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 There are those who say cacti don’t belong in rock gardens. Those who say 
that have obviously not traveled the North American West where countless outcrops are 
adorned with cacti. The mountain ball cactus (Pediocactus simpsonii) rarely grows below a mile 
in elevation, and grizzly bear cacti (Opuntia erinacea v. ursina) hobnob with the oldest 
Bristlecones in the White Mountains at timberline. And let’s not even talk about the legions of 
alpine cacti that grow so abundantly for thousands of miles along the spine of the Andes in 
South America. Perhaps the clincher in the deal has to be Escobaria leei—surely the most 
irresistible, utterly charming tiny morsel of a cactus any rock gardener worth their salt ought to 
covet! 

 From the photos I’ve included you can see a black, high-fired ceramic container that 
Sandy Snyder (a talented rock gardener in Littleton, Colorado) planted with this cactus in 2014. 

You can see the “after” picture of the 
same container six years later in full 
bloom: it won top honors at a cactus 
show—and everyone who sees it wants 
it!  I was apparently so unsubtle in my 
admiration of this that Sandy gave that 
container to me in 2019 when she was 
downsizing and moving to a new 
house. That container, by the way, 
resides outside where it’s subjected to 
the full force of Colorado’s changeable 
and pretty vicious climate (occasional 

highs over 100F in the summer and lows down 
to -20F in winter) and it coasts through just 
fine. Full disclosure: once Sandy got settled in 
her new home, the container and cactus went 
back to her!  

 I wrote a blog post about this cactus 
almost a decade ago that shows another 
champion specimen you might enjoy checking 
out 

(https://prairiebreak.blogspot.com/2012/07/all-american-treasure-for-4th-of.html). 



 The taxonomic status of Lee’s cactus is a bit of a botanical game of mirrors: it was long 
known as Coryphantha leei. To the dismay of gardeners, the genus Escobaria was segregated 
from Coryphantha based on distinct morphological 
criteria. Recent DNA studies suggest merging the 
genera again [you may choose to groan or smirk at 
this]. Lee’s cactus has been subsumed by the rare, and 
slightly larger, Escobaria sneedii by some botanists—
an even rarer taxon that grows on a nearby mountain 
range in New Mexico: they do have a strong 
resemblance…so Escobaria sneedii var. leei is 
understandably used by some gardeners. There are, 
however, taxonomists who’ve lumped both of these 
with a half dozen or other species together (including 
E. duncanii, E. orcuttii, E. albicolumnaria). The less said 
about that the better! For the time being, it’s pretty widely known and loved as Escobaria leei. 
Since it has a distinct range and distinct morphology (two criteria that define a species) let’s 
stick with that name for the nonce! (picture above right: E. leei, John Baynard garden, Denver.)  

 In the wild, Esobaria leei is restricted to 15 sites in the Guadalupe mountains on the 
border of New Mexico and Texas (I believe largely within Carlsbad Caverns National Park). It 

grows at the edge of shallow limestone 
outcrops mostly on steep slopes in nature. 
Large parts of the Park where it grows 
have suffered forest fires in recent years: I 
doubt these have affected Lees’ cactus—
which grows so low in open sites. I could 
be wrong, there. It may have escaped 
fires, but how will it cope with climate 
change? 

 If you look carefully at the picture of 
seedlings grown by Kelly Grummons 
(coldhardycactus.com) you will see the 

fantastic variation in size and color that exists in cultivation. Kelly has selected more miniature 
forms as well, which he offers (from time to time) 
on his website. E. leei is grown and sold by many 
other nurseries across the USA and Europe. I make 
a point of sending large quantities of its abundantly 
produced seed to the NARGS seed exchange: it’s 
surprisingly easy to grow from seed under lights at 
home. 



             Fortunately, this cactus tolerates much cooler conditions and colder climates—and is 
being grown by hundreds if not thousands of gardeners around the world. It would be tragic if 
one day this and so many other plants were to only persist in gardens, due to destruction of 
their natural habitat, or other unspeakable agencies.  

 NARGS will be hosting a series of three Webinars over the next few 
months. The importance and contribution of succulents to rock gardens will be a focus of the 
second Webinar this winter on January 15, hosted by Rod Haenni, a long-time member of the 
Rocky Mountain Chapter of NARGS and vice president of the Cactus and Succulent Society of 
America. Six speakers will explore the use of succulents from all corners of North America. I will 
be surprised if this plant doesn’t crop up at least once during that Webinar! Do check the 
NARGS website for more information. One more great reason to join NARGS! 

  


