
LANDSCAPING WITH CACTUS AND SUCCULENTS  
 
For some reason, my husband and I have always loved these plants, and they have always been a 
part of our landscaping.  Perhaps it’s because of the variety of their shapes, size, and beautiful 
blooms, but also because they are such survivors.  Give them a sunny location, well-drained soil 
and a little water and they will be happy. 
 
First, let’s look at proper bed preparation for your cactus and succulent garden.  Add some coarse 
sand to your landscape mix for better drainage.  Cactus do not like wet roots, and more are 
probably killed by rot caused by over watering or standing water than anything else.  Pick a 
sunny location.  Cactus are desert plants and so thrive in sun.  Once you have planted your 
cactus, add gravel as a topdressing.  Gravel serves several purposes:  it enhances the appearance 
of the plant, slows moisture loss, and stops soil borne fungus from getting to the plant. 
 
Now that you have the basics for planting, which plants should you choose?  Texas has over 100 
species of cacti, representing 10 genera, the most of any state.  Some can be found in Parker 
County, but most are located in West Texas and the Big Bend area.  Probably our most common 
cactus is the Opuntia, or prickly pear.  Different varieties can be found growing all over the 
state, from the Panhandle down to the Gulf.  They are easily propagated by planting one of the 
flat pads directly in the soil – and in no time, you will have a very large plant.  Be careful of the 
small, very hard to see glochids on the pads.  If you are unlucky enough to get some on you, they 
are very hard to remove.  A good heavy pair of gloves is one essential when working with 
opuntia and many other “sticky” cactus.  Also in the Opuntia family is the equally familiar cholla 
plant, which seems to jump out and attach itself to you or your clothing if you get too close!  But 
in the spring, when the gorgeous yellow blooms cover these plants, and later when the bright red 
fruit emerges, the opuntias can put on quite a show. 
     
Several other Texas cacti are easy to grow and you may want to include them in your cactus 
garden.   The Echinocereus genus, commonly known as hedgehog cactus, contains several 
different varieties of cactus; most are cylindrical and have large showy flowers.  They grow in 
full sun and can be found growing on dry hills and slopes.   We have seen Echinocereus growing 
at Possum Kingdom Lake, Mineral Wells State Park, and throughout the Hill Country and in 
huge clumps down in Big Bend. 
 
Mammillaria is another large genus of cacti.  Although some grow singular, most will multiply 
readily from the base of the mother plant, and eventually form a large clustering plant.  
Mammillarias are easily distinguished by their flowers, which form a circle on top of each head 
of the plant, in colors ranging from white to deep pink.  Mammillaria heyderi is a Texas cactus, 
which grows very close to the ground, so it’s easy to miss.  Much easier to find when covered 
with blooms or bright red fruit! 
 
Echinocactus texensis, commonly known as the horse crippler (you can tell by the picture below 
why it got that name), is another common cactus found in our area.  These cactus are much wider 
than they are tall, and since they grow close to the ground, are not easily visible.  In the wild, 
look for them in the spring when they are in bloom (usually light pink flowers) or the fall when 
the bright red fruit makes the plant more visible.  A nice sized specimen plant can be 10” wide.  
We have several of all sizes in our collection, and they are an easy care plant that is interesting 



because of its unique curved spines.  There is a nice specimen plant growing in one of the beds at 
the Parker County Extension Office. 
 
All cactus mentioned above should be available at local nurseries.  There are other cacti you can 
add to your outdoor garden, but many are not winter hardy in our area.  If you find a frost-tender 
cactus that appeals to you, plant it in an attractive pot that complements the plant (and one that 
you can carry easily!), and leave it in your garden until fall.  Again, we use a porous soil for our 
potted plants, and gravel as the topdressing.     
 
How much water to give your cactus is probably the question we hear most, and it’s a very hard 
one to answer.  In the spring and summer when they are actively growing, we usually give our 
potted plants a thorough watering every 7-10 days, watering until the water drains from the 
bottom of the pot.  Do not use plant saucers where water can accumulate unless you drain them 
after watering.  The best rule of thumb is to test the  
soil for moisture with your finger, and if it’s moist, don’t water. 
   
For cactus planted in outdoor beds, once they are established you will have to judge how much to 
water by the way the plant looks.  They will grow and look better if given periodic watering 
during the spring and summer months.  That said, we have one bed of prickly pear, sotol and red 
yucca growing too far down our driveway for any hose to reach, and the only water it receives is 
when it rains – and all plants seem happy.  
Cactus usually go dormant during cold winter months, and require much less water then, just 
enough to keep the roots from drying out.  A light watering once a month on warm days only 
should suffice.   
 
Agaves, yuccas and sotols are not cactus, but are succulent plants, and go well with cactus in 
your landscape.  Their water needs are similar.  There are so many varieties of agaves and 
yuccas, some with needle sharp edges, others with softer leaves, some variegated with white or 
yellow stripes, and they come in all different sizes.  The big granddaddy is the Century Plant, a 
blue-gray agave with 5-6 foot leaves, and which can reach 30-35 feet tall with its bloom stalk.  If 
you plant one, be sure you have room for it to grow.  Contrary to its name, a century plant 
doesn’t take a century to bloom; it can bloom anywhere from 20 years onward. The same is true 
for any other agave.  When it sends up its bloom stalk, the plant uses up all its energy and it dies, 
usually producing several offsets to carry on.  Yuccas bloom each year and do not die as a result.  
We like to mix agaves, yuccas, and sotols with cactus to get a nice size, color and texture 
variation in our beds.  And for added color, there are many perennial flowering plants with 
similar water requirements to cactus that can be mixed in. 
 
Ready to start planting?  Your cactus and succulent bed(s) will give your home a distinctive look 
and please you for many years with little maintenance, and think of all the water you will be 
conserving! 



 
Echinocereus engelmannii (Strawberry Hedgehog Cactus) 

 
Opuntia with fruit 

 
Mammillaria heyderi 

 
Echinocactus texensis (horse crippler) 

 
Cactus Garden inside greenhouse 

 
Echinocereus richenbachii at Mineral Wells State Park 

 
Agave parryi  

 


