Hardy Cactus

By Mary Ann Van Berlo  

People are often surprised to hear that some cacti are native to Canada.  In fact, there was a natural colony of a species of prickly pear cacti in Nepean.  Although none are left there now, the Opuntia fragilis was found near Fallowfield Road and a small colony still exists near Kaladar, Ontario.   The species, Opuntia humifusa, is native to Point Pelee.  

In addition to these native cacti, a number of non-native species are hardy to our area if they are given the right conditions.  These include several different species in the Opuntia, Echinocereus and Escobaria genera.  

Opuntia is a prickly pear cactus with flat, spherical stem segments.  Echinocereus has a cylindrical, ribbed stem and usually forms a clump.  Escobaria is a pincushion form, with its spherical shape covered in spines.    

Transplanting or weeding in a cactus bed can certainly be a challenge.  A good pair of leather gloves is a must!  And don’t make the mistake of using a pair of combination leather and cloth gloves – I’m still finding spines in the cloth part of my favourite gloves.

Cacti like a sunny, hot location with good drainage.  They need adequate moisture when first planted, but once they are established, no extra watering should be necessary.  The key to over-wintering cacti is to ensure that they do not sit in wet conditions.  Water should never puddle around a cactus plant.  Ensure that the soil in the cactus bed contains a good amount of coarse sand or grit to maximize the drainage.  If you have heavy soil or a low-lying area, a raised bed would also help.  

Some of these cacti are hardy to zone 3 or 4 – so a cold Ottawa winter should not be their downfall.  A good snow cover in winter increases the cacti survival rate.  The winter of 2003/04 was particularly hard on the local cactus beds.  Temperatures of -20 degrees Celsius, with no snow cover for the early part of winter, were followed by a rainy, mild spell.   Since the ground was frozen, the rain had nowhere to go.  As the temperatures dropped, the cacti were encased in ice and then rotted in the spring thaw.

Luckily the problems of one bad winter are quickly forgotten when you visit a large bed of cacti in full bloom and you realize you are still in the greater Ottawa area.  Bright yellows, oranges, pinks and reds dot the prickly landscape in June at Gardens North located in North Gower (www.gardensnorth.com).   They offer seeds for a number of these hardy varieties.

Cacti are a good addition to an alpine bed or rock garden.  Once established, they thrive on neglect, so they make a good cottage planting in the right conditions.  Their thorns also deter pets and other foot traffic.  And they definitely make an interesting conversation point in your garden.

If cacti pique your interest, consider the Ottawa & Area Cacti and Succulent Association (www3.sympatico.ca/lycacti) or the Ottawa Valley Rock Garden Horticultural Society (www.ovrghs.ca).  
