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DESERT SURVIVORS is a 
unique human service agen-
cy founded in 1981 in and 
for the Tucson community.  
Desert Survivors is a nonprof-
it organization combining the 
appreciation and preserva-
tion of the Sonoran Desert 
with innovative and effective 
services to enhance the lives 
of people with disabilities.
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SPRING 2012

Karen Wilson
Director of Program Services

Here it is, 2012, and we are already 
into February. It doesn’t seem like five 
minutes since I wrote my fall newsletter 
article. Thankfully, Program Services are 
still going strong. Our three awesome 
developmental specialists in Children’s 
Services are 
staying very 
busy with the 
many families 
they work with 
throughout 
Pima County. At 
any given time 
we are support-
ing between 65 
and 80 fami-
lies. Although 
we have just 
taken a 5% cut 
in our State 
funding for this 
program, we 
are determined 
to keep going, as we see the positive 
results of the intervention we provide in 
the progress of the amazing children and 
families we serve. Also, we have submit-
ted to a local philanthropic foundation for 
supplemental funding, and are encour-
aged about possibilities. 

Executive Director’s 
Report

Rich Bechtold
Executive Director 

Program Services

Fortunately, we have a new contract with 
Pima County for Adult Services. We send 
out two crews daily to assist with work at the 
Sweetwater Nursery or to help with clean up on 
the Santa Cruz River Park adjacent to Desert 
Survivors. We have also been working closely 

with the folks 
from the City 
of Tucson’s 
Mission Gar-
den project, 
located just 
adjacent to 
us on Mission 
Road. Within 
a few months 
we will begin 
assigning a 
crew there 
once a week 
to help with 
the upkeep of 
the garden. 
It is great to 

be involved in projects around our neighborhood, 
and to play a part in keeping our desert beautiful.

Never has your support been more impor-
tant. Every dollar you spend at our sales (and 
throughout the year) helps us to keep these 
wonderful programs going. Thank you for your 
continued support. See you at the Sale.

Members Sale  
Saturday, March 10th 

(20% off through 
March 18th)

General Public Sale  
Saturday, March 17th, & 

Sunday, March 18th 
(10% off)

Spring Plant Sale 
2012

Spring 2012 carries an aura of opti-
mism in the air. Desert Survivors has 
taken its share of lumps over the last 
few years, yet we always seem to land 
on our feet. This organization must 
have a very powerful guardian angel. 

As most folks know, Desert 
Survivors has three service areas to 
forward its mission for our commu-
nity.  Our three contributions are: the 
Adult Vocational Program, the Native 
Plant Nursery, and the Children and 
Family Services Program. Each of 
these endeavors has been functioning 
very well and meeting their respective 
goals.  For 2012, all three depart-
ments are engaged in exciting new 
projects.

The Adult Vocational Program is 
currently involved in community land-
scaping projects with Pima County 
and with the Mission Gardens.  Our 
contract with Pima County provides 
landscaping jobs for our workers in a 
variety of capacities for County proj-
ects. For the Mission Gardens project, 
which showcases the horticultural 
history of the City of Tucson, we have 
a landscaping crew working with the 
“Friends of Tucson Birthplace” on its 
development. These are both excit-
ing projects and we are grateful to be 
part of them. 

Our Native Plant Nursery is also 
participating in the Mission Gardens 
project by providing a variety of des-
ert-adapted fruit trees that we refer to 
as “Father Kino’s Fruit Trees.”  We’ve 
obtained our permits and hope to 

expand the Kino inventory with good 
heirloom material from Mexico. Also, 
a defunct vegetable garden on our 
grounds has been transformed into a 
Kino fruit tree stock plant garden with 
eight trees. We are excited to be part 
of this re-creation of Tucson’s horti-
cultural roots.

Desert Survivors is also looking 
forward to receiving grant funds from 
the Stonewall Foundation of Tucson to 
enhance our services to children and 
families. We will be meeting with the 
Foundation in September to discuss 
how to best utilize this great gift.

As we move forward in 2012, 
we are aware that our success is 
because of the great community we 
are part of.  Our success is the result 
of our positive connection with every 
member, customer, business partner, 
employee, family, and worker in our 
agency.  Desert Survivors is good 
evidence that worthy endeavors can 
succeed when people build bridges of 
cooperation.

See you at the Spring Sale, and 
all year long.  God bless us all.

Desert Survivor’s fledgling Kino Fruit Tree Garden 
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Jim Verrier
Director of Plant Nursery

Cylindropuntia tesajo (Baja pencil cholla) 
This unusual, small cholla is endemic to the Baja Cali-
fornia peninsula in Mexico. Plants typically don’t get too 
much over a foot or two tall, with a nice compact appear-
ance.  Baja pencil cholla have somewhat stout stems with 
small patches of glochids, and are sparsely covered with 
straw-colored spines. With age and stress, plants will blush 
a reddish color. This member of the cactus family (Cac-
taceae) is extremely tolerant of low water usage, like our 
local chollas. In Tucson, C. tesajo seems to be very cold 
tolerant and does not seem to suffer much from frost dam-
age. Plants produce yellow flowers in May and June.  It is 
a lovely small cholla, highly recommended for landscaping.

Mammillaria saboae subsp. haudeana  
(Sabo’s pincushion cactus)
This pincushion cactus is native to the Sonoran Desert in 
Mexico in the general vicinity of Yecora. In the wild, these 
plants naturally grow on volcanic substrates. During periods 
of drought and dry periods, plants will shrivel down and 
go partially under the soil level. When this occurs, flowers 
actually start blooming below the ground and thrust through 
the soil blooming just above ground level. The individual 
cacti themselves are very small, up to a few inches wide, but 
they produce huge flowers that range from magenta to deep 
pink—typically blooming in May. This species has an unusual 
reproductive cycle, where fruits remain buried inside of the 

Featured Plants Spring 2012

Graptopetalum rusbyi 
(San Francisco River leatherpetal)
This is the first time we have offered this rarely 
cultivated succulent in the stonecrop family (Crassu-
laceae).  In North America, there are two species of 
Graptopetalum and both occur in southern Arizona. 
The leatherpetal is a small succulent plant that forms 
a beautiful rosette typically no bigger than two inches 
wide in habitat, but to about four inches in cultiva-
tion. In the wild, these plants grow exclusively on 
the shady sides of boulders and rock crevices. They 
are usually found growing within five or ten feet of 
seasonal waterflows in canyons.  In the springtime, 

plants develop flower spikes about six inches tall with 
clusters of red flowers with yellow dots towards the 
center of the petals. The flowers have a distinctive 
aroma that may well be appreciated by fans of such 
exotic plants as Amorphophalis (although they do not 
smell the same). Leatherpetals are the exclusive larval 
host for the ever-popular Xami hairstreak butterfly 
(Callophrys xami). G. rusbyi is a spring-flowering 
leatherpetal with smaller leaves than its rarer cousin, 
G. bartramii, which blooms during the monsoon and 
has much larger leaves. In cultivation, these plants 
are best grown in containers with well-drained soils. 
During the summer and winter, they like to dry out 
in between waterings, so watering every seven to ten 
days might be a reasonable schedule. During spring 
and fall, when they are more active, they can be 
watered as soon as the soil dries out. Happy plants 
will divide and form clusters of rosettes that can be 
separated by ambitious gardeners who cannot resist 
the urge to produce more plants. 

stems for years as they ripen. The seeds are distributed either 
when a mammal eats the stems containing the ripe seeds and 
then relocates them elsewhere via the digestive tract, or the 
seeds eventually grow past the end of the stems and fall to 
the ground.  The subspecies haudeana is one of the larger 
of the subspecies, growing up to one-and-a-half inches or so 
high and forming clumps. Due to its size, it is best grown in 

a container with well-drained soil. 
This Sabo’s pincushion needs water 
about once or twice a week during 
the hot season and requires virtually 
no water during the winter. Although 
they are rather cold hardy, they would 
benefit from a protected location. 
This tiny cactus with large flowers 
would be an interesting addition to 
any cactus garden. 

Agave gigantensis (agave) 
This medium-sized agave is known only from the Sierra 
de la Giganta (Mountain of the Giantess) in Baja Cali-
fornia, Mexico. The rosette grows to approximately three 
feet, and eventually produces yellow flowers on a ten to 
fifteen foot stalk. Plants are graced with attractive stout 
and curved leaf spines. This species can be hard to find 
in commercial nurseries and is uncommon in cultivation. 
They are relatively cold hardy in 
Tucson, taking damage in the 
low 20s. They grow well in full 
or partial sun, and are extremely 
tolerant of the heat. When estab-
lishing these plants, water once a 
week during the summer for the 
first year or two. Once the agaves 
are established, we recommend a 
monthly irrigation during the heat 
of the summer. Agaves are cur-
rently classified in the Asparagus 
family (Asparagaceae).

Prunus domestica 
(Kino Heritage “Oracle” Plum) 
In celebration of the initial planting of the Mission Gardens, we 
will have a number of Kino Heritage plums available for sale. 
Plums, like most stonefruits, are in the rose family (Rosaceae). 
This delicious plum comes from cuttings of an old heirloom tree 
in the town of Oracle, located on a private residence where a 
spring still exists (although it no longer flows above ground).  It 
is located not too far from the historic post office in Oracle.  
Obviously, planting fruit trees in the desert requires much 
more preparation and care than our lovely and easy natives. 
We recommend digging the hole several times larger than the 
container and adding lots of organic material. Peat moss can be 
used in holes provided the soils are not heavy in clay. Fruit trees 
consume high amounts of water, so it is best to water them with 
graywater or utilize water-harvesting strategies. The Oracle plum 
will benefit from a good organic fertilization in early spring, just 
before a profusion of pink flowers emerges on the tree.  Ph
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Photos by Jim Verrier 
unless otherwise noted

agave buds

Oracle plum 
saplings have 
large healthy, 

leaves. In time 
these trees will 
reach heights 
of 15 feet or 
more with a 

dense canopy 
and tasty fruits. 

They will also 
provide food 
and cover for 
many mam-

mals and birds.

The Mission Gardens 
project includes the eventual 
planting of 100 Kino fruit 
trees in honor of the Arizona 
Centennial. Heirloom trees 
will include apple, peach, 
olive, pear, fig, plum, quince, 
lime, and pomegranate. 
The first plum trees were 
planted in the Gardens in 
mid Feburary this year.

Ag
av

e 
bu

ds
 ©

 K
as

ey
 A

nd
er

so
n


