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Editorial
As those of you on my subscription
list will be aware, I am now
distributing the Essex Succulent
Review by means of a mailing
program, (actually MailChimp which
is also used by the BCSS for
mailings to members).
This means that, instead of an
email with a pdf, mailing list
members now receive an email with
a link to download the new issue
from the website. This should work
for everybody but, if anyone has
difficulty with the download please
let me know by emailing the
address shown below. In the same
way if you ever think you have
missed an issue, please let me
know.
I am sorry in a way that I am no
longer able to send out the ESR
personally, but I am pleased to say
that the mailing list is now too large
for this to be possible.
Finally a reminder – one of my
mottos is ‘Written by growers for
other growers’ and I would always
be pleased to receive items for
inclusion in the ESR. If you have a
suggestion for an article please let
me know. It does not have to be a
long item, as I can always use
shorter items or fillers.
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Zone 15 Events June–September 2017
Saturday 3 June
Havering Branch Annual Show
1st Floor, YMCA, Rush Green Road, RM7 0PH

11.00am–4.00pm
Saturday 10 June
Southend-on-Sea Branch Show:
United Reformed Church Hall, Kings Road, Leigh-on-Sea SS0 8PP
Saturday 8 July
10.30am–4.00pm
Waltham Forest Branch Show:
Chingford Horticultural Hall, Larkshall Road, Chingford E4 6PE
Plant sales from 9.00am
Saturday 15 July
12noon–4.00pm
Zone 15 Annual Show
United Reformed Church Hall, Kings Road, Leigh-on-Sea SS0 8PP
Thursday 3 to Sunday 6 August
10.00am–5.00pm
BCSS Zone 15 Display/Sales in the large marquee at the RHS Hyde Hall
Annual Flower Show
Sunday/Monday 27/28 August
11.00am-6.00pm
Havering Branch Plant Sales, Havering Show, Harrow Lodge Park,
Hornchurch
Saturday 2 September
Havering Branch Plant Sales, Orsett Show, Thurrock

25 Macleod Road
London N21 1SW
020 8340 1928

Phone
Email
sheila@essexsucculentreview.org.uk

9.00am–5.00pm

The Southern Area Cactus Mart
Saturday 19 August 2017
10.00am–4.00pm
Sevenoaks Community Centre, Crampton’s Road,
off Otford Road, Sevenoaks, TN14 5DN
Run in conjunction with the Bromley Branch of the BCSS
Admission is £2.00, children free. Refreshments all day
The venue is situated about five minutes from Junction 5 of the M25 and
has a large free car park with easy access. It is also close to the Bat and
Ball National Rail station.
For more information and to book sales tables contact the event organiser
Dave Appleton

Zone 6 International Convention
Saturday 14 October 2017
Capel Manor College, Bullsmoor Lane,
Enfield, EN1 4RQ

Past issues are archived at
www.essexsucculentreview.org.uk
Editor
Sheila Cude
Address

11.00am–4.00pm

Speakers
Ernst van Jaarsveld
Ian Woolnough
Tickets, £15 to include refreshments, will be available from August.
More details on the Zone 6 website: www.zone6.bcss.org.uk
The venue is close to the junction of the A10 and the M25
and there is ample free parking
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Le weekend
The French National,
the Presidential election and fine food
by James Gold
Saturday
It is Saturday morning. We are tucking into a number of
French cheeses, bought from a local market the
previous evening, accompanied by various breads and
brioche bought from a bakery that morning. A great
start to an interesting day. Jean Claude guides us to
the National, which is in a small town north of Angers,
and joins us for the morning.

It is funny how things happen. One moment I am
helping out at the Zone 15 Annual Show at Hyde Hall
and the next I am enjoying outstanding French
hospitality and attending their national cactus show.
I met Martine Compton for the first time at the Hyde
Hall event above. We were both ‘helpers’ over the
weekend. During our conversations I explained that I
had taken over the organisation of an annual Cactus
Crawl to Continental Europe (see page 21). One of my
ambitions for the Crawl is to increase the variety of
nurseries and countries visited. One obvious extension
from the nurseries of Belgium, Holland and Germany is
France, however, I was finding the nurseries of France
hard to access. Much of the information available on
the web was out of date and only ever in French – the
translation being time consuming and with my French,
the results improbable. Martine became very interested
and offered to help with translation and to write letters
or make telephone calls as required. At this point, I
should perhaps mention that Martine is French!

I have never been to the French National before and
was not sure what to expect. For those of you who
have attended the National Show in the UK and/or
ELK in Blankenburge, then I would describe it as a
combination of the two. There is no show element as
we have in the UK, only nurseries, both amateur and
professional. In that respect it is similar to ELK but not
nearly as intense. It was a great opportunity to make
some good contacts (often with Martine’s assistance)
to enhance the Cactus Crawl.
The nurseries were all French, apart from Uhlig
Kakteen. From my trips to ELK I recognised the
nurseries of Uhlig, Plantmania, Cactees des Coombes
and Marc Brendal, so it was nice to catch up with them
as I made my way around the tables.

Friday
Fast forward to May. Martine and I have kept in touch,
and become members of ARIDES (The French cactus
society). Martine joined this year’s Cactus Crawl and
we are now boarding the Eurostar in London, heading
towards the French National in Angers.

The nurseries were an equal combination of cactus and
succulent specialists. Again, this was very helpful, as I
need the Cactus Crawl to represent a balance of
interests for the rather eclectic attendees.

Our journey on the excellent French trains
is uneventful apart from our change of
trains at Gare du Nord in Paris. As we
leave the train and enter the Metro, we
board a train on line four, to find that our
destination station of Montparnasse is
closed from line four. We have 55 minutes
to find a way of catching the SNCF train
from Montparnasse. With the help of some
French commuters, who all had different
views on our options, we agree on a plan
of action which entails going several stops
further south and then returning on line
six. It works, so we treat ourselves to
lunch on-board the SNCF train – the first
of many fine-dining experiences.

Did I mention that Martine’s brother lives in
Angers? How fortunate can you be? Jean
Claude treats me as a member of the family Pascal Desprez, from Cactus Passion, instructing James in some of the
for the next four days.
finer points of a number of agaves (see next page)
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Le weekend continued
Lunch was served to approximately 80 people. For €20
it included an aperitif, three courses and wine. It was
expertly served by waiters, appropriately attired, and
was delicious. We sat at the table with the Society
Secretary and some of the other Society officials and
enjoyed some interesting conversations, everything
from plants to Scottish independence.

With regard to buying plants, I focused on the
succulent providers, as I do not grow cacti. The four
nurseries that I am familiar with from ELK are first class
and I could not resist buying from them. In addition, I
met Pascal (Desprez) from Cactus Passion. He
specialises in agaves (my passion – no pun intended)
and had some extraordinary plants for sale. Having
travelled all that way (me from
UK, he from Biarritz), it would
have been rude not to buy some
and I was particularly pleased
with the following:

We did not return for the second
day, we felt one was enough.

‘Ikari Raijin Nishiki’ – this is a
fabulous A. potatorum cultivar,
as described in John Pilbeam’s
excellent ‘Gallery of Agaves’
(p288).
‘Cubic’ – another A. potatorum
cultivar with strange ridges on
the back of the leaves, which
make it look cube-like – hence
the name.

A. potatorum ‘Ikari Raijin Nishiki’

A. potatorum v. verschaffeltii
‘mediopicta’ – a very compact
and attractive plant.
The first two agaves I knew
about, but had never seen, and
it transpires that Pascal has
exclusive rights to distribute
them in Europe.
Having paid for the agaves I felt
a bit faint. Looking at my watch I
could see it was lunchtime so
perhaps it was not just the price
of the plants. I was panicking
slightly, as the venue was in a
residential area without obvious
eateries but I need not have
worried as the National is a very
civilised affair with the itinerary
including the possibility of both
lunch and dinner:

I made lots of contacts with
regard to new nurseries but my
experience was similar to that of
my discussions at ELK. France
is a huge country and the
nurseries represented all
seemed to be at its furthest
reaches, both from each other
and from Calais. Some of the
fabulous nurseries within reach
of Calais are not open to the
public and this seemed to be a
common theme. I have not given
up, and there are still some
opportunities to include some
of these nurseries in future
Cactus Crawls.
I have reflected on my
experience at the French
National and how I might
respond to someone who would
ask if it is worth visiting. It will
come as no surprise that the
answer is an unequivocal yes. If I
had travelled by car I would have
bought more plants but the
journey would not have been
quite so quick or relaxing. To
visit just for the plants would be
worthwhile but I spent the
Sunday morning visiting the local
polling station to watch
democracy in action and
watched events unfold in the
evening as Macron took an
unassailable lead. I also used the
opportunity to explore Angers,
walk along the Loire, and to have
dinner, on the river with my new
found friends.

A. potatorum ‘Cubic’

Looking around we spotted a
fairly large dining area, cordoned
of with boards, with diners
assembling. It was a pre-booked
affair but we had not booked.
However, the Secretary of
So, in conclusion, I recommend
ARIDES said she would make
very highly a visit to the French
enquiries about cancellations
A. potatorum v. verschaffeltii ‘mediopicta’
National, but do spend some
and try and fit us in, which she
time in the Loire valley as well. n
duly did. I added to the complexity by explaining (well
For details of the nurseries attending the French National or
Martine did) that I was vegetarian. This was no trouble
if you can suggest any nurseries for the Cactus Crawl
as I was taken to the kitchen to meet the chef who
please contact James through the Essex Succulent Review.
discussed various menus with me!
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Fig. 1 Sansevierias in a heated conservatory

Sansevieria cultivation
by Al Laius
sansevierias is easy providing
Growing
you follow one simple rule – they like to
be as warm as we do. Therefore they are
not plants for the cold (or even cool)
greenhouse, but they do make ideal
houseplants and are great for heated
conservatories and windowsills,
(Figs. 1 and 2).

An often used phrase, and one that I hate,
is that ‘they thrive on neglect’. Surely no
plant actually thrives on neglect, they
merely survive. True,
they are easy to care
for, can go without
water for long
periods, tolerate
shade and are
generally pest free,
but to neglect them
would be a sin. So
why not read on to
find out about the
best cultivation
practices in order to
grow them well so
that they can really
thrive.

found through most of eastern Africa, as
well as a few species in other parts of
Africa, Arabia and India. There are probably
over 70 different species and if you add the
cultivars and all the Sansevieria trifasciata
varieties, (Figs. 3 and 4), you could easily
collect 150 or more different plants.
They come in all shapes and sizes and,
with time, some species can reach up to
two metres high, though in cultivation in
the UK that might take a lifetime, as they

Sansevierias mainly
come from East
Africa, with Kenya
and Tanzania hosting
the most species,
though they are
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Fig. 2 An east-facing
bathroom windowsill

Sansevieria cultivation continued
accurate description as many of these are
not a perfect cylinder, but are rounded and
often have a channel (Figs. 8 and 9). All of
the S. trifasciata (the common mother-inlaw’s tongue) varieties and cultivars are flat
leaved. There are many different shapes
and sizes in the genus ranging from the
arborescent (Fig. 10), upright cylindrical
leaf (Fig. 11), strap-shaped clumping and
miniature spoon-leaf forms. It should be
remembered that plants in juvenile growth
look quite different to the adult, mature
forms, and this often makes identification
difficult, (Fig. 12).
Sansevierias are grown mainly for their
architectural value – leaf shapes and
textures – not for their flowers. However,
although it can take some species 20 years
or more to reach maturity and flowering
size, many do flower in less time than that
and you will be rewarded with the most
exotic and powerful scents, as well as a
display of what can only be described as
brilliant white ‘fireworks’ (Figs. 13 and 14).

Above: Fig. 3
S. trifasciata
‘Moonshine’

are generally slow-growing. There are two
main types of leaf in Sansevieria: flatleaved (Figs. 5 and 6) and cylindrical (Fig.
7), although the latter is not quite an

Fig. 4 Leaf variation in S. trifasciata (Photos: Herman Weitkamp)
6

Cultivation
As with most cacti and succulents, an open
potting mix is recommended. Various
components have been used by growers
and all work well, but of course the
growing medium is just one aspect of
successful cultivation. I have in the past
used sharp sand, grits of varying types,

Sansevieria cultivation continued
Akadama, pumice and other inert materials
such as perlite and vermiculite to which I
have added John Innes or standard loam.
These days I tend to use cat litter rather
than pumice as my main non-organic
ingredient and my mix would probably
consist of one third (or slightly more) John

Innes, one third horticultural grit and one
third cat-litter. The grade of John Innes is
not important and I just use whatever is
available at the time. Other growers use
coir, leaf mould and other ingredients with
equal success. Whether you use clay or
plastic pots is up to you and both work just

Fig. 5 S. hyacinthoides in habitat in
Mozambique

Fig. 6 S. kirkii var. pulchra ‘Coppertone’

Fig. 7 S. fischeri in habitat in Kenya

Fig. 8 S. robusta in habitat in Kenya
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Sansevieria cultivation continued

Fig. 9 S. pfisteri, an
Angolan endemic, in
a Zimbabwe garden

Fig. 10 S. powellii
in habitat in Kenya

fine provided you understand that clay will
dry out much more quickly than plastic. In
time, vigorous growth can break through
the pot whichever you use (Fig. 15).
Watering is perhaps the most important
part of cultivating sansevierias in the UK.
Just one look at the roots will tell you why
this is so critical. Apart from the normal
fibrous roots that most cacti and
succulents tend to have, sansevierias also

8

have underground rhizomes (Fig. 16), and
indeed, this is their main means of forming
new growth. Obviously if the potting mix is
too wet then the rhizomes will rot. Only
water when in active growth (during the
summer months in the UK) and then only
when you are sure that the mix is
completely dry. Give a good soaking and
make sure that water runs out of the
bottom of the pot, but do not let it sit in a
saucer full of water. As sansevierias are
slow-growing it is not necessary to feed
with each watering – every third watering is
sufficient during active growth. The leafier
types need more water than the cylindrical
ones as a general rule of thumb. Some
folks keep their sansevierias dry all winter
and while the fine fibrous roots die, the
rhizomes will store enough water to keep
the plant alive. Once watering resumes in
the late spring, new fine roots are formed.
Personally I prefer to keep my plants in
growth and ticking-over all year round and
thus water every few months or so
between October and April.
I am often asked about light requirements.
As mentioned above, these plants can
tolerate shade and I have grown them on
north and east facing windowsills, though

Sansevieria cultivation continued

Fig. 11 S. bella

they do not grow as quickly as elsewhere.
Direct sunlight will most definitely scorch
the leaves – more so with the flat-leaved
types – so it is best to allow early morning
and late afternoon sunlight but absolutely
not any midday sun on the plants. You
should take greater care with any
variegated sansevierias you are growing as
direct sun will definitely scorch and burn
the leaves, particularly the non-green parts.
Temperature is also very important and I
must stress again that these are not plants
for the greenhouse unless you are prepared
to maintain high temperatures, and let us
face it, with energy costs these days, who
is? Very few sansevierias can tolerate
temperatures under 7°C (45°F) and then
only when completely dry. Some of the
southern African species such as
S. aethiopica and S. hyacinthoides are
used to colder winters in habitat. Many of
the east and tropical African species are
best kept at 15°C and above.

Pests and diseases
Sansevierias are usually pest-free though
may suffer attacks by scale, mealy bug and
thrips, especially if these are already
present in a mixed collection. Thrips are

probably the worst pest
because once you notice
them the damage is already
done, and it is difficult to
treat. They can arrive in a
collection from plants or
cuttings obtained and it is
worth inspecting any such
material very carefully, and
putting such plants in a
quarantine area for a few
months if at all possible.
Fungal attacks can occur,
particularly if the rhizome
has been damaged in any
way, and also from too much
moisture in the potting mix.
Other fungi can attack the
leaves. The main culprits are
Fusarium spp. and
Aspergillus (Fig. 17). The
latter is easy to spot as a
black powdery residue is
visible when rotted parts are
pulled away. The best
treatment is to dispose of
the plant completely, though
leaf cuttings could be taken
for propagation.
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Fig. 12 A mature sized
S. pinguicula with juvenile plants
in the foreground

Sansevieria cultivation continued

Propagation
There are three main ways in which to
propagate sansevierias. Seed raising is the
least popular. This is because seed is very
rarely available and because the other two
methods are both faster and easier. Should
you happen to obtain some Sansevieria
seed, you need to make sure it is ripe. The
small berry-like seeds start off green on the
inflorescence after flowering, (Fig. 18), and
then turn to a reddish-orange colour. Once
they are ripe the fleshy pulp should be
washed off to reveal a pearl-like bead. This
should be soaked in hot water and then
planted in a normal seed-raising mix, and
kept at a high temperature (a heated
propagator is useful). Once germination
takes place (this can be anything from a
week up to a few months), keep the
seedlings moist and feed occasionally (Fig.
19). It will be a year or two later, when new
offsets are produced from the original
seedling, that you will be able to see the
potential shape of the plant as it will look
when mature.
Division is a very common method of
propagation. Where there are aerial
stolons these can be cut off at the
mid-way point. The same applies to
splitting a plant which has
underground rhizomes. In both cases it
is important to let the cut part dry out
for a few weeks before planting, (Fig. 20).

Above: Fig. 13
S. forskaoliana flowering

Finally, and probably the most common
method of propagation, is by leaf cuttings
(Fig. 21). It should be remembered that
variegated plants will not come true from a
leaf cutting, so do not waste your time with
any of the S. trifasciata cultivars. Try to
obtain as big a leaf (or piece of leaf) as
possible, as you will then end up with a
bigger, stronger and healthier offset. Also a
leaf cutting can continue to produce offsets

Right: Fig. 14 Capitate inflorescence
of S. stuckyi

Fig. 15 New growth bursting
through the side of a plastic pot

Fig. 16 Underground rhizomes of
S. grandis
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Fig. 17 Black Aspergillus fungus

Sansevieria cultivation continued
(like a factory) if you remove them as they
become big enough, so do not throw the
original cutting away after the first pup(s).
The most important thing to remember with
leaf cuttings is that the cutting should be
allowed to dry out for a few days before
planting in a fairly free-draining mix.
Hormone rooting powders are not
necessary but can be useful if only for their
anti-fungal properties. Give the cutting
good light and only attempt to do this
during the growing season for best results.
The cutting will first need to form a callus

before any roots, and then the new offset
(or pup), is produced. Try to be patient as
this can take some time and do not be
tempted to tug at the cutting every few
days to see if it has made any roots yet.
Chances are that if it has, and you pull it,
the roots may break and you are back to
square one. Once you have an offset, or
even multiple ones, they can be potted-up
and grown as normal once they are big
enough. It is as easy as that! n

Fig. 18 A mass of unripe seeds

Fig. 19 Three month old seedlings

Fig. 20 A newly potted offset of S. nitida

Fig. 21 Leaf cuttings

All photos by Al Laius except where indicated
otherwise
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Akersia roseiflora
by Peter Clayton

Akersia roseiflora

It is unlikely that many people have heard
of this species. Akersia is one of those
monotypic genera that were in use in the
middle of the twentieth century, perhaps
into the 1980s. Very soon after I started
collecting I bought two plants which, to
me, were entirely different and are still
going strong after 25 years. They were
Akersia roseiflora and Seticereus
icosagonus.

Borzicactus was no longer recognised in
the New Cactus Lexicon and many of the
members of that genus, including
B. roseiflorus, were transferred to
Cleistocactus but the specific name, which
I thought entirely appropriate, since it was
descriptive of the flowers, disappeared. In
the 1980s Akersia roseiflora resided with a
few other species in Bolivicereus, all of
which have been moved into Cleistocactus.

In my experience Akersia is a light brown to
off-white spined plant with pale pink
flowers and stems that are usually less
than 25mm in diameter. It is a sprawling
plant and has lived, until recently, in a
hanging pot. The Seticereus is golden
spined, scarlet flowered with stems usually
greater than 25mm in diameter. It is a more
robust plant than the Akersia. Both Akersia
and Seticereus have zygomorphic flowers
more like Matucana.

I decided to look elsewhere for clarification
and, what a surprise, that made matters
even worse. Anderson (2000) also has the
Akersia in Cleistocactus but this time as
C. samaipatanus. He does not list
C. icosagonus! Can we infer from this that
C. samaipatanus and C. icosagonus may
also be one and the same?

Akersia roseiflora became Borzicactus
roseiflorus when that genus was in vogue.

By the time of the NCL, Seticereus
icosagonus had also disappeared firstly
into Borzicactus and then into
Cleistocactus but the problem I have is that
both these species are included in
Cleistocactus
icosagonus. Thus
the position was still
confused and what
was the situation in
relation to
C. samaipatanus?
More recently
Borzicactus has
been accepted once
again as a valid
genus and Graham
Charles published
his findings on
research into
Borzicactus
icosagonus in
Bradleya 30; 92–103
(2012) and gave the
combination
Borzicactus
icosagonus ssp.
roseiflorus.
Is this the end of the
story? We will have
to wait and see. n
Photo: Peter Clayton
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A small part of the Harvard
University Glass Flower
Museum

Glass cacti
by David Swinden
One day in 1886 an American professor,
Dr George Goodale, set out from his hotel
in Dresden with high hopes that his long
journey from the Botanical Museum at
Harvard University in Cambridge,
Massachusetts, USA would culminate in
successful negotiations with two residents
of this German city. He had come to meet
Leopold and Rudolf Blaschka, father and
son partners in glass artisanship.
For many years they had produced glass
models of marine invertebrates for
museums all over the world, and Goodale
wanted them to create lifesize glass
models of plants. In the 1880s botany
students were using
plant replicas made of
wax or papier-mâché or
dried pressed
specimens which did not
last for very long and
they did not show
accurate details.

Eventually about 4,000 glass specimens
were transported to America. The picture at
the top of the page shows a small part of
the Harvard University Glass Flower
Museum.
Leopold died in 1895 and his son Rudolf
retired in 1936. Rudolf had no children, so
their glass-working secrets were not
passed on. We do not know the exact
process of making these glass models, but
they used a system called ‘flame working’.
The tools for shaping and moulding the
glass were very basic. You will notice that
they used a ‘Bunsen burner’ and a few
metal tongs. See picture below.

Goodale was successful
in his quest and over a
period of 40 years the
Blaschkas created
realistic-looking lilies,
pines, cacti and fungal
bodies amongst others,
totalling 847 species and
plant varieties.
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Glass cacti continued
When creating their models they normally started by
drawing the plants, in very fine detail, and then they were
coloured using watercolour paint. They used plants from all
over the world. Rudolf Blaschka did visit America and was
able to draw plants on-site in various states. The drawings
that survived are now held by the museum.
Two of their models, made entirely of glass, are shown
here.
Every glass model is a unique blend of art, science
and craftsmanship that excites and inspires
everybody who sees them. Over the years this
collection has become a mecca for tourists, plant
lovers, garden clubs and many others. In fact the
glass flowers constitute the largest single public
attraction at Harvard University, drawing over
100,000 visitors a year.
Do not miss this fascinating and beautiful
exhibition if you are visiting Massachusetts – it is
unforgettable. n

Above:
Opuntia stanlyi
Note the superb
detail, particularly
the stamens

Right:
Echinocereus
engelmanii
Note the glass
spines which
must have taken
much time and
patience to create
14

A magnificent
plant of Agave
montana on
Cerro La Laja

Solving a riddle on Cerro La Laja
by Paul Spracklin
From the look of the plant I would have said most likely
Agave mitis, but Agave mitis is not found at anywhere
near that kind of altitude. My friend did not recall any
other Agave species at the site, but said it was getting
misty and he had to leave. Naturally these two plants
came home with me.

I suppose everybody has their favourite plant. Mine is
Agave montana. It is the plant that first made me
decide to visit Mexico, just so I could see it growing in
habitat – pine and oak woodland 3,000m on top of a
mountain in north-east Mexico, pretty much bang on
the border between the states of Nuevo Leon and
Tamaulipas. In a total of eight trips to various parts of
Mexico I have been back to the north-east four times
to pay homage to these beautiful plants.

Some months later I was reading on the internet of an
American nurseryman who had found what purported
to be an Agave montana x mitis hybrid but he was
steadfastly refusing to say where. I was able to find
out, doing some lateral research, that he had indeed
been to Cerro La Laja. Not exactly a smoking gun,
but strong evidence to back up my theory. I needed
to go there!

However, I became aware of a disjunct population, also
around 3,000m altitude in and around pine and oak
forest, but on a peak called Cerro La Laja in the state
of Queretaro, some 500km further south. I was
determined to visit my favourite plant there to see how
it compared.

My first opportunity to visit Cerro La Laja came in 2012
but, unfortunately, on the allotted day the weather was
entirely against us – thick fog and mist enveloped the
whole area and it was simply not safe to drive into the
mountain. We had to move on the next day so were
unable to revisit the area on that trip. I was so
disappointed!

I then stumbled across a fascinating side issue. A
nurseryman I know had collected seed of Agave
montana from Cerro La Laja and, of course, I was keen
to acquire one of the resultant seedlings. But, as soon
as I saw them, two individuals jumped out from the
rest. They were completely different – pale green, not
dark green, no bud printing, small red teeth. The
nurseryman insisted a mix-up was impossible. So was
it possibly a rare natural hybrid? If so, with what?

My next opportunity came two years later in November
2014 and this time it was all systems go. We were
based in the mining town of Zimapan for some days,
15

Solving a riddle on Cerro La Laja continued

Dasylirion longissimum

Nolina parviflora

the brooding silhouette of the range that included
Cerro La Laja ever present on the western horizon. We
found our way to the road that would take us to the
top and slowly made our way upwards. En route we
passed some magnificent plants. A large population of

Dasylirion longissimum – the ‘real’ Dasylirion
longissimum, not Dasylirion quadrangulatum (another
story in itself), in all its scruffy magnificence and some
humungously large plants of Nolina parviflora. At
another high point, a place called El Doctor, just before

Agave salmiana subsp. crassispina at El Doctor
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Solving a riddle on Cerro La Laja continued

Agave montana cut for pulque

with sewerage! Across much of Mexico Agave salmiana
is the pulque plant of choice yet here all the Agave
salmiana were untouched – I can only imagine that the
drink from Agave montana must have an especially
desirable piquancy.

Agave montana at El Doctor

We then pressed on to Cerro La Laja and arrived at the
site for Agave montana which my friend had visited
before. Not in woodland, but covering the north side of
a steep and impressive canyon on the edge of the
range, a huge plateau stretching out below, which we
would have seen before but for the mist. But, unlike
before, this time the mist began to clear as we
wandered carefully down towards the plants. It was
clear that cutting for pulque production was having an
impact on the population as there seemed very little
regeneration, very few seedlings or smaller plants. But
no Agave mitis to be seen amongst the Agave
montana. However, the mist eventually cleared enough
for us to see across to the other side of the canyon. It

Cerro La Laja itself, we stopped to explore some
woods where Agave montana was present in large
numbers. Also some of the finest Agave salmiana
subsp. crassispina I have ever seen – big, chunky
plants growing happily at a higher altitude than I have
previously seen them.
Interestingly a lot of the mature Agave montana had
been cut for pulque production. Pulque is an alcoholic
drink made from fermented agave sap collected in a
central ‘well’ excavated from a mature agave as it
approaches flowering – a part of Mexican culture going
back thousands of years. In the name of science we
tried some – absolutely foul – imagine cider crossed

Nolina parviflora and Agave mitis on Cerro La Laja
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Solving a riddle on Cerro La Laja continued
was studded with large Nolina parviflora and – yes! –
Agave mitis, clustering in their thousands around their
feet. There were three interesting things about these
plants. The first being how high up they were – easily
800m higher than any other populations I have seen.
The second was that they were on the sunny side of
the canyon – usually this species prefers shade such
as woodland or the north side of road cuts. Thirdly
they were mainly the glaucous form, often identified as
Agave mitis var. albidior. But not all of them – some
were green.

the Agave mitis, I saw two plants that were very
evidently different to the rest. And to each other. One
was significantly larger and had the dense goblet
rosette appearance of Agave montana. The other was
also larger and pretty much a spitting image of my
plant back home. I was elated! The Agave mitis
population, with the possibility of more hybrid
specimens, carried on for some way down the canyon
but, convinced I would fall to my certain death, I
started to carefully make my way back to the top. That
night we toasted to our success – but not with pulque.

With great trepidation I started to pick my way carefully
amongst the plants and across the canyon – not an
easy thing for me as I suffer badly with vertigo and the
centre of the canyon was becoming very steep! I was
hoping to find some hybrids. And I did. Right in the
centre of the canyon, at the edge of the population of

My own precious plant has been planted outside for a
couple of years now and is growing away quite happily,
and quickly, into a very attractive plant. With that
pedigree it should be both cold and wet tolerant.

Agave montana hybrid grown from seed in my garden

Hybrid on Cerro La Laja

Agave mitis on Cerro La Laja

A second hybrid on Cerro La Laja

Fingers crossed! n

Photos: Paul Spracklin
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Fig. 1 Epithelantha
micromeris with fruits

Growing Epithelantha from seed
by Tony Roberts
Epithelanthas are small, often solitary, slow growing
cacti which originate from Northern Mexico and the
Southern states of the USA. They will clump with age
but will never outgrow the space you might have
available on the bench, so everyone should have room
for one or more in their greenhouse. There are two
recognised species (E. bokei and E. micromeris) and
several sub-species or varieties.

reveal twelve black seeds (Fig. 2). In fact, nearly every
fruit contained 12 seeds that day and this continued to
be the case with this plant year after year, there must
have been something in its genes!

I am sure that 25 years ago, when I was visiting
nurseries in the UK or was perusing the sales stands at
say the Havering Cactus Mart, I would often see small
plants of Epithelantha for sale. I do not think this is the
case today! A recent search of eBay revealed that there
was just one seller in the UK offering this plant along
with several sellers from Europe and the USA.
So, this is an ideal candidate to grow yourself from
seed. Nothing could be easier! What is more,
E. micromeris is autogamous (self-fertile), the pollen of
a flower will pollinate the ovules of the same flower, so
only one plant is needed to generate seeds. If you have
a friend who has such a plant, acquiring seed should
be quite easy.

Fig. 2 A fruit with 12 seeds

Fig.1 shows a typical small plant of E. micromeris,
probably only about 4cm in diameter. The plant is most
attractive, with the many white spines giving the
impression of a white-bodied plant when viewed from
a distance. It had flowered in early spring and this
photograph, taken in August, shows the ripe red fruit.
One fruit was removed separately and slit open to

Fig. 3 Epithelantha seedlings
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Raising Epithelantha from seed continued
then as E. micromeris appear (Fig. 3). In this example,
one year later, these seedlings were transplanted into
fresh soil in a new pot (Fig. 4).
The seedlings do not always get moved on so quickly.
Sometimes I take the original pot of seedlings out of
the plastic bag after one year and grow them on as
little plants in the original pot, ensuring that they are
fed and watered regularly just like any other plants in
my collection. Fig. 5 shows a set of two-year-old plants
still in the original 5cm square pot. These were now
ready for moving on into individual pots and finding
new homes.
The cycle is complete when the transplanted seedlings
have matured and produce flowers (Fig. 6). This is
actually a different plant, done deliberately, so that I
can show you one of the other varieties, E. micromeris
var. unguispina, so named as each spine cluster has
one spine (a black-tipped central spine) which is not
adpressed to the body.

Fig. 4 Epithelantha seedlings one year later

When it comes to raising plants from seeds, things do
not always go to plan, but this can sometimes be to
your advantage. The growing centres of small
seedlings occasionally get damaged by sunlight and/or
by a drop of water falling on them from the plastic bag.
The result is often that the plantlet will then produce
several new growing centres despite its small size.
This can eventually result in choice plants which have
several heads all the same size (Fig. 7). This plant
is still only in an 8cm pot but can be useful in show
classes that have, for example, ‘Six cacti in up to
9cm pots’.
All in all, raising choice plants from seed is
recommended – all you need is lots of patience and
time on your side! n

Fig. 5 Two year old seedlings

I use the ‘plastic bag’ method for raising cactus
seedlings, sowing the seeds in intimate contact with
the compost (50:50 John Innes seed compost:sharp
sand) previously soaked with boiled water, and then
sealed in a plastic bag for up to one year. After just a
few weeks, small seedlings, almost recognisable even

Photos: Tony Roberts

Fig. 7 Multi-headed plant

Fig. 6 E. micromeris var. unguispina
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Astrophytums and other plants at Piltz

The Brexit Tour
by John Watmough
Thursday
James designated this tour as the ‘Brexit Tour’ six
months ago, so Mrs May must ask his advice before
she gives formal notice of quitting the day before. It is
a nice sunny spring morning as we welcome our
luxury conveyance provided by the excellent Motts of
Aylesbury, in the expert hands of our imperturbable
driver Brian, with our indispensable guide Nicky.

Nobody is late; nobody forgets his or her passport; so
we leave at the stroke of 7.30am and start on our
packed lunches.

An interesting Cereus at Cactusflower

Larger plants, ready to go, at Cactusflower
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The Brexit tour continued
There is time for coffee at Ashford International
Terminal, the French let us through without even so
much as a Gallic shrug, and it is a smooth ride to
Cactusflower in Rumst near Antwerp.
There is something for everybody here, as regulars at
ELK know. Then we have an easy ride to the Postillion
Hotel at Dordrecht. Thinking that nobody would wish to
stay in a hotel that would have us, we dash up to our
familiar rooms, chuck our cases down, and rush for the
best seats at the bar. Dinner is prompt and good. Then
the hard cases demonstrate that they are not so hard
after all: still remembering the hangovers of last year,
they stick to Heineken.
Fuchsia procumbens at
Sabine Reinecke. Although this is obviously not a succulent
it was so interesting that most of the plants there were sold
to Crawl members

Friday
Friday is Germany day. James insists that we leave at
8.00am sharp. That is, 8.00am Central European
Summer Time. Everybody can handle that for a
change, so we leave on time, for it is a long way into
Germany and we are heading for Sabine Reinecke in
Leverkusen, which is a suburb of Cologne beyond the
Roman limes. Today’s visits are rearranged because, of
course, Specks has closed down. We have not been
here before, but it is a friendly place that specialises in
hoyas and pelagoniums. Inside the greenhouse Don
Smith recruits a Chinese gentleman for the Mesemb
Study Group.

In allocating seats James follows Joyce Jackson’s
‘Perceived Respectability Index’. Those who are
suspected of faction or fiction, fraction or friction, are
placed in the rear half of the coach behind the toilet.
Martin Doorbar and your correspondent obviously
share a PRI of 25%, since we are three-quarters of the
way down the coach. Alan Rollason is deprived of his
traditional seat behind the heads, and Eddy Harris has
been promoted to his position as Master of the Rolls,
Lavengro, Facilities Janitor, whatever you call it. Two
married couples are inserted among the suspects
presumably to discourage hooliganism and senile
delinquency.

Alas, the bridge back over the Rhine into terra cognita
is closed to heavy traffic. We spend ages trying to find
the Bridge at Remagen – or any bridge – like most of
the population of the Rhineland Palatinate. So we are
quite late at Piltz. We learn that Frau Piltz is seriously
ill; we send our very best wishes for a speedy recovery.
Experienced visitors join the sales queue early so that
they can get the coffee while it is hot.

An array of Mammillarias at Piltz

M. perezdelarosae at Piltz
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The Brexit tour continued

Colourful displays of echeverias and other succulents at Van der Linden

As we leave Westeijn’s, Brian extricates us from the
little access lane in one easy movement, which no
other coach driver ever manages. In no time at all we
arrive at Van der Linden’s. Some of our party make for
the sub-tenant who sells gigantic caudiciforms, all
seed-raised, hem hem, while others scrutinise the ends
of the benches where the leftovers and non-conforming
plants are jumbled together. Others amuse themselves
by trying to bully James into buying plants bigger than
himself but, unusually, he is not tempted.

An outbreak of old-fashioned raucousness breaks out
after we leave Piltz, exacerbated by Martin spilling his
tequila into his lap. Once the perpetrators are settled
down, conversation sticks at the vital question as to
whether the ice cream parlour outside Ingo Breuer's
will still be open. It is. Your correspondent is not alone
in buying a treble on the way in; nor is he alone in
being able to taste ice cream for the next 12 hours
or more.
As a result of our earlier parlez-vous-ing we are very
late back at Dordrecht. Nevertheless the excellent staff
at the hotel manage to feed us all at the exceptionally
late hour of 9.00pm while at the same time running the
bar and catering for a teenyboppers' birthday party.
Some of our members (with a very low PRI) consider
gatecrashing this, though in this instance beer brings
sanity.

The next stop is Cok Grootscholten’s place. Diehard
Haworthia fanatics (most of the UK’s population
answering this description are of our party) try to
persuade Cok to sell them various parched oddities out
of his private collection. Otherwise we sit back and
drink Cok and Ine’s excellent coffee.
After this we move on to Leon van Zanten. This is new
to us, and all that James can tell us about it is that it is
an unknown quantity and that it specialises in Lithops.
What we discover is astonishing beyond imagination.
Yes, there are Lithops there: more Lithops seedlings
than there must be in the whole of southern Africa.
There are hectares of tabling covered with sheet
polythene. But his speciality is in fact cacti. His
business is to supply the big wholesalers with seedling
plants: in other words he is the first link in a superefficient Dutch chain. There must be millions of retail
purchasers if such a gigantic undertaking can make a
profit. What if they all join the BCSS? We are there to
mop up the oddities after the main bulk have been
shipped to smaller operators like Van der Linden in
units of ten thousand.

Saturday
This promises to be a hectic day – money to burn and
six nurseries to spend it in. As usual the first visit is to
Jan Westeijn’s wholesale nursery. The fence that Martin
smashed down two years ago is now repaired and the
boggy field is full of sheep. So Brian is not tempted to
use it as a turning circle (see last year’s thrilling
episode). The small dog is there to herd us in, and the
large dog to herd us out. I often wonder why wholesale
nurseries are so welcoming. My guess is that we are
like leucocytes in the blood: we are there to remove all
the cristate, monstrose, variegated, multi-headed and
teratophytic specimens, leaving the management with
thousands of identical plants.
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The Brexit tour continued
Then off we go to Two Shovels. Cactus fanatics love
this place, and they always seem to find something
different, even if it is only the name on the label that is
different. Non-cactus people amuse themselves by
putting both feet together into one of Hans’s clogs.

and Aad Vijverberg is waiting for us. He has lots of
beautifully grown seedling cacti of types that the big
mass-production nurseries avoid but which are the
darlings of hobbyists like ourselves. So the interior of
the coach is filled up with trays of plants. Then off we
go to Blighty.

We finish at Gerrit Mellissen. He buys collections and
sells them on, and he is a familiar sight at ELK. So his
stock is always unpredictable but interesting, and
plenty of plants are loaded on to the coach.

We have an easy run into and through Belgium,
stopping briefly at a motorway restaurant before
reaching Calais Passenger Terminal in time for our
train. Your correspondent is worried that he may be
radioactive, but if he is, the sensors do not pick up any
lingering traces of Technetium-99. Nobody has packed
his or her passport under the mountain of plants, so
we effect a soft Brexit. At the end Brian says that he
likes driving for us, so we must be better than the
school run.

It is not far to the Postillion, and we are instructed to
have our plants packed and on the coach immediately
after dinner. At dinner Stirling, on our behalf, thanks
James for organising it, and Nicky our guide, and Brian
our driver, and the hotel staff for looking after us, and
Roger Day for securing permission to stable our cars at
Capel Manor. Packers have been appointed, and no
helping is allowed. In fact the packers do not let
anyone within 50 metres of the coach. Because there
are no huge boxes from Specks, and James has been
exercising unaccustomed self-restraint, there is plenty
of space for the first time in living memory.

Next year (assuming that James is still willing to carry
on) must see some inevitable changes if we are going
to cram it all into an extended weekend. He would be
most interested to have recommendations from anyone
who has travelled the Continent and knows the
nurseries. n

Sunday
An early start again, with not much traffic on the road,

Photos: Copyright Ian Thwaites 2017

These pictures show parts of Aad Vijverberg’s magnificent private collection
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