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June is Cactus Month
John Waddington
There is a surprisingly large number of cacti that are hardy in the Okanagan valley.
Usually we think of them as residents of desert areas – Arizona, New Mexico, southern
California, and adjacent areas of Mexico. In fact, they are found throughout North America as far
north as northern Alberta.
Cacti are best looked on as perennial evergreen leafless shrubs. During their evolution
they have discarded leaves and use stems and branches for photosynthesis. Also they have split
the process into two, one which fixes carbon dioxide into organic acids at night when there is
less loss of water through open stomates, and the other part during the day when their stomates
are closed but light is used to complete the process. Their cells contain mucilaginous materials
with a strong water-retaining capacity. The winter-hardy ones avoid winter damage by losing
water in fall to concentrate the cell contents into a very effective antifreeze. Old parts of the
plant do not change in appearance but the newest growth wilts during fall and recovers when
water is taken up as the weather warms up in spring.
Visually cacti divide into two groups, based on their growth style. One group, the
Opuntias, typically called Prickly Pear Cacti, grow in a branching form, some with stem segments
several centimetres long and wide but only a half-centimetre thick, producing a very flattened
appearance. Others with stem segments several centimetres long but less than a third of that
wide and thickness half the width, producing an oval cross-section. Still others have cylindrical
stem segments, and recently have been separated into a Cylindropuntia group. New growths
develop mostly from the tips of the previous year’s growth, and have needle-like short leaves
that drop off as the new growths mature. Flowers also develop at the tips of the previous year’s
growth, open in June and last for only a couple of days. Most of this group have spines, and all
have glochids – those fine hairs that penetrate the skin and are very irritating and difficult to see
to remove. In this group, many selections have been made by individuals, based on flower colour
and size, spine colour and size, and stem segment colour and size. As well, much natural
hybridization has taken place and some artificial crossing also. As a result, flower colour and
size, degree of spininess, and size of the stem segments are not reliable guides for identifying an
individual plant to its correct species. It may not be possible to be certain because of the great
variation in all features usually used. Plants are often mislabelled in local nurseries, which
doesn’t matter much because they stock only those found to be hardy in our climate.
The second group have an unbranched stem, looking a bit like a barrel or short round
post, with a single growing point in a slight depression at the top. Some will develop a cluster of

barrels around the original one at ground level. Each barrel grows a little taller and fatter each
growing season: often the increase is barely noticeable. There is no above-ground branching. All
have spines, none have glochids, none have leaves. Some produce a ring of flowers at the top of
the stem. Others produce flowers along the sides of the stem. The flowers of some are very large
in relation to the size of the plant. Flowers usually last a few days, perhaps a week. This group
also have been selected for flower or spine characters which some collector found attractive,
and there is a wide range of choices available in some nurseries.
In a garden setting, they rarely need extra water except occasionally when establishing
them. Do plant them in sunny areas. Do not plant them next to a pathway. Brushing against them
or falling into one can be very painful experience. Weeding around them can also be a painful
experience. Otherwise they can be ignored most of the time, and admired at flowering time for
the beautiful albeit short-lived flowers they produce.

Descriptions of cacti that have proven hardy in
my garden for at least 5 years
Brittle Prickly Pear (Opuntia fragilis)
A perennial mat- or clump-forming
cactus, native to much of North America
from Ontario to British Columbia and
south to Texas. It grows on a great
range of sites from sea level to 3,400 m,
and can survive extremes of both hot
and cold temperatures from -50 to +50
C. It is common in dry, rocky, southfacing areas in the Okanagan, and is
extremely drought-tolerant.
The stem sections typically are 2-5
cm long, cylindrical to almost round in
cross-section, usually widening slightly
toward the tip. The stem sections easily
detach and the spines attach to passersby such as deer, coyotes, and your
shoes, and are carried off to other
locations where they root and grow
into new plants. Anyone who has wandered around native areas such as Kalamoir Park has
likely collected some.
Flowers are yellow, about 3 cm diameter, in June. Opinions suggest that some plants
produce few flowers, but this could be a result in whole or in part caused by the growing
conditions.
It prefers rocky, sandy or gravely soils, but can also flourish on silty, loamy, or clayey soils.
It is tolerant of salt-affected, alkaline, and solodized soils. It will survive in almost any dry
situation. An excellent cactus for a dryland south-facing slope or rock garden.

Hardy to zone 2, maybe zone 1, although this will depend on the original location of the
particular plant. It is usually better to obtain plants from a similar climate zone to the one
where the plant will be grown.

Eastern Prickly Pear (Opuntia humifusa)
Perennial native to eastern
North America from Florida to
Ontario on rocky bluffs, sand
dunes, and dry rocky or sandy
grasslands. The usual range of
hardiness according to its native
area. Best to ensure that the
Ontario native is chosen for
using here.
Stem segments bright green,
solidly attached, circular to
somewhat wider towards the tip,
5–17 × 4–12 cm in size, less than
a half centimetre thick. Spines
often absent or 1–2 per areole.
Glochids in a dense tuft.
Flowers usually pale to bright
yellow throughout, 3-5 cm
diameter, occasionally slightly
reddish near centre. Fruits redpurple when mature, up to 5 cm
in size, sweet under ideal conditions, edible. Native Americans ate the fruits fresh, cooked or
dried for winter.
Grow in dry, sandy, or gravelly soil in full sun. Tolerates clay soil with good drainage. The
plant becomes scraggly as the pads lose water before winter and flatten to the ground even more
than during the growing season, greening up and perking up again in spring. Hardy to zone 5.
Problems that may occur - pad rots, zonate leaf spot, black spot, mealybugs, and scale
insects. Also bacterial soft rot and viruses. Any problems are usually caused by too much
moisture in the soil.
Often identified as Opuntia compressa, a synonym.

Sand Prickly Pear (Opuntia polyacantha)
This pricklypear occurs on dry sites in 22 central and western states and provinces. It is
common in the Great Plains, Great Basin, and Southwest USA. In its natural range it survives
throughout an immense range of temperatures.
The plant appears in a wide range of types, sizes, shapes, colours and spininess. Multiple
varieties have been proposed. Some are accepted by modern authorities and some require

further study. The plant in this picture
appears to be Opuntia polyacantha var.
arenaria, which grows in sand in the
Arizona – New Mexico boundary area.
Equally, or perhaps more likely, it is a
variant or hybrid of Opuntia polyacantha
var. polyacantha, the Plains Pricklypear.
Opuntia polyacantha grows up to 40
centimetres tall, forming low mats which
may be 2–3 metres wide. Its succulent
green pads are oval or circular and reach
27 by 18 centimetres wide. Its areoles are
tipped with woolly brown fibers and
glochids. Many of the areoles have spines
which are quite variable in size and shape,
and are slightly barbed. They may be 0.4 to
18.5 centimetres in length, stout or thin, straight or curling, and any of a variety of colors.
The flowers are 2.5 to 4 centimetres wide. Flower colour varies between plants, and may
be yellow or magenta or every colour between. The fruit is cylindrical, brownish, dry at maturity
and is covered with barbed spines.
It is fully hardy in the Okanagan in Canadian zone 6, probably in zone 5, possibly in zone 4.

Missouri Prickly Pear (Opuntia macrorhiza)
A low, sprawling perennial cactus
native to the central U.S.A, less than 30-40
cm high, often with tuber-like swollen
roots to 2.5 cm thick.
The pads are dark green, glabrous,
usually waxy-looking, fleshy to flabby,
often cross-wrinkled with stress, obovate
to subcircular, 5-11 cm long, 3.5-7.5 cm
broad. Along with the usual glochids,
there are 1-3 main spines from areoles in
the upper portions of pads. The lowest
spine may point downwards, whereas the
other two project outward or upward.
Spines are pale tan-white to red-brown,
rather stout (about 0.5 mm in diameter near base),
Flowers are vary in size, 5-8 cm in diameter. They are usually yellow with sharply defined
orange or red centres and papery petals. Stigmas and style are cream-colored or pale green.
Anthers are yellow with filaments cream-colored distally and greenish basally. Fruits are
variable and may be greenish, orange, or red with a sour taste. Spines are rare on fruits.
The plant is native to dry plains and open woods. It prefers sandy, gravelly, rocky soils in
full sun. As a species it is quite variable, and several forms are recognised in the literature on it.
It has always stirred controversy about its correct identification.

Hardy to zone 6 though this will depend on the source of the plant, more northerly
selections will be hardier.
It is a good garden plant because it is tough and not too large. Many garden forms exist
with different flower colors.

Bulrush Canyon Prickly Pear (Opuntia pinkavae)
A small prickly pear species
native to a small area in
northern Arizona and
southern Utah, in sunny
locations in grasslands, on the
edges of pinyon-juniper
woodlands, on sandy or
limestone soils.
It has ascending to prostrate
pads to 10-25 cm tall. Pads are
not easily detached, and are
green, flattened, and narrowly
to broadly obovate (oval but
wider towards the tip). Pads
are 6 to 15 cm long and 3 to 10
cm wide. Usually there are 1 to
4 spines in the distal 25% to
50% of the pads, but
sometimes up to 75% of a pad can have areoles with spines. Spines point outward to downwards,
may be up to 50 to 70 mm long, and are whitish at maturity sometimes with brown bases.
Flowers open fairly wide, are generally pink to magenta and 2 to 5 cm diameter. Yellow to
red-orange to magenta filaments, yellow anthers, white style with green stigmas.
The fruits are 2 to 3 cm long and about 2 cm wide, dry at maturity, though they may take a
long period to dry fully.
Drought-tolerant; fully hardy in the Okanagan, suitable for xeriscaping. Grows best in full
sun. Will tolerate partial shade. Do not overwater.
In the trade, it may be found under the name Opuntia kaibabensis or Opuntia basilaris
var. woodburyi.

Cane Cholla, Tree Cholla (Cylindropuntia imbricata)
Cylindropuntia imbricata, the cane cholla is a cactus found in the arid regions of the
Southwestern United States and northern Mexico, including some cooler regions in comparison
to many other cacti.
The plant consists of much-branched cylindrical stems, the end joints being 2 to 3 cm in
diameter, up to 30 cm long, and hard to detach. The stems have a pattern of long oval lumps
(tubercles) that give the stems a rope-like appearance . A typical height is about 1 m but

exceptionally it can grow to 4 m. Width is often
similar to or somewhat greater than the height.
Stems are much branched, in a star- or
crown-like pattern, some branches produce
flowers, others vegetative growth, once per year.
The stems are armed with clusters of up to about
10 red to pink spines, which may be 3 cm long and
are barbed and sharp enough to easily penetrate
leather gardening gloves. Also there are many
glochids about 1 mm long that detach easily.
This species blooms in June or early July.
The flowers are purple or magenta, rarely rosepink, about 5 cm wide with numerous yellow
stamens. There is reputedly a white-flowered
version. Leafcutter bees have been observed to
pollinate the flowers. Very attractive to all bees.
The fruits are yellowish when mature,
tubercular like the stems, and shaped something
like a cone, with a hollow at the wide end where
the flower fell off; they are often mistaken for
flowers. The plant retains them all winter. They
remain fleshy but are dry and not edible.
Drought tolerant, excellent shrub for
xeriscape gardens, but do not plant near
pathways. Prefers full sun. Will tolerate light
shade, but probably won’t flower as reliably.
Hardy to zone 5, probably to zone 4.

Plateau Cholla (Cylindropuntia whipplei)
Cylindropuntia whipplei is a cactus found over a large range from the southern tip of
Nevada, across northern Arizona, to northwestern New Mexico, and into adjacent portions of
Utah and Colorado. The species has a lot of variation in size. Most of the selections chosen for
garden cultivation are compact, forming a low mat sparingly to much branched, 30-50 cm tall
or less and can spread to several metres in diameter. The much-branched cylindrical stem
sections are 5-30 cm long, 1 cm thick and covered with tubercles (small, wart-like projections)
with lots of spines: white to pinkish tan, needle-like; 7 to 14 per areole.
Flowers are about 5 cm diameter, usually greenish yellow, cup shaped
Fruits are fleshy and remain green a long time and then become yellowish when ripe,
usually the following year.
Grow in full sun in sandy, well-drained soil. Drought tolerant. Extra water not needed
although it will tolerate more water than many cacti. Hardy to zone 5. No notable diseases or
pests.

It is a durable and easy-to-care-for
plant, tolerating more water than many cacti.
One selection available locally is densely
covered in glass-white spines that glow when
backlit.
It will hybridize with C. imbricata. The
offspring are intermediate in all respects.

Santa Fe Cholla
(Cylindropuntia x viridiflora)
Santa Fe Cholla is found in only a few
locations around Santa Fe, New Mexico.
Plants are shrubby, to about 0.8 m in height
and about 2 meters across, producing whorls
of up to 7 new joints each year at the tips of
the stems and branches. Each joint is 10-15
cm long and about 2 cm diameter with lots of
spines and is fairly easy to
detach. Joints have about 8 rows
of
longitudinally
elongate
tubercles, each tubercle about
1.5-2 cm long and bearing an
areole near the apical end.
Spines are apically barbed, 2-8
per areole on young stems, often
more on older stems, 2-2.5 cm
long, mostly brownish, with a
pale-purplish,
pinkish,
or
brownish loose sheath.
Flowers develop at tips of
branches in clusters of 3 to 8, 3.5
to 4.5 cm long including ovary.
The flowers are cup-shaped, 2-3
cm diameter, apricot in colour, produced in late June – early July in the Okanagan.
Fruits are strongly tuberculate, with a deep depression where the dead flower detaches.
They remain fleshy, but are not edible.
Grow in full sun. Drought tolerant but accepts occasional summer water. Should be in a
dry area for winter. Easy to multiply from detached joints. Allow to dry for a few days before
planting.
It has spent several winters in zone 6 in a fairly sheltered spot, without damage. It is
worth trying in zone 5.

Some taxonomists consider it a true species. In the Santa Fe area it reproduces primarily
by seed and is distinct. There are places where C. whipplei and C. imbricata grow together and
produce hybrids that have reduced fertility (few or no seeds). They are more varied in all
features and do not look precisely like C. viridiflora around Santa Fe. The plant in the picture is
probably a hybrid.

Pincushion Cactus (Coryphantha vivipara)
Common pincushion cactus is a
perennial, leafless plant with numerous
spine-bearing tubercles forming the
surface of the plant. Spines can be just
about any colour from white to pinkish to
grey to brown, and plant selections can
sometimes be found based on spine
colour. Over time offsets are produced
that increase the diameter of the plant to
perhaps 30 cm (12 in). It is native over
much of western North America and there
are several ecotypes or varieties. The
more southerly types form a small barrel;
the northerly types much shorter and
more of a lens-shape, almost flat to the
ground. The most Northerly type is native
in the Southern Canadian prairies and is
hardy to at least zone 3.
Once established it needs no extra water, and may rot if too much is used. Watering once
at planting and once or twice more during the first summer should suffice.
The 2-cm wide flowers are funnel-shaped and pink to reddish-purple. One to several are
produced in mid-late May, depending on the size of the plant. They mature into fleshy brown
fruits.
In the prairies this cactus is inconspicuous until it flowers, so don’t kneel or sit on the
ground where it may be growing!
It goes under several Latin names - Coryphantha vivipara, Escobaria vivipara, Mamillaria
vivipara, and several variety names which appear to indicate the region where the variety is
found in nature.

Mountain Ball Cactus (Pediocactus simpsonii)
This species has the widest distribution of any Pediocactus, and is found at the highest
elevation. throughout much of the mountainous west USA. It is found generally higher in
elevation and cooler and moister conditions than most other cacti. It can be found growing in a
wide variety of habitats and is frequently concealed under larger vegetation, plant litter and
grasses.

Generally a single ovoid or globular stem
that is 2.5-15 cm tall and 2.5-15 cm in
diameter, but occasionally forms small
clusters. An exceedingly variable species:
some taxonomists recognize several varieties.
Spirally arranged tubercles, conical about 5
to 15 mm long with areoles containing smooth,
relatively hard spines at the tips. Sometimes
the spines almost obscure the surface of the
plant.
Flowers are 2 to 2.5 cm diameter, bell
shaped with scales and outer tepals minutely
toothed and somewhat shredded or entire and
often wavy. Colour varies from one plant to
another between almost white to dark pink or
straw-yellow. The buds and flowers originate
in a small circle near the apex of the plant. In
the Okanagan it flowers in late April.
Fruits are almost spherical to short
cylindric 6-11 × 5-10 mm, green at first, turning tan, drying reddish brown and splitting along
the side when mature. Seeds are gray to black, 2-3 × 1.5-2 mm.
Grow in full sun. Can tolerate afternoon shade. Extra water not usually needed.
Hardy to Canadian zone 5, probably zone 4, worth trying in zone 3.
A very attractive little cactus in a xeriscape garden.

Fendler's Hedgehog Cactus (Echinocereus fendleri)
Echinocereus fendleri (pinkflower hedgehog
cactus, Fendler's hedgehog cactus) grows in deserts and
woodlands in the Southwestern United States and
Northeastern Mexico It is most common in New Mexico.
The species has an erect oval or cylindrical stem,
usually single but sometimes forming a clump of several
spreading stems. The stem may reach 7.5 to 30
centimeters in maximum height. There are up to 16
spines per areole, generally in shades of brown and
white, or white with a brown stripe.
The showy flower is almost any shade of pink,
from nearly white to deep maroon. It can be 11
centimeters long and wide, large for the size of the plant.
The fruit is red and a few centimeters long.
Drought-tolerant. Needs no extra water. Grow in
full sun. Hardy to at least zone 5.
There are an indefinite number of (mostly)
unnamed geographic races.

The Enduring Cactus
Alicja Paradzic
“If God would choose a plant to represent Him, I think he would choose of all plants the
cactus…It does not complain when the sun bakes its back or the wind tears it from the cliff or
drowns it in dry sand of the desert or when it is thirsty. It protects itself against danger, but
harms no other plant… It is the plenty of patience and solitude, love and madness, ugliness and
beauty, toughness and gentleness.”
-Bryce Courtney, The Power of One

Upon seeing my first Saguaro Cactus (Carnegiea gigantea) I instantly fell in love. Those
tall sentinels with outstretched arms marching up and down the hills of the Sonoran Desert
were like a sight from another world. Absolutely beautiful.
A visit to the Botanical Gardens in Phoenix taught me a lot about this wonderful plant.
First of all, it is found only in the Sonoran Desert, which includes about 120,000 square miles of
California and Arizona, most of Baja California and half of the state of Sonora, Mexico. They are
not found any further north than this area and not above an elevation of about 3500 feet. This
is because they can handle frost for only a few hours.
They are a protected species under Arizona State Law and are safeguarded as a state
treasure. A permit must be acquired to move or remove them.
The average Saguaro has about five arms and is about 30 feet tall. The tallest Saguaros
are about 200 years old. Saguaros can grow to over 50 feet tall, and can reach up to 70 feet.
They grow slowly. It takes about 75 years before they grow their first arm. At this point they
are about 15 feet tall.
Saguaro cacti are cylindrical with accordion-pleated ridges. The ridges are lined with
clusters of 2” spines. The pleats allow the Saguaro to expand as it absorbs water. A Saguaro can
hold about a ton of water. Photosynthesis occurs in a thin layer of chlorophyll-containing cells
below the epidermis (skin).
The root system of a saguaro is very shallow. There is a tap root that is only about three
feet deep. Smaller roots radiate out horizontally at a depth of about 4” as far as the Saguaro is

tall. The length of these shallow roots and the fact that they wrap themselves around rocks and
other formations, not only gives them enormous capability to absorb moisture when it rains, but
also add stability to the saguaro.
The saguaro flowers once every year, typically in May and June. Not all the saguaro cactus
flowers bloom at the same time; several per day will bloom over a period of about a month.
Saguaro blooms open at night and last through to the next day. The flower is about a three-inchwide cluster of creamy white petals around a dense group of yellow stamens on about a fourinch-long stem. The saguaro has more stamens per flower than any other cactus flower. The
flowers secrete a very sweet nectar into the flower tubes.
A Saguaro can only be fertilized by pollen from another cactus. The pollen attracts birds,
bats, bees and insects which go from Saguaro to Saguaro to enjoy the sweet nectar. If fertilization
has taken place, a fruit will begin to form at the base of the flower.
And now for the most interesting bits about the Saguaro. It is home and food for a wide
range of birds and animals. It provides nectar for bats and bees and the fruit provides food for
birds, bats, mammals and insects during the hot dry summer when food supply is scarce.
Wodpeckers drill holes in the Saguaro to get to the water stored inside. The Saguaro seals
off the hole with scar tissue to prevent water loss. But the Saguaro is home to many birds. The
gilded flicker and Gila woodpecker excavate nest cavities inside the Saguaro's pulpy flesh. When
a woodpecker abandons a cavity, elf owls, screech owls, purple martins, finches and sparrows
may move in.
Hawks and even wrens build stick nests among the arms of large Saguaros. In turn, ravens
and great horned owls may take over an abandoned hawk’s nest.
And at the base of the Saguaro, pack rats, jackrabbits, mule deer and bighorn sheep will
eat a young saguaro's flesh when other water sources are not available. The smaller desert
creatures will even create homes inside the base of this cactus.
When you envision all the creature activity in even one of these cacti, the Saguaro gives a
whole new meaning to Condominium living.
(I have seen one about 4ft tall in a garden in Sedona. Probably as far outside their range as
they can survive. Too bad they are not hardy in the Okanagan. JW)

Open Gardens?
First of all, we hope that you are keeping well and taking care of yourselves and your
loved ones.
During the last weeks, I noticed that the gardens in my neighbourhood looked well kept
and prettier than ever before. During these uncertain times, people seem to find a way to forget
the stress by handling their plants. In many of their backyards, now one can find veggie patches
which the owners watch with pride and excitement. I am sure that the majority of our members
spend more time in their gardens than during previous seasons.
Even if the future is still unpredictable, the Club Directors feel, with certain rules and
regulations, we slowly can start opening our gardens and let us all enjoy their beauties. The
required rules and restrictions (Numbers and Distance) set by the Provincial Health Officer Dr.
Bonnie Henry, would be strictly followed.
If you are feeling comfortable opening your garden under under those conditions, please
contact Gudrun Hohenwarter ph: 250-765-5092, email: gudrunhohenwarter0@gmail.com or
Shirley De Goes ph: 778-797-0300, email: shirley.degoes@gmail.com

Veggies for Dinner?

Poppies for after dinner?

