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Coryphantha dasyacantha
found in New Mexico

...and the cacti at Anthony Gap
Coryphantha
dasyacantha,
never previously
documented in
New Mexico, is
found around
Anthony Gap
in Doña Ana
County, along
with other small,
rare cacti.

Doña Ana County’s
Organ Mountains,
in south central
New Mexico, are
a great place for
exploring. These
wonderful, rugged mountains, a
one hour drive north of El
Paso, loom over the sleepy
town of Las Cruces to the
west and White Sands to the
northeast. I have travelled over
most of this range, but I had
never before hiked the portion of the Franklin Mountains
in New Mexico, immediately
south of the Organ Mountains.
The Franklins reportedly hold
such gems as Coryphantha
sneedii and C. dasyacantha
(both sometimes placed in the
segregate genus Escobaria).
Anthony Gap is an historically
well-known locale for C. snee
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Clockwise from top left: • Echinocereus coccineus on the steep slope
leading to the saddle—an unusual habitat for this species, which is more
commonly found on more gently sloped alluvial fans. • Opuntia sp
(O. dulcis?). • Echinocereus dasyacanthus. • The consistently lemonyellow flowers indicate that this population of Echinocereus dasyacanthus
does not consist of hybrids with the sympatric E. coccineus.
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dii, but C. dasya
cantha has never
been documented
from Anthony Gap,
nor anywhere else
in New Mexico.
The Franklins, the
Organ Mountains,
and
subsequent
chains at least as
far north as the
Sandias overlooking
Albuquerque, are
fault block mountains
formed by the slow
spreading of the Rio
Grande Fault. The
Franklin Mountains
are unusual, however, in that they
possess some preCambrian rocks and
are home to several
taxa of cacti whose
northwestern limit
occurs here or nearby at Bishops Cap
and Pyramid Peak,
which form “islands”
at the southern terminus of the Organ
Mountains and are
separated from the
Franklin Mountains
by the few kilometers of Fillmore Gap.
On 1 May 2005,
following the Rio
Grande, we exited
Interstate 10 just
north of the westernmost town in
Texas, the rural
farming community of Anthony. We
drove New Mexico
State Road 404 east
towards Chaparral,
but exited the road
five or six kilometers west of I-10 in
Anthony Gap, a valley lying between
the North Franklin
Mountains and the
Franklin Mountains
proper. Anthony
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Left A large specimen of Echinocereus dasyacanthus. Right Echinocereus viridiflorus, showing flowers
and fruits on areoles produced over several successive years. Greenish flowers are typical of the species, with somewhat more brownish flowers in this, subspecies cylindricus.

Gap is also in New Mexico about one kilometer
north of the Texas border, between Anthony
Nose and North Anthony Nose, at 32˚01′N,
106˚31′W and at an elevation of about 1300
meters. After opening the rustic barbed wire
gate on the south side of State Road 404, we
drove along the jeep track for roughly one-third
of a kilometer before having to park the car at
an arroyo too steep for our car. Parking here was
not much of a set-back, though, as the jeep track
appeared to be impassable, even for more offroad vehicles, just a little further on. The hiking
trail was obvious, headed towards the southeast,
and was occasionally posted with BLM (Bureau
of Land Management) signs, although some were
lying on the ground.
The start of the hike yielded some nice
scenery and quite a few cacti and succulents,
though nothing truly unusual. Huge numbers of
Agave lechuguilla (Shin Daggers) throughout
the hike provided a pleasant backdrop, although
they require some concentration when hiking in
shorts and sandals. The other common Agavaceae
members here were Yucca baccata (the Banana
Yucca) and the ubiquitous Dasylirion wheeleri
(Sotol). And as for cacti, the initial part of the
186

hike held the fair share of prickly pears and chollas, including Cylindropuntia imbricata and C.
leptocaulis.
Fortunately, it did not take much walking to
get into more interesting cacti. As we approached
the second, quite pleasant arroyo, we started seeing lots of Echinocereus dasyacanthus, which
supposedly grow in the Organ Mountains, though
I have never seen them there. These plants, with
their fully opened, pure yellow flowers, were easy
to find, and none had other flower colors—such
as pink, magenta, orange or cream—that would
indicate hybridization with E. coccineus2, which
also grows here.
Although not as conspicuous as E. dasyacan
thus, Echinocereus viridiflorus ssp cylindricus
plants were also common along the first part of
the hike. Far from uninteresting, but certainly not
as easy to spot, their flowers are rather small and
either brown or green, and the plants here did not
disappoint. This taxon is unusual in that it flowers
from areoles of varying ages. For instance, a specimen that I have in cultivation flowered this year
from areoles that had been produced anywhere
from one to five years ago. Many of the larger
specimens at Anthony Gap showed the beautifully
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Left A well-watered, brick-red-flowered specimen of Glandulicactus uncinatus ssp wrightii, with
Eschscholzia mexicana in foreground, shows what this cactus can look like in cultivation. Right Coryphantha tuberculosa, seen on our hike but here illustrated by a cultivated plant, has an unusual floral
shape for the genus.
alternating red and white bands of spines that
make this species so attractive. There were a few
large, branched specimens and a curious dead one
that consisted of nothing but a ghost-like cage of
spines with no remaining stem tissue.

Wherever we found limestone we were sure
to encounter a slate-gray to bluish-colored barrel
cactus, Echinocactus horizonthalonius, although
their density was not nearly as high as I have
seen on the south side of the nearby Picacho Peak

Left Echinocactus horizonthalonius, found on limestone outcrops, typically has a slate-gray epidermis
and tufts of wool, in this case, surrounding incipient flowers. Right Coryphantha dasyacantha at the
saddle just inside the New Mexico border.
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of the flower. Not only is the flower shape of C.
tuberculosa unusual, it is also peculiar (at least
in cultivation) in flowering late in the day, from
roughly 4 to 8 PM.

W

Greater Earless Lizard (Cophosaurus texanus).
(which is four kilometers north of the intersection of Interstate 10 and State Highway 70; just
northwest of the Fairacres and Picacho), where it
and Mammillaria grahamii are so dense that you
cannot walk without stepping on them.
Throughout the hike at Anthony Gap there
were also numerous specimens of Coryphantha
(Escobaria) tuberculosa, almost always growing
sympatrically with Echinocactus horizonthalo
nius. None of the C. tuberculosa plants here
were in flower, but I have included a photo of a
cultivated specimen that is supposedly also from
southern New Mexico to show the unique shape

Although not a succulent, the hemi-parasite
Krameria parviflora was everywhere along this
hike—as it is throughout much of the Organ and
Franklin Mountains—and looking even more elegant than usual at Anthony Gap. K Panoramic
view looking northwest from the saddle, one kilometer southeast of Anthony Gap. From foreground
to background are: the trail, Anthony Gap (flat
area), New Mexico State Highway 404 (straight
road running from right to left), North Franklin
Mountains including North Anthony Nose, Organ
Mountains (far right background). The plants in
the foreground are Fouqueiria splendens (Ocotillo)
and flowering specimens of Agave lechuguilla.

e did not want to make this an arduous
hike, especially once we saw that the
trail led to a relatively nearby saddle
in the mountain, where, from previous experience, I suspected the most unusual, small cacti
would be found. This became our goal, and as
the trail grew steeper the wildlife became more
interesting. An out of place pair of Echinocereus
coccineus clumps were found in flower, though
this species usually grows on much flatter, alluvial deposits. As we ascended we saw reptiles
(other than the omnipresent Whiptails), such
as the striking Collared Lizard (Crotaphytus
collaris), too quick for a good picture, and a
Greater Earless Lizard (Cophosaurus texanus),
who was more patiently posed. We also ran into
a curiously grotesque Echinocactus horizontha
lonius that had probably been stepped on by a
cow or horse, but the best was yet to come as we
arrived at the top of the saddle at an altitude of
roughly 1400 meters.
Looking northwest from the saddle there are
beautiful views, and from here you can see many
specimens of Agave lechuguilla, Yucca baccata,
Fouquieria splendens and Dasylirion wheeleri.
Here, old friends from along the trail were in their full
glory, including elegant specimens of Echinocactus
horizonthalonius and Coryphantha tuberculosa.
And it was at the saddle that we finally encountered
Coryphantha dasyacantha, Glandulicactus unci
natus ssp wrightii, and Coryphantha sneedii ssp
sneedii, all within a few meters of one another.
Coryphantha dasyacantha is usually found
much further south along the Rio Grande, in
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Several diminutive specimens of Glandulicactus unci
natus ssp wrightii live at the
saddle. All the plants here looked
the same, with tiny desiccated
stems and brightly variegated
spines. No other plant in this
part of the world looks like this.
However, specimens are usually
much less desiccated and do
not have such dense spination,
so that you can typically see
the epidermis. I gently pushed
on them, and they seemed to
be well rooted (or at least to
have well buried, underground
stems), so why they were so
much more desiccated than the
other plants here was a mystery.
These specimens resemble figure 68 in Clark Champie’s 1974
book4, but with slightly denser
spination.
Several
specimens
of
Coryphantha sneedii ssp snee
dii grew at the saddle, but their
stems were so small that I had
a hard time getting my camera to focus on them. Each
of the largest stems was about
a centimeter in diameter and
1–2 cm long. These were sexually mature specimens, as can
be seen by the flower buds,
but unfortunately none yet had
open flowers.
The only species that I had
hoped to see, but did not, was
Coryphantha sheeri, which I
I Coryphantha sneedii ssp sneedii, here at the Anthony Gap sadhave seen occasionally in the
dle, is endemic to the Franklin Mountains and southernmost tip of
the Organ Mountains. As you can see, even these tiny stems can
Tularosa Basin near Chaparral.
flower.
There was also a conspicuous absence of large cacti at
the vicinity of Big Bend, but is known from the Anthony Gap, such as Ferocactus wislizeni and
Franklin Mountains in Texas2. The few speci- Echinocereus stramineus, but the variety of
mens at the saddle, one kilometer southeast of cacti here exceeded my expectations. And to the
Anthony Gap, were therefore within the suspect- extent that state borders matter in the reporting
ed range for this species, although specimens of plant habitats, New Mexico can add another
have never previously been documented in New cactus to its list. v
Mexico2,3. Based on a BLM sign at the saddle and
the lack of fences, this spot is almost certainly References
in the state, although probably no more than a 1 Thanks to Mike Powell for confirming my identifications of
few hundred meters from the Texas border. Each Coryphantha dasyacantha and Glandulicactus uncinatus ssp wrightii and
stem of the C. dasyacantha plants here were to Sue Bertram for accompanying me on this hike and taking several of
much more robust, more spherical, and spinier the photos. 2 Powell AM, Weedin JF. 2004. Cacti of the Trans-Pecos and
Adjacent Areas. Texas Tech University Press: Lubbock. 3 http://nmrarethan those of C. tuberculosa, though none were plants.unm.edu. 4 Champie C. 1974. Cacti and Succulents of El Paso.
in flower, thwarting unambiguous identification. Abbey Garden Press: Santa Barbara.
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