
The saguaro has been called monarch of the Sonoran Desert, supreme symbol 
of the American Southwest, and a plant with personality. It is renowned for the 
variety of odd, all-too-human shapes it assumes- shapes that inspire wild and 
fanciful imaginings. Since 1933 this extraordinary giant cactus has been protect­
ed within Saguaro National Park. Preserved with it are other members of the 
Sonoran Desert community-other cacti, desert trees and shrubs, and animals. 
In lushness and variety of life, the Sonoran Desert far surpasses all other North 
American deserts. And yet it is one of the hottest and driest regions OI"' the 

For centuries peoples of 
the Sonoran Desert have 
used products of the sa­
guaro. In summer t he sa­
guaro produces a nour­
ishing bounty of juicy, 
fig-l ike fru its. Tohono 
O'odham Indians knock 

them off the cacti with 
long poles. From the 
fresh fru it they make 
jam, syrup, and, for reli ­
gious ceremonies, wine. 
The fruit is so important 
to the Tohono O'odham 
that they mark t he sea­
son of its harvest as the 
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Many features help the 
saguaro store and con­
serve that precious des­
ert com modity- water. 
Accordion-l ike pleats 
allow t he cactus to ex­
pand and hold water 
collected t hrough it s 
roots. Spongy f lesh in 
it s t runk and branches 
serves as a reservoir, 
storing water as a slow-

The Sonoran Desert 
supports a variety of 
plants (see illustration 
at right) . There are over 
25 species of cacti, in­
cluding hedgehog (1), 
barrel (2), fishhook (3), 
teddybear cholla (4), 
and prickly pear (S). 
Creosote bush (6) is the 

ost widespread of all 
North American desert 
plants. Mesquite (7), a 
common desert tree, 
provides shade for wild-

to-evaporate gelatin­
like su bstance. Unli ke 
most plants, the sagua­
ro has no conventiona l 
leaves t hat t ranspire 
large amounts of water. 
The food- making pro­
cess of photosynthesis 
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Saguaros collect water 
wit h a network of roots 
that lies about t hree 
inches below the desert 
surface and stretches as 
far from the main tru nk 
as saguaros are ta ll. In a 
single rainfall, these 
sha llow roots- along 

Palo verde t ree shelte rs 
a young cactus (lef t). 

life . Ocotillo (8) sprouts 
leaves within days after 
a rainstorm, then drops 
them as moisture disap­
pears. Annual f lowers, 
like desert marigold (9), 
bloom in spring or sum-

THE STRUGGLE FOR LIFE BEGINS A saguaro 
begins its life as a shiny black seed no bigger 
than a pinhead . But what it lacks in size it 
makes up for in numbers. One saguaro cactus 
produces tens of thousands of seeds in a year 
and as many as 40 million in its lifetime of 
175 to 200 years. From the start, odds against 
survival are great . Out of the millions of 
seeds that a saguaro produces, few plants 
survive to adulthood . Seeds and young sa­
guaros have the best chance for survival if 
they are cared for by nurse trees like palo 

beginning of thei r new 
year. Saguaros also pro­
vide edible seeds and 
strong woody ribs that 
O'odham use to build 

leaves is performed in 
the t runk and branches. 
Spines shade the plant, 
shield it from drying 
winds, and discourage 
an ima ls. Waxy skin also 
a ids in reducing mois­
tu re loss (see illustration 
above left). 

with sma ll root hairs 
t hat grow in response 
to t he moisture-may 
soak up as much ,as 
200 gallons of water, 
enough to l a st
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saguaro fo r a year. 

verde and mesquite. Seedlings gro ing un­
der these plants are shaded from the intense 
sunlight, blanketed from winter co ld, and 
hidden from hungry rodents, birds, and oth­
er an imals. Rocks can also protect young sa ­
guaros. Saguaros grow best o n bajadas­
gently sloping outwash plains at t he foot of 
desert mountains. 

GROWTH OF A GREEN GIANT Sag uaros grow 
very slowly, mostly in spurts in the su mmer 
rainy season. By year's end a seed ling may 

measure only~ inch . After 15 years it may be 
barely 12 inches t a ll. At about 30 yea rs sa ­
guaros begin to fl ower and produce fr uit. By 
50 yea rs the sag uaro can be as ta ll as seven 
feet. After 75 years it may sprout its fi rst 
branches, or arms . Branches begin as prickly 
ba lls, then extend out and upward . By 100 
years the sagua ro may reach 25 feet. Sagua­
ros that live 150 years or more attain the 
grandest sizes, towering 50 feet and weigh­
ing 16,000 pounds or more, dwarfing every 
other living thin g in the desert. These are the 

largest cacti in the United States. The ir huge 
bulk is supported by a strong but fl exi b le 
cyl inder-shape d framework of long woody 
ribs (see small illustration above left). 

DEATH AND REBIRTH Saguaros d ie of old 
age, but they a lso die of other causes . Ani­
mals eat the seeds and seed lings, lightning 
and winds ki ll large saguaros, a nd droug hts 
weaken and kill al l ages. The saguaro is vul­
nerable during every stage of it s li fe. Whe re 
there is a balance of life a nd deat h, sagua ro 

c6ntinent. Summer midday temperatures commonly climb above 100°F. Fewer 
than 12 inche'> of rain falls in a typical year. Between the summer and winter 
rainy seasons it is not unusual for months to pass without a drop of rain. Plants 
and animals ble to survive in this environment, with adaptations specially 
designed for desert survival. make up one of the most interesting and unusual 
ecosystems in the United States. This world awaits you in the desert plains, 
mountains, and foothills of Saguaro National Park. 
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Saguaro flowers­
creamy-white, big, bold, 
and numerous- color 
the desert from late 
Apri l through June. 
Each blossom opens 
after sunset in the cool 
of the nig ht. By the next 
afternoon the flower 
has wilted and the brief 
period of bloom has 
ended. The spectacle 

The saguaro is like a 
multi -storied apartment 
complex- many animals 
live in close quarters and 
occupants change con-
stantly (see illust ration 
at left) . Two common 
residents, t he Gila 
woodpecker (10) and 
gi lded fli cker (11), drill 
nest holes in t he t runks 
and la rger bra nches. 
The birds excavate new 
holes each spring, often 
making and rejecting 
severa l cavities in one 
season before settling 

Desert animals are well 
adapted to life in their 
demanding environ-
ment. Many avoid the 
day's heat by venturing 
out only at night. These 
nocturnal an imals in-
elude the cactus mouse 
(22) and Western dia-
meneloack rai:tlesnak 
(23). Other animals re-

forests thr ive . Until recent years deaths have 
outnumbered n w growth in some saguaro 
fo rest s in t he park. What has caused the de­
cline in t hese a r as? Some biologists believe 
that freez ing is he major cause of saguaro 
deaths . Sag uaro here are at their extreme 
no rthe rn and e stern range, where cold 
winter temperatures occur most often. 

Humans, too, have played a part in the de­
cl ine. Livestock grazing- from the 1880s until 
1979- devastated some cactus forests . Seed-

repeats itself night 
after night for about 
four weeks until as 
many as 100 flowe rs 
have bloomed on each 
saguaro. In the few 
hours t hat the flowers 
are open, flying animals 
pollinate them. White­
winged doves (above) 
and long nose bats­
summer migrants from 

Saguaro frui t ripens in 
Ju ne and July. The sug­
ary pu lp of each fruit 
contains as many as 
2,000 seeds (see red 
fruit above right). 

in one to ra ise a fami ly. 
This provides holes for 
other animals, who 
move in rapidly. 

Animals competing for 
homes include American 
kestre l (12), Lucy's war-
biers (13), cactus wrens 
(14), western kingbirds 
(15), phainopeplas (1 6), 
e lf owls (see above), 
screech owls (17), purple 
martins (1 8), and hon-
eybees (19). For resi -
dents the holes are a re-
t reat from temperature 

morning and even ing 
hours. Gambel's quail 
(24), roadrunners (25), 
and other birds feed 
then, as do many rep-
tiles, including the 
desert tortoise (26) 
and Gila monster (27) . 

Animals out at midday 
. ave-speEial-aeapta-
tions for dissipating 
heat. The jackrabbit 
(above) dissipates heat 
from its oversized ea rs . 

Mexico- honeybees, 
and moths become 
powdered with st icky 
po llen as they feed on 
the flower 's nectar. Ani­
mals travel from flower 
to flower, transporting 
pollen and fert ilizing as 
t hey go. 

r. 

Javelinas, coyotes, fox­
es, sq uirre ls and other 
rodents, harvester ants, 
and birds feast on t he 
fruit and seeds. 

ext remes. Insulated by 
t hick walls, the holes 
are up to 20°F cooler 
in summer and 20°F 
warme r in winter t ha n 
out side. Red-t ai led 
hawks (20) and Harris 
hawks (21) don't live 

in holes but bui ld 
bu lky nests in 
sagua ros. 

Desert creatures deal 
with the acute shortage 
of water. During severe 
droug hts javelinas (28) 
eat prickly pear pads. 
The kangaroo rat (29) 
never needs to drink 
water, getting all it 
needs from eating 
ee9-~-att1o1s wr-ens 

(30) bu ild nests in the 
spiny cholla where their 
nestlings are protected . 
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lings were trampled or unable to find suit­
able places to grow because cattle compact­
ed the ground and killed nurse plants. 

Today with grazing eliminated, saguaro 
recovery is underway. Thousands of young 
saguaros have taken hold and are thriving. 
Still, natura l forces, invasive species, vandal­
ism, and cactus poaching-theft of saguaros 
for use in landscaping-take a toll on the 
park's saguaro forests. 



Enjoying Saguaro National Park 

THE PARK 
Saguaro National Park 
consists of two districts: 
Saguaro West- Tucson 
Mountain District, and 
Saguaro East- Rincon 
Mounta in District. The 
two areas, separated by 
the city of Tucson, are 
about 30 miles apart. 
Together they preserve 
over 91,000 acres of the 
Sonoran Desert, includ­
ing the park 's namesake, 
the saguaro cactus. 

OUR DESERT CLIMATE 

Many people feel that 
the best time to visit is 
October through Apri l, 
when daytime temper­
atures reach the 70s 
and 80s°F, and night­
time temperatures may 
fa ll below freezing . 

The hottest season is 
May through Sept­
ember, with average 
highs in the 100s°F. Even 
then, nighttime temper­
atures drop by as much 
as 30°F; in the Rincon 
Mountains it is even 
cooler. 

Rainy seasons generally 
occur twice a yea r (July 
through August and De­
cember through Janu­
ary), and there can be 
short but vio lent thun­
derstorms July through 
September and gentle 
rains from January to 
March. Otherw ise sun­
shine prevails. 

TOHONO O'OOHAM 
RESERVATION 

Planning Your Visit 
Saguaro West and Saguaro East 
have visit or centers, scenic drives, 
trai ls, and picn ic areas. Entrance 
fees app ly. No campgrounds or 
overn ight lodging are availab le in 
the park. Backpacking in Rincon 
Mountain District is by permit only. 
Contact the park about programs, 
fees, permits, and activities. 

SAFETY FIRST 
Ask rangers for safety tips and know 
the regulations. Remember-your 
safety is your responsibility. 
• Hiking and strenuous activities in 

extreme heat can be hazardous. 
Pace yourself and rest often. Carry 
at least one gallon of water per per­
son per day. Drink even if you don't 
feel thirsty! There is no w ater at 
picnic areas or along most trai ls. 
• Avoid painfu l encounters w ith 
prickly plants. Be very carefu l near 
cholla cactus spines. W ith the slight­
est touch they can become embed­
ded in your skin. If a cactus joint at­
taches itself, use sticks, a pocket 
comb, or other object to flip it away. 
• All plants, anima ls, and other nat­

More Information 
Sag uaro Nationa l Park 
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3693 Sout h Old Spanish Trail 
Tucson, AZ 85730-5699 
520-733-5158 (Saguaro West) 
520-733-5153 (Saguaro East) 
www.nps.gov/sagu 

To learn more about national parks 
visit w ww.nps.gov. 

tected by federal law. Be respectful. 
• Avoid poisonous rattlesnakes, 
scorpions, or Gila monsters. Don't 
put your hands or feet in places you 

can't see. Carry a flash light at night. 
• Lightning and flash floods pose 
threats during thunderstorms. 
Avoid open and low-lying areas. 
• Park roads are designed for sight­
seeing. Obey speed limits. Driving 

off-road is proh ibited. 
• Pets must be leashed at all t imes; 
they are allowed on ly on roadways 
and in picnic grounds. 
• If you plan to hike or ride a horse 
on the longer park tra ils, carry a 
trail map. 

ural and cultural resoyrces are"'-"',_.ro.,_---''--'"'me.rgencies; caJL9.ll .• 

Saguaro West-Tucson Mountain District 
The Tucson Mountain District em­

braces a variety of Sonoran Desert 

plants and animals against the back­
drop of the Tucson Mountains. The 
park is open daily. 

Visitor Center The Red Hills Vis itor 
Center has information, exhibits, 
audio-visual programs, brochures, 
books, and maps to help you learn 
about and enjoy the park. Staff can 
answer questions and help you plan 
your visit . The visitor center is open 

dai ly except December 25. 

Scenic Bajada Loop Drive Th is f ive­
mile scenic drive beg ins 1.5 miles 
nort hw est of t he Red Hills Visitor 
Center. It loops through a dense sa­
guaro forest on a graded, unpaved 
road . All unpaved roads are closed 
to vehicles from sunset to 6 am. Per­
sons with motor homes or trailers 
should ch eck road conditions be­
fore starting the drive. 

Trails A hike can be a st roll on a 
nature trai l or a day-long wilder­
ness trek. The Cactus Garden Trail 
(at the visitor center) follows a level 

paved wa lkway through a variety of 
desert plants. The wheelchair-acces­
sible Desert Discovery Nature Trail 

SAGUARO WILDERNESS 
In 1976 Congress designated over 
70 percent of t he park as wilder­
ness area. Wi lderness areas pre­
se rve the land's nat ural cond it ions 
and provide opportun it ies fo r soli­
tude and primit ive recreation. Pre­
serving wilderness shows restraint 
and humility and benefits genera ­
t ions to follow. For more informa­
tim1 visit www.wilderness.net. 

(one mile north of the visitor cen­

ter) loops 0.5 mile along gently 

sloping bajadas at the foot of the 
Tucson Mountains. Valley View 
Overlook Trail, 0.8-mile round-trip, 
has views of the mountains, desert, 
and saguaro forests. Get trai l maps 
and details at t he visitor center. 

For your safety stay on the trails; 
abandoned mineshafts make off­
trai l explorat ion extremely hazard­
ous. Horseback rid ing is permitted 
on some trai ls. Camping is not al ­
lowed. Before hiking or horseback 
riding here, check on tra il status 
and conditions w ith a park ranger. 

Picnic Areas Four picn ic areas are 
along parlnoads. A backcountry 
picn ic area can be reached by trai l; 
p lease pack out all t rash from th is 
site. Each area has t ab les, g ril ls, 
shade rama das, and pit toilets, 
but no wate r. There are no gri lls 
or toi lets at Mam-A-Gah. 

Things To See Nearby The Arizona­
Sonora Desert Museum has about 
200 desert animals and 300 desert 

plants . Tucson Mountain County 
Park has camping, hiking, and horse 
trails (see map at right). 
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Saguaro East-Rincon M ountain Dist rict 

CO RONADO NATION AL FOREST 0 2 Kilometers 
Rincon Mounta in District includes 
a healthy saguaro forest at t he foot 
of the Rincon Mountains and a vari­

ety of other desert communities. 
The park is open daily. 

the Rincon Mountains and their 
foot hills. Th is is a part of the park 
few peop le experience because you 
can get to it only by foot or horse­
back . Unlike the lowland cactus 
desert, the Rincon Mountains have 
woodlands of scrub oak and pine 
and forests of ponderosa pine and 
Douglas f ir simi lar to those of the 
northern United States and south­

ern Canada. 
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Visit or Center At the Rincon 
Mountain Visitor Center you wil l 
find books, brochures, trail and 
drive guides, maps, exhibits, and 

a slide program on the saguaro 
and Sonoran Desert . Rangers can 

answer questions and help you plan 
your visit . Schedules of park activi­
ties offered in winter are posted. 
The visitor center is open daily 
except December 25. 

Cactus Forest Drive This eight-mile 
scenic drive w inds th rough a sagua­
ro forest and offers a close and lei­
surely look at a var iety of Sonoran 
Desert life. This paved one-way 
road begins at t he visitor center. 

Tra ils Some 128 miles of trails wind 
through the desert and mount ain 
country of Rincon Mountain Dis­
trict. Short hikes will introduce you 
to the life of the Sonoran Desert. 
The 0.25-mile paved Desert Ecology 
Trail, along Cactus Forest Drive, 
provides an exploration of desert 
life. This se lf-gu iding trail is w heel­
chair accessible. 

Other t rails along the scenic drive 

are suitable for short hikes into the 

desert environment. For informa­
tion about these trails, stop at the 
visitor center. Several longer hiking 
trai ls penetrat e the wilderness of 

Because many of the trails intersect, 

trips of varying length can be plan­
ned. Horseback riding is allowed on 
most tra ils. Before hiking or horse­
back riding in the Rincon Mountain 

District, check on trail status and 
conditions with a park ranger. 

Backcountry Backcountry camping 
is permitted at designated sites 
on ly. You must get backcountry use 
permits at the vis itor center before 
taking an overnight trip. Camping 
permit fees apply. 

Picnic Areas There are two picnic 
areas in the Rincon Mounta in Dis­
trict, both off Cactus Forest Drive. 
Each has picnic tables, fire grills, 
and pit toi let s. There is no water. 

Things To See Nearby Coronado 
National Forest adjoins the Rincon 
Mountain District. It has camp­

grounds, hiking trails, and picnic 
areas. Co lossal Cave Mountain 

Park, 11 miles southeast of t he 
park, has cave tours, hiking trails, 
and camping (see map at left). 
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