
Most cacti are easy to grow in southern Arizona,

especially if  you are willing to spare a little bit

of  water for young seedlings in the heat of  mid-sum-

mer (40-45˚C) and can keep the cactus-eating rabbits

at bay.  The large-species of  barrel cacti in my yard will

typically increase their girth by three to five centime-

tres each year, which is nice but nevertheless hardly

extraordinary.  So with such exemplary horticultural

conditions for most cactus species, why would any-

body in southern Arizona ever wish to visit a botanical

garden?  Maybe it is because you expect to see rare

species.  Yet, for the most part, even those are com-

mercially readily available to the average hobbyist.  For

me, the best reason to visit a botanical garden is to see
mature well-grown specimens of  plants that I can usu-
ally only see as seedlings, and for that, the Desert
Botanical Garden in Phoenix is a truly remarkable
place.

The Desert Botanical Garden was established in 1939
and has been at the same location in Papago Park since
its inception.  The garden is located only a few 
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Fig. 1  Stenocereus thurberi.  Notice the new growth for this
season

Fig. 2  Pachycereus pringlei, Fouquieria diguetii (left), Fouquieria
columnaris (background)
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kilometres from Phoenix’s Sky Harbor Airport and is at

the one common boundary between the municipalities

of  Phoenix, Tempe, and Scottsdale.  Most of  their

plants are not as old as the garden itself, but the greater

part have been there for several decades, and in fact,

few changes have taken place over the past decade.

The Desert Botanical Garden focuses primarily on

Sonoran Desert vegetation, and so it only seems fitting

to begin by discussing Sonoran cacti.  The organ pipe

cactus, Stenocereus thurberi is a native of  the Sonoran

Desert, but not quite as far north as Phoenix.  It is

found extensively throughout Sonora and, to a limited

extent, in south-western Arizona.  The closest native

population to Phoenix is a disjunct stand in the

Silverbell Mountains.  Nevertheless, S. thurberi grows

very well in Phoenix, as is evident from some of  the

enormous specimens in the Desert Botanical Garden
(Fig. 1).  The garden also contains several other species
of  Stenocereus, such as S. pruinosus.  

In Latin America, very large, arborescent cacti are
called cardons.  This garden contains a few giant car-
dons, such as Pachycereus pringlei (Fig. 2).  Well, not
quite as giant as in their native stands in the states of
Sonora and Baja California, but nonetheless still
impressive.  The specimens at the garden reached flow-
ering size only about a decade ago, but already produce
a prodigious number of  blooms (Fig. 3).

The Desert Botanical Garden also contains many old
specimens of  the one species of  Pachycereus that is
native to the United States, the senita, P. schottii, some-
times labelled Lophocereus schottii.  In the United States,
this species is only native to a tiny portion of  Organ

Fig. 3  Pachycereus pringlei (cardon)
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Pipe National Park, right
at the Mexican border, but
it does extremely well in
cultivation in Phoenix.
Often large clumps are not
very compact, with several
stems arching crazily in all
directions.  However, the
Desert Botanical Garden
has several tight clumps of
erect stems (Fig. 4).  The
long spines on the flower-
ing portions of  the stems
are stunning (Fig. 5).  The
garden also has many large
clumps of  the weird mon-
strose form of  P. schottii,
like melting green candles
and colloquially known as
the totem pole cactus.  The
Phoenix area is home to a
population of  saguaros,
Carnegiea gigantea, of  which
the garden contains many
specimens that were prob-
ably native.  What is
unique about the garden is
that it can boast several Fig. 4  Pachycereus schottii (senita)

Fig. 5  Detail of the flowering zone of Pachycereus schottii
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cristate saguaros, including ones where the primary
stem started to crest after it was already several
metres tall.  I find the commoner specimens with
only a cristate side branch, or arm, to be just as inter-
esting, especially since such cristate branches pro-
duce seemingly normal flowers (Figs. 6-7).  I have
only found three cristate saguaros in habitat in
Arizona, making the garden’s collection of  cristate
saguaros that much more unusual.

Although the garden does not specialize in cristate
cacti, it does also have cristate specimens of  several
other species in its collection, including those of  two
natives, Mammillaria grahamii (Figs. 8-9) and
Ferocactus wislizeni (Fig. 10).

The Desert Botanical Garden has lots of  nice barrel
cacti, although surprisingly few large specimens,
with the exception of  Echinocactus grusonii and 
E. platyacanthus.  Even the most massive of  the bar-
rels, Ferocactus diguetii is represented by a ‘mere’
metre-tall specimen.  This is not to say that their
specimens are small or in poor condition.  In fact,
they are almost all pristine, flowering-sized speci-
mens.  The relatively large genus Ferocactus is well
represented by such aesthetically appealing Sonoran

Fig. 6  Carnegiea gigantea (saguaro), bearing a cristate stem flowering normally. Fig 7 (inset)  Detail of the flowering cristate stem
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Fig. 8  Mammillaria grahamii.  A large cluster wth cristate flowers

Fig. 9  Mammillaria grahamii in flower
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Desert natives as F. histrix, F. emoryi var. rectispinus (but,

surprisingly, not the nearby native type variety, also

known as F. covillei), and F. gracilis var. coloratus (Front

Cover and Figs. 11 & 12), and several others.  They

also have a fine clump of  the Chihuahuan Desert

native F. hamatacanthus, which, with its dishevelled

spines, has always reminded me of  a clump of  tumble-

weeds (Fig. 13).  In addition to the two previously

mentioned species of  Echinocactus (E. grusonii and 

E. platyacanthus), the garden has a few nice specimens of

the Arizona natives E. horizonthalonius and 

E. polycephalus (Fig. 14), although several of  the latter

species mysteriously crumbled and died over the past

few years.

Although nominally a botanical garden, the plants also

provide a great habitat for desert reptiles.  Whiptails

(Aspidoscelis (Cnemidophorus) spp.) abound.  On a warm

day, you are quite likely to see some of  the desert spiny

lizards, Sceloporus magister (Fig. 15).  Occasionally, I

have even stumbled upon a desert tortoise (Gopherus

agassizii) or a king snake (Lampropeltis sp.).  Once I saw

a gopher snake (Pituophis melanoleucus) amongst a clump

of  various medium to large cereoid species of

Fig. 10  A large crest of Ferocactus wislizeni Fig. 11  Ferocactus emoryi var. rectispinus in fruit

Fig. 12 (left)  Ferocactus gracilis var. coloratus in flower
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Fig. 13  A large cluster of Ferocactus hamatacanthus

Fig. 14  Echinocactus polycephalus
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Fig. 15  Sceloporus magister (desert spiny lizard)

Fig. 16  Several Agave spp., with A. lechuguilla in flower
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Echinopsis.  Mammals also
abound, especially the ground
squirrel, Ammospermophilus har-
risii, misnamed insofar as you
can often find them in the fruit-
ing mesquite trees, and the
ridiculously abundant cottontail 
rabbits (Sylvilagus audobonii) that
eat many of  the smaller unpro-
tected plants.

I have thus far confined atten-
tion to cacti, but that myopia
more reflects my personal inter-
ests rather than the garden’s
focus.  Due to the legacy of
Howard Gentry and subsequent
workers such as Wendy
Hodgson, they have a world-
class collection of  Agave species
(Figs. 16-17).  There are also
some great specimens of  ocotil-
los, genus Fouquieria, including
F. diguetii (Fig. 2), F. columnaris

Fig. 17  Fouquieria columnaris (boojum) and several Agave spp.

Fig. 18  An imposing Yucca rigida
Fig. 19  Beaucarnea recurvata (left) and Alluaudia procera (right)
with inflorescences
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(Figs. 2 & 17), F. macdougalii, F. splendens, a prostrate
specimen of  F. fasciculata, and even the white-flowered
species F. shrevei.  Outside their succulent house, a metal
structure with mesh cloth over it, is a beautiful grove
of  the fast growing Yucca rigida, with its gorgeous
glaucous blue leaves at all stages of  maturity (Fig. 18).
The succulent house is also filled with gems, and two
of  the most spectacular had to have holes carved out in
the mesh to allow passage.  Right next to each other
reside a pony tail palm, Beaucarnea recurvata, and an
Alluaudia procera, both about four or five metres tall and
both in flower simultaneously (Fig. 19).  Please pardon
the image of  these two flowering giants, but I was con-
strained to having to photograph these two gems look-
ing up through the small hole in the roof  with a pock-
et-sized automatic camera.  This A. procera started flow-
ering four years ago.  For the first two years, it only had
a few flowers on one or two inflorescences, but by con-
trast, the last two years’ flowering has been spectacular.

I have also given short shrift to South American cacti,
but this appears to reflect the garden’s historical lack of

interest in these taxa, at least until the collecting trips
made by the late Ted Anderson and by Fred
Kattermann.  The South American cardons in the genus
Echinopsis are just starting to look impressive, but at
least the medium-sized species are putting out fine 

floral displays already
(Fig. 20).  This year, some
of  the Espostoa species
have finally started to
reach flowering size.
Their brand new cephalia
appear to be fast-growing
and the plants in great
condition (Figs. 21-22).
The garden has several
specimens of  flowering-
size, heavily-branched
Stetsonia coryne, including
one with a cristate
branch, and one massive
specimen of  Neocardenasia
herzogiana.  The garden’s
South American cacti will
be something definitely
to watch out for in the
years to come.

The Desert Botanical
Garden has largely left its
plantings unchanged over
recent years, perhaps even
decades, and instead 

Fig. 20  Echinopsis huascha

Fig. 22 (facing page)  Espostoa
baumannii.  Closely related to
E. mirabilis and perhaps the
sameFig. 21  Top of a mature branch of Espostoa lanata
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renovated their parking space and buildings, including
the addition of  the always popular, but seasonal, but-
terfly pavilion.  The one notable exception was the
addition of  a wild-flower garden four years ago.  Even
in just a few years, the wild-flower garden now has a
mature feel to it.  It is largely covered with native wild-
flowers and native conspicuously flowering trees and
shrubs (Fig. 23).  Many of  the more common Arizona

native cacti are peppered throughout the wild-flower
garden.  Smaller cactus species such as Mammillaria gra-
hamii and Echinocereus engelmannii occupy rock walls,
while the larger species (eg Ferocactus cylindraceus,
Carnegiea gigantea, Cylindropuntia fulgida) occupy flat
open spaces.  The wild-flower garden borders the
entrance road to the Desert Botanical Garden, but this
somehow remains quite cryptic, and instead one’s

attention is drawn to the nice views
of  the surrounding Papago Buttes
(Fig. 24).

Make sure to spend a few hours at the
Desert Botanical Garden if  you are in
the Phoenix area.  It is not only an
incredibly easy way to see most of
the native species of  this area, but
also a way to see impressively large
and well-grown specimens of  plants
that most hobbyists could only dream
of  cultivating in their lifetimes.
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Fig. 23  Opuntia violacea, with Encelia farinosa (brittlebush), Larrea tridentata (creosote, background)

Fig. 24  Papago Buttes with Carnegiea gigantea (saguaro), Chilopsis linearis (desert
willow) and Larrea tridentata (creosote)
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