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The saguaro has been called monarch of the Sonoran Desert, supreme symbol
of the American Southwest, and a plant with personality. It is renowned for
the variety of odd, all-too-human shapes it assumes—shapes that inspire wild
and fanciful imaginings. Since 1933 this extraordinary giant cactus has been
protected within Saguaro National Park. Preserved within it are other mem-
bers of the Sonoran Desert community: other cacti, desert trees and shrubs,
and animals. In lushness and variety of life, the Sonoran Desert far surpasses

all other North American deserts. And yet it is one of the hottest and driest

For centuries peoples of
the Sonoran Desert have
used products of the sa-
guaro. In summer the sa-
guaro produces a hour-
ishing bounty of juicy,
fig-like fruits. Tohono
O’odham Indians knock

them off the cacti with
long poles. From the
fresh fruit they make
jam, syrup, and, for reli-
gious ceremonies, wine.
The fruit is so important
to the Tohono O’odham
that they mark the sea-
son of its harvest as the
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Many features help the
saguaro store and con-
serve that precious des-
ert commodity—water.
Accordion-like pleats
allow the cactus to ex-
pand and hold water
collected through its
roots. Spongy flesh in
its trunk and branches
Serves as a reservoir,
storing water as a slow-
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The Sonoran Desert
supports a variety of
plants (see illustration
at right). There are over
25 species of cacti, in-
cluding hedgehog (1),
barrel (2), fishhook (3),
teddybear cholla (4),
and prickly pear (5).
Creosote bush (6) is the
most widespread of ail
North American desert
plants. Mesquite (7), a
common desert tree,
provides shade for wild-

to-evaporate gelatin-
like substance. Unlike
most plants, the sagua-
ro has no conventional
leaves that transpire
large amounts of water.
The food-making pro-
cess of photosynthesis
normally carried out by

Saguaros collect water
with a network of roots
that lies about three
inches below the desert
surface and stretches as
far from the main trunk

" assaguaros are tall. In a
. single rainfall, these

shallow roots—along

Palo verde tree shelters
a young cactus (left).

life. Ocotillo (8) sprouts
leaves within days after
a rainstorm, then drops
them as moisture disap-
pears. Annual flowers,
like desert marigold (9),
bloom in spring or sum-
mer if conditions are
right. Although desert;
plants predominate in %
Saguaro National Park,
ponderosa pine, oak,
and Douglas fir grow
on high mountain

slopes. s

e
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Life of the Saguaro'

THE STRUGGLE FOR LIFE BEGINS A saguaro
begins its life as a shiny black seed no bigger
than a pinhead. But what it lacks in size it
makes up for in numbers. One saguaro cactus
produces tens of thousands of seeds in a year
and as many as 40 million in its lifetime of
175 to 200 years. From the start, odds against
survival are great. Out of the millions of
seeds that a saguaro produces, few plants
survive to adulthood. Seeds and young sa-
guaros have the best chance for survival if
they are cared for by nurse trees like palo

beginning of their new
year. Saguaros also pro-
vide edible seeds and
strong woody ribs that
0O’odham use to build
fences and shelters.

leaves is performed in |
the trunk and branches. il
Spines shade the plant, :
shield it from drying
winds, and discourage
animals. Waxy skin also
aids in reducing mois-
ture loss (see illustration
above left).

with small root hairs
that grow in response | 4
to the moisture—may 4 i
soak up as mich as ¥ L

200 gallons of water, (b
enough to last_‘_a- .
saguaro for a yé’a{._ gl

verde and mesquite. Seedlings growing un-
der these plants are shaded from the intense
sunlight, blanketed from winter cold, and
hidden from hungry rodents, birds, and oth-
er animals. Rocks can also protect young sa-
guaros. Saguaros grow best on bajadas—
gently sloping outwash plains at the foot of
desert mountains.

GROWTH OF A GREEN GIANT Saguaros grow
very slowly, mostly in spurts in the summer
rainy season. By year’s end a seedling may

measure only Y inch. After 15 years it may be
barely 12 inches tall. At about 30 years sa-
guaros begin to flower and produce fruit. By
50 years the saguaro can be as tall as seven
feet. After 75 years it may sprout its first
branches, or arms. Branches begin as prickly
balls, then extend out and upward. By 100
years the saguaro may reach 25 feet. Sagua-
ros that live 150 years or more attain the
grandest sizes, towering 50 feet and weigh-
ing 16,000 pounds or more, dwarfing every
other living thing in the desert. These are the

largest cacti in the United States. Their huge
bulk is supported by a strong but flexible
cylinder-shaped framework of long woody
ribs (see small illustration above left).

DEATH AND REBIRTH Saguaros die of old
age, but they also die of other causes. Ani-
mals eat the seeds and seedlings, lightning
and winds kill large saguaros, and droughts
weaken and kill all ages. The saguaro is vul-
nerable during every stage of its life. Where
there is a balance of life and death, saguaro

AR
regions on the continent. Summer midday temperatures commonly climb

above 100°F. Less than 12 inches of rain falls in a typical year. Between the
summer and winter rainy seasons it's not unusual for months to pass without
a drop of rain. Plants and animals able to survive in this environment, with
adaptations specially designed for desert survival, make up one of the most

Saguaro flowers—
creamy-white, big, bold,
and numerous—color
the desert from late
April through June.

Each blossom opens
after sunset in the cool
of the night. By the next
afternoon the flower
has wilted and the brief
period of bloom has
ended. The spectacle

- The saguarcis like 2
multi-storied apartment
complex—~many animals
live in close quarters and
occupants change con-
stantly (see illustration
at left). Two common
residents, the Gila
woodpecker (10) and
gilded flicker (11), drill
nest holes in the trunks
and larger branches.
The birds excavate new
holes each spring, often
making and rejecting
several cavities in one
season before settling

Desert animals are well
adapted to life in their
demanding environ-

© ment. Many avoid the
day’s heat by venturing
out only at night. These
nocturnal animals in-
clude the cactus mouse
(22) and Western dia-
mondback rattlesnake
(23). Other animals re-
strict activities to cooler

forests thrive. Until recent years deaths have
outnumbered new growth in some saguaro
forests in the park. What has caused the de-
cline in these areas? Some biologists believe
that freezing is the major cause of saguaro
deaths. Saguaros here are at their extreme
northern and eastern range, where cold
winter temperatures occur most often.

Humans, too, have played a partin the de-
cline. Livestock grazing—from the 1880s until
1979—devastated some cactus forests. Seed-

interesting and unusual ecosystems in the United States. This world awaits

repeats itself night
after night for about
four weeks until as
many as 100 flowers
have bloomed on each
saguaro. In the few
hours that the flowers
are open, flying animals
pollinate them. White-
winged doves (above)
and long nose bats—
summer migrants from

Saguaro fruit ripens in
June and July. The sug-
ary pulp of each fruit
contains as many as
2,000 seeds (see red
fruit above right).

in one to raise 2 family.
This provides holes for
other animals, who
move in rapidly.

Animals competing for
homes include American
kestrel (12), Lucy's war-
blers (13), cactus wrens
(14), western kingbirds
(15), phainopeplas (16),
elf owls (see above),
screech owls (17), purple
martins (18), and hon-
eybees (19). For resi-
dents the holes are a re-
treat from temperature

morning and evening
hours. Gambel’s quail
(24), roadrunners (25),
and other birds feed
then, as do many rep-
tiles, including the
desert tortoise (26)
and Gila monster (27).
Animals out at midday
have special adapta-
tions for dissipating
heat. The jackrabbit
(above) dissipates heat
from its oversized ears.

Mexico—honeybees,
and moths become
powdered with sticky
pollen as they feed on
the flower’s nectar. Ani-
mals travel from flower
to flower, transporting
pollen and fertilizing as
they go.

Javelinas, coyotes, fox-
es, squirrels and other
rodents, harvester ants,
and birds feast on the
fruit and seeds.

extremes. Insulated by
thick walls, the holes
are up to 20°F cooler
in summer and 20°F
warmer in winter than
outside. Red-tailed
hawks (20) and Harris
hawks (21) don’t live

in holes but build

bulky nests in

‘ﬁ saguaros.

Desert creatures deal
with the acute shortage
of water. During severe
droughts javelinas (28)
eat prickly pear pads.
The kangaroo rat (29)
never needs to drink
water, getting all it
needs from eating
seeds. Cactus wrens
(30) build nests in the
spiny cholla where their
nestlings are protected.

COLOR ILLUSTRATIONS: NFS/ROBERT HYNES

lings were trampled or unable to find suit-
able places to grow because cattle compact-
ed the ground and killed nurse plants.

Today with grazing eliminated, saguaro
recovery is underway. Thousands of young
saguaros have taken hold and are thriving.
Still, natural forces, invasive species, vandal-
ism, and cactus poaching—theft of saguaros
for use in landscaping—take a toll on the
park’s saguaro forests.



Enjoying Saguaro National Park
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trails penetrate the wilderness of
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