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OPUNTIA CHISOSENSIS (Anthony) Comb. Nov.
D A V I D J. F E R G U S O N

6401 B Coors SW. A lbuque rque , N M 87105

Opun t i a chisosensis ( A n t h o n y ) Fergu-

son, comb. nov.

Opuntia lindheimeri var. chisosensis 

A n t h o n y , 1956. A m . M i d i . Nat. ,

V o l . 55:1, 252 ( f i g . 26).

H O L O T Y P E : A n t h o n y 223, A p r i l 8 & 

Ju ly 17, 1948, deposited at the U n i v .

of M i c h i g a n , A n n A r b o r , M L

T Y P E L O C A L I T Y : Basin o f Chisos M o u n -

tains, B i g Bend N a t i o n a l Park, Brew-

ster Co., Texas.

Th i s is an a t t r ac t ive species o f Op-

untia w h i c h has thus fa r been f o u n d i n

the Chisos mounta ins i n Brewster

County , Texas and i n the Sierra del

Carmen i n n o r t h e r n Coahui la , Mexico .

I t is character ized by an up r i g h t ,

bushy g r o w t h (to l m t a l l ) , and has

most ly c i r cu l a r , b lu i sh jo in t s (about

15-20cm long) . There are 1-5 spreading

to def lexed , b r i g h t ye l low ( ra re ly to

orange-red) spines (up to 6,5cm long)

on the upper 2/3 or more o f the pad.

I n na ture the spines t u r n black after

several years. The f lowers are about

6.5mm across and o f an unusual , pale

y e l l o w i s h - b u f f color. The f r u i t s are

about 3-4cm long and obovate to

spherical w i t h f ew areoles. They r ipen

glaucous reddish purp le and usual ly

have several t h i n , s t i f f , ye l l ow spines

near the top. The seeds are tan i n

color and average 4-5mm i n diameter .

F i g . 1. Opuntia chisosensis i n f r u i t i n

c u l t i v a t i o n . Augus t 1985.

W i t h its cont ras t ing b lu i sh pads

and ye l low spines, this is the most

s t r i k i n g Opuntia i n its na tu r a l habi ta t .

I t grows most ly above 1,650m (5,500ft)

i n open w o o d l a n d made up o f mostly

j u n i p e r (Juniperus sp.), p i n o n (Pinus 

cembroides Z u c c ) , oak (Quercus sp.)

and Texas madrone (Arbutus texana 

Buckl . ) . I t is occasionally also f o u n d i n

more open grassland. Other p rominen t

cactus and succulents associates are

Cylindropuntia imbricata (Ha w o r t h )

K n u t h , Opuntia engelmannii Sa lm-Dyck

(sensu Engelm. and B r i t . & Rose, non

Benson) , O. phaeacantha var. brunnea 

I t is the author 's op i n i o n that Benson's i n t e rp re t a t i on o f the name Opuntia 

engelmannii Sa lm-Dyck is i n error. I t seems u n l i k e l y tha t the type specimen

is an Opuntia ficus-indica (Linnaeus) M i l l e r as Benson believes. The author

prefers to f o l l o w B r i t t o n and Rose's i n t e rp re t a t ion . Th i s subject w i l l be

discussed i n more de ta i l i n a f u t u r e paper.

I t is also the author 's o p i n i o n that O. engelmannii is not a v a r i e t y o f O. 

phaeacantha as Benson believes (thus his combina t ion : O. phaeacantha var.

discata). I n many thousands o f sympat r ic specimens o f bo th species observed

i n the f i e l d , the author has seen only f o u r possible hybr ids .
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Engelm. (sensu Engelm., non

Weniger) , Echinocereus coccineus 

Engelm. var. gurneyi (Benson) , E. 

russanthus Weniger, Escobaria varicolor 

(Tiegel) H u n t , Mammillaria meiacantha 

Engelm., Agave havardiana T r e l . and

Nolina erumpens (Tor r . ) Wats.

I n the past Opuntia chisosensis has

been qu i te misunderstood. When f i r s t

described i t was placed as a va r i e ty of

Opuntia lindheimeri Engelm. Benson

considered i t as par t o f a h y b r i d

swarm between O. phaeacantha Engelm.

and "0. phaeacantha var. discata 

( G r i f f i t h s ) Benson & Walk." (=0. 

2

Opuntia phaeacantha var. brunnea Engelm. was described f r o m E l Paso,

Texas, and was c lear ly appl ied to the common southern va r i e ty o f O. phaea-

cantha w h i c h is f o u n d g r o w i n g i n mostly mounta inous areas. Benson uses

varie t ies major and phaeacantha somewhat at r andom f o r these plants (based

on useless spine t ra i t s ) . Var ie t ies major Engelm., phaeacantha (=var. nigricans 

Engelm.) , as w e l l as var. camanchica (Engelm. & Big.) Benson should a l l be

considered synonyms, and are a l l based on the common (somewhat less

robust) no r the rn va r i e ty o f mountainous habitats . Weniger's i n t e rp r e t a t i on

o f var. brunnea is somewhat unclear, but his photo is o f O. macrocentra. The

variet ies and synonyms o f O. phaeacantha w i l l also be the subject o f a f u t u r e

paper.

Echinocereus coccineus var. gurneyi is a c u r r e n t l y i l l e g i t i m a t e comb ina t i on

w h i c h w i l l soon be p roper ly publ ished i n a rev is ion o f the r ed - f lowered

Echinocereus o f the U n i t e d States.

^ Weniger considered O. chisosensis to be the same as O. engelmannii var. cy-

clodes. He seems to have also m i x e d the Chisos Moun ta ins popu la t i on o f O. 

engelmannii var. engelmannii i n to this i n t e rp re t a t i on , bu t this is uncer ta in .

The Chisos Mounta ins plants do have ye l lowish spines but have n o t h i n g to

do w i t h var . cyclodes. The va r i e ty cyclodes grows on ly i n eastern N e w Mex-

ico i n the drainages o f the upper Pecos and upper Canadian Rivers . I t is a 

weak v a r i e t y character ized by large seeds ( fo r the species), smaller than

average f r u i t , less woody, t h inne r jo in t s o f a b lu i sh color , and more slender

(of ten f ewer ) ye l low spines than i n the t y p i c a l va r i e ty .

^ Weniger also apparent ly confused some chisosensis plants w i t h G r i f f i t h ' s

O. cacanapa. Th i s p lant was described f r o m Enc ina l , Texas, and seems to be

the same as G r i f f i t h ' s O. tricolor f r o m near Laredo, Texas. Weniger i mp r op -

er ly placed O. cacanapa as a va r i e ty o f O. engelmannii, l eav ing i t as a nomen 

nudum. Benson placed O. tricolor as a va r i e ty o f O. lindheimeri. Based on the

author 's experience, i t w o u l d seem that nei ther name has any connect ion

w i t h O. chisosensis, and that both are probably synonyms o f O. lindheimeri. I t

is u n l i k e l y that ei ther name deserves f u l l va r i e t a l r ank , but more s tudy o f

these plants is needed.

engelmannii). Benson's theory is not

supported by the popula t ions f o u n d i n

the f i e l d . Weniger's i n t e rp r e t a t i on is

somewhat unclear, but he appears to

have equated O. chisosensis w i t h both

O. engelmannii var . cyclodes Engelm. & 

Bigelow and "O. engelmannii var.

cacanapa ( G r i f f i t h s & Hare)" (nom.

nud.) w h i c h come f r o m eastern New

Mexico and f r o m near E n c i n a l and

Laredo, Texas, respectively.

Both O. engelmannii and O. lind-

heimeri are f a i r l y easily d is t inguished

f r o m O. chisosensis. They are both

much larger i n stem (pads usual ly at
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Plants have been f o u n d by the au-

thor near Sa l t i l lo i n southern Coahui la

and nor the rn Zacatecas, Mexico , w h i c h

may represent a f o r m or va r i e ty o f O. 

chisosensis. These occur i n s imi la r

habi tats w i t h s imi l a r associated f lo ra .

They d i f f e r f r o m the Big Bend plants

m a i n l y i n h a v i n g s l i gh t l y heavier,

cream to w h i t e colored spines. They

have the same g r o w t h f o r m and f r u i t s ,

but the f lowers have not yet been seen.

8U
Fig . 2. O. chisosensis, a small p lant

g r o w i n g i n the Chisos Mts., March

1981.

least 25cm long) , f lowers (usual ly at

least 7cm i n d iameter ) and f r u i t

(usual ly at least 4.5cm long, t y p i c a l l y

much larger) . The seeds o f both species

are smaller, usual ly 3mm or less i n d i -

ameter (occasionally to 4mm i n O. en-

gelmannii var . cyclodes). The seedlings

o f both O. engelmannii and O. lind-

heimeri have the spines m o d i f i e d in to F ig . 3. O. chisosensis, Chapultepec,

hairs w h i l e those o f O. chisosensis do Coahui la , Mexico , August 1985.

not.

The t rue k i n s h i p o f O. chisosensis 

w o u l d seem to l ie closest to the species

o f the O. phaeacantha group. This

group includes O. phaeacantha, O. 

spinosibacca A n t h o n y , O. azurea Rose,

O. macrocentra Engelm. (=0. violacea 

Engelm.), O. aureispina (in press), and

Opuntia sp. (l=horstii, a h o r t i c u l t u r a l

name o f w h i c h the types were lost i n

Wor ld War I I ) . These species a l l have

the same basic vegetat ive and repro-

duc t ive morphology as O. chisosensis 

( though they tend to have p ropor t ion -

ately na r rower f r u i t and i n O. au-

reispina the f r u i t becomes d r y ) . These

species d i f f e r m a i n l y i n co lora t ion ,

number and size o f spines, and i n

g r o w t h he ight (the later is usual ly F ig . 4. O. chisosensis i n f l o w e r i n c u l t i -

more a f u n c t i o n o f env i ronment ) . v a t i o n , May 1985.
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A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T S : B r i t t o n , N . L . & J.N.Rose, 1937. The

Thanks are extended to Steven Cactaceae, Abbey Garden Press

Brack o f Belen, New Mexico , who re- r e p r i n t .

v i ewed this a r t ic le . Photographs are by Enge lmann , G., 1849. PL Fendl . , Mem.

the author . A m . Acad . 4.

, 1850. PL L i n d . I I , Boston

Journ . Na t . His t . 6.

, 1857 ( p r e p r i n t 1856). Proc.

A m . Acad . 3.

L I T E R A T U R E : , 1857. U.S. Senate Rept.

A n t h o n y , M . , 1956. The Opunt iae o f E x p l . & Surv. R t . Pac. Ocean. Bot.

the B ig Bend Region o f Texas, A m . 4.

M i d i . Nat . , 55:1, 225-256. , 1859. E m o r y Rept . U.S. & 

Benson, L . , 1982. The cact i o f the Mex. Bound. Surv. 2.

U n i t e d States and Canada, Stan- Weniger, D. , 1970. Cac t i o f the South-

f o r d U n i v . Press. west, U n i v . o f Texas Press.
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E R R A T A

Several errors were in t roduced by the publ isher i n the paper, " A n n u a l

G r o w t h Bands i n a T r o p i c a l D r y Forest Cactus, Lemaireocereus aragonii" by

G. W. Otis and R. E. B u s k i r k i n the January-February issue o f the Journa l

( V o l . 58:1, pp. 25-29. 1986). The publ isher and edi tor accept respons ib i l i ty

f o r these omissions and ask that you correct your personal copies o f that

issue. The corrected text should read:

Page 25, 3 rd paragraph: "This species is endemic to the seasonally d r y region

o f nor thwes te rn Costa Rica..."

Page 28, table 1: Lemaireocereus aragonii should be L . eichlamii. The missing

text reads: "Lemaireocereus aragonii = Marshallocereus aragonii, Costa

Rica , D i s t i n c t , B r i t t o n and Rose, 1920: p. 92, F ig . 135; Backeberg, 1977: p.

301".

Page 29, A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T S : "Carlos Salas, manager o f the refuge, Juan

Rodr iguez , w i l d l i f e b iologis t , and Roxana Diaz o f Costa Rica

Exped i t ions p rov ided logis t ica l support.


