers from outside the club are unlikely to 
know who the author is or how to contact them.

Short Guide for Contributions
One page of the Central Spine is equivalent to about 1000 words. 
Plan on ca. 500 words with three small figures. Please contact me 
first if you want to publish an article with three or more pages. 

From the editor ...            Laurence Garvie
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Ant collecting nectar from an extrafloral nectary on Cylindropuntia ramosissima - Laurence Garvie



I am no different from most other amateur botanists in think-
ing that the flower is where the action is. To see a saguaro 
cactus or prickly pear in bloom is to know why we honor the 
flower above all else.  The gorgeous color and symmetry of the 

petals, the precise arrangement of the stamens and pistil contained 
within, the functional utility of these structures for plant reproduc-
tion, there is so much to admire and learn about here.

But let’s face it. The season of the flower for any given desert plant 
is generally fairly brief and if we were to restrict ourselves just to 
that period we would as it turns out miss some remarkable plant 
structures that are quite delightful too. I speak of the fruits that 
form once the flow-
ers of desert plants 
have been successfully 
pollinated. Most of us 
already know just how 
spectacular the fruits 
of saguaros are. Indeed, 
out-of-town visitors in 
late June or July often 
mistake the split fruits 
with their scarlet inte-
rior panels spread wide 
as the actual flowers of 
this species. We get to 
smugly tell our friends 
from the East Coast 
that they are looking at 
saguaro fruits, wonder-
ful advertisements for 
the protein- and sugar-
rich pulp and seeds 
that become available 
when the fruits split 
open.  The local house 
finches and white-
winged doves need 
little persuasion to take 
full advantage of this 
cactus fruit feast.

Or consider the vari-
able fruits of one of 
central Arizona’s barrel 
cactus (Ferocactus 
cylindraceus). Although 
the yellow flowers of 
this species are lovely, 
they are not as diverse as the fruits, which come in different sizes 
and a range of attractive colors (Fig. A).  Or take the little pincush-
ion cactus (Mammillaria grahamii), whose delightfully pink flowers 
pop out after a spring or summer rain. The fruits of this miniature 
species are correspondingly small but they are both aesthetic and 
worth puzzling over (Fig. B). At first glance, you might think that 
these close to the ground fruits must be harvested by small rodents 

but if so, why are they so very red in color. Most small mammals 
cannot see colors but birds can, and so I wonder if pincushion cacti 
are “trying” to lure a ground-dwelling bird, perhaps a curve-billed 
thrasher or mourning dove, to come have a bite to eat, the better to 
disperse the seeds within their conspicuously scarlet fruits.

And it’s not just cacti fruits that repay a look after the flower-
ing season is over and done with.  Take white ratany, Krameria 
grayi, a scruffy little shrub that in spring produces some amazing 
red-purple flowers (Fig. C), which really are much more visually 
appealing than the follow-on fruits (Fig. D). These flowers attract 
small bees in the genus Centris, which can see color too and use this 

ability to find and inspect 
some highly modified 
petals of the white ratany 
flower. These petals secrete 
calorie-rich oils that female 
Centris bees avidly collect 
and store in underground 
brood pots that will con-
tain their offspring, which 
will feast on a rich mix of 
oil, pollen and nectar.  The 
bees in turn do white ra-
tany a favor by pollinating 
those odd flowers, which 
then develop into fruits 
that look rather like the 
head of a medieval mace, 
a ball studded with thin 
spikes. But these spikes 
are not hard little needles. 
Instead, they are flexible 
devices tipped with two 
tiny little hooks, creating 
a Velcro-like surface that 
clings to whatever comes 
in contact with the fruit, 
perhaps a passing rabbit 
or the leg of a coyote.  So 
this fruit does not have to 
be a brilliant billboard to 
attract a willing consumer 
and instead invests in 
structures that may help 
its seed containers hitch a 
ride on an involuntary seed 
disperser.

Each and every one of our Sonoran Desert flowering plants pro-
duces fruits that have their own stories, a complement to those as-
sociated with the often eye-catching flowers of these species.  Those 
stories are out there, waiting to offer pleasure to persons out in the 
desert after flowering season. We only have to realize that there are 
more botanical delights than the obvious ones provided by those 
showy, in-your-face flowers that seem to want all our attention.

Figure A) Multicolored fruits of Ferocactus cylindraceus. Fruits from plants salvaged from the 
White Tank Mountains of central Arizona. B) Fruits on Mammillaria grahmii. C and D) Flower 
and fruit of Krameria grayi. (Fig. A from Laurence Garvie and B, C, D by  John Alcock) 

On the Virtues of Desert Fruits
John Alcock - School of Life Sciences, Arizona State University, Tempe, Arizona
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About four years ago my favorite nursery in Apache Junc-
tion was selling Euphorbia obesa in 2 inch pots for a few 
dollars each - who can resist a few of these symmetrical 
beauties. Without thinking I ended up buying half a flat 

of these exquisite succulents. It wasn’t until I got home that I began 
to question my impulse purchase – what was I going to do with all 
these plants? I tried a planter, which looked okay for a while, but 
dried out too quickly, so decided to put them in the ground. Know-
ing that the intensity of our summer sun is a death knell to all but 
the hardiest sun-adapted plants I opted to give them mid-day shade 
by planting them under an Acacia greggii tree. 

Today, there are two sets of E. obesa under the Acacia, the original 
plants from four years ago (Fig. A) and several seedlings the larg-
est of which is about ½ inch in diameter (Fig. B). These seedlings 

are from seed ejected by the original mother plants. There would 
undoubtedly be many more seedlings but the curve-billed thrasher 
(Toxostoma curvirostre) bird has a bad habit of uprooting small 
plants and seedlings. The original plants are now several times their 
original size, the largest about 4” (10 cm) in diameter. My plants in 
the ground are free of scarring from sucking insects; the same can 
not be said for the few E. obesa that I have in pots, which appear to 
be susceptible to pests.

Overall, E. obesa is tolerant of our environmental extremes. My 
plants were unaffected by the 16°F (-8.9°C) that we dipped to in 
Chandler two years ago. They respond well to winter monsoon 
rains and flower profusely during our spring producing an abun-
dance of seeds (Fig. C). I have seen few flying insects alighting on E. 
obesa flowers, but ants are frequent visitors, suggesting they are the 

dominant pollinator. 

Having touted their hardiness they do have 
an Achilles’ heel – summer wetness. I have lost 
several plants from both my eagerness to help the 
parched succulents during our warmest months 
and from the occasional summer monsoon 
deluge. My advice is to plant E. obesa in slightly 
raised beds or well-draining soil and resist the 
temptation to water them during the summer. 

It is always a pleasure to find succulents that 
do well in our environment. I have been ex-
perimenting with a variety of other Euphorbias, 
Haworthias, and Stapeliads in the ground with 
some surprising succusses. 

Fig. (A) Several Euphorbia obesa after four 
years in the ground in my garden in Chandler 
in the Spring of 2008. All are flowering or have 
ripening seed pods. Red stemmed Stapelia 
leendertziae in the background. (B) A half inch 
diameter E. obesa seedling. Recently germinat-
ed seedlings are kept covered with wire mesh 
for the first year or two in order to prevent the 
curve-billed thrasher from uprooting them. 
(C) A full head of seed pods on this female 
plant. There are an estimated 120 seeds on this 
one plant alone.  Ripe seed pods “burst” propel-
ling seeds several feet from the mother plant.

Growing Euphorbia obesa in the Phoenix area
Laurence Garvie - Chandler, Arizona. lgarvie@cox.net
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JUNE 30, 2008   With many days over 110°F and no rain for a 
long time, there is still some color in the yard.  Red birds are 
flowering (especially in some shade) along with Acacia mil-
lifolia with its 2 inch long cream-colored spikes and San Carlos 

hibiscus (Gossypium harknessii), yellow flowers on a leafy bush.  
Since the last article (May 12) there were lots of flowers including 
Acacia aneura, Cordia boissieri, Mexican bird (Caesalpinia pulcher-
rima), Texas ebony (Ebenopsis ebano), Desert willow (Chilopsis 
linearis), Ironwood (Olneya tesota), Yellow Jacaranda (Tipuana tipu), 
and Mexican palo verde (Parkinsonia aculeata).  If you’ve never seen 
the Arizona Smoke Tree (Psorothamnus spinosa) in flower, you want 
to ... there are a couple in the Goldwater Memorial on the corner of 
Tatum and Lincoln that looked great on June 20.  A Ceiba (C. aes-
culifolia) started leafing out very slowly in May.  Most of that gave 
up after an extended heat spell and it looks like the time has come 
to replace  it with something that actually grows here.  On the plus 
side, a small Dracaena draco, which was seriously damaged by last 
year’s hard freeze, is finally coming back.  But the place to see this 
striking plant is coastal Southern California - it struggles here.

Most of the large cereus are flowering now and not all of the 
flowers are white.  Cereus huntingtoniana  has an unusual angular 
appearance, with large white flowers with red sepals. Cereus aethiops 
from northern Argentina is also a little different and worth having.  
You’ve seen large Stetsonia coryne at the Desert Botanical Garden 
but it looks good at all sizes and  flowers at about 6 ft.  Ferocacti 
flowering now include F. schwarzii, F. gracilis (Baja fire barrel), F. 
rectispinus, F. cylindraceus, and F. stainesii.  While cereus and barrels 
are the main source of flowers now, there is also some color from 
notocacti, astrophytums and Matucana madisoniorum (bright 
orange-red).
 
Some of the smaller aloes flowering recently include the dark green 
A. nobilis (red) and A. brevifolia, which forms a nice ground cover in 
milder climates. Aloe rauhii (from Madagascar) and A. sladeniana 
(from Namibia) do well here.  Aloe pirottae continues to flower and 
one of the best mid-sized aloes, A. karasbergensis, is getting started. 
A large aloe with recurved, snake-like leaves has finally been identi-
fied (I hope).  Purchased as an unlabeled clearance item from Home 
Depot years ago, the plants have gotten large and stayed single in 
shade under desert trees.  With good red flower spikes in spring it is 
probably A. vanbalenii from eastern South Africa, an area without 
frosts.  But these plants endured the hard freeze last winter without 
damage while many other aloes were affected.  The books say this 
plant will develop a coppery-red color in sun - time to find out!
 
A  small cluster of golden barrels (Echinocactus grusonii) was 
brought back from the San Diego CSS sale in early June.  Left in 
a tree shaded location it nevertheless got about an hour of late 
afternoon direct sun on a hot day and it sunburned.  That’s right, a 
spine covered cactus sunburned with just brief exposure.  Of course 
in San Diego it was “comfortable” with maximum temperatures 
below 80°F, often overcast days and maybe even grown in the shade.  
This little episode reminded me that the first of these articles had 
some comments about temperatures of soil in 1 gallon black plastic 
pots here in summer.  That is, even if you bought the plant here, 
where you place the pot and how you water it can quickly lead to  

problems or disaster. If the usual 1 gallon black plastic pot that lots 
of succulents are sold in are inadvertently set down in full sun, the 
temperature for dry soil can go substantially higher than the air 
temperature (for example, more than 130°F on a 110°F day). The 
plants’ roots can’t withstand these extreme temperatures for very 
long.  If you brought the plant home from a nursery the day before, 
it was probably wet but will totally dry out in a day or two.  While 
wet, the soil temperature will mostly lag below the air temperature.  
When you do water the pot try to saturate the soil; just a little bit 
of water added to very hot soil will tend to “steam” the roots.  So it 
is probably best to set the pot in a shaded spot where the dry soil 
temperature won’t be much different than air temperature and you 
won’t need  to water every day.

 

If you are new to collecting cacti and other succulents the variety of 
names for a given plant can be frustrating.  For example, in “Cacti” 
by Vening (one of the first books I had) the Arizona organ pipe   
was Cereus thurberi.  Borg’s “Cacti” (one of the early comprehensive 
books) had it as Lemaireocereus thurberi.  In a good picture book by 
Innes and Glass it is Stenocereus thurberi (There were no Stenocer-
eus in Borg).  The other large organ pipe like cactus native to south 
western Arizona is the Senita.  It was Cereus schottii in Vening, Lo-
phocereus schottii in Borg and  Pachycereus schottii in Innes and Glass.  
So to some degree, the name you learn will depend on the book you 
use,  or what someone tells you it is, or just the common name or 
local trade name.  As you get to know the plants, you will see the 
similarities and identification will get easier.  The examples here are 
simple ones.  Some people keep up with the latest nomenclature...
others don’t.  Get some books you like and learn the botanical 
names for your favorite plants - it will help.
 
CACTI   F.D. Vening    1974
CACTI   J. Borg     1951
THE ILLUSTRATED ENCYCLOPEDIA OF CACTI  C.  Innes & C. 
Glass   1991

Arizona Smoke Tree (Psorothamnus spinosa) flowers. The buds are studded 
with amber-colored oil glands, giving the plant a citrus odor when touched. 

Around My (or Your) Desert Garden
Bob Torrest
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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.

Opuntia quimilo - Phil Ruttenbur

Harris’ Antelope Squirrel and Echinocactus pentalophus - Don and Mary Maciver
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CENTRAL ARIZONA
CACTUS & SUCCULENT SOCIETY

PO BOX 63572
PHOENIX, AZ 85082-3572

WWW.CENTRALARIZONACACTUS.ORG

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. 


