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Abstract 
 
The confusing history of the name Opuntia stricta is examined. A comparison of modern taxonomy with the 
lectotype and protologue reveals that the name has been misapplied as a consequence of erroneous synonymy 
with other species, in particular Opuntia dillenii. The natural distribution of O. stricta and O. dillenii are provided 
and a reassessment is proposed in light of the misapplied synonymy. A closer examination of O. dillenii reveals 
that the species is either highly variable or the name has been too loosely applied to a number of distinct yet 
superficially similar taxa. The need for a detailed investigation of the O. dillenii complex is recommended. The 
identities of expatriate, naturalized plants will  depend on consistent morphological comparisons with potential 
genotypes in the Americas. Putative taxonomic keys that describe and differentiate naturalized specimens of 
Opuntia stricta (sensu stricto) and O. dillenii (sensu lato) in Australia are provided. 
 

 

Introduction 

 
The complex and at times similar morphology of Opuntia species has often frustrated attempts by 

botanists to describe and determine plants at the species level (Snow 1981; Howard & Touw 1981). 

Taxonomy has sometimes been undermined by overly liberal treatments that relied on excessively 

minor or subtle taxonomic differences. These treatments have often failed to delimit species clearly 

and accurately. Similarly, treatments that were too conservative and narrow in their approach have 

failed to represent the true level of variability evident in the field. The keys and descriptions from 

both treatments have sometimes failed to provide an adequate or accurate means of identifying 

specimens.  

The famous botanical artist, Redouté, produced an illustration of Cactus Opuntia Linnaeus var. 

inermis DC. ƛƴ мтффΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ ŘŜ /ŀƴŘƻƭƭŜΩǎ  Plantarum Historia Succulentarum  in 

1804. According to Adrian Hardy Haworth (1812, p.191) the plant was in cultivation in England 

before 1796. It was probably collected from one of the old sea ports on the Florida coast, but the 

precise origin was not recorded.  The Redouté illustration was later chosen by Haworth as lectotype 

for Opuntia stricta (Haw.). Haworth described tƘŜ Ǉƭŀƴǘ ŀǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ƴǳƳŜǊƻǳǎΣ ǎƘƻǊǘΣ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘ άǎǇƛƴŜǎέΣ 

but he did not differentiate between spines and glochids.  When he described ǘƘŜ άǎǇƛƴŜǎέ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ 

ŦŀǎŎƛŎǳƭŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǘŀŎŜƻǳǎΣ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƛǇ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŀǊǘƛǎǘΩǎ ōǊǳǎƘΣ ƘŜ was in fact referring to the clusters of 

glochids around the areoles. Haworth had described a spineless plant, without the benefit of 

ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴǘΩǎ ǾŀǊƛŜǘŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ.  It is probable that this plant was 

an early cultivar purchased at a market in a seaside port, or was collected from the vicinity of a 

coastal settlement where it may have been traditionally used by humans as a food plant. 

The lectotype and early descriptions were intended to convey the set of characters that originally 

typified the species. A study of those characters makes it possible to clarify the existence of true to 

type plants and to determine the distribution ranges for the species in both native and naturalized 
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populations. Similarities in the morphology and genetics of naturally occurring plants in the Americas 

may provide clues as to the origins of Australian naturalizations. 

 

Natural Distribution 

The species O. stricta (sensu stricto ς άƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊƛŎǘ ǎŜƴǎŜέ) is found only in the north-east corner of 

the state of Florida, as far south as Brevard County, and immediately to the north of Florida along 

the southern coastline of Georgia (D. Green, pers.comm., 2009). The arrival of the Cactus moth in 

1989 has significantly reduced the total population of Opuntia stricta plants, but the overall 

distribution has remained relatively unchanged (D. Green, pers.comm., 2009). Some authors extend 

the natural distribution of Opuntia stricta to the east coast of Mexico and on to the Caribbean/Gulf 

Islands. These plants may prove to be races or forms of O. dillenii that are now placed in synonymy 

with O. stricta as a consequence of modern taxonomy. However, the effect of extreme typhoons on 

the potential distribution of coastal species throughout the Gulf/Caribbean region must also be 

considered.  

According to various sources, including Edward F. Anderson in The Cactus Family (2001: p. 495) and 

http://cactiguide.com/  [webpage accessed 29/12/09], the distribution of Opuntia dillenii Ker Gawler 

(Haw.) is south-east United States (Florida and South Carolina); the Caribbean (West Indies), 

including the Greater Antilles {Bahamas, Cuba, Jamaica, Hispaniola (Haiti, Dominican Republic), 

Puerto Rico, and Cayman Islands}; Lesser Antilles (Virgin Islands); east coastal Mexico and Central 

America; and coastal northern South America. In South America it is found south to about the 

northern coast of Brazil, and includes an apparently disjunct population referred to as Opuntia 

melanosperma Henry Knute Svenson (1946) in Ecuador. O. dillenii is presumed to be in sporadic 

cultivation in countries throughout South America. In a coastal environment that is strongly 

influenced by periodic typhoons, it seems reasonable to predict that the species might also be found 

along the Gulf coast and offshore islands of the United States. However, most collections to date in 

that region seem referable to the species O. bentonii Griffiths (now in rather dubious synonymy with 

O. stricta) and O. anahuacensis Griffiths (also now in synonymy with O. stricta, but placed by Benson 

(1982) in O. stricta var. dillenii and by Anderson (2001) in O. dillenii). 

The species O. anahuacensis may be seen as a genotype that represents an extreme form within 

what is arguably a highly variable species complex. There is a general consensus among cacti purists 

that the Mississippi River separates the άDillenii/stricta/ triacantha/elatior cladeέ (characterized by 

Opuntia dillenii and O. stricta) from a similar yet distinct group of species ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ ǿŜǎǘΦ ¢ƘŜ 

latter can loosely be termed the άLindheimeri/engelmannii/phaecantha cladeέΦ {ƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘhe species 

west of the Mississippi may superficially resemble species found east of the river, while expressing 

άƎŜƴŜǘƛŎ ŘǊƛŦǘέ towards the dominant, resident clade. In other words, some of these plants may be 

difficult to distinguish from O. dillenii in Florida, but nevertheless exhibit different characters and 

habits, or exist in different habitat types. In terms of epicotyl development and adult morphology, O. 

dillenii is arguably more closely related to O. lindheimeri than O. stricta is to O. lindheimeri. Species 

with larger, bulkier characters, in particular O. anahuacensis Griffiths, may be expressing genetic 

influence from the widespread and variable western species, O. lindheimeri Engelmann.  Species like 

O. anahuacensis and O. bentonii may still be regarded as belonging to a widespread and variable 

http://cactiguide.com/
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Dillenii complex, while also reflecting possible evolutionary ties with O. lindheimeri Engelmann. They 

may represent a complex evolutionary link between the two general groups, or be evidence of 

sporadic cross pollination events in the distant past. 

It is now generally accepted throughout the Americas that many Opuntia species may be found 

outside of their original ranges of distribution, not only as a result of pre-European indigenous trade, 

but also as a result of the modern trade in cacti plants for use in horticulture. The distribution of O. 

bentonii Griffiths on both sides of the Mississippi may be the logical result of trade between tribes or 

the movement of individual tribes over time. Dr Griffiths (1911, p.25) was convinced that O. bentonii 

was only ever found in cultivation east of the Mississippi. Griffiths felt that this species was more 

closely allied to the Lindheimeri clade and therefore must have originated west of the river. His 

theory is supported by the fact that the stronghold of O. bentonii is located west of the Mississippi, 

so it is reasonable to conclude that the plant originated from there. The botanist John Kunkel Small 

in The Manual of the Southeastern Flora (1933) writes that O. bentonii Griffiths was feasted upon by 

Native Americans in NW Florida. This raises the possibility that O. bentonii may have crossed the 

Mississippi at some time in the past as a result of indigenous trade or tribal movements from the 

west. Aǎ DǊƛŦŦƛǘƘΩǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭŀƴǘ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ associated with humans east of the river so 

any naturalizations there today are probably relatively recent.  

The indigenous peoples who inhabited Florida ς the Tequesta, Calusa, Ais, Jaega, Martires, 

Mayaimis, Yamasee, Timucua, Miccosukee, and the tribes of the relatively modern Seminole Nation 

ς had for thousands of years utilized the fruits and pads of Opuntia spp. as sources of food and 

medicine (Austin 1997). The botanist John Kunkel Small stated in The Manual of the Southeastern 

Flora (1933) that Opuntia bentonii Griffiths in northwest Florida and Opuntia stricta were feasted 

upon by the Native American tribes in these areas for about three months out of the year and the 

excess fruit were dried like figs for the rest of the year (D. Green, pers. comm., 2009). We can expect 

that they had noticed favourable traits in some wild Opuntia plants while gathering plants from the 

wild. They may even have transported these throughout the South-eastern United States, for 

purposes of trade in areas where they did not occur naturally. So even prior to Columbus, humans 

may have influenced the spread of some species, varieties or forms of edible species away from their 

original habitats, thereby potentially increasing their quantity, distribution, and availability. We can 

speculate that as a result of unwanted segments being discarded on middens near villages and 

campsites, some favoured varieties may have become increasingly common in the more fertile and 

densely populated regions. The European colonists would have also favoured those more fertile 

regions for the initial establishment of their own settlements. 

Prior to the arrival of the Cactoblastis moth in Florida, and the passing of legislation to restrict 

movement of potentially infected species, Opuntia stricta was among the many species of cacti that 

were commonly distributed throughout America by the nursery trade.  Some of those plants may 

have from time to time escaped cultivation and become naturalized outside of their original range of 

distribution, especially in coastal areas. 

Opuntia dillenii appears to have been used more in traditional shamanic medicines than as a source 

of food (Socha 2004). But if segments of favoured plants were traded, they too could have become 

more numerous along ancient indigenous trade routes and in the more densely populated regions. 
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Similarly, we can also speculate that where plants were used as living fences to protect livestock or 

crops (as still occurs in many South American rural communities to this day) much spinier forms 

would have been selected for this purpose. As was probably the case in colonial Australia, it is 

possible that plants with low spine counts had been selected for use as potential cattle and pig 

fodder, while spinier plants had been selected for use as barricades to protect vineyards and other 

crops from livestock or wildlife. 

In the United States, the species O. stricta is not as widely distributed as O. dillenii and the range of 

variation is not as extreme. However there are clumping and erect forms of O. stricta, as well as 

spiny and spineless forms, and some forms may have reddish markings inside the flowers. Some 

plants occasionally produce pale orange tepals. The cladode shapes may also vary considerably. But 

for the most part, O. stricta is not as variable as O. dillenii. 

Nathanial Lord Britton wrote of Opuntia dillenii on page 163 of The Cactaceae: ά¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ƛǎ 

composed of many races varying greatly in habit, character, and number of spines, shape of joints, 

and color of flowers. Brother León has sent us specimens of several individually quite different 

Ǉƭŀƴǘǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴƘŀōƛǘ ƘƛƭƭǘƻǇǎ ƛƴ /ǳōŀέΦ This lends some support to the idea that the plants in coastal 

regions of Mexico and Cuba that have sometimes been determined as O. stricta in the past may 

actually belong to the highly widespread and variable Opuntia dillenii complex.  

I have viewed the specimens from Cuba that were collected in the late 1920s and early 1930s by 

Brother León (8508, 16089) and J.G. Jack (5557, 5626). The specimen León 6089 cited by Howard 

and Touw (1982) is presumably a typographical error. The specimens now reside in the Harvard 

University Herbaria (ex Arnold Arboretum and Herbario De La Salle).  They had originally been placed 

in O. dillenii, but the botanist Richard A. Howard re-ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǎ άOpuntia stricta (Haw.) 

ǎŜƴǎǳ .ǊƛǘΦ ϧ wƻǎŜέ ƛƴ мфулΦ In a paper that he co-authored with Mia Touw in the Cactus & Succulent 

Journal, Vol. 54: 174, 1982, Howard writes that he travelled to Cuba but could not find O. dillenii 

there. However, he adds that he did find the taxon that Brother León and J.G. Jack had collected 

there in the late 1920s and early 30s. Howard states that the Cuban plants he examined were very 

different in stature and appearance from O. dillenii, which prompted him to re-determine the León 

and Jack specimens as Opuntia stricta Haw. άƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ .Ǌƛǘǘƻƴ ϧ wƻǎŜέΦ  It is interesting that the 

specimen sheets have not been revised since HowardΩǎ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ in 1980. We can presume that 

although the Cuban plants were determined as Opuntia stricta using the key provided by Britton & 

Rose in The Cactaceae, Howard was not confident that they were exactly the same taxon that occurs 

in FloridaΦ ¢ƘŜ άǎŜƴǎǳέ ǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŜǊ ƛƳǇƭƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ IƻǿŀǊŘ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ŀǎ being similar to, but not 

necessarily the same as, the Opuntia stricta of Florida. 

The Cuban specimens of León and Jack are perplexing as they have decidedly dark spines and 

glochids. These were possibly black or dark reddish-purple in the fresh state. The spines vary from 

being terete to more or less flat, and from long and straight to short, stout and curved; yet the 

glochids are invariably much longer and more variable in size than those found on specimens of 

άtrueέ Opuntia stricta in Florida. The Cuban taxon may prove to be a species in its own right, but it 

appears most closely related to O. dillenii. It is interesting too that the specimens bear little 

resemblance to the colour plate for Opuntia stricta provided in the Britton and Rose publication, so 

ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴƛƴƎ ōŜƘƛƴŘ IƻǿŀǊŘΩǎ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǳƴŎƭŜŀǊΦ 
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Daniel Green (pers. comm., 20/01/10) states: άL Ƙŀve seen specimens that looked just like those [of 

León and Jack] in the Florida Keys (just over 100 km from Cuba). After much study it turned out they 

were Opuntia dillenii. The morphology of the flower buds, leaves, and epicotyls all matched those of 

the typical Opuntia dillenii. These plants can have a superficial resemblance to the Opuntia stricta. 

These atypical forms of Opuntia dillenii are very common in the Florida Keys and the Bahamas as 

ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ /ǳōŀ Φ LΩǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀƴ Opuntia dillenii with numerous jet black spines on Sanibel Island a few 

years ago. The black spines are an interesting variation in this diverse speciesΦέ 

Howard and Touw (1982) are critical of .ŜƴǎƻƴΩǎ use of nomenclatural varieties. They are also 

reluctant to accept the widespread existence of so-called intermediates due to a lack of available 

evidence. They argue ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ άƛƭƭƻƎƛŎŀƭέ ǘƻ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ O. dillenii should be regarded as a variety of 

O. stricta when no botanist at the time, not even Benson, had a very clear understanding of O. 

stricta. Howard and Touw argue that until Opuntia stricta can be clearly described and the type 

ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘΣ ǘƘŜƴ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ .ŜƴǎƻƴΩǎ ǇǳǘŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƳŜŘƛŀǘŜǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƘȅōǊƛŘǎ ƻǊ 

άŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ƻƴŜ ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎέ (Howard and Touw 1982, p. 174). It seems to 

me that most, if not all, oŦ .ŜƴǎƻƴΩǎ ǇǳǘŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƳŜŘƛŀǘŜǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ 

variable O. dillenii complex, at least until such time as their identity can be more accurately 

determined. I agree with Howard and Touw that it seems illogical to place these plants within O. 

stricta. As I shall later show, O. stricta is actually a relatively stable and identifiable species in its own 

right. 

O. dillenii, on the other hand, may be so variable that it is best viewed as a complex involving many 

races or genotypes. Opuntia stricta undoubtedly shares a common ancestry with O. dillenii, but has 

split away from it in recent evolutionary times to form a species with unique characters. Admittedly 

the two species have retained many characters in common and intermediate forms are possible, but 

for the most part these seem rare. Opuntia stricta is now a relatively stabilized species, showing only 

subtle genetic and/or ecological variations over a relatively small range of distribution in its native 

Florida. Future taxonomic and genetic analysis may also reveal that some of the more stable variants 

of O. dillenii will be worthy of separation as distinct species.  

 

The Origins of Naturalized Opuntia stricta and O. dillenii in Australia 

Australian plants of O. stricta are virtually identical to those found in the NE of coastal Florida, where 

both clumping and erect forms occur naturally. The Florida location should ideally be designated the 

type location for the species even if this means a new type must be chosen. However, the original 

lectotype of Haworth - a notably spineless form of the species, whose location was given by de 

Candolle in 1828 ŀǎ ά!ƳŜǊƛŎŀ ƻŦ ǿŀǊƳ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜέ - should probably be retained, as historical 

collections exhibiting other slight variations (mainly to do with presence or lack of spines, or differing 

growth habits) have merely served to complement the overall typification of the species. IŀǿƻǊǘƘΩǎ 

lectotype is but a subtle variation within a species, and even if a neotype or epitype is chosen, that 

new type specimen may also represent a variant. So a new type hardly seems essential apart from 

establishing a more precise locality, a detail on which our understanding of the characters of the 

species Opuntia stricta is not dependent.  
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Australian plants of O. dillenii also closely resemble plants found in Florida. There are populations 

and sporadic plants of predominantly spineless forms scattered throughout Florida, such as in 

Brevard County (D. Green, pers. comm.., 2009). The latter are a very good match for the mostly 

spineless, glaucous form of O. dillenii which is widespread and common on the central eastern 

Darling Downs in Queensland, Australia. 

However the genetic origins of other Australian material may prove to be intermorphic, i.e. they may 

have resulted from a combination of widespread sources within a variable species complex. Cross 

pollination in naturalized populations may have further exaggerated and complicated the degree of 

variation.  Telford (1984) said of the common pest pear (sic.), ά²ƛƭŘ ƴŀǘƛǾŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴs show 

morphological intergradations in habit and spininess. Several genotypes appear to have been 

introduced into Australia (N.D. Murray in Ecological Genetics and Evolution, 1982, p.22) some of 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΦέ If this is the case, it may be virtually impossible to 

trace the precise origins of plants naturalized in Australia. However, the resemblance of Australian 

specimens to sedentary genotypes in the Americas may at least provide some clues as to the origins 

of imported material. 

From an Australian perspective, O. dillenii is best viewed as a complex of highly variable plants found 

over a vast area of tropical and subtropical America. Some of the more clearly defined variants could 

be termed genotypes. Some of those genotypes were once regarded as species but have since been 

declassified and placed in synonymy with other species. Taxonomists may one day be obliged to 

reinstate some of the species that were once described by authors such as Small, Griffiths, and 

Svenson. Formerly recognized species such as Opuntia subarmata Griffiths (1909), Opuntia 

anahuacensis Griffiths (1916), Opuntia bentonii Griffiths (1911), Opuntia gomei Griffiths (1910) and 

Opuntia melanosperma Svenson (1946) are presently viewed by taxonomists as mere synonyms of 

other well-documented species. They have generally been placed in synonymy with the species with 

which they are presumed to show the greatest affinity. Some cacti enthusiasts and botanists take 

issue with the placement of some former species; for example they may argue, as did Dr. Griffiths, 

that O. anahuacensis is more closely allied to O. lindheimeri Engelmann than O. dillenii. Some may 

feel that O. bentonii Griffiths would be more suitably placed in O. dillenii than in O. stricta. Others 

may disagree in principal ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜǎŀƭŜ άƭǳƳǇƛƴƎέ ƻŦ formerly recognized types with common 

species, claiming that this leads to a reduction in our understanding and appreciation of ŀ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ 

biodiversity. Cacti purists will often point to consistency of characters within clearly defined ranges 

of distribution and habitat types for many of the formerly recognized species. 

Australia may have some of these former species, while not having the luxury of knowing their 

locations or their degree of genetic influence within naturalised populations. In the United States, 

many of these formerly recognized species can still be determined today on the basis of clearly 

defined distribution limits, or from recorded locations and known habitat types. In the Australian 

context, where the boundaries of introduced cacti are very blurred to say the least, any attempt to 

determine those former species must be treated with a certain degree of caution, at least until an 

accurate revision in America can outline their defining characters in less ambiguous terms. On the 

other hand, the resemblance of Australian material to known genotypes in the Americas may serve 

to provide valuable insights into the origins ƻŦ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƛȊŜŘ Ǉƭŀƴǘǎ. 
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The Introduction of Opuntia stricta and O. dillenii in Australia 

The arrival dates of Opuntia stricta and O. dillenii in Australia are not known. There is a general 

consensus that both species were present at least by the early 1800s. Much of the early history of 

Opuntia dillenii and O. stricta is now shrouded in hearsay and legend. The identification of species 

was often speculative in the colonial days, and ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƴŀƳŜ άǇǊƛŎƪƭȅ ǇŜŀǊέ was generally 

applied to several distinct species. As stated by Les R. Tanner on the North West Weeds website 

http://www.northwestweeds.nsw.gov.au/prickly_pear_history.htm.  

άThere is no information on the original introduction of common pest pear [sic.] into 

Australia from the Americas. It was first recorded as being cultivated for stock fodder in the 

Parramatta district in the early 1800's.*  There is also a record of a pot plant being taken to 

Scone, NSW in 1839 where it was grown in a station garden. The property manager later 

planted it in various paddocks with the idea that it would be a good stand-by for stock in a 

drought year.* It has also been recorded that a plant of common pear [sic.] was taken from 

Sydney to Warwick, Queensland in 1848 for use as a garden plant, with a strong 

recommendation that it would be Ψa good fruiting and hedge plantΩΦϝέ 

 [*Note: references not provided] 

Other reports suggest that an Opuntia (possibly O. stricta or more likely a form of O. dillenii) had 

already reached Chinchilla by 1843 [reference ƴƻǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘϐΦ ! ŦŜǿ ŎƭǳƳǇǎ ƻŦ άǇǊƛŎƪƭȅ ǇŜŀǊέ ǿŜǊŜ 

noted in the reminiscences of Thomas Roper as occurring near the site of what was later to become 

.ǊƛǎōŀƴŜΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ōƻǘŀƴƛŎ ƎŀǊŘŜƴǎΣ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 1850s(ΚύΦ ό{ƻǳǊŎŜΥ wƻǇŜǊΣ ¢Φ άContinuation of 

Brisbane iƴ 9ŀǊƭȅ 5ŀȅǎέ ƛƴ .ǊȅŀƴǘΣ WΦ Some Interesting Snippets about the Fortitude [internet page] 

http://www.halenet.com.au/~jvbryant/fortlet1.html [accessed 27/12/09]. 

Yet another source claims that O. stricta (sic.) was introduced to Australia in 1832, where it was 

intended for use as hedges to protect vineyards in an area about 125 km NW of Sydney. In 1839 a 

specimen was taken to Sydney where it was planted as an ornamental. (Source: Anderson, E. F., The 

Cactus Family, 2001, p. 67). 

Despite the sketchy history of introductions, it does seem that there was more than one shipment of 

Opuntia stricta and O. dillenii plants to Australia and these introductions may have occurred some 

years apart and for different reasons.  

We can predict that the morphology, particularly the level of spininess of individual plants, may have 

related to their intended uses. We can speculate for example that mostly spineless variants of 

Opuntia species were selected for purposes of cattle fodder or fruit production. On the other hand, 

extremely spiny forms may have been introduced for purposes of fencing to protect crops from 

foraging animals or to contain livestock. In colonial times, the reasons for the deliberate introduction 

and distribution of Opuntia species were probably quite valid. However some plants were 

undoubtedly introduced to satisfy ill-conceived projects that were often based on poor or misleading 

information. 

Various plausible reasons for the introduction and distribution of Opuntia stricta and O. dillenii have 

been proposed over the years. These can be summarized as follows: 

http://www.northwestweeds.nsw.gov.au/prickly_pear_history.htm
http://www.halenet.com.au/~jvbryant/fortlet1.html
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1) hardy, perennial garden plants; 

2) cost effective hedges/fences in dry rural areas; 

3) rapid means of erosion control on cleared hillsides or gully lines, particularly on sodic 

soils; 

4) potential food source in remote rural areas. The fruits can be eaten raw, are high in 

Vitamin C, and can be used to make syrups and conserves; the pads can also be cooked and 

eaten after boiling away the spines and glochids, or they may be preserved as crystallized 

nopalitos. The early colonists came from cold European countries where such foods had 

never been part of the traditional diet or culture. However, the use of prickly pear fruits in 

conserves became a common cottage industry, particularly in rural Australia during the early 

1900s. 

5) development of a cochineal industry. It seems unlikely that Opuntia stricta or O. dillenii 

were imported for use as hosts or vectors for the commercial cochineal insect Dactylopius 

coccus Costa. This is because Dactylopius opuntiae Cockerell is the species of cochineal that 

generally uses O. stricta and O. dillenii as its hosts in Australia. That species is not generally 

used for commercial cochineal production. Furthermore, it was not imported to Australia 

until the 1920s and then as a biological control agent to be used against those cactus 

species. Cochineal dye was being imported by the 1840s; its demand in Australia had 

declined and colonial aspirations of a cochineal industry had long since been abandoned. 

However, we must also consider the possibility that ill-conceived projects, based on 

misinformation and misguided premises, do sometimes occur. 

6) potential cattle and pig fodder in drought-prone areas (prepared by way of boiling, or 

fermented in silage after mixing with hay and cereals). 

 

Cattle generally ignore live plants of Opuntia dillenii, even in drought times and in situations of high 

grazing pressure. The spines and glochids are extremely irritating to the eyes, nose, tongue, gums 

and throat of livestock. Extremely hungry stock may nibble off the tender young shoots before they 

have had time to form spines and glochids, but generally most plants are untouched. As a result, 

large healthy specimens can often be seen flourishing alongside cattle, even in bare, heavily grazed 

paddocks. Parsons & Cuthbertson (1992, ǇΦ осмύ ŀƎǊŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ άOpuntia spp. are not usually grazed by 

ǎǘƻŎƪ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǳǘ ǎǇƛƴŜǎ ŀƴŘ ōǊƛǎǘƭŜǎ ŘŀƳŀƎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘƻƴƎǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƭƛǇǎέΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀŘŘ ǘƘŀǘ άƛƴ 

ǘƛƳŜǎ ƻŦ ŘǊƻǳƎƘǘ Ǉƭŀƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŜŀǘŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ŀ ŎǊŀǾƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳέΦ 

The author has spoken to elderly graziers and retired dairy farmers in southern Queensland and all 

Ŏŀƴ ŀǘǘŜǎǘ ǘƻ ŎŀǘǘƭŜ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŦŜŀǎǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ άŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǇŜŀǊέ during times of drought. Moreover, some 

claim that their cattle had at times άǎƻǳƎƘǘ Ǉƭŀƴǘǎ ƻǳǘέ to the point where they developed bloat-like 

symptoms and diarrhoea. These symptoms are presumed to be caused by 1) excessive consumption 

in the absence of other quality feeds, and 2) the very high crude fibre and water content of the 

Opuntia plants relative to their very low nutrient and protein levels. (Paschal n.d.). 
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The nomenclature and taxonomy of άŀ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǊŀŎŜ ŦŀƭǎƛŦƛŜŘέ 

Hartmut Böhm in his paper άάhǇǳƴǘƛŀ ŘƛƭƭŜƴƛƛέ ς An Interesting and Promising Cactaceae Taxonέ (J. 

PACD ς 2008, p. 148-9) provides an excellent summary of the history of the nomenclature of Opuntia 

dillenii.  

 

άIn 1732, Johann Jacob Dillen, named Dillenius (1684-1747), published the description [in 

Hortus Elthamensis, 1732] of a characteristic cactus cultivated in the famous garden of 

Eltham, which was ignored by Carl von Linné (1707-1778) (Schmidt 1965). Instead, John 

Bellenden Ker-Gawler (1764-1842) established in 1817 the species Cactus Dillenii on the basis 

of these data and further observations. Adrian Hardy Haworth (1768-1833) assigned the taxon 

to the genus Opuntia in 1819. The correct name of this species was Opuntia dillenii (Ker Gawl.) 

Haw. since then during one and a half centuries. Due to an obviously high similarity of O. 

dillenii to Opuntia stricta (Haw.) Haw. (Haworth 1812), Benson (1969) recommended to 

consider the former species as a variety of the latter one, named Opuntia stricta (Haw.) Haw. 

var. dillenii όYŜǊ DŀǿƭΦύ [Φ5Φ .ŜƴǎƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ άCƭƻǊŀ ƻŦ bƻǊǘƘ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀέ ŀŎŎŜǇǘǎ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ O. 

stricta (Haw.) Haw. without subspecies (Pinkava 2003), although specialists think a subdivision 

reasonable in face of natural diversity (e.g., Scheinvar 2002). According to this handbook, O. 

stricta also comprises Opuntia inermis (DC.) DC. (de Candolle 1828) as a synonym indicating 

near relationship to O. dillenii (Pinkava 2003).έ  

 

The first published key that could be used to differentiate Opuntia stricta and O. dillenii appeared in 

the Monograph of Cactaceae by Dr. N. L. Britton and Dr. J. N. Rose, in the Journal of the New York 

Botanical Garden, Feb 1919, No. 230, p. 25.  

IV. Dillenianae 

 

Areolae bearing 4-13 short spines which seldom exceed the bristles, the joints thus apparently 

unarmed: corolla short campanulate.                                            6. 0. keyensis. 

 

Areolae bearing 2-6 long spines which much exceed the bristles, the joints thus prominently 

armed; or individual joints sometimes spineless: corolla rotate. Spines decidedly flattened, 

often curved, in clusters of 3-6, from dense clusters of protruding bristles, the joints thus 

rigidly armed: plants copiously floriferous and fructiferous. ,                     7. O. Dillenii. 

 

Spines terete or nearly so, straight, solitary or 2 or 3 together, from small clusters of 

inconspicuous bristles, the joints not rigidly armed: plants sparingly floriferous and 

fructiferous.                     8. O. stricta. 
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Britton & Rose combined the work of Haworth and Ker Gawler and accepted the existence of two 

distinct species. Their work can be legitimately traced from:  

1) RedoutéΩǎ мтфф ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Cactus Opuntia Linnaeus var. inermis DC.* published in de 

Candolle, Pl. Hist. Succ. pl. 138. 1804Ϟ; Cactus strictus Haworth , Misc. Nat., 188. 1803; 

Opuntia stricta (Haworth) Haworth, Synopsis Plantarum Succulentarum, 191. 1812; 

Opuntia inermis (DC.) DC., Prodromus Systematis Naturalis Regni Vegetabilis 3: 473, No. 

27, 1828; Type: Without data (lectotype: de Candolle, Pl. Hist. Succ. pl. 138. 1804Ϟ); and 

 

2) 5ƛƭƭŜƴƛǳǎΩ 1732 illustration of Tuna Major in Hortus Elthamensis,  p. 398, f. 382, which was 

later lectotypified by Ker Gawler as Cactus Dillenii. [Type: not cited (lectotype: Dillenius 

(1732) p. 398, f. 382 in Hortus Elthamensis), reproduced as Cactus dillenii Ker Gawler, Bot. 

Reg. 3: pl. 255. 1817]; Opuntia dillenii (Ker Gawler) Haw. Suppl. Pl. Succ., 79, 1819.  

 
*n.b. Cactus opuntia L. was published by Linnaeus in his Species Plantarum (1753). It was based loosely on a plant 

published much earlier by Gronovius as Cactus compressus articulatus ramosissimus. Gronovius had published the plant in 

Flora Virginica p. 54 (1739) from a collection made by Clayton. The plant probably came from the Coastal Plain of Virginia 

(Snow 1981). Haworth chose Cactus opuntia Linnaeus var. inermis DC. as the lectotype for his Opuntia stricta Haw. and 

abandoned the varietal relationship proposed by de Candolle. This move may have been the cause of some discord, as de 

Candolle later upgraded his var. inermis DC. to species rank. He published it as Opuntia inermis (DC.) DC. in Prodromus 

Systematis Naturalis Regni Vegetabilis 3: 473, 1828. This was in spite of the reclassification made by Haworth some sixteen 

years earlier. Haworth should have perhaps retained the name inermis out of professional courtesy to de Candolle, but it is 

possible that he felt a Latin name that translates literally as ñunarmed or toothlessò was not very apt. The presence of numerous 

tufts of bristles (now known as glochids) was sufficient reason to avoid any name pertaining to something devoid of any such 

armaments. 

The original Cactus opuntia L. can realistically be viewed only as nom. superf., owing to the ñdiscordant elements which 

represent different speciesò (Leuenberger 419: 1993). It is important to note that Linnaeus erroneously extends the range of 

Claytonôs plant to Hispa¶ola and Peru. This suggests that he must have confused the plant with other species (Snow 1981). 

 
À 

According to Howard and Touw (1982: 174) citing Stafleu and Cowan (1976: 941), the correct date for plate 138 is 

1804. However, it is widely accepted that Redouté had either begun or completed the illustration prior to de Candolleôs 

publication. The oft-quoted year of 1799 will be accepted here as being correct. 

 

 

.Ǌƛǘǘƻƴ ϧ wƻǎŜΩǎ key, although admittedly basic, was unfortunately never expanded by future 

authors. However the great botanist John Kunkel Small did recognize these and many other species.  

Small at first referred to Opuntia stricta by the old name of Opuntia inermis (De Candolle 1799) De 

Candolle 1828 in his 1913 edition of Flora of the Southeastern United States, p. 818. Interestingly, 

Opuntia inermis or its synonym Opuntia stricta did not even receive a mention in his previous 1903 

edition of Flora of the Southeastern United States. The name Opuntia inermis was relegated to 

synonymy by Nathanial Lord Britton and Joseph Nelson Rose in the Journal of the New York 

Botanical Garden, No. 230, p. 25, Feb. 1919, and later published in their tome The Cactaceae Vol. 1: 

page 161, 1923. After this time, John Kunkel Small abandoned Opuntia inermis in favour of Britton 

ŀƴŘ wƻǎŜǎΩǎ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ мфоо Manual of the Southeastern Flora (D. Green, pers. comm., 2009). 

Many of the species described by Small were regarded by later authors as too taxonomically 

obscure, some for good reason.  Small may have been guilty of ƘŀǾƛƴƎ άŦŀǊ ǘƻƻ ƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ 

ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘέ ŀǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ōȅ {ƴƻǿ ƛƴ мфумΣ ōǳt the opposite extreme of excessive taxonomic conservatism 

has gradually undermined Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ {ƳŀƭƭΩǎ work.  Few of his species are recognized today.  Small was 

obviously a serious and diligent professional who had a strong grasp and appreciation of genetic 

diversity and he valued the concept of speciation highly. In the interests of preserving rare plants 
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and ecological habitats, botanists should perhaps be ǊŜǾƛǎƛǘƛƴƎ {ƳŀƭƭΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ, so that the population 

sizes and distribution of unique genetic material can be accurately determined.  The renowned 

botanist Dr Leia Sheinvar (2002) also discusses the need for subdivisions to more accurately portray 

natural diversity. 

It is also interesting that the United States Department of Agriculture still treats Opuntia stricta and 

O. dillenii as separate species, but whether this is just an oversight or a deliberate act of policy is not 

known. It may be that those at the forefront of agricultural awareness have recognized the 

importance of separating the two species. For example, Opuntia stricta is highly vulnerable to the 

larvae of the Cactus moth (Cactoblastis cactorum), while the more widespread O. dillenii exhibits 

some ability to survive and recover from an infestation. 

.Ǌƛǘǘƻƴ ϧ wƻǎŜΩǎ 1919 key still stands up reasonably well to the scrutiny of field testing, apart from 

the following problems:  

1) The traits of floriferous and fructiferous are not consistent or reliable in wild populations. 

They can probably be attributed to atypical nutrition and moisture provided to cultivated 

specimens (D. Green, pers. comm., 2009).  

 

2) ¢ƘŜ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŘƛǎǇǳǘŜŘ άǎǇŜŎƛŜǎέ Opuntia keyensis Britton ex Small should 

probably be left out of the key until the status of this species can be accurately determined. 

 

3) The subjective nature of the key and the lack of measurable characters have resulted in 

much confusion and guesswork in the field.  The solution to this is that the characters of 

both species must be quantified so that a clear and measurable range can be established. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Page | 12  

 

Figure 1 

 

Figure 1. RedoutéΩǎ мтфф ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Cactus Opuntia Linnaeus var. inermis DC., lectotype for Opuntia stricta 

(Haworth) Haworth. Note the very short glochids, cupped nature of the mature flower, smooth hypanthium 

that is slightly rotund above its middle, and obtuse-mucronate bud. The plant in this illustration was clearly a 

spineless form of the species. 
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Figure 2  

 

Figure 2. The 1732 illustration of Tuna Major in Dillenius, Hortus Elthamensis, which was lectotypified by Ker 

Gawler as Cactus Dillenii and subsequently assigned by Haworth to the genus Opuntia. Note the apical rim of 

the fruits armed with long glochids, the long, flattened spines, and the numerous tufts of long glochids in the 

areoles. The flower bud appears to be stunted, possibly immature or aborted, and the flower is in a slightly 

shrunken state as if still in the process of unfurling. Perhaps these features were the result of poor growth 

under less than ideal cultural conditions in England, or they had been drawn that way from memory. 
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Figure 3 
 

  

 

Figure 4 

 

Figure 3. Illustration of άCactus Dillenii The 

Eltham Indian-CƛƎέ ƛƴ {ȅŘŜnham Edwards, The 

Botanical Register, Vol 3, 1817. Edwards 

intended his representation to be true to 

Dillen. Elth. 398. T. 296. Fig. 382. Note the 

slightly curved and flattened spines and the 

prominent glochids. The attachment of the 

floral receptacle is obscured by a ring of 

dense glochids of varying lengths. The blue 

colour of the cladode suggests that Edwards 

had possibly attempted to highlight the very 

glaucous nature of the cladodes by 

exaggerating the colour on his plate. Plants 

may be glaucous or green; however glaucous 

plants are the most commonly encountered 

colour form of this species in inland Australia. 

Plants growing in coastal environments or on 

extremely poor soils may sometimes appear 

lime green or yellow-green.  The colour may 

also vary seasonally. 

Figure 4. Horticultural illustration of 

άhǇǳƴǘƛŀ ŘƛƭƭŜƴƛƛέ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ ²Φ 

²ŀǘǎƻƴΩǎ Cactus Culture for 

Amateurs, Royal Botanic Gardens, 

Kew, 1889. The plant illustrated is 

clearly a densely spiny form of the 

species. Note the very elongated and 

acutely pointed flower buds, and the 

pronounced glochids extending from 

the apical rim of each receptacle. 

These characters are typical of 

Opuntia dillenii (Ker Gawl.) Haw. 
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Figure 5 

 

Figure 5. Illustrations of Opuntia dillenii (Plate 28) and O. stricta (Plate 27) from Britton and Rose, The 

Cactaceae , 1923. The illustrations clearly depict the distinctive characters of both species. 
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In Australia, as in the rest of the world, the nomenclature and taxonomy of the Opuntia stricta and 

O. dillenii has always conformed to contemporary convention. The key provided by E.M. Ross in 

Stanley & Ross (1983) Flora of SE Qld, was obviously prepared prior to Benson (1982). Ross 

recognized two species in Queensland:  Opuntia stricta Haw. and Opuntia inermis DC.  These can be 

traced as follows:  

1) Cactus opuntia Linnaeus var. inermis DC.*in Candolle, A.P. de (1799), Plantarum Historia 

Succulentarum. Histoire des Plantes Grasses. 1804, pl. 138, f. C   [tax. nov.]; and Opuntia 

inermis (DC.) DC., Candolle, A.P. de (ed.) (1828), Prodromus Systematis Naturalis Regni 

Vegetabilis  3: 473  [comb. nov.], et Small (1913), Fl. of the Flor. Keys. 

2) Opuntia stricta (Haw.) Haw., Syn. Pl. Succ. 191. 1812, (lectotype being the Redouté 

painting in de Candolle, Pl. Hist. Succ. pl. 138. 1804). 

The species keyed as follows: 

1. segments erect, obovate or oblong, usually spineless, or with 1-2 per areole, forming 
shrubs        O. inermis 
  
1*. segments erect, elliptic, with 1-7 stout spines per areole.          O. stricta 
 

The problem with this key is that IŀǿƻǊǘƘΩǎ Opuntia stricta ŀƴŘ ŘŜ /ŀƴŘƻƭƭŜΩǎ O. inermis both share 

the same Redouté illustration for their lectotype. Ironically, Ross adds a footnote that some authors 

may regard the two species as synonymous. Their separation in Stanley & Ross appears to be 

erroneous or perhaps reflects an error in the contemporary nomenclature. The use of this key 

undoubtedly caused much confusion in Queensland, as many specimens would have keyed equally 

well to both species. Moreover, as with spine counts, segment shape can be highly variable and is 

therefore an unreliable character. Some plants can have both obovate and elliptic segments, or 

segment shape can change over time or within a population. The species O. dillenii (Ker Gawl.) Haw. 

is ignored completely, even though this was arguably the most common species in Queensland at 

that time! 

From 1983 the accepted nomenclature in Australia followed Benson (1969) Cact. Succ. J. 41(3): 126, 

and Benson (1982), The Cacti of the United States and Canada.  Benson recognized Opuntia stricta 

(Haw.) Haw. var. dillenii (Ker Gawl.) as a variety of Opuntia stricta (Haw.) Haw. For reasons that seem 

difficult to comprehend, Benson dispensed with the 1732 illustration of Dillenius as lectotype and 

instead proposed the varietal status of O. dillenii with O. stricta without comment, apart from 

designating plate 255 in Edwards The Botanical Register as lectotype. 

The nomenclature can be traced as follows: 

 

1) Opuntia stricta (Haw.) Haw. var. stricta (Haw.) Haw. [superfluous autonym] Haworth, Syn. Pl. 
Succ. 191 (1812) ex L. Benson. 931 (1982); (syn. O inermis (DC.) DC., (1828), Prodromus 
Systematis Naturalis Regni Vegetabilis  3: 473  [comb. nov.]. [Lectotype: Redouté (1799) 
Cactus opuntia Linnaeus var. inermis in Candolle, Augustin Pyramus de; Redouté, Pierre 
Joseph; Rowley, Gordon D.  Plantarum Historia Succulentarum = Histoire des plantes  grasses 
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/ par A.P. Decandolle ; avec leurs figures en couleurs, dessinées  par P.J. Redouté. pl. 138. 
1804.] 
 

2) Opuntia stricta (Haw.) Haw. var. dillenii (Ker Gawl.) L. Benson (syn. O. dillenii (Ker Gawler) 
Haw.) in Benson, L. Cactus Succ. Jour. 41: 126, 1969. [Lectotype: Cactus Dillenii  in Sydenham 
Edwards, The Botanical Register, Vol 3, pl. 255, 1817]. 

 
.ŜƴǎƻƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ōȅ LΦwΦIΦ ¢ŜƭŦƻǊŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Flora of Australia, Vol. 4, 1984, as 

follows: 

1. spines absent, sometimes 1 per areole on margins of stem segments  var. stricta 
  

1*. spines 1-11 per areole on most areoles     var. dillenii 
 

Benson also mentions some plants may be intermediate between these two varieties. 

.ŜƴǎƻƴΩǎ ƪŜȅ was problematic because it automatically dictated that all spineless plants must be 

placed in var. stricta, while some spiny plants must be placed in var. dillenii. It largely discounted the 

possibility that there may be spineless forms of var. dillenii or spiny forms of var. stricta. The key 

failed whenever spineless forms of O. dillenii were encountered because it automatically keyed them 

to Opuntia stricta.  Furthermore, ǘƘŜ ƛƳŀƎŜǎ ƛƴ .ŜƴǎƻƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ often proved difficult to reconcile with 

naturalized plants in Australia. Some apparently aberrant plants may have been determined 

incorrectly as intermediates, others as putative hybrids between O. stricta and O. humifusa; others 

as potential hybrids between .ŜƴǎƻƴΩǎ two varieties of Opuntia stricta. Furthermore, large 

populations of plants not closely matching the key or descriptions may have been mistakenly 

described as άƘȅōǊƛŘ ǎǿŀǊƳǎέΦ Such determinations may have created a false impression that 

hybridization and intermediates were so prevalent as to be expected. Ironically, some of those 

apparently aberrant plants may have been the true to type species! Other plants may have been 

correctly labelled as putative intermediates, not as a result of precise determination and elimination, 

but more as a result of sheer confusion with the available key and descriptions. If a specimen 

contradicted the key it may have been labelled as indeterminate, intermediate or a potential hybrid. 

Yet many specimens in the field do exhibit shared characters of both varieties, meaning that 

.ŜƴǎƻƴΩǎ ǊŜǾƛǎƛƻƴ was largely unworkable. .ŜƴǎƻƴΩǎ ƪŜȅ was confounded by the fact that the two 

species can be spiny or spineless, or have both attributes on the one plant. This was true also for 

plants of both species in their native state in Florida (D. Green, pers. comm., 2009). 

 The Flora of New South Wales Volume 1 (Harden 1990-93) adapted Benson's key and added the 

qualifications of "common" or "uncommon" for the New South Wales situation. The Harden (1990-

93) key is as follows: 

 
1. Spines absent, sometimes one per areole on margin of stem segments.  
Widespread, all NSW divisions, all mainland states.......... var stricta 
 
1*. Spines 1-11 per areole on most areoles.  Not common.  This variety is  
reported for NSW, with intermediates between it and var stricta, SC  
Qld........var dillenii 
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The irony is that Opuntia dillenii is the one that is very common and widespread, yet O. stricta is 

probably less common and more restricted within its range of distribution. Spine counts are largely 

meaningless, because both varieties (i.e. species) have spiny and spineless forms. This key will once 

again confound the identity of plants as they occur in the wild. The addition of the term 

άƛƴǘŜǊƳŜŘƛŀǘŜǎέ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƴƻǘŜǿƻǊǘƘȅ, as it suggests that by the time of the Harden publication the 

Benson key had already led to many indeterminate or confusing specimens in herbaria. Specimens 

collected from segments, individuals, or populations of O. dillenii that were spineless would have 

proven particularly problematic. In spite of the confusing key that relies on spine counts, the Royal 

Botanic Gardens website (άPlantnetέ) does correctly distinguish the two species pictorially. 

Moreover the illustrations (Figures 6 & 7 following) compare favourably with the lectotypes of 

Haworth and Ker Gawler. 

Figure 6 
 

 

Figure 6: Illustration of Opuntia stricta var. stricta (Haw.) Haw. (syn. Opuntia stricta (Haw.) Haw.) by  

M. Flockton ©Royal Botanic Gardens & Domain Trust, Sydney Australia, 21 Jun, 1921. On Plantnet 

http://plantnet.rbgsyd.nsw.gov.au/ [accessed 15 December, 2009]. Reproduced by permission.  


