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Dear Cactophiles and Rockhounds,

I’ve been spending time this season watching the plants in my yard doing 
their best to, how do I put it delicately, flaunt their stuff, putting it all out there 
for the world to see. Quite brazen behaviors that, were they people, would 
definitely result in questionable reputations or a visit from the local ethics 
committee. After all, flowers are the reproductive organs of plants. Being 
fairly tolerant of the behaviors of others, I resisted the urge to provide little 
curtains for the flowers and turned my thoughts to the creatures that conspire 
with plants to facilitate the reproductive act. Bees, ants, wasps, beetles, flies, 
butterflies, moths, bats, and even some vertebrates are involved in pollina-
tion. The American southwest hosts over 300 species of solitary bees alone. 
The combined number of insect pollinators is immense. The cacti, and other 
plants we keep, display a variety of floral colors. These colors provide us 
with clues to who is pollinating our plants. Reds tend to attract vertebrates 
such as hummingbirds, whites are often pollinated by nocturnal pollina-
tors such as moths. Yellows, pinks, and other colors are usually visited by 
insects. These are not hard and fast rules, there’s a lot of overlap. Supporting 
pollinator diversity is important, particularly in today’s world. If you have 
an interest in learning more about pollinators, I’d suggest the following 
books; The Forgotten Pollinators (Buchmann and Nabhan), The Bees in 
Your Backyard (Wilson and 
Carril), and Hummingbirds 
and Butterflies (Thompson 
and Toops). There are many 
good books on the topic, 
these three are a good start. 
Think about designing your 
gardens with an eye toward 
supporting pollinators as 
well as displaying our won-
derful cacti.     

Watch out for the glochids!
Paul Hyder - President 
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Reminder for membership dues

Bring to meeting or send to EPCRC,  
PO Box 13608, El Paso, TX 79913.  
The membership fee is $15 for single 
members and $20 for families. 

MEETINGSMeeting Notices for 2019/3rd quarter

Saturday, July 6th—Cactus Lottery by Peter Beste. Our yearly plant give-
away with a Potluck Dinner afterwards. Please bring a dish to share.

Saturday, August 3rd—Rainwater Harvesting 1.01 by Mike Gaglio, biologist 
and owner of the High Desert Native Plants nursery and environmental 
and ecological restoration company.

Saturday, September 7th—Photosynthesis in Succulents by Gertrud 
 Konings. Gertrud is professor at EPCC where she teaches biology. She will 
explain to us why succulents breath at night and how they survive the 
scorching heat of the desert.

Meeting venue: El Paso Garden Center, 3105 Grant, El Paso. 
Center opens at 9:30 am and presentations start at 10:00 am.

MISSIONPromoting interest in our desert envi-
ronment through demonstrating the 
beauty and uniqueness of the native 
cacti and the Chihuahuan Desert!

NOTES FROM THE PRESIDENT

Hummingbird pollinating Fire Barrel

A pollen-covered local bee in a cactus flower



2

The Arizona Barrel Cactus
Ferocactus wislizeni

Text and photos by Ad Konings

Blooming Arizona Barrels, Ferocactus wislizeni, in the Franklin 
Mountains (west side near upper end Ojo de Agua Drive, El Paso). 
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The Arizona Barrel Cactus, Ferocactus wislizeni, has its 
easternmost distribution in the Franklin Mountains; 
it does not naturally occur anywhere else in Texas. Its 

common name is derived from the fact that it is most numer-
ous in southeastern Arizona, but it also occurs in southern 
New Mexico and in northern Sonora and Chihuahua, Mexico. 
It appears common along the western base of the Organ 
Mountains near Las Cruces but I have never seen it along the 
east side of the Organs. It is also absent at the Jarilla Mountains 
near Orogrande, New Mexico. 

Size and age

The Arizona Barrel is the largest barrel cactus in the US 
and I have seen six to seven-foot plants near Tucson, Arizona. 
In the Franklins the tallest plants I have seen were about five 
feet tall. In the first half of the previous century the barrels 
were harvested to produce a sweet candy (the sweetness 
mostly came from the large amounts of sugar added to boiled-
down plant pulp) and this business almost wiped out the 
plants in the El Paso area. The candy making was abandoned 
in the early 1950s so that plants in our area are likely not older 
than about 60 years. In some areas it was found that the barrel 
cactus can become at least 130 years old, so it is reasonable to 
say that 

the very large plants may be a century old. 
Another factor that may have limited the presence of very 

large plants in the El Paso area may have been sustained cold 

A young plant, estimated at 10 years, in gravelly soil near 

Samalayuca, Chihuahua, Mexico. Photo by Gertrud Konings. 3

Large plants of the Arizona Barrel lean to-
wards the sun—I’m not pushing! This old 
specimen was photographed near Tucson, 
Arizona. Photo by Jacques Barriac.
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weather such as we have seen in early February 2011 where 
we were for four days below freezing with a maximum cold 
one night of -1 °F (-18 °C)! We had a dozen medium-sized 
barrels in our yard (all from rescue operations) and nine 
of them perished with the three surviving plants heavily 
scarred (still visible after 8 years). Several visits in the 
Franklins after the arctic blast showed that about 80% of 
the barrels had died as well—the only survivors were 
plants that were a bit protected under shrubs. The barrel 
is in the Franklins at its easternmost area of distribution 
and growing at an elevation of 4000 to 5000 feet. A 50-
year freeze may eradicate the large plants and that could 
also be the reason that no barrel here is taller than about 
five feet. The largest plants I have seen after the 2011 
freeze were about two feet high.

Fierce Spines

The Arizona Barrel is also known as the Fishhook 
Barrel because the lower of the four central spines 
found in each areole is hooked. That hooked spine is 
the largest of the centrals and can be about 4-5 inches 
(10–12.5 cm) long and about 3 mm wide. There is a 
very distinct cross ribbing on the central spines. The 
central spines are reddish in color and arranged in a 
cross with the large, hooked spine pointing down-
ward. There are also 10–20 radial spines which are 
much thinner and reddish to gray. The radials fan 
out parallel to the stem of the plant and more or less 
protect the stem between the ribs. Mature plants 
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The four central spines in each areole of the 

barrel cactus are much thicker than the radial 

spines. Also note the ribbing on the hooked 

central spines. Photo by Gertrud Konings.

The orange knobs in the center of the areole are 
glands that secrete a sweet substance that attract 
ants. In return the ants keep the plant bug free.
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usually have 20 to 25 ribs that are ar-
ranged vertically. If you find a plant 
with twisted ribs it is usually caused 
by a change in position towards the 
sun of that particular plant during 
its life. The barrel normally directs 
its apex to the south/southwest to 
catch as much sunlight as possible. 
Old plants always lean to the south 
and at one point it will topple from 
its own weight. It is thought that 
falling over is the most common 
way for the barrel to die. The bar-
rel also produces secretory spines, 
the so-called extra-floral nectaries, 
in its areoles. These secrete a sweet 
substance that attracts ants. Such 
ants are the plant’s guards as they 
eliminate, while protecting their 
source of the sweet stuff, any type 
of insect that puncture holes in the 
stem to suck the plant’s sap.

The flowering period in Ferocactus wislizeni 
can extend over several weeks. The flowers 
that opened first have already formed green 
fruits on the outside of the flower-ring while 
there are still buds on the inside.

Flower color ranges between yellow (top) 
and red. Photo by Gertrud Konings.
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Blooms

The flowers of the Arizona Barrel vary in color between 
yellow and red, and appear in a circle at the top of the plant. 

The blooming period depends on 
good rains but is usually at the end of 
July into August in the El Paso area. 
There is usually about a month’s pe-
riod in which you can find flowering 
barrels in the mountains or in yards. 
Each barrel produces a few flowers 
at a time but there are usually two 
or three rings of buds, flowers, and 
green fruits during this period. The 
green fruits quickly turn bright yellow 
and make for a long lasting attrac-
tive display. In the yard such yellow 
fruits stay on the plant for at least one 
year after which period they slowly 
become brown and wither away. In 
their habitat the yellow fruits, which 
are not juicy inside but have a thick 
edible skin, are mostly eaten by mule 
deer. After the winter the yellow 
fruits can easily be removed from the 
plant and the relatively large, black 

seeds may partly (there are hundreds per 
fruit) fall out from the opening at the base of the fruit. The 
seeds are eaten by birds and rodents.

The root system of the barrel is typical for cacti of the des-

The first week of August is usually the 
best time to find blooming Arizona 
Barrels in the Franklin Mountains.

For about a year the fruits stay 
yellow and provide food for mule 

deer throughout the dry period.
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ert: there are usually 1–3 main anchoring roots that are not 
deeper than about 8 inches (20 cm) with many short lateral 
roots. The whole root system is very shallow and spread out 
around the plant. This is to effectively and quickly soak up 
rain water after a shower. Even after a short burst of rain the 
shallow roots take up enough water for the plant to survive the 

harsh environment of the desert. Water is stored in the stem 
and this of course forms an attractive source of moisture for 
various animals during dry periods. The formidable spines 
are enough of a deterrent for grazing animals but some ro-
dents tunnel below the plants and eat the plant from below, 
sometimes hollowing out the entire cactus.  

A good place to see this plant in habitat is in the Franklin 
Mountains State Park along the Nature Trail. There is an easy 
trail of less than a mile long with various barrels. Check them 
out early August!
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Above: a close-up of a seed which 
are about 2 mm long. Below: each 
fruit contains hundreds of seeds.
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COOKING with CACTUS
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by Jim “Gringo Gourmet” Hastings

                      Method

Remove glochids (tiny spines) from prickly pear tunas by holding the fruits 
under water with tongs and scrubbing them with a vegetable brush—wearing 
thick kitchen gloves also is a good idea.

Run clean tunas a few at a time through a juicer or blender until liquefied. 
Line a mesh strainer with layers of cheesecloth and/or basket coffee filters (not 
cones) and strain into a medium sauce pan. 12 tunas should yield about a cup of 
juice. Add lemon juice and sugar and bring to a gentle simmer. Cook until syrup 
thickens. This will be your syrup.

To make the mar-
garitas mix all ingre-
dients and pour over 
ice if you want your 
margarita on the rocks 
or add 4 cups of ice in 
a blender if you want 
iced margaritas.

Prickly Pear Syrup and Margaritas

Ingredients for:
Serves:Prickly Pear Margaritas 4

For the syrup:

12 medium prickly 

pear tunas
Juice of 1 lemon

½ cup sugar

Prickly pear fruit vary in flavor depending on variety, on soil type, and 
rainfall. If you harvest them, taste before putting in a lot of labor to pro-
cess them. Tunas are available in markets or on cacti here from August to 

October. In season they are usually about 25 cents each. Prickly pear flavored 
bar mixes are artificial and not desirable. CherisDesertHarvest.com in Tucson 
has an excellent syrup at a better price there than it is in stores.

For the margaritas:

6 oz. good gold tequila

4 oz. Triple Sec
4 oz. lime juice
2 oz. prickly pear syrup

1 oz. orange juice

¡Salud!


