
Common Hill Country Cacti 

There are at least 150 species of cacti in Texas, and most of these are found, not 

surprisingly, in West Texas.  All cacti are succulents (store water in juicy tissues), but 

not all succulents are cacti. With very few exceptions, cacti do not have leaves but have 

fleshy green stems.  Spines can vary greatly in size, shape and color, and on prickly 

pears and related cacti, can be of two types, the regular substantial, larger spines and 

the small hair-like clusters called glochids.  

Agaves and yuccas are succulents but are not cacti. 

There are at least 19 species of cacti found in some part of the Hill Country.  Here are 

the ones I consider the most common around here. 

The most common Hill Country cactus is the Texas prickly pear, Opuntia engelmannii 

var. lindheimeri. It has very large (6-12 inches) nearly circular pads, yellow flowers with 

yellow centers and reddish to purple fruits (tunas).  The fruits have glochids, but not 

spines.  Another common prickly pear is the Plains prickly pear, Opuntia macrorhiza, 

which has much smaller near-circular pads (3-5 inches) and the flowers are yellow with 

red centers.  

Although very different in shape, a related cactus is Christmas cholla, or Pencil cactus 

or tasajillo, Cylindropuntia leptocaulis. Instead of pads, it has pencil-thin stems and is 

usually multibranched with 1-2 inch spines. Some call it a cowboy Christmas cactus 

because of the red fruits arranged up and down the green stems in the late fall into 

winter. 

The Claret cup cactus, Echinocereus coccineus, is a cluster of several stems from 2 to 

12 inches tall and 1½ to 4 inches in diameter.  The surface of the stems has ridges 

running up and down. The blooms are a bright orange-red and the fruits ripen to a bright 

red also with short spines. 

The Strawberry pitaya or Strawberry cactus, Echinocereus enneacanthus var. 

brevispinus, is similar in appearance to the claret cup except the individual stems are 

somewhat smaller than the claret cup and some of the stems appear to be lying down 

rather than sticking up. The blooms are pink or magenta and funnel shaped.  The fruits 

are red. 

The Lace cactus, Echinocereus reichenbachii, is a small cylindrical cactus which is 3 to 

10 inches high and 2 to 4 inches in diameter.  One first notices that it is covered in white 

spines that are arranged in bunches along vertical rows.  The spines almost obscure the 

stem underneath, but in spite of the number of spines, they are mostly flattened against 



the cactus so that one can touch it gently without getting stuck. They are frequently 

found in colonies.  The blooms are pink to magenta. 

The Horse-crippler cactus, Echinocactus texensis, is a very low-growing, but substantial 

plant with very large, stiff spines.  It can be difficult to find because often it only rises an 

inch or two above the soil, although it can be a foot in diameter.  It has prominent, deep 

ribs.  The flowers are salmon pink with lacey pedals and the fruit is scarlet red. 

Another cactus I would like to talk about is not common at all, in fact it is quite 

uncommon.  The Tobusch fishhook cactus, Sclerocactus brevihamatus var. tobuschii, is 

endemic to this part of the Hill Country (meaning it grows nowhere else in the world!) 

and is listed by both federal and state agencies as Endangered.  It is found almost 

exclusively in Kerr and Bandera counties and some adjacent counties to the west.  I 

have been involved with projects to count individual plants and monitor their growth 

characteristics in a Nature Conservancy preserve in Bandera County.  This fishhook 

cactus is a very small cylindrical cactus with stems from 1 to 3 inches tall and usually 

less than 1 or 2 inches in diameter.  It has greenish-yellow flowers.  And yes, some of 

the spines are curved into a hook shape. 

If you want to grow cacti, I have two pieces of advice. First, be certain the cactus can 

tolerate our cold winter spells, many cacti found for sale cannot.  Second, make a very 

well draining soil mix by adding a lot of sand and caliche (or crushed granite) to native 

soil and make a raised bed. 

The Kerr County Cactus and Succulent Society meets at the Library the third Tuesday 

of every month at 7:00 pm.  Visitors are welcome. 

Previous articles can be found at www.hillcountrynaturalist.org. Until next time… 

Jim Stanley is a member of Riverside Nature Center and the Native Plant Society of Texas, a Texas 

Master Naturalist and author of “Hill Country Landowner’s Guide”. He can be reached at jstmn@ktc.com.  
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