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Crested saguaro are rare but familiar to Arizonans.  
Cresting has been observed in many species of cacti, 
succulents, and even among non-succulents.  Saguaro 
crests may be the largest crested growths in the Plant 
Kingdom (Rowley, 2006).

ABSTRACT “MICHELIN MAN” SAGUARO
Cacti typically have a symmetrical 
growth form.  Any deviation is 
conspicuous.  Crested saguaro are a 
rare but well-known variation.  More 
odd forms exist among saguaro and 
barrel cacti.  The cause of these 
growths remains unknown or 
speculative.  These mysteries call for 
more research on the biology of 
cactus oddities.

CRESTED SAGUARO

Variegated growth (lacking chlorophyll) is extremely rare 
in saguaro.  Variegation is commonly maintained 
through cultivation in a variety of succulent and non-
succulent species in horticulture.  The chlorophyll-
lacking tissue is dependent on support by green tissue 
elsewhere on the plant.  The phenomenon has also been 
observed in cardon cactus (Perrill, 1984).

VARIEGATED SAGUARO

This knobby effect results from repeated death of the 
meristem on saguaro stems.  New stem growth is initiated 
from adjacent areoles, but also is short-lived.  One 
conspicuous stand of these plants occurs near a mine and 
was studied by Thornton & Myhrman (2010).  They 
hypothesize this effect is caused by an over-abundance of 
manganese in the soil.

Monstrose growth is more irregular than crests or 
“Michelin Man” knobbiness.  Monstrose growth has been 
isolated and intentionally propagated in horticulture 
(Rowley, 2006).  This is very rarely successful or 
sustainable with saguaro.

MONSTROSE GROWTHS

Michael Chamberland
University of Arizona, Maricopa County Cooperative Extension         4341 E Broadway Road, Phoenix AZ, 85040         mchamb@email.arizona.edu      602-827-8219

CACTUS ODDITIES – Unusual Growth Forms in Arizona’s Saguaro and Barrel Cacti 

BIFURCATED OR UNDULATE STEMS

STEM PROLIFERATION

Meristem anomalies that did not lead to a crest?

Areoles initiate branching in 
abundance all along the stem.

KNOBS AND BURLS
These knobs or burls are barky and do not appear 
photosynthetic.  Tissue proliferates without an 
obvious meristem. 
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CACTUS ODDITIES PART 2
Barrel cacti – Ferocactus wislizeni

DEFORMED BARRELS
These barrels appear to have grown normally to mature size.  
Then some factor has caused deformation of new growth 
from the apical meristem.  This sudden change suggests a 
pathogenic cause. 

“PUMPKIN BARRELS”

The apical meristem has died on these plants, without a 
considerable loss of stem tissue.  The plant can persist for 
many years without attempting to branch.  Meanwhile, 
stems tend to grow wider and assume a “pumpkin shape.”
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GOLDEN-SPINED F. WISLIZENI
Ferocactus wislizeni with golden-yellow spines and pure 
yellow flowers were discovered by the Tucson Cactus and 
Succulent Society around Saddlebrook during a cactus 
rescue operation.  Plants were propagated in cultivation and 
released as a cultivar.
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