San Gabriel Valley Cactus and Succulent Society
Cacti of the Month May 2003 – Columnar Cacti
Columnar or ceroid cacti are not a closely related
set of genera, but a lumping together of all the
cacti that are much taller than they are around.
Columnar cacti vary in size from a few inches,
as in the aptly named, Pygmaeocereus to the
giants like Pachycereus and Carnegiea
(Saguaro). Most are robust growers, given
adequate water, fertilizer, root room and
support. They expect more nitrogen in their soil
(or plant food) and more water than most
globular cacti. They do well in normal cactus
soil, as long as they get additional fertilization.

readily available, and are particularly enjoyable
to grow. While all of the globular cacti are the
size of a pea, many of the columnar cacti are
filling the pot, and an inch or more high. If
grown from seed, many will not tolerate
crowding for long, and demand their own pot.
This is particularly true of Oreocereus, which
will quickly stop growing if there is more than
one plant per pot.
A look through any of the references listed
below gives many genera names that are rarely
seen in cultivation. This is because the plants
take many years to reach flowering size, are only
really happy in the ground, and get too big for
pots in any case. Some genera are very popular,
and these are described below.

Popular North American Columnars
Pachycereus (Backbergia, Cephalocereus)
militaris is a difficult to grow ceroid from central
Mexico with a beautiful large yellow cephalium
that it wears like a military dress hat. Once
seen, it is never forgotten.
Cephalocereus senilis is the popular ‘Old Man
cactus’. It is surprisingly difficult to grow into a
large specimen, subject to rot if it gets cold and
damp. It is native to Hidalgo Mexico.
Carnegiea gigantea or the Saguaro is another
large plant, this time from Arizona, with a few in
California.

Cleistocactus smaragdiflorus

Propagation is generally by cuttings or seed.
Cuttings need to be dried well before planting.
A few weeks is the minimum for some of the
larger columnar species. They do best if dried in
an upright position. If placed on their sides the
cut end rots easier. Seed of columnar cacti are

Popular South American Ceroids
Cereus are found in much of South America.
Cereus peruvianus, found in many Southern
California gardens, has been cultivated for over
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400 years, and is not known in the wild!
Cleistocactus is one of the most beautiful genera
of the columnar cacti. These slender plants
branch from the base, and have dense spination.
They are easy to grow, and quickly set flowers
that are usually long red tubes sticking out
through the spines. Some of the best are
C. smaragdiflorus, with red flowers, a yellow
band near the tip, and a bright green tip.
C. strausii is a fuzzy white marvel, and often
seen at sale tables at shows.
Espostoa come from Ecuador and Peru. Most of
these are covered with a dense white wool that
entirely hides the plant body.
Haageocereus come from Peru and Chile. They
stay short (for a ceroid), rarely exceeding 3 or
four feet, and have dense spines, and showy red
flowers.
Micranthocereus is a small genus of Brazilian
cacti. All of the species branch from the base,
and make densely spined clusters. They stay
small, and are happy as pot plants. Quite a few
of these have been in the shows in the past few
years.

Oreocereus umarensis

Pilosocereus is a largely Brazilean genera, almost
all of which are worth growing. It has a wide
distribution, stretching into central Mexico.
Many of the species are a glaucus blue with
bright yellow spines and hairy areoles.
Pilosocereus magnificus is one of these, with 4
to 12 deep ribs. The outer edges are covered
with short yellow spines.
Pilosocereus
aureispinus has very 18 to 20 shallow ribs, and
distinct areoles, that make dense yellow spirals
around the plant on a dark green background.

Oreocereus are beautiful hairy plants, with
wicked spines hidden in the hairs. Some branch
from the base. They prefer outdoor air to a
greenhouse, and need frequent turning to keep
symmetrical growth.
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