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Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date

Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.

We appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:

FalconGuides

Reader Response/Editorial Department

64 South Main Street

Essex, CT 06426

Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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Introduction
What to Know About Saguaro Cacti


In 2023 over 1 million people visited Saguaro National Park, an increase of more than 100,000 from the previous year. No doubt, the enormous columnar cactus (Carnegiea gigantea) that has given its name to the park is the chief attraction. But how much do most visitors really know about saguaros? If you are planning a hike in the national park, you might be curious about their life history and how they survive in an ecosystem characterized by extreme temperatures and sparse, highly seasonal rainfall. First, newly sprouted saguaros grow very slowly, and usually under the shelter of a “nurse plant,” such as a paloverde or mesquite tree. These nurse plants can moderate temperatures surrounding the saguaro seedlings by dozens of degrees, making winter cold and summer heat less extreme and dangerous for them. As they grow, saguaros generate root systems that eventually extend as far out from the saguaro’s trunk as it is tall. They have taproots too, but those are quite shallow, descending only about 3 feet into the soil. In other words, the saguaro’s survival strategy in an arid climate is to absorb moisture from a relatively large area, especially after heavy rains, and store much of it for use in later dry periods. By contrast, mesquite trees typically send their roots down 45 feet, in some cases even triple that, to draw from sources deep underground. Saguaros can absorb and store as much as 200 gallons of water after a heavy rain. The “pleats” that surround their trunks enable them to expand as they soak up that precious rainfall, which may not return for months.

Not until saguaros have reached the age of 50–70 years or so do they begin to grow their signature arms. The reason for these arms and their placement on the trunk of the cactus have spurred speculation for decades. The reigning theory is that having many arms constitutes an evolutionary advantage, since saguaros develop flowers and seeds only at the apex of either an arm or the main trunk. Thus, the more arms a saguaro has, the more flowers and seeds it will bear. As for placement, it once was thought that if a saguaro grew arms only on one side of its trunk, it would be unbalanced and more likely to topple over. But you will see plenty of these giant cacti in the park with arms on only one side that, nevertheless, seem to be flourishing. How many arms can saguaros develop? Most specimens can grow up to twenty-five of them, but the world record seems to be seventy-eight! How large do they grow? Saguaros seem able to reach a maximum height of around 50 feet, although there are some “tall” tales of saguaros reaching heights of more than 70 feet. Of course, the longer a saguaro lives, the more likely it will be to approach those records. Current thinking holds that they can live around 200 years. However, one ancient giant is alleged to have attained the age of 300, although one has to wonder how or whether that Methuselah tree’s age was scientifically calculated. As far as reproduction is concerned, saguaros develop and drop millions of seeds during their lifetime, but precious few ever sprout, much less reach adulthood. Your chances of winning a big lottery prize are greater.

While the scientific study of saguaros can be rewarding and eye-opening, many hikers also appreciate their aesthetic qualities. More than most trees we encounter, saguaros—especially older ones—are unique. If you wander through a landscape dominated by ponderosa pines, the feeling you have is that the trees are pretty much alike; what you savor is the ambience of the forest as a whole. In Saguaro National Park you may find yourself stopping to admire or photograph individual specimens for their unusual qualities: arms that point downward, a pronounced lean, “kissing couples,” and much more. Thus, hiking through a saguaro forest often feels more like walking through an art museum, stopping to admire the beauty and originality of each work on display. In fact, there is one type of saguaro that differs dramatically from the usual specimens: the so-called “cristate” or crested saguaros, of which only a few thousand exist out of the millions of cacti in the Sonoran Desert. You can see one on the Freeman Homestead Trail in the east unit and another along the Garwood Trail. Because saguaros seem to resemble human beings in their unique characteristics, the Tohono O’odham (Desert People), who have inhabited what is today southern Arizona since time immemorial and now live on several reservations not far from Tucson, think of them as persons and never intentionally harm them.

Scientists consider saguaros to be a keystone species—i.e., one that sustains the lives of many other organisms, both plant and animal. Thus, the park protects not only one especially attractive kind of cactus but also an entire ecosystem that would falter and fail if that species were removed. Of course that prospect seems quite unlikely. After all, the park alone protects almost 2 million saguaros, and outside its boundaries countless more colonize vast areas of southern Arizona, not to mention parts of Sonora, Mexico, and even a small slice of southern California. However, cattle ranching near Tucson did great harm to the saguaro because the cattle trampled and ate the cactus’s nurse plants, making it very difficult for the seedlings to survive. That is one reason the preserve was established, first as a national monument and later as a national park. Incidentally, the State of Arizona now requires a permit for anyone who wishes to remove a saguaro, so developers and road builders cannot simply rip out saguaros that stand in their way. The giant cacti are also endangered by the spread of a non-native species called buffelgrass, which originated in Africa and the Middle East. Buffelgrass was planted around Tucson for erosion control in the 1980s, and since then has invaded Saguaro National Park, where it frequently catches fire, incinerating nearby cacti. The National Park Service has launched an aggressive campaign to control this pest in Saguaro National Park by either pulling it up by the roots or spraying it with herbicide.


Saguaro National Park Protects More than Saguaros

As a keystone species, saguaros nourish and provide shelter for many birds and animals, some of which you might see on your day hikes. By the same token, those species also contribute to the saguaros’ survival and well-being. Consider the giant cactus’s flowers and fruits. Around Tucson, flowers appear in mid-May and blooming continues until about mid-June. Although blossoms open at night, they last until noon or even a bit later, which means that both nocturnal species like bats and diurnal ones such as birds and honeybees pollinate them while feeding on their nectar. Once they ripen, saguaro fruits fall to the ground, where they are eaten by a variety of birds and animals, including javelinas and even coyotes. The Tohono O’odham, too, have harvested the sweet saguaro fruits as long as they have lived in the Sonoran Desert, using poles made of saguaro ribs to knock them down. Gila woodpeckers excavate holes in the cacti to build nests in which they raise their young. Cactus wrens and small owls sometimes take over unused holes for the same purpose. Meanwhile, saguaros that have died and fallen over gradually decompose, leaving their woody rib frames lying on the ground. The cactus skeleton, in turn, provides homes for a variety of small creatures. In all these ways, saguaros richly deserve to be considered a keystone species, so hikers visiting the park should begin to see them as the crucial elements in a much wider web of life—yet another reason to explore Saguaro National Park on foot.

Finally, it is worth learning something about the park’s broader setting. It is divided into two units of unequal size: the higher and far larger Rincon Mountain District east of Tucson and the Tucson Mountain District to the west. Both, along with three other local mountain ranges, belong to what geologists call the Basin and Range Province. About 10 to 15 million years ago, the earth’s crust under what is now Arizona began to stretch as the Pacific Plate pulled away from the North American Plate. Faults developed in a more or less north-to-south orientation, causing long blocks of the underlying strata to rise and the adjacent valleys or basins to drop. The Tucson Mountains, for example, are about 20 miles long but only 7 miles wide, and although the vertical drop from the peaks to the basins was once around 10,000 feet, erosion of the mountains gradually filled the valleys below with rock and earth, raising their floor level to what we see today. The area also experienced periods of volcanic activity that spewed rhyolite (a light volcanic rock), tuff (consolidated ash), and breccia (rock fragments welded together) over a wide area, causing the formation of a caldera or large depression approximately 15 miles wide. This violent geologic history has bestowed some breathtaking scenery on us hikers, since many trails lead to ridges or passes that offer views of the saguaro-studded landscape. What’s more, the mountains in and near the national park wring moisture from passing clouds, some of which finds its way down the slopes and into the basins, where saguaros flourish. That’s one reason the giant cacti grow more densely here than in many other parts of Arizona. In other words, we can enjoy the park’s natural environment on several levels: the saguaro itself, a unique individual with its own idiosyncrasies; the ecosystem of plants and animals that surround it; and the geologic setting that ultimately conditions and enables everything else.

But what about human history? Saguaro National Park lacks the pre-Columbian architectural wonders that draw visitors to sites like Montezuma Castle and Casa Grande, but it does harbor some enigmatic petroglyphs on the Signal Hill Trail (hike 3) and two other trails (hikes 2 and 5) that display mainly geometric designs, most famously an enormous “bull’s-eye” pecked into a flat-sided boulder by the Hohokam, who lived in the area from about AD 300 to 1450 and probably were ancestors of the Tohono O’odham. In these panels you can also spot some representations of human beings, sheep, lizards, and other creatures. The park also preserves remnants of more recent history. There are two abandoned cowboy line camps on the Hope Camp Trail (hike 18) and vestiges of old mines alongside trails in both districts. Although we may imagine life in the Sonoran Desert to have been incredibly difficult, the Hohokam, who profoundly understood their environment, seem to have managed rather well, especially when the extensive and ingenious irrigation works they built functioned most efficiently.

One further point should be made about the human history of Saguaro National Park. When Herbert Hoover first proclaimed it as a national monument in March 1933, the area was empty desert, far from the city of Tucson. The city now has grown so much that it has reached the edges of both units, especially the Tucson Mountain District. Urban experts contend that the cities best suited to planning providing public services, transportation, and amenities are the denser ones, not those that sprawl endlessly outward. The best remedy against such sprawl is to create a so-called greenbelt around the city: a zone of protected land that compels developers to build up rather than out. While Tucson does not have a greenbelt as such, the two units of the national park, plus some other lands protected by Pima County, the BLM, and the USDA Forest Service, do in effect limit sprawl or at least channel it into narrow corridors. So here is yet another reason to appreciate this marvelous park. Unintentionally, it has become a testing ground for ideas about urban design, enabling us to see how well a national park functioning as a quasi-greenbelt might work in practice.



Risks of Day-Hiking in Saguaro National Park

So far, we have considered many of the motives for enjoying easy day hikes in the park. But we should not overlook the dangers and risks, minimal though they
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