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A Naturally Occurring Orange- Topped Cardon
(Pachycereus pringlei) Discovered in Baja Cali-
fornia del Sur

A flash of orange in the early morning sun caught my eye as we
bounced down the road in Baja California Sur, Mexico. I asked the
driver to stop and we then backtracked a hundred yards or so. As we
drew closer, it was hard to keep the thoughts of a bread wrapper or a
piece of paper caught on the top of the plant out of my mind.

We were traveling through Baja on a collecting trip for the
Arizona -Sonora Desert Museum in Tucson, Arizona. Gene Joseph,
the Museum's Horticulturalist, and I, the Assistant Curator of
Plants, were gathering plant material for the Desert Museum's
expanding cactus collection and to use for landscaping of future
educational exhibits. Seed collections would be placed in the Muse-
um's seed bank for later use.

There it was again, 15 feet above the ground on the top of a cardon
cactus (Pachycereus pringlei) practically hidden among the branches
of a large elephant tree (Bursera microphylla). Walking over to exam-
ine the plant, it became obvious that the top portion of one arm was
a bright yellow- orange, contrasting sharply with the plant's typical
bluish -green coloration.

A narrow dark constriction between the normal growth of the arm
and the yellow -orange tip above it indicated that the original grow-
ing tip had been killed or severely damaged some years before. A
stout branch of the elephant tree rested within inches of the cardon
at nearly the same height as the damaged area. Perhaps a high wind
had caused this branch to crush or scrape the tender, growing tip. In
any case, the death of a growing stem -tip and the beginning of a new
one is not unusual in many spepies of columnar cacti, but in this
instance the new meristematic tissue which developed and con-
tinued to grow had lost the ability to produce chlorophyll. A natural
"albino" tip was the result.

Except for the absence of chlorophyll, the 15 inch tip appeared to
be healthy and normal in every way. Its diameter was the same as
the stem which supported it. The number of ribs was the same as
were the size, number and color of the spines. This observation was
made in the late fall and no information is available on possible
flower or fruit production.

We photographed and admired this unique quirk of nature and
then leaving it as we found it, traveled on to new wonders.

- Robert H. Perrill, Arizona -Sonora Desert Museum.


