
Meritorious micranthocerei 
(All photos: Root Gorelick)

In a recent issue (Cactus World (2009) 27: 81–87), Colin
Norton discussed and photographed two wonderful cultivat-
ed specimens of eastern Brazilian columnar cacti with blue
stems in the genus Micranthocereus: M. purpureus and 
M. dolichospermaticus.  These two species, if anything, are
even more spectacular in habitat.  

M. purpureus (Figs. 1–2) is the branched and shorter of these
two species.  It is a truly charming plant, branching exclusive-
ly from the base, with each powdery-blue stem 1–2m tall.
The blue epidermis is easily visible through the straw-
coloured spines.  Cephalia always grow on the same side of
each stem and are extremely woolly.  For me, the best part
is the vibrant rose-coloured flower with its whitish centre.
Cephalia and flowers start forming on stems around one
metre tall.  The plants pictured here on the outskirts of
Morro do Chapéu, Bahía, were growing with their diminutive
congener M. polyanthus ssp. alvinii, the quixotic bottle cactus
Stephanocereus luetzelburgii, and the slender blue Pilosocereus
glaucochrous.

M. dolichospermaticus (Fig. 3) is a much taller, albeit
unbranched plant.  It is known from several localities, all
composed of steep,
sharp bambui lime-
stone.  The stem epi-
dermis is a slightly
darker blue than in 
M. purpureus, and also
easily visible.  The
cuticular waxes that
give the glaucous
stems their blue
colour tend to erode
away with age, leaving
older stems green.  As
with M. purpureus, 
M. dolichospermaticus
cephalia start growing
when stems are about
one metre high.  I
have included a photo
of one very unusual
specimen that is
branching dichoto-
mously (Fig. 4), which
is the only uninjured
specimen that I have
seen branching, either
in the wild or in culti-
vation.  This specimen
was growing with sev-
eral other choice
cacti: Pilosocereus
gounellei ssp. zehnt-
neri, and the giants 
P. densiareolatus and
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Fig. 1  Micranthocereus purpureus in bud

Fig. 2  Micranthocereus purpureus in flower

Fig. 3  Micranthocereus
dolichospermaticus
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Melocactus levitestatus, close to the small river town of Pôrto
Novo, near Barreiras, Bahía.

Thanks to Marlon Machado, Graham Charles, and Dan Mahr
for organising the CSSA trip on which I saw these marvellous
plants.

Root Gorelick

Spiny Perspectives (All photos: Roy Mottram)

The Czech capital city of Prague is perhaps best known for
its famous sons, the composer Antonin Dvořák (1841–1904)
and the novelist Franz Kafka (1883–1924).

However, for the cactus growers of Prague, the dashing hero
is Alberto Vojtěch Frič (1882–1944), who pioneered the
hobby of cactus-growing in Europe during the years 1928 to
1938, making six journeys during a period of nine years
through South America and one through Mexico.  His plant
stocks at one time reached a staggering total of 40,000
mature cacti, whilst sales were served by the distribution of
seven price lists and catalogues of plants and seeds.  Alas, it
all came to an abrupt end, destroyed in the winter of
1939–40 because he had no money left for heating.

Alberto Frič himself was a hugely flamboyant character, way
ahead of his time in his thought and very ingenious in devel-
oping new photographic techniques.  The cactus legacy left
by Frič is very apparent today, because the Czech Republic is
a country where there is probably a greater public awareness
of succulent plants than in any other European nation.

In June of this year, large posters could be seen all over the
city announcing a fortnight of celebration of cacti by the
Prague Botanical Garden (Botanická Zahrada Praha), opening
areas of the garden and a growing-house of superbly grown
succulents to the public.  This event was called ‘Kaktusy
Sukulenty 09’.

Within its extensive boundaries, on a hillside overlooking the
city, the Botanic Garden has a large area of about an acre of
south-facing land, where a very large number of hardy cacti,
agaves and yuccas are planted out in a scree of broken 
slate, stones and loam (Fig. 5).  The smaller North American
opuntias dominate the area and are all in full flower in June,
including such species as Opuntia cymochila, O. macrorhiza
(Fig. 6), O. phaeacantha, O. basilaris, O. fragilis, O. polyacan-
tha, O. humifusa and so on.  There are also a few stands of
the cholla O. imbricata, flowering in late June and tall enough
to present their masses of flowers at eye level.

In the growing-house, all the plants are in pots (Fig. 7), and
perhaps the most striking example of the art of good 
cultivation is a large collection of Discocactus in superb 
condition.  However, what particularly took my eye on 
the day were flowering plants of Opuntia (Tephrocactus) 
geometrica (Fig. 8) and a nice potful of Lithops meyeri
‘Hammeruby’ C292A (Fig. 9).

Fig. 4  Micranthocereus dolichospermaticus with an unusual mode
of branching near the top

Fig. 6  Opuntia macrorhiza growing in the outdoor garden at
Prague Botanic Garden

Fig. 5  Outdoor cactus garden, Prague Botanic Garden
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All the exotics in the Botanic Garden are housed in a 
very large, modern, domed structure called Fata Morgana
(Fig. 10).  Inside is a labyrinth of caves, rock faces, running
and still water, and it is divided into regional zones, where
many interesting caudiciform plants can be found.

Encompassed within the cactus and succulent exhibition was
a two-day Congress called ‘Spiny Perspectives’, mostly

organised by the three enthusiasts Jaroslav Šnicer, Tomáš
Doležal and Zlatko Janeba, under the patronage of the
Prague Botanic Garden, whose objective was to highlight 
the threats posed to cacti in habitat and also to review 
the effects that CITES and other protective legislation had
had on the trade and on the cactus hobby.  The latter are
both vitally important as essential ingredients in the battle to
maintain species effectively ex-situ, when habitats are being
destroyed systematically by the endless expansion of the
human population.

The Congress opened officially on the evening of 16 June,
with an informal gathering at the St Claire’s Vineyard, which
is also part of the Prague Botanic Garden, and features an
extensive reference collection of grapevines of all varieties,
their names appearing prominently at the end of each row.

For the next two days, the Congress took place in the
Conference Centre at the University of Life Sciences 
(Fig. 11).  The first, ‘In-situ’ day was opened by Oldich Vacek
(Director of the Prague Botanic Garden), Jaroslav Šnicer
(author of the project and main co-ordinator), Jaroslav Vích
(President of the Czech and Slovak Cactus & Succulent
Growers Society), and Ivan Běťák (Prague Cactus &
Succulent Society).

Fig. 8  Two flower colour forms of Opuntia geometrica in Prague
Botanic Garden

Fig. 10  Prague Botanic Garden growing houses for tender
species

Fig. 9  Lithops meyeri ‘Hammeruby’ C292A in Prague Botanic
Garden

Fig. 7  View in the cactus growing house at Prague Botanic
Garden
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Presentations were made by Marlon Machado (Brazil),
Manuel Sotomayor (Mexico), David Ferguson (USA), Martin
Terry (USA), Cecelia Elizondo (Mexico), David Lopez Merlín
(Mexico), Andrea Cattabriga (Italy), Anton Hofer
(Switzerland), Jaroslav Záhora (Czech Republic), Josef Busek
(Germany), Jaroslav Šnicer (Czech Republic), and Roy
Mottram (UK).  A great many examples were given of the
struggle going on in habitats for succulent plants against the
incursions and destruction caused by the competition with
humankind for the resources and space needed to survive.

Attention was also focused on the negative impacts resulting
from international and local legislation, especially CITES, on
the community of amateur and professional growers.

Spin-off damage of the legislation to the reputation of the
many dedicated and wholly innocent enthusiasts was seen 
by the speakers and audience alike as completely counter-
productive to the interests of ex-situ conservation, and caus-
ing the irreplaceable loss of experience and skills that can
save plants whose habitats have been destroyed from total
extinction.  It was also seen as essential for the legislative
bodies to implement some means by which new plant popu-
lations can be legally brought into the protective custody of
skilled cultivators, without damage to wild populations and
without later risk of prosecution.

On the second ‘Ex-situ’ day we heard from Czech govern-
ment officials: Pavla Říhová (The Czech Environmental
Inspectorate, CITES Department), Jan Kučera (Ministry of
Environment of the Czech Republic), Adam Kurz (Agency for
Nature Conservation and Landscape Protection of the Czech
Republic), and Petr Hanzelka (Botanical Gardens Union).
They outlined the provisions of the CITES legislation, which
today monitors and controls the movement of 25,000 plant
species.  There was not much said that was not already
known, but I did learn that the Central Secretariat in Geneva
has the power to register nurseries and scientific institutions,
giving them certain privileges, although they do not do so
lightly.  Also a few cacti have now been added to the exempt
list in 2008, following the 14th CITES Conference: Pereskia,
Pereskiopsis and Quiabentia, and certain hybrids of Christmas
and Easter cacti, such as Hatiora ×graeseri, Schlumbergera
×buckleyi and all other Christmas cactus hybrids, colour
mutants grafted on Harrisia ‘Jusbertii’, Hylocereus trigonus or
Hylocereus undatus, and the cultivars of Opuntia microdasys.

The second day ended with a discussion led by Alexander
Lux (Slovakia).  Some spoke eloquently from the floor of
their problems in handling the legislation.  There was partic-
ular concern that plants declared as having originally found
their way illegally to Europe, such as those Mexican taxa
described since CITES legislation was enacted (1980–1985)
but now in general circulation, might one day be suddenly
confiscated from collections.  Assurances were sought that
this would never happen, but regrettably no such powers
exist to reassure us.  Indeed, it has already happened in three
European countries for Lophophora williamsii (despite no
obvious signs anywhere of the supposed drug abuse that was
the justification!).

The general consensus of opinion of all those present was
that little is likely to happen with regard to the legislation, but
the objective of opening a dialogue with the authorities was
achieved successfully.  The hope is that this historic event will
mark a turning point in the relations between collectors and
the law-makers, and that we can refocus attention onto the
mutual interest of protecting plants from extinction, wherev-
er they may be.

The day after the Congress closed was followed by hugely
enjoyable visits by coach to the very fine collections belong-
ing to Miloslav Hájek (Fig. 12), Miroslav Naxera (Fig. 13) and
Petr Česal (Fig. 14).  The quality of these plants has to be seen
to be believed, and mature examples of even the trickiest

Fig. 11  The opening of the Congress at the Conference Centre
of the University of Life Sciences in Prague, 17 Jun 2009, with an
address by the President of the Prague Cactus Club

Fig. 12  Martin Terry (right) and Jaroslav Bohata behind the
camera at the collection of Miloslav Hájek, Třemošná
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species can be found here, happily growing away on their
own roots, and almost smiling with contentment.

A final treat came the next morning, when a group of eight
delegates were invited to visit the nursery of Petr Pavelka
(Figs. 15–16).  The general opinion expressed was that this
was a really interesting place because of the great diversity of
plants being propagated, and mostly with their place of origin
documented.  For those of us who were Europeans it was an
easy way to dispose of our last few Czech crowns, but our
transatlantic friends, with CITES as a barrier, were alas only
able to record their desiderata on camera, as though to
underline the rationale behind the Congress itself.

How do they do it?
One of the things that impressed me most about Czech
growers is that they seem to be able to grow sclerocacti and
their cousins very successfully, not only grafted, but also on
their own roots.  Ever anxious to learn something new, I
asked one of the most successful of these growers, Zlatko
Janeba, for any tips.  He offered the following:

“Scleros are pretty easy to grow on their own roots if you
obey several basic rules.
1) Do not water much.  Nobody has ever killed a sclero by

drying out, it is always by rotting!  (After the plant loses its
roots from an excess of water, or watering at the wrong
time, it takes on the appearance as though it has dried out.)

2) I do not water them when the night temperature is above
12–15ºC.  (Warm nights + humidity can kill the roots.)

3) More particularly, I do not water (depending on the
weather) from half way through June until the end of
August (with the exception of occasional light spraying
during cooler spells of weather).

4) I use a mineral (sandy) soil (no organic materials) and shal-
low pots, so that they dry out quickly.  For bigger plants in
deeper pots I put a layer of gravel at the bottom before 

Fig. 13 (left)  Marlon
Machado admires the
quality of his native
Brazilian species
Uebelmannia
pectinifera and
Melocactus azureus,
with Cecelia Elizondo,
in the collection of
Miroslav Naxera

Fig. 14 (right)  View 
in the collection of
Petr Česal

Fig. 15 (below right)  A
raised bed at the
nursery of Petr
Pavelka, dominated by
a large Aloe
ramosissima to the left

Fig. 16 (bottom right)
Marlon said to me
“Stand by this to give
it scale”.  ‘This’ turned
out to be Petr’s
enormous Dioscorea
elephantipes
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filling up with the potting mixture.  Shallow, but not small
pots, are best, otherwise the roots get over heated.  The
roots should be kept cool.

5) I usually start to water seedlings early in spring (beginning
of March) and, apart from the hot summer dormancy, I
keep watering until late autumn (October) so they have a
long growing period.  Small seedlings can be watered in
summer if the weather is cold or they are in a cool posi-
tion.  (You can put them in the shade and spray them a lit-
tle if they are too small to survive the long summer heat.)

6) With adult plants, water for the first time in mid-April.  If you
water earlier, it limits flowering and may stop it altogether.

7) Plants with good, healthy root systems are very easy to
grow, but be more careful with fresh transplants.

8) No general rules work all the time!  Everyone has differ-
ent conditions, so you have to experiment a little.

9) Finally, the best advice is to observe your plants (not only
scleros) – they will tell you what they need!

And I have forgotten: lots and lots of air circulation!”

I am most intrigued by the use of a dry period for mature
plants for 2½ months in mid-summer.  In this I suppose he is
simulating conditions in habitat, although there, the wide
spread of the roots, generally under rocks, ensures that
plants are rarely short of water altogether in nature.  There
is a parallel here with most South African succulents, which
have their growing period during the coolest and wettest
part of the year, although they are different in that they do
not object to water being supplied while they are dormant in
the hotter part of the year.

Perhaps it has something to do with the respiration system.
Most succulents close their stomata by day to conserve 
moisture, but maybe in sclerocacti they also remain closed in
response to high temperatures.  That would mean that if the
temperature remained high, above the trigger temperature
day and night, then the stomata would hardly, if ever, open,
the plant would become debilitated and perhaps reach a
point of being unable to recover.  Providing water under
those conditions may exacerbate the problem, although the
reason for that is not clear.  Maybe the plant’s natural
response to water combined with heat is to shed its root sys-
tem, as Zlatko has found.  Some cacti do that in response 
to drought or low temperatures (eg melocacti), in order to
conserve water, but perhaps with the scleros it is the other
way round.

Zlatko grows his plants in a garden frame (Fig. 17).  This is
open to the weather for much of the year, but if it rains dur-
ing the induced summer drought, he covers the top of the
frame with a sheet of plastic, opening it again when the threat
of rain has passed.

So – try to keep them cool – and if you cannot, then keep
them dry.

Alberto Voitěch Frič (1882–1944)

Friday evening after the Prague Congress was made special
with a guest presentation made by the granddaughter (by
marriage) of Alberto Frič, Yvonna Fričová, who showed
many archive pictures of her grandfather from the age of ten
onwards, mostly not hitherto seen in the cactus world.

In the late nineteenth century, it was a custom for boys living
on the city boundary of Prague to bring eggs into the city
from the countryside.  On one such occasion he put a cactus
that he had been given, Echinopsis oxygona ‘Eyriesii’, into his
bag instead of eggs.  Then when it flowered, he was so
impressed that it began a lifelong passion for cacti.

There were hardly any cacti in Europe at that time, so he
decided that he would become the greatest cactus grower in
Europe, and eventually, together with his wife, went on to
fulfil that lofty ambition.

In 1899, when he was only 18 years old, he unfortunately lost
his entire collection to cold, so decided to give up his studies
in order to travel to South America and Mexico.

Alberto was a very down-to-earth character and wanted to
introduce cacti to the common people.  He tended to dislike
most scientists for their pomposity and often angered them.

He made three journeys to South America during
1901–1913, making contact with 13 indian tribes.  This
included Mato Grosso, Brazil, where he did not find any cacti.
He preferred to travel alone, which enabled him to become
friendly with the local tribes whom he respected and lived
among.  They reciprocated by allowing him to participate and
speak in their counsels, and to take photographs, at a time
when it was more usual for the European colonists to treat
them like animals.  At this point his interests turned from
botany to mainly ethnography, and he assembled a collection
of indian artifacts.  These were later offered to a museum
who were not interested, so they were eventually dispersed
around the world, but he did become a correspondent to 
the Museum of the Russian Academy of Science.  In 1908 he
published a book relating the story of an indian of the
Chamáco tribe, and this is actually about to be reissued.

A very remarkable and recent discovery is that Alberto had
fathered a daughter whilst in Paraguay in 1905.  This was pos-
sibly even unknown to him and certainly not to his European
family until quite recently.  His lover was an indian girl of the
Chamáco tribe called Lauri, and she bore a daughter by him
called Hermina.  Hermina died only this March at the age of
104.  This information came to light by accident only, when
some film makers travelling around South America came
across a woman using the unusual name of Hermina Frič.
Hermina herself had five children, who in turn now have
grandchildren.

Fig. 17  Zlatko and his frame growing system for scleros and
other cacti (15 Jun 2009)

CactusTalk09Sep:CactusTalkDec06.qxd 21/07/2009 09:31 Page 6



So Yvonna Fričová now has many step-cousins living in Paraguay.  The tribe
lives in Bahía Negra, some 500km N of Asunción, Dept Alto Paraguay, near the
mighty Río Paraguay, close to the border with Brazil, in an area that used to be
nicknamed Green Hell by the European population.  Today the tribes have all
been assigned to small reservations, while the area has been transformed dras-
tically into an agricultural Mennonite colony.

The Czech part of Frič’s family has pledged itself to help their Paraguayan rel-
atives by raising money via a charitable association, whose website address is
www.checomacoco.cz, and where more information and some Frič photos
may be found.

The Frič herbarium
Frič made three herbaria.  His own is by far the largest, with some 1000
sheets.  At one point negotiations took place to sell this set to Kew, but that
never materialised, so it had remained in private hands until 2004 when it was
donated to the Prague herbarium.  He prepared two other duplicate herbaria.
One order came from the National Museum of Prague, but it is said that he
ceased to work on that after the Museum failed to keep up the negotiated pay-
ments.  This has only 180 sheets of mainly South American cacti, and is the
only part of Frič’s herbaria that is accessible to researchers today.

A third set was prepared for the architect Mr Vanek, owner of a large 
gardening and publishing house and private museum in Chrudim.  That herbar-
ium contained 600–700 sheets.  It has also been taken into care by the Prague
herbarium in 2004.  Because this and Frič’s own herbarium have been in 
private hands for so long, and stored in less than ideal conditions, Prague
herbarium intend to go through a restoration process before they will allow
inspection of the sheets by the public.  This is a little unfortunate, because I had
decided to inspect Frič’s own herbarium during my time in Prague.  As it was,
viewing the original 180 sheets was still an exciting and serendipitous privilege.

Alberto Frič was a highly resourceful character.  He developed his own 
photographic techniques, based on a glass plate camera, and his photomicro-
graphy of cactus seeds, even to such tiny detail as the sections of seed testa
walls, is truly remarkable for its high magnification and clarity as early as 1928.
He developed a technique of mounting his dried herbarium specimens in
sheets of transparent cellulose film, which he believed would allow the colours
to be retained permanently.  He turned out to be wrong, but the technique
has added to the longevity of his specimens, which have retained remarkably
detailed structures.

Only one of the 180 sheets in the original Prague set bears a rubber stamp with
the word ‘Type’ (Fig. 20), but 25 other sheets are of taxa created by Frič, and
therefore potential types.  Frič was delinquent in not making formal descrip-
tions of any of his new plants, and mostly only brief characterisations.  Here
we have to be careful, because such descriptions are no longer allowed under
Art. 32.3 of the 2006 ICBN, so it is necessary to search for descriptive ele-
ments that are unequivocally diagnostic in his texts, ie characters such as a
unique flower colour which is not shared by any other taxa in the same rank.

These 180 sheets are rich in species of Echinopsis and Gymnocalycium.  Frič
created very many new names, at all ranks, and it was he who first defined the
seed groups of Gymnocalycium, giving them names and types, but once again
not formally describing them or giving them a rank.

He had a profound influence on Backeberg, who adopted and formally
described many of Frič’s names, sometimes even without acknowledgement.
He was also the first to notice the importance of seed characters for classifi-
cation, thereby paving the way for Buxbaum to take up that concept in his own
systematic treatment of the Cactaceae.

Fig. 18 (right)  Alberto Vojtech Frič, with Paphiopedilum orchid, near the end of his life

Fig. 19 (above)  This commemorative plaster
cast of Alberto Frič occupies a high shelf in one
of the greenhouses overseeing the fine
collection of Miroslav Naxera

Fig. 20 (below)  Herbarium sheet of
Cinnabarinea graulichii Frič (1928).  Reproduced
with the kind permission of the Prague
Herbarium
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