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 P R E S I D E N T ’S  M E S S A G E    

G reetings and Happy New Year! I 

just returned last evening from a 

road trip which took me to Texas and 

back, seeing many beautiful places 

along the way and meeting my two 

sweet great nieces, ages 3 1/2 and 9 

months. I rented a small motor home 

and camped out at Picacho Peak in AZ, 

Palo Duro Canyon in Texas, and 

wrapped up the trip watching the full 

moon in Joshua Tree National Park. 

Lots of great walks amongst the 

amazing desert plants. Look for some 

pictures elsewhere in this newsletter. 

 

It was wonderful to see so many of you 

at the 2023 Holiday Party! I always 

enjoy this event and think this year was 

one of the best ever! The gift exchange 

table was packed with a fantastic 

selection of plants and many people 

came away with big smiles—thanks to 

all who participated in this fun activity. 

The gift plants and live auction 

selections were all wonderful and 

varied; thanks to Kelly Griffin for 

putting it all together and to those who 

donated plants, including Western 

Cactus (Ed Delollis), Botanic Wonders 

(Al Klein), Peter Walkowiak, Altmans 

Plants (Kelly Griffin), and Gnosis (Dean 

Karras). Special Thanks to Gary 

Vincent for his ever-popular hand-

made bird houses, and Sherman Blench 

and Miriam Parent for such festive 

table decorations. Besides the table 

decorations, many fun (and funny) 

items were donated to the silent 

auction; thanks to Chuck Ramey, 

Candy Garner, Donna Roden, Lynn 

Elliot, Rick Bjorklund, Tricia Bostard, 

Chris Miller and Ken Blackford for 

your generous donations. And, what is 

a party without libations? Thanks to 

Herb & Anna Stern for providing and 

tending the wine bar! All in all it was a 

wonderful day. A final thanks to those 

who were there to the end cleaning 

up—I can’t remember who all was 

there, but the place looked great by the 

time we left. 

 

My favorite part of this annual event is 

the opportunity to recognize members 

who have made considerable 

contributions to our organization and 

this year I was pleased to recognize 

Tina Zucker, our Zoom master, and 

Dean Karras, show coordinator as 

Volunteers of the Year. Michelle 

Heckathorn was awarded a Life 

Membership for her many years of 

service tending the exchange table at 

meeting and regularly doing Plant of 

the Month presentations. Thanks again 

to you all for what you do!  

 

January will be an important meeting 

with all our regular activities as well as 

important information about the 

February Show and Sale! we have 

made some changes and considerations 

about plants to be shown - putting a 

strong emphasis on Winter growers so 

be sure to show up on January 13 and 

get the info! 

 

Best wishes, be well, 

  

Pam Badger 
December 27, 2023 
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Volunteer of the year 

Tina Zucker 

               

Volunteer of the year 

Dean Karras 

2023 Life member 

Michelle Heckathorn 
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ABOUT OUR SPEAKER 

Philippe de Vosjoli has raised caudiciform 

and pachycaul plants on and off since the 

1970s when he first saw specimens of ant 

plants (Hydnophytum and Myrmecodia 

species) at Jerry Horne ’s nursery in Florida. 

In the 80s, while in graduate school, he 

partnered with Richard Wagner in a part -

time business in Massachusetts that 

specialized in unusual plants, including 

caudexed succulents they imported from 

Africa. After moving to California in 1985 to 

pursue his interest in developing methods for 

keeping and breeding amphibians and 

reptiles, he attended several of the southern 

California cactus and succulent shows, which 

reignited his interest in these plants. As an 

author and publisher of a magazine and over 

40 books on the husbandry and propagation 

of amphibians and reptiles, he decided to try 

his hand at writing a plant book on 

caudiciforms and pachycauls titled 

“Pachyforms”,  which became a category 

bestseller. During that time, he also 

befriended Rudy Lime, a pioneer of SOMA 

(Succulents as a Medium of Art, a term 

coined by Rudy) and they worked together to 

co-author the book “Bonsai Succulents”.  He 

has just finished a new expanded edition of 

“Pachyforms”, which will be available at the 

meeting.   

ABOUT OUR SPEAKER TOPIC:  

“I coined the term ‘pachyforms ’  to describe 

plants that develop proportionately large and 

thick bodies, species that include caudiciform 

(forming caudex-like bodies) and pachycaul 

(thick trunked/body) succulents. Because 

many of these plants look otherworldly and 

like living sculptures, they have become 

increasingly popular in recent years, often 

making up a significant portion of cactus and 

succulent shows and ranking among the best 

investment plants. In fact, just adding the 

term ‘caudex’  in an online plant description 

will increase the number of views or clicks in 

social media groups and digital marketplaces 

(whether the plant develops a caudex or not).  

“My talk will focus on the physical and 

botanical features of these plants and 

aspects of their ecologies that are important 

for their cultivation but not widely known. 

That knowledge can increase long-term 

success and produce plants with characters 

that more closely resemble plants in nature. 

In addition to plants in cultivation, I plan to 

show plants in the wild photographed by Rob 

Skillin, a significant contributor to the 

expanded edition of Pachyforms.” 
 

SEE YOU ON JANUARY 13, 2024! 

U P C O M I N G  G U E S T  S P E A K E R  

JANUARY 13 SPEAKER 

PHILIPPE DE VOSJOLI 

“PACHYFORMS: AN 
INTRODUCTION TO SOME OF 
THE MOST EXTRAORDINARY 

PLANTS ON PLANET EARTH.” 

https://www.sdcss.net/meetings
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J A N UA RY  C O F F E E  I N  T H E  G A R D E N  

Who: Rick Bjorklund & Kevin Hosmer  When: January 20 from 9 am – 4 pm 

Where: 4728 Allied Road, San Diego  Phone: 619-417-5008 Note: Cash only, please 

We are excited to finally host a Coffee in the Garden / Succulent Garden Party again after a long hiatus due 

to the pandemic. Our garden is often a congested laboratory as Rick is an avid collector of unusual 

succulents and cacti and leading to rearranging to fit in new acquisitions while Kevin selectively hybridizes 

(Haworthias, dwarf Aloes, Agaves) and plants most any seeds available! 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It’s been a busy time in the garden recently. Except for the raised beds in the rear, almost every area has 

been remodeled. Out front, there is now a sea of echeverias and relatives beneath palo verde ‘Desert 

Museum’, a grouping of mostly toothless blue Agave titanota/ A. oteris, and variegated adolescent Agave 

ovatifolias ‘Killer’ and ‘Jack Frost’. A cluster of young Agave vilmoriniana ‘Stained Glass’ should mature into 

a multi-headed clump which can be a spectacular way to grow them. They should ultimately bloom with 

multiple spires of spiraling flowers along each towering inflorescence. Anticipated cool, rainy weather 

should incite a number of bi-colored aloes to bloom in January including A. cryptopoda, A. lutescens, and 

‘Vulcan’s Fire’, along with a growing collection of yellow and pink flowered Othonnas, and various 

mesembs (mostly afternoon bloomers). Other winter growers are waking up, including Aeoniums, 

Kalanchoes, and Crassulas. The garden includes many other genera of succulents, many of which have 

interesting and sometimes unique architectures. There are larger cacti plantings both in the front and rear 

with many interspersed South African bulbs. Most plants are labeled so visitors can identify plants they 

may wish to add to their own gardens. There will be likely be a guest speaker/vendor and plants for sale .  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We hope you drop by to chat about gardening and plants, party with fellow attendees and us, and have 

some beverages and Rick’s homemade appetizers and desserts! 
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Did you enjoy our June Show and Sale? Are you ready to step up and take a more active role? Chris 

Miller, our VP and Chairperson of the Sale, is looking for an assistant / trainee. Chris has been running 

the sale for 20 years and has it down to a science, which is why our sales go so smoothly. She is looking 

for someone to train and begin learning this position. Chris is a great mentor and is looking for 

someone with good organizational and people skills to eventually take over and carry on for a few 

years.  

If interested, please contact Chris: c.miller@cox.net 

G E T I N VO LV E D  I N  T H E  W I N T E R  S H OW  

 

Don’t miss out on important news from us! 

Over the years, many of our members have changed their emails and mailing addresses. We'd 

like to update our catalog of membership info to have all of your correct emails and addresses 

for reaching out to you in the future. This easy survey takes just moments to fill out.  

Thanks for helping us keep your records up-to-date!    

PLEASE VISIT THIS LINK TO GET STARTED 

U P DAT E  YO U R  CO N TAC T  I N F O  

mailto:c.miller@cox.net
https://forms.gle/7wgQw1ngHLdPSDGS8
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W I N T E R  G R O W E R S  

     “Many years ago my mom, who lived in Minnesota, bought a 

small cactus while on a vacation to California. She kept the cactus 

in a small pot in the windowsill of her kitchen. She followed the 

weather in Phoenix, Arizona, and whenever it rained there she 

watered it.” Thusly someone recounted to me at our club’s Show 

& Sale last June, after asking me for care instructions on a 

specific cactus I was selling. Evidently, the answer I gave was not 

concise enough for her liking. I find this anecdote amusing for 

many reasons. Despite its simplistic and flawed logic on many 

levels—not least of all the assumption that Phoenix’s 

precipitation patterns somehow represent an optimal watering 

regimen for all cacti regardless of origin, because, you know, 

Arizonia=cacti—the endearing naivete of this idea nonetheless 

speaks to a thoughtful insight on knowing when to water a 

particular plant. Where does the plant originate from? And when 

does it experience precipitation or moisture in its habitat of 

origin?           

     When I began growing cacti and succulents as a hobby 16 

years ago, as with most beginners, my growing protocol was to 

treat all of the succulent plants in my collection with the same 

care; pot them all in a well-drained mix, expose them to ample 

sun (half-day plus), water them weekly when it was hot (or check 

to see that the soil is mostly dry between waterings), and be 

relatively stingier with water in the cooler months, with a dry 

rest in winter. At the time I was living in the East Bay Area, an 

extremely forgiving climate for growing most plants owing to its 

moderate temperatures regulated by coastal currents and 

atmospheric moisture. The plants themselves told me what little 

more information I needed for their care: the size and rate of 

growth of each plant would dictate which pot to use and how 

often to repot.  

     In the winter I always carefully tucked my succulents under 

covered patios and eaves or packed them near my windowsill 

inside to wait out the winter months dry before I would resume 

watering them in the spring. That’s because when I was still a 

 
DEMYSTIFYING 

WINTER GROWERS 
BY DEAN KARRAS 

Dudleya pulverulenta in the snow 
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W I N T E R  G R O W E R S  

neophyte in the cult of succulent growing hobbyists not so many years ago, I was ignorant about 

the existence of winter-growing succulents. Those (unbeknownst to me at the time) "winter 

growers," which I managed not to kill by depriving them of water during their seasons of active 

growth, always failed to grow and perform well for me. It was only after I discovered the 

relevance of understanding seasonal growth periods for specific groups of succulent plants that 

I was finally able to have my winter-growers not only survive, but thrive. Since my epiphany that 

a not-inconsiderable number of succulents grow most actively during the cool winter period, I 

have continued to study and refine my understanding of which succulents fit this category.               

     Let’s first discuss the easy cases: 

those that exhibit telltale signs of 

active winter growth after summer 

dormancy. Some winter-rainfall 

plants exhibit fairly dramatic 

indications that they are waking up 

and are ready to enter their active 

cycle of growth, granted adequate 

moisture. For drought-deciduous 

pachycauls, like those represented 

by Pachycormus discolor and 

Fouquieria columnaris from the 

northern portion of the Baja 

peninsula, or the Tylecodon species 

from South Africa, these plants will 

spontaneously produce leaves after sometimes months of sitting leafless. A lot of geophytic 

bulbs from western South Africa behave similarly, emerging from underground (or above-

ground bulbs, often raised for dramatic effect in cultivation): e.g., Boophane, Brunsvigia, and 

Amaryllis. Some typically summer-deciduous succulents, especially when young, can be kept 

with leaves and growing year-round when granted judicious but not excessive summer 

irrigation, a touch of shade, and respite from hot greenhouse conditions; for example, Dioscorea 

elephantipes frequently behaves this way as a seedling, or grown indoors as a houseplant.               

     However, many other “winter growers” are much more difficult to distinguish than the 

aforementioned. Perhaps frustratingly, there is no easy-reference list one can consult that I 

personally consider to be accurate in all or even most instances. As Fred Dortort remarks in The 

Timber Press Guide to Succulent Plants of the World, “Knowing where a particular succulent plant 

originates provides two significant insights into its needs: its growing season and its range of 

acceptable temperatures. This knowledge makes it possible for a grower to decide, for example, 

whether there is any point in trying to cultivate it outdoors.” (p. 23-4, 2011). Although Dortort is 

elliptically referring to cold hardiness, here he is also speaking about succulent hardiness and 

adaptability in a broader sense too, taking into consideration which plants will not only tolerate 

the wet winters of our Mediterranean climate here in coastal California, but actually prefer 

moisture during the cool season. However, “Simply knowing the country of origin is not 

 

Dudleya edulis 
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W I N T E R  G R O W E R S  

sufficient”, since many larger counties have varied climates. For example, “In Eastern South 

Africa rain generally falls in summer, while in the western part of the country it rains in 

winter.” (ibid.) Therefore, knowing where a plant originates from and cross-referencing that 

information with the location’s seasonal moisture patterns can help you make the 

determination as to which succulent plants are winter growers even where the “cheat sheet” 

lists fail. For nearly every rule about which succulent genera are winter vs. summer growers 

there are exceptions, asterisks, and caveats to these generalizations. I will proceed to share a 

few personal observations on this matter, although I endear the reader to alternately get some 

dirt under their fingernails, as well as consult reference books on the habitats their beloved 

succulents hail from, so as to compile their own observations on the matter.   

     Although I invariably see Sempervivums listed as 

warm-season-growing succulents, in an inland 

climate that experiences hot summers like mine, I 

give them a bit of a break from regular summer 

water and more shade during the hottest months. 

This is where considerations of altitude also come 

into play; not all succulents are desert plants, and 

even some that are hail from high-elevation deserts 

where hot days essentially never occur. But most 

Sempervivums are alpine plants, subsisting off of 

snow melt in the spring. I have observed certain 

higher-elevation cacti, such as opuntioids from the 

South American altiplano (Maihuenia poeppegii, e.g.) 

behave in a similar manner, preferring more shade 

and less water during the hottest months of the 

year despite their high-elevation adaptation to 

intense UV radiation.   

     Haworthias, which are not infrequently listed as “winter growers”, have always performed 

best for me given moisture predominantly in the spring and fall. I have occasionally heard 

plants like this, including certain mesembs, referred to as “transitional season growers”, 

performing best with relatively dry rests given in winter and summer alike. Of course, nearly 

any rule we write will still include outliers: Haworthiopsis koelmaniorum (=Haworthia k.), hailing 

from further northeast South Africa than many other Haworthias, keeps splendid company 

with the heat-loving Astrophytums in my greenhouse, and demands ample watering in the 

hottest months.   

     Even some of our beloved warm-season-growing succulents unquestionably look their best 

during the cooler months of the year. Owing to their fairly harsh and barren habitats, many 

succulents bloom during or adjacent to their dormant periods to take advantage of increased 

pollinator activity during cooler months of the year. The vast majority of Aloe species bloom 

during the cooler months regardless of their active growth season or provenance, as do many 

species of Mammillaria cacti. Flowering habits alone are therefore insufficient to determine 

 

Dudleya pulverulenta  
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W I N T E R  G R O W E R S  

active growth phases of a given plant. Although most Aloe species hail from 

summer rainfall climates, many are opportunistic and relish our winter 

rainstorms. The converse does not hold true: in hot inland climates especially, 

some of the aloes from winter rainfall regions suffer from excess summer 

irrigation, preferring little to no supplemental moisture once established in the 

ground (including but not limited to A. pillansii, A. comosa, A. falcata, A. 

karasbergensis, A. dichotoma, A. melanacantha, and A. erinacea). Much to my 

amazement, years into growing many species of Aloe from seed, I have yet to find 

a comprehensive list of which species ought to be considered winter growers.  

The inexpensive and superb book Guide to the Aloes of South Africa (1996) by Ben-

Erik Van Wyk & Gideon Smith, which is actually intended as a field guide, 

nonetheless offers brief cultivation notes on many species as well as 

indispensable distribution maps of the species in the wild.            

     I’m inclined to consider all Dudleya species to be winter growers, even those 

hailing from the Sonoran and Mohave deserts such as D. saxosa and D. arizonica, 

as any species I’ve cultivated including these will germinate at cool temperatures 

and tolerate substantial winter moisture. However, I learned a great trick from 

Nick Basinski, a long-time enthusiast of that genus, when he gave a fantastic 

presentation to the Palomar Cactus & Succulent Society, that nonetheless 

further splits the genus into two rough categories. He noted that coastal 

Dudleyas look better year round and are more tolerant of warm-season moisture 

than their desert-dwelling counterparts, owing, no doubt, to the fact that 

practically all coastal Dudleya species receive a substantial portion of their 

annual moisture from coastal fog condensation throughout the year, including 

the warmer months.               

     To perhaps state the obvious, winter active succulents—like their warm-

season-growing counterparts—should be repotted during their active growth 

phase (winter), ideally during the first half of their growth cycle, so they are fully 

rooted into their new medium as warm season dormancy approaches. 

     To conclude, I encourage you to do yourself (and your plants!) a favor and do 

more research into the native climates and habitats of your succulent plants. I 

have found that, much like closely watching the plants in your collection grow 

and bloom, it will not only help you take better care of your plants, but add 

another dimension of appreciation for their many diverse forms and adaptations. 

Warning: side effects may include a desire to go visit amazing xeric plant 

habitats. 

Now, go prepare some of your best winter growers for our upcoming Winter 

Show & Sale on February 10th. See you there! 

 

Do you still have 

lingering questions 

about your winter-

growing plants? 

Email questions to:  

eyf.editor@gmail.com 

by January 10, and 

we’ll post selected 

answers in next 

month’s edition   

 
of EyF.   

mailto:eyf.editor@gmail.com?subject=Winter%20Grower%20question
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R E V I S E D  W I N T E R  S H O W  C A T E G O R Y  L I S T  F O R  2 0 2 4  

 T h a n k s  t o  D e a n  K a r r a s  a n d  T i n a  

Z u c k e r  f o r  u p d a t i n g  o u r  w i n t e r  

s h o w  c a t e g o r i e s !  
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CORYPHANTHA! 

     A genus you may or may not have heard of—they’re 

native to Mexico and even up into the Southwest US. 

In recent years, some species have become highly 

desirable, particularly those that have monstrose 

characteristics. Coryphantha elephantidens is one that 

is quite popular for its large, fleshy growth, with an 

enermis variety winning a Judge’s Ribbon at our last 

summer show (see right)! 

     Personally, I’ve always wanted a big monstrose 

Coryphantha elephantidens, as I’ve seen some 

exceptional funky specimens pictured in the 

collections of online plant friends. 

CORYPHANTHA PYCNACANTHA 

...OR IS IT? BY JEN GREENE 

Coryphantha elephantidens v. enermis grown by Thorn Oasis      
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     At one time, these species were all classified in the 

Mammillaria genus. Now, in their own genus, they 

have a notable difference: these bloom from their 

newest growth (first year growth), at the crown of the 

plant, whereas Mammillaria bloom lower down, 

typically in second year growth. Most Coryphantha 

will grow as clumps, slowly spreading into clusters of 

small-bodied cacti. The plant at the center of this 

article pups readily and is filling its pot at a rate that is 

very gratifying. For many of us growing show plants or 

the rarer species, we’re used to a slow growth rate and 

that plants of a winning size and shape are often a 

decade or more old. With Coryphantha, you can often 

cultivate an impressive clump in just a couple years—

much more attractive to those of us with short 

attention spans. 

WHAT SPECIES IS IT?  

     A lot of introduction for what should be a single 

species - but as I was researching for this article, I 

discovered that my Coryphantha may not be the 

species I thought it was.  

     I first purchased the cactus as part of a wholesale 

order from a local grower 3 years ago, and fell in love 

with them after seeing them bloom. I held on to one 

and have nurtured it since, being rewarded with 

repeated blooms all through the warm months of the 

year.   

     I bought it, and have been selling occasional pups 

from that first plant, labeled as Coryphantha andreae.    

     Googling that species name for this article 

uncovered that the species name is no longer used - 

instead, they should be Coryphantha pycnacantha. 

Looking that up, however, showed a cactus with a very 

different growth habit than my plant. From there 

began a spiral down an internet rabbit hole! 

     If you’ll humor me, I’ll take you along. This was a 

great experience in looking up sources and trying to 

determine what is accurate (or not!). 

CORYPHANTHA PYCNACANTHA? 

     This species has a relatively large range, through 

Oaxaca, Mexico and up into Pueblo. A synonym for 

the species is Coryphantha calipensis, at least for this 

variety, which can also be referred to as Coryphantha 

pycnacantha var. calipensis. 

     But as I just said, looking this up…it didn’t seem 

quite right. I often reference the website llifle.com as a 

starting point for researching cacti and succulents, 

and if I’m lucky, there’s substantial information and 

photos on a species that’s new to me. On Llifle, I saw 

this photo used to show “the typical central spines of 

an older plant as well as the flower”.  

     Um… My cactus’s main plant body looks about the 

same age, but mine looks like this:  

First blooms with the plant I kept - from the top, you almost 

can’t see the body of the plant!     

https://www.llifle.com/Encyclopedia/CACTI/Family/Cactaceae/10082/Coryphantha_calipensis
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     In the Llifle photo, the growth of the tubercules 

points upright, resembling a pineapple as described on 

the page. It’s also described as having dimorphic 

growth: young forms have a “purely radial-spined 

youth stage with short tubercles, but develops central 

spines and long tubercules as it ages.” 

     Those central spines were what threw me off as I 

was researching. My plant doesn’t have those! 

Looking closely at the photo, you can see the large 

central spine sticking out like a reverse rhino or 

unicorn horn from the tubercules. My plant just has 

the furry aeroles and curving spines that look like 

simply larger forms of the smaller plant growth. 

CORYPHANTHA ELEPHANTIDENS? 

     Okay, what other options more closely resemble 

what I’ve been growing the last few years?    

     The species Coryphantha elephantidens didn’t seem 

quite right—when I’d first researched it, the main 

species shown on Llifle has pink flowers and a lumpy 

appearance. 

     But then…I discovered the subspecies! And felt a 

little silly: Llifle describes this as “among the best-

known cacti”, which was news to me. 

     This plant is what’s shown as Coryphantha 

elephantides ssp. bumamma. 

     This could almost be a clone of my plant! Lucky me - 

I have a Coryphantha elephantides, just like I always 

wanted all along! 

     Now knowing the probable latin name, I could 

better look up similar plants, and found far more 

resembling my own. 

     This subspecies of elephantidens is native to a 

smaller area of southwestern Mexico, near Guerrero. 

Practically speaking, the two species I thought my 

plant might be have nearly identical care. Coryphantha 

pycnacantha’s range overlaps and borders the range of 

Coryphantha elephantidens ssp. bumamma, so this 

shouldn’t come as much of a surprise. The main 

difference is where they are typically found; as far as I 

can find, the C. pycnacantha is typically in foothills and 

among gravel, where elephantidens is more common 

among grassland and scrub. 

     You might be asking why I limited my sources here 

just to Llifle—if you were to google Coryphantha 

andrae, you’ll certainly find plenty of other sites that 

show plants that look similar to mine. When I first 

looked up care on the plant, I saw something ‘close 

enough’ on Dave’s Garden, which I’m sure others also 

reference. In the last year or two, other websites have 

started to pop up, with better sites regurgitating the 

same generic information or posting care 

information that’s dubious at best. I’m even guilty of 

having photos referencing the wrong latin name on 

my own website! 

     Google isn’t automatically a provider of correct 

information; it’s just providing you the most popular 

websites or photos that are associated with what you 

typed in the search bar. If plenty of people are using 

the wrong name, Google will show you plenty of 

information related to that incorrect name.  

     This is one of the biggest challenges as you get into 

less common species: how do you trust that what 

you’ve looked up online is accurate or true?    

     Personally, I try to rely on pages that provide source 

material, which Llifle’s website does. You can find the 

books referenced and look up the same information 

used to provide these plant descriptions! Seeking 

input from more experienced growers also goes a long 

way, as they’ll help you examine your plants more 

closely and better confirm if something is or isn’t what 

it was originally labeled as. 

     I’ll note with some humor that the several times I’ve 

brought my Coryphantha in for judging in the winter 

and summer shows, I’ve had no comment from the 

judges on my incorrect name for the plant. I can’t 

blame them! I can’t say that I’ve seen them shown 

often, so it’s reasonable to think the judges did the 

same thing I did: “Sure, that sounds about right, I’ve 

probably just not seen this species before.”                             

                      article continues after gallery  

https://www.llifle.com/Encyclopedia/CACTI/Family/Cactaceae/3920/Coryphantha_elephantidens
https://www.llifle.com/Encyclopedia/CACTI/Family/Cactaceae/10207/Coryphantha_elephantidens_subs._bumamma
https://davesgarden.com/guides/pf/go/121628
https://davesgarden.com/guides/pf/go/121628
https://www.succulent.care/coryphantha-pycnacantha/
https://www.succulent.care/coryphantha-pycnacantha/
https://greg.app/plant-care/coryphantha-andreae
https://greg.app/plant-care/coryphantha-andreae
https://trexplants.com/blog/identifying-and-treating-mealy-bugs
https://trexplants.com/blog/identifying-and-treating-mealy-bugs
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     All of this to conclude: research! Check out books 

from the club library! And make sure when you 

research online that you’re checking for (reputable) 

sources. Be willing to learn that you might be wrong. 

It’s just a plant, after all. I don’t think my cactus is 

upset with me for labeling it incorrectly all this time. ;)    

     I’ll bring my Coryphantha with me to our January 

meeting for you to take a closer look yourself. I invite 

others with Corypthantha to bring yours in so we can 

collectively compare and see how accurate our latin 

names are. In my research, it sure appears to be that 

this genus is labeled incorrectly just as often as it’s got 

the right name—let’s figure ours out! 

GROWING CORYPHANTHA ELEPHANTIDENS  

     These are summer growers that rapidly gain size 

and pup readily when kept warm and provided ideal 

conditions. Their roots are fibrous, and they’ll 

appreciate a pot just a little bigger than the body of 

the cactus. I’ve found terra cotta azalea pots to work 

very well, choosing pots with a diameter 1 to 2” larger 

than the cactus itself. They don’t need a particularly 

deep pot, and do better in the shallow azalea pots as it 

allows the roots to fill the pot without risking rot at 

the bottom. 

     They can be sensitive to overwatering, and if you 

know you’re a chronic over-waterer, using a highly 

porous soil is your friend. I have mine potted in 50% 

pumice and 50% cactus & succulent soil, which allows 

for rapid drainage and for the roots to dry relatively 

quickly. 

     During the hot summer months, they’ll enjoy 

regular water. With the fleshy body, you can use that 

to gauge the water needs: it’ll deflate slightly as it gets 

thirsty, and you just need to give it a good drench in 

the evening and it’ll plump right back up again. I try 

not to water mine too intensely from above to 

preserve the wooly growth, which I love to see.  

     In spring, when the cacti are first waking up, I’ll give 

them a dilute feed with a balanced fertilizer once or 

twice while the days are only in the 70s or 80s. As the 

daytime highs start to climb, I’ll increase the 

frequency to every other time I water. I keep my 

Coryphantha in my greenhouse, where summer highs 

are 125F quite often, so I water every week to two 

weeks from June through about mid-September. The 

rest of the year is as-needed, dropping to nearly none 

in winter. When it’s below 50 at night, I keep my 

Coryphanthas of all species dry, same as my other 

cacti. 

     To encourage the best growth and wool 

development, it needs at least some direct sun 

exposure. I have grown mine both inside and outside 

my greenhouse, and make sure that no matter where I 

place it, it’s shaded during the hottest part of the day. 

It doesn’t need to be full shade! Just dappling from a 

tree’s foliage, or the shade from the bars of a shelf unit 

can be enough. 

     If it helps, try to remember their growth habit in the 

wild: somewhat hidden under grass, in the shade of 

larger boulders, or under shrubs. They get lots of light, 

but they’re also protected from the heat and intensity 

of midday sun. 

     Delightfully, these cacti have huge, showy flowers 

and they’ll give them to you in large clusters and all 

through the warm months. Mine will start            (cont’d) 
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blooming in spring, and I’ll keep seeing flowers all 

through summer and into early fall. 

     C. elephantidens ssp. bumamma produces yellow 

flowers with a hint of pink on the outer petals. I’d 

describe them as big and showy, but they’re 

apparently smaller than the main species, which 

produces large, soft-pink blooms. 

     C. pallida ssp. calipensis also produces large yellow to 

white-yellow flowers, although they seem to have less 

of the reddish pink tint to the outer petals. They have 

red stamens, and seem to have a redder center to the 

bloom than the elephantidens does. Having said that, 

my sample size is small and limited to what’s posted on 

Llifle, so that could be incorrect! 

     They seem to be self-fertile, as mine produces fruit 

several times a year with seed that appears viable 

(dark and looks similar to seeds I’ve ordered online). 

It’ll be my first year sowing my own seed, so ask me in 

spring how my seeds did! The fruits are greenish hued, 

and pop out of the wooly crown when ripe. They look 

like Mammillaria fruit on steroids in terms of size, but 

the color seems more like the cactus has produced 

fruit several times a year with seed that appears viable 

(dark and looks similar to seeds I’ve ordered online). 

It’ll be my first year sowing my own seed, so ask me in 

spring how my seeds did! 

     The fruits are greenish-hued, and pop out of the 

wooly crown when ripe. They look like Mammillaria 

fruit on steroids in terms of size, but the color seems 

more like the cactus has produced a tumor that’s 

falling off than an actual ripe fruit. 

     The wool at the top is extremely attractive to 

mealybugs, so keep a careful eye on your cacti to be 

sure the mealybugs aren’t hiding. I grow several wooly 

cacti, and I’ll check them at least once a month by 

using a flat acrylic paint brush to “brush” the cacti and 

check under the wool against the flesh of the plant. 

This can fluff up the wool to make it look like a little 

sheep, but you have to be careful not to overdo it! It’s 

very easy to just brush the wool right off.  

     Simpler and less pretentious than brushing your 

cactus is to use a set of dull-tipped tweezers to 

carefully check under the wool and against the 

tubercules. Less fun, though. 

     I prefer to treat mealybugs with a combination of 

treatments: systemic, to catch the bugs that are surely 

hiding under the wool and won’t be reached by a 

spray, and with spray pesticide that specifically 

mentions mealybugs on the label. I use Bonide pellets 

sprinkled over the soil on the pot to provide the 

systemic pesticide, and repeat both the pellets and 

spray every two weeks for at least 3 treatments.   

     You may notice in the mealybug photo some 

yellowing of the flesh of the cactus where I pulled the 

mealybug from. It can resemble sun-bleaching from 

getting too much sun, but what you should look for is 

the yellowing to occur under the wool. That’s a major 

sign of mealybugs, or some other pest, hiding under 

the wool and eating at your plant. Where there’s wool, 

the mealies are less likely to show as the little white 

powdery things on the stems of the cactus, so by the 

time you see them it’s often quite an infestation. 

Check your cactus regularly! 

     I hope you enjoyed following along with me on the 

journey of discovering the true Latin name for my 

plant, and embracing how easy they are to grow! This 

cactus is one of my all time favorites, with funky 

tubercules, lots of fluffy wool, and giant sunshine-y 

flowers that’ll bring a smile to your face                      

face all summer.  

Mealybug, up-close and personal 
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Joshua Tree National Park. The park was very crowded in the areas where the Joshua Trees grow—I ended up camping at 

the very south end of the park, in the Cottonwood area. It was a beautiful warm day to walk around and discover all of the 

cactus that grow there. Top: Cylindropuntia ramossima, left: Fouquieria splendens, right: Echinocereus engelmannii. Pam Badger 



VOLUME 59   //   NUMBER 01   //   JANUARY 2024 

20 

M E M B E R  P H O T O  S E C T I O N  

Palo Duro Canyon, Texas. It gets quite cold here - was supposed to get to 21° the night after I left - so not many cactus. The 

beautiful ancient junipers are spectacular and the two cactus I saw are obviously very cold hardy.      Pam Badger 
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Carnegiea gigantea at Picacho Peak, Arizona                    Pam Badger 
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