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Cactus is the common name for the family comprising a peculiar group of spiny, fleshy plants native to Amrica. The family contains about 1650 species, most of which are adapted to arid climates. One of the best known is a group containing beautiful knight-blooming flowers and the familiar saguaro plant. The fruits of cacti are important sources of food and drink in many areas where they are native. Because cacti require little care and exhibit bizarre forms, they are popular for home cultivation and are coming under increasing pressure as a result. More than 17 kinds of cactuses now face extinction because of “plundering by avid collectors and professional poachers, especially in the southwestern United States and northern Mexico.” 

The most distinctive vegetative feature of cacti is the areoles, specialized areas on the stems on which stiff, sharp spines usually grow. Some cacti lack spines but have hairs or sharp, barbed structures called glocids on the areoles. Areoles develop from lateral buds on the stems and appear to represent highly specialized branches.

Cactus plants usually consist of spiny stems and roots. Leaves are greatly reduced or entirely absent. Fully formed leaves are present only in two groups. The stems of cacti are usually swollen and fleshy, adapted to water storage, and many are shaped in ways that cause rain to flow directly to the root system for absorption. The most common ways to identify a cactus include:

· Shape

· Flowers

· Spine 

· Location.

�"Cactus," Microsoft® Encarta® Encyclopedia 2000. © 1993-1999 Microsoft Corporation. All rights reserved.
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