Cactus of the Year 2015 – Mother’s Day Cactus

The German Cactus Society elected Mammillaria zeilmanniana, an abundantly blooming nipple cactus, as Cactus of the Year 2015. This honours a popular species which nowadays can once again often be found in cultivation. Since it is a favourite gift on Mother’s Day, the cactus has come to be known by this common name. Starting at the end of April, the blooming garlands of purple or white flowers that appear around the apex are a highlight, not only for novice cactus collectors.

With its globular, later columnar growing bodies with white flexible hair-like radial spines and reddish central spines, the Mother’s Day Cactus is also an attractive species when not in bloom. Mammillaria zeilmanniana grows as a solitary plant when very young. Later, lateral shoots are developed so that old plants can form enormous clusters.

What all Mammillaria species (nipple cacti) have in common are tubercles rather than ribs and the small but numerous flowers that appear in garlands around the crown from the growth of the previous year. Because of the large number of species, Mammillaria is the genus most often cultivated worldwide.

Three decades ago, per se as a beginner’s cactus present on window sills and in the collections of cactus enthusiasts, Mammillaria zeilmanniana could then hardly be found in the trade. As of late it is again sold more often.

Comparing the ups and downs in popularity of the cultivated plant with the discovery of the wild form there is a similarity. Mammillaria zeilmanniana was found in the desert areas of Mexico for the first time in the nineteen-twenties but during the last century it remained unknown for a long time. Only at the end of the nineteen-eighties was it rediscovered in habitat.

In 1931 the first description of the species was published in the monthly publication of the German Cactus Society by Friedrich Bödeker a cactus researcher from Cologne. In the Washington Wildlife Conservation Program this species is noted as in need of protection.

Tips for Proper Care of the Mother Day’s Cactus

As long as a few recommendations are adhered to, the plants grow well and produce numerous flowers every year.

If Mammillaria zeilmanniana is grown on a window-sill, the sunniest spot is recommended. Half-shade will also be tolerated. A location outside on a terrace or balcony, perhaps with rain protection, is always preferable.

Although cacti are succulents, i.e. water storing plants, they need water and fertilizer during the growing period. Depending on the location and weather Mammillaria zeilmanniana should be watered regularly every one to two weeks between April and September. One should ensure, however, that no water is left in the saucer and that the root ball is completely dried out before watering it again. Liquid cactus fertilizer can be added to the water from April to the end of August. 

During October to March Mammillaria zeilmanniana, like almost all other cacti, goes dormant and should not be watered. It should be kept in a cooler place with temperatures from five to fifteen degrees Celsius. The metabolism is reduced by the lower temperatures, and a stimulus is created that is necessary for the production of flowers in the following year.

The repotting of cacti can lead to root damage and subsequent rotting. Therefore they should not be watered immediately after repotting but kept dry for a couple of days. Consequently, relatively dry soil should be used that contains mineral components like sand, gravel, gritty material and/or others, e.g. pumice, expanded clay, lava, diatomite or perlite.

