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Meritorious micranthocerei 
(All photos: Root Gorelick)

In a recent issue (CactusWorld (2009) 27: 81–87), Colin
Norton discussed and photographed two wonderful cultivat-
ed specimens of eastern Brazilian columnar cacti with blue
stems in the genus Micranthocereus: M. purpureus and 
M. dolichospermaticus.  These two species, if anything, are
even more spectacular in habitat.  

M. purpureus (Figs. 1–2) is the branched and shorter of these
two species.  It is a truly charming plant, branching exclusive-
ly from the base, with each powdery-blue stem 1–2m tall.
The blue epidermis is easily visible through the straw-
coloured spines.  Cephalia always grow on the same side of
each stem and are extremely woolly.  For me, the best part
is the vibrant rose-coloured flower with its whitish centre.
Cephalia and flowers start forming on stems around one
metre tall.  The plants pictured here on the outskirts of
Morro do Chapéu, Bahía, were growing with their diminutive
congener M. polyanthus ssp. alvinii, the quixotic bottle cactus
Stephanocereus luetzelburgii, and the slender blue Pilosocereus
glaucochrous.

M. dolichospermaticus (Fig. 3) is a much taller, albeit
unbranched plant.  It is known from several localities, all
composed of steep,
sharp bambui lime-
stone.  The stem epi-
dermis is a slightly
darker blue than in 
M. purpureus, and also
easily visible.  The
cuticular waxes that
give the glaucous
stems their blue
colour tend to erode
away with age, leaving
older stems green.  As
with M. purpureus, 
M. dolichospermaticus
cephalia start growing
when stems are about
one metre high.  I
have included a photo
of one very unusual
specimen that is
branching dichoto-
mously (Fig. 4), which
is the only uninjured
specimen that I have
seen branching, either
in the wild or in culti-
vation.  This specimen
was growing with sev-
eral other choice
cacti: Pilosocereus
gounellei ssp. zehnt-
neri, and the giants 
P. densiareolatus and
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Fig. 1  Micranthocereus purpureus in bud

Fig. 2  Micranthocereus purpureus in flower

Fig. 3  Micranthocereus
dolichospermaticus
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Melocactus levitestatus, close to the small river town of Pôrto
Novo, near Barreiras, Bahía.

Thanks to Marlon Machado, Graham Charles, and Dan Mahr
for organising the CSSA trip on which I saw these marvellous
plants.

Root Gorelick

Spiny Perspectives (All photos: Roy Mottram)

The Czech capital city of Prague is perhaps best known for its
famous sons, the composer Antonin Dvořák (1841–1904)
and the novelist Franz Kafka (1883–1924).

However, for the cactus growers of Prague, the dashing hero
is Alberto Vojtěch Frič (1882–1944), who pioneered the
hobby of cactus-growing in Europe during the years 1928 to
1938, making six journeys during a period of nine years
through South America and one through Mexico.  His plant
stocks at one time reached a staggering total of 40,000
mature cacti, whilst sales were served by the distribution of
seven price lists and catalogues of plants and seeds.  Alas, it
all came to an abrupt end, destroyed in the winter of
1939–40 because he had no money left for heating.

Alberto Frič himself was a hugely flamboyant character, way
ahead of his time in his thought and very ingenious in devel-
oping new photographic techniques.  The cactus legacy left
by Frič is very apparent today, because the Czech Republic is
a country where there is probably a greater public awareness
of succulent plants than in any other European nation.

In June of this year, large posters could be seen all over the
city announcing a fortnight of celebration of cacti by the
Prague Botanical Garden (Botanická Zahrada Praha), opening
areas of the garden and a growing-house of superbly grown
succulents to the public.  This event was called ‘Kaktusy
Sukulenty 09’.

Within its extensive boundaries, on a hillside overlooking the
city, the Botanic Garden has a large area of about an acre of
south-facing land, where a very large number of hardy cacti,
agaves and yuccas are planted out in a scree of broken 
slate, stones and loam (Fig. 5).  The smaller North American
opuntias dominate the area and are all in full flower in June,
including such species as Opuntia cymochila, O. macrorhiza
(Fig. 6), O. phaeacantha, O. basilaris, O. fragilis, O. poly-
acantha, O. humifusa and so on.  There are also a few stands
of the cholla O. imbricata, flowering in late June and tall
enough to present their masses of flowers at eye level.

In the growing-house, all the plants are in pots (Fig. 7), and
perhaps the most striking example of the art of good 
cultivation is a large collection of Discocactus in superb 
condition.  However, what particularly took my eye on 
the day were flowering plants of Opuntia (Tephrocactus) 
geometrica (Fig. 8) and a nice potful of Lithops meyeri
‘Hammeruby’ C292A (Fig. 9).

Fig. 4  Micranthocereus dolichospermaticus with an unusual mode
of branching near the top

Fig. 6  Opuntia macrorhiza growing in the outdoor garden at
Prague Botanic Garden

Fig. 5  Outdoor cactus garden, Prague Botanic Garden
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