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CACSS Annual Holiday Party
and
General Membership Meeting
When: December 7th, 12:00 pm
Where: Webster Auditorium

Local Calendar

December 7th, Sunday, Noon
Party and General Membership Meeting. Start your holiday
season by attending the CACSS Annual Holiday Party. It is
great fun and the food (Pot-luck) is always wonderful. It is a
great time to meet other members of the society while electing next years’ leadership team. This event is held at the Webster Auditorium at the DBG.
January 25th, Sunday, 2 pm
Speaker - Michael and Joyce Buckner
Title - Landscaping with Succulents
Regular Club Meeting
Dorrance Hall, Desert Botanical Garden
February 22nd, Sunday, 2 pm
Speaker - TBA
Title - TBA
Regular Club Meeting
Dorrance Hall, Desert Botanical Garden

ON THE COVER

Mammillaria rhodantha is a relatively large bodied species native to
central Mexico ranging from the southern half of Hidalgo southward through the state of Mexico. With age it may offset to form a
cluster of tightly packed, 4 inch diameter stems spreading to 2 feet
in diameter and 8 inches tall. When grown in southern Arizona,
in the Fall it forms a crown of white wool encircled by relatively
small but brilliant red flowers having a characteristic “tulip” form.
There is a second bloom in the Spring, but the best combination of
wool and flowers occur in the Fall, especially after a strong monsoon season. In M. rhodantha ssp rhodantha, the characteristically
reddish colored central spines vary from a ruddy brown to the
brilliant cinnamon color shown in this specimen.
Photo © Michael Newberry, www.michael-newberry.com

Publication of material in the Central Spine does not imply agreement with the ideas expressed therin 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.
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PRESIDENT’S LETTER
December is upon us! The CACSS Christmas party
is days away and the holidays are just around the
corner. I must’ve had fun ‘cause this year has flown
by. As I write this the view out the window is of an
overcast, wintery looking sky yet the temperature is in
the 70’s. The forecast is for our first winter rain, which
in the desert southwest is a blessing. I look forward
to seeing the dusty creosote bush and mesquite trees
washed clean. When I hear of the pending snowy and
cold weather in store for other parts of the country
I’m reminded how fortunate we are to be living in the
Sonoran Desert.
I want to say a big “Thank You” to the members who
served as Officers and Directors in 2008. Kudos to
Lee Brownson (VP), my wife Julie (Secretary), Wayne
Whipple (Treasurer) and the Directors: Cynthia Robinson, Ingrid Swenson, Lois Schneberger, Gard Roper,
Doug Dawson, Steve Martinez, Leo Martin and Dan
Sumberg. It is because of them that I had fun being President this year. To Laurence Garvie and Paul

Schueneman I am ever grateful for their willingness
to take up the baton of publishing the “Central Spine”.
And to all the other volunteers who sacrifice their time
to make things happen I can’t begin to express my appreciation. We may all come together because of our
mutual love of cacti and other succulents but it’s the
people that make sharing that passion worthwhile.
Our annual Christmas bash on December 7th is being
expertly coordinated by Jo Davis and Lin Leivian and,
as usual, you won’t want to miss it. I’ve got a special
announcement in store for this year’s party, but unless you come you won’t know what it is until after the
New Year! As usual there’ll be plenty of food and good
cheer to go around so I hope you’ve given Jo or Lin your
RSVP.
See you at the party ! - Steve Plath

CACSS Annual Holiday Party
December 7th - Our holiday party is a time to enjoy meeting
new members, and catching up with those you already know.
It’s a casual, fun get-together, which begins at 12:00 p.m. on
Sunday, December 7th in Webster auditorium. We will be eating at 1:00 p.m., but we will munch on appetizers and beverages before then. We all participate by bringing a dish in one of
three categories: APPETIZER, MAIN DISH, OR DESSERT.
You should plan to bring a dish that will serve 5-6 people. If
you don’t cook, store-bought is just fine too.
We do need you to RSVP to JO DAVIS at 480-839-3792 or
Lin Leivian@cox.net by December 1st, so we can be sure to get
enough tables to seat everyone comfortably. Igrid and Chris
Swenson will once again bake a turkey as one of the main dishes.
3

They did a magnificent job last year, and we look forward to another moist, tasty bird. Three things to remember: we need you
to bring your own serving utensils, and secondly bring place
settings - plates and silverware for all members of your party,
Third -RSVP!
In the past, some members have also brought holiday trivia
sheets and other fun items to share, so please go ahead and
bring your contribution. Also members have brought plants,
fruit (no grapefruit , please) or other items, so we could have
a chance for members to win something at the party. Let Lin
Leivian know, if you are interested in bringing a plant or other
items for a drawing at the end of the meal. We hope to see you
there!
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Teddy bears and chain fruits
John Alcock

O

School of Life Sciences, Arizona State University, Tempe, Arizona

ne of the many pleasures of walking in the Sonoran
Desert is occasionally coming across large, nearly
uniform stands of chain fruit cholla (Cylindropuntia fulgida) or teddy bear cholla (Opuntia bigelovii).
Recently, while wandering around the northeastern corner of the
Sonoran Desert National Monument, which I had not previously
explored, I encountered several such stands in the alcoves of one of
the north-south running hills that rise steeply out of the surrounding creosote flats that dominate this part of the Monument. The
vegetative exuberance of these colonies provides a sharp contrast

to the austere dusty plains to the west and the jumbled piles of
dark boulders on the ridge to the east. When I located one of these
attractive forests I walked carefully among the densely packed cacti,
especially those of the teddy bear persuasion, which are notorious for their adhesive nature. Even the most cautious of
visitors to a group of teddy bears runs a good chance of
inadvertently picking up a fallen teddy bear joint on a
boot and then transferring it emphatically to a leg. Trying to remove an embedded cholla joint is never much
fun. Nonetheless, a close inspection of a colony of either
of these two chollas is worth the risk of a cactus attack
because of the aesthetic features of the cacti.

sorts of questions for an admiring observer-photographer as well,
questions that can be pondered while walking back to where you
left your car. For example, why do these two species often form
such dense and uniform colonies when other cacti, like barrels
and saguaros, are never found by the hundreds packed in side by
side? My search of the scientific literature on this point took place
well after my hike. I soon learned that one answer to my question,
which has apparently been widely accepted, has to do with the
distinctive method of reproduction employed by teddy bears and
chain fruits. These species, unlike barrels and saguaros, typically
reproduce asexually with fallen joints capable of
giving rise to offspring, provided that they are
not eaten by white-throated woodrats. Given
the very limited dispersal power of a fallen joint
(unless it attaches itself to a passing mammal),
clonal offspring of an adult of either species of
cholla can form a mini-colony around the parent
plant. As the newer members of a clone begin
to reproduce asexually, the colony can expand,
eventually forming very large groups of individuals, all of whom may be genetically identical to
the colony founder.
Another factor that may make these superclones possible is the ability of the joints to take
root wherever they fall, even on bare ground
out in the full sun. Those cacti that reproduce
sexually produce seeds that, if they are lucky, will
germinate and begin life as a very small and very
vulnerable plantlet. Often, the survival of a baby
saguaro depends on the chance deposit of the
seed under a sheltering nurse plant where the
youngster can grow without direct exposure to
sunlight. No wonder that you never find dozens of saguaros in a
dense clump of massive individuals. In contrast, a teddy bear joint
has already achieved a considerable mass and a dense coat of reflective (and protective) spines, factors that help it survive and grow

For one thing, the tightly packed spines of the teddy bear
cholla form attractive images for the amateur photographer. And when one steps back (carefully) in a cholla
forest, the entire cacti are also hard to resist especially
when a camera is available, as it always is on my walks. To
my eye, the grouped teddy bears resemble a massed array
of kachina dolls while a chain fruit forest looks rather like
a convention of prickly scarecrows with drooping arms
held all akimbo.
The appeal of these dense stands of cholla, however, can
be more than merely aesthetic. Their existence poses all
4
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next to its parent and siblings without the necessity of hiding for
years under a nurse plant.
Although this explanation for the large monocultures of teddy
bear and chain fruit chollas that one finds here and there in the
desert makes a good deal of sense to me, I still wonder about the
general absence of other cacti and desert shrubs in many colonies
of these chollas. Do teddy bears and chain fruits drive competitors
to extinction during the expansion of a colony? Or do colonies
form in places where for one reason or another very few other
plant species can manage to grow? Moreover, in the course of my
cactusogical reading, I learned that cholla colonies often persist
for only a few decades, which surprised me. The two species look
remarkably tough and long-lived, capable of shrugging off drought
and depredation by herbivores, which goes to show, I guess, that
looks can be deceiving. But why should all the members of a clone,
young and old alike, go down together just 30 or 40 years after the
establishment of a colony? Here I have a continuing question to
think about as I plod from a big stand of chain fruits to a prickly
gathering of teddy bears, each population monopolizing a big chunk
of desert out in the middle of a beautiful nowhere.

Mesembryanthemum nodiflorum
Laurence Garvie

U

Chandler, Arizona

p close, Mesembryanthemum nodiflorum (family Aizoaceae, common name ice plant) displays jewel-like
leaves, pure white flowers with yellow stamens, and
forms mats that cover the desert floor like a red tapestry. Extensive mats of M. nodiflorum grow just south and southwest of Phoenix, primarily on the Gila Indian reservation. Good
examples are found along Riggs Road, just west of the I10 intersection. The crystalline appearance of the leaves is the result of epidermal bladder cell that contain concentrated salt solutions. Like many
succulents, its redness increases with water stress. M. nodiflorum
is native to the Namibian Desert and South Africa and is a recent
introduction to Arizona, being first recorded in 1983 by researchers
at the University of Arizona. In the United States, M. nodiflorum
is a non-native invasive weed that threatens wild lands. It provides
little for native foraging animals as its saltiness deters herbivory. It
is also expected to alter soil chemistry by increasing surface salinity
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after death of the plant, which may interfere with germination and
growth of native plants. Plant ecologists have mapped thousands
of acres of this plant in some areas of Maricopa County. It is likely
that this species has not yet reached its full extent and is expected
to establish widely. Suitable habitats in the valley include disturbed
areas, canals, agricultural areas, and alleys. Despite its intrinsic,
up-close beauty this is unlikely a succulent we want in our collection. On the other hand, there are many interesting members of the
family Aizoaceae that feature in our collections such as Lithops and
Oophytum. Why can’t these species escape and naturalize instead?
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MEMBERS’ PHOTOS

Aztekium hontonii (DBG Collection)- photo © Scott McMahon

Echinopsis hybrid “Flying Saucer” - photo © RP Brown

Echinocereus viridiflorus spp. davisii - photo © Phil Ruttenbur
Erythrina flabelliformis (Coral bean)- photo © Jim Elliott

Echinocereus maritimus - photo © Lin Leivain
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Stapelia flavopurpurea (DBG Collection)- photo © Scott McMahon
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MEMBERS’ PHOTOS

Boabab tree outside of Lake Manyara in Tanzania - photo © Amber Huntoon

Cacti in a rain drop - photo © Laurence Garvie

MISCELLANEA
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.

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 designer 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?

THE POINT OF MISCELLANEA

This page is reserved for news snippets, announcements, items for
sale etc. 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 medium-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. If necessary I will adjust contrast, color, etc.
Email contributions to lgarvie@cox.net

NAME BADGES

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

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
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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
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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 principal 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.

