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Care & Feeding of Succulents for 
The Gulf Coast

The Garden Academy

Series:  Ornamentals

Unit:  Succulents
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Angela Chandler
• 40+ years in industrial piping design and drafting/consulting
• 5+ years farm management 
• Lifelong gardener, hobby beekeeper, hobby chicken keeper
• The Garden Academy Website & Facebook
• Garden Writer’s Association

o Blogger – The Arbor Gate, Quality Feed & Garden Company, Webmaster: RandyLemmon.com
o Regional Feature – Fine Gardening Magazine
o Feature – Houston House & Home
o Guest – Gardenline with Randy Lemmon – KTRH 740
o Guest – Houston Life – KPRC Channel 2
o Educator – Urban Harvest/Houston Museum of Natural Science
o Speaker – OHBA, nurseries, horticultural conferences & events

• California Rare Fruit Grower’s Association
• Louisiana Society for Horticultural Research
• Texas Master Gardener 2000 (retired)

o State MG of the year 2004
o Certifications in Plant Propagation, Rainwater Harvesting, Greenhouse Management, Entomology

• Texas Master Naturalist 2001
• ** I do not represent the TMG or TMN organizations for this program.  They are part of my garden experience and 

I highly recommend these programs for their value to the individual and the community.  For information about 
joining these organizations, contact your local agricultural extension office.
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What is a Succulent?

• A plant with thick, 
fleshy, water storing 
leaves and/or stems

• Cacti are included
– All cacti are succulents
– Not all succulents are 

cacti

• Not succulents, but 
often included in 
collections or designs
– Bromeliads
– Cycads
– Palms
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Difference between cacti
& other succulents

• Cacti are one of the 80 
succulent families –
Cactaceae

• Cacti generally have few 
to no leaves

• Cacti have modified 
buds called “areoles”

• Spines & flowers 
emerge from areoles

• Most true cacti are 
native only to the New 
World

• Don’t judge by the 
names – Christmas 
Cactus is not a cactus, it 
is a succulent
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A hobby with lots of diversity

• Succulents are very 
diverse
– Color
– Form
– Texture
– Size
– Shapes
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Color

• Pink, rose, pure 
red; orange, peach, 
yellow; lavender, 
purple; blues, sea 
green, misty white; 
greens of every 
hue; combinations 
of all of the above

• When succulents 
bloom, an entirely 
different color is 
introduced
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Some succulents experience a color 
change through the seasons or with 
a change in temperature or sun 
exposure  
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Form

• Spikes
• Rosettes
• Columns
• Shrub-form
• Tree-form
• Trailing
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Texture

• Stripes
• Streaks
• Dots
• Warty 

protuberances
• Fuzz
• Hair
• Ruffles
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Size
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Shapes

• Swords 
• Paddles 
• Hearts 
• Rickrack 
• Tubes 
• Balls 
• Fingers 
• Tongues
• Strings

Maui Silver Sword
10

Design
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Containers
• Unglazed terracotta –

traditional
• Glazed terracotta – color 

options  
• Plastic  - well-drained media 

proper watering
• Metal - Design possibilities; 

contemporary or farmhouse 
• Glass - flawless attention to 

media and moisture
• Wood - beautiful complement 

to succulents  
– Window boxes or crates
– Driftwood or logs 
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Not just for the desert

• From the tops of trees to groundcovers, and 
everything in between, succulents add color, 
texture, and structure to the garden

• Many tropical climates are home to native 
succulents

• Remember to check the hardiness before you 
buy

• Don’t be afraid to mix succulents with other 
semi-tropical plants
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Companions

• Plants with similar 
climate preferences
– Begonias
– Bromeliads
– Ferns
– Gingers
– Tropical Succulents
– Palms
– Orchids
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Media
• Well-drained media is 

imperative
– Terrestrial or arboreal species

• Misconception that succulents 
should be planted in sand or 
grit only

• Avoid “cactus” mix
– “Grit” - pumice, small gravel
– Vermiculite or perlite
– Maybe a portion of topsoil, and a 

bit of peat moss

• Avoid peat-based media
• Use compost-based with 

aggregates
– Large particle sand
– Expanded shale
– Chick grit
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Nutrition
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How to fertilize

• Not heavy feeders
• Half strength is fine
• Once a month during active growing season 

(spring thru fall)
• Aeoniums are summer dormant – do not feed 

during dormancy
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Apply with a straw or dosing spoon to 
keep granules out of centers and off 
foliage where it could burn or spot
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Tools for succulent care

• Gloves
– Leather gauntlet gloves
– Welder’s gloves

• Safety glasses
– Soil is gritty!

• Pruners
• Long-handled tweezers
• Hemostats
• Soil Scoop
• Chop sticks

• Chip brush
• Watering can with 

narrow spout
• Sipping straws
• Bubble wrap
• Strip of old carpet
• Bath Towel
• Flip Flops 

– Use like potholders
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Water

• Moist, but never soggy
• Allow to dry between 

watering
– Epiphyllums are an 

exception
• Hold back water in winter, 

barely moist
• Do not count on rainfall 

to water containers
• In ground succulents will 

require mound planting 
and added expanded 
shale
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Light exposure

• Not all succulents are 
desert plants!

• Many prefer morning sun 
then afternoon shade

• Sunburned leaves do not 
recover

• Dappled light under a 
tree canopy will keep 
some very happy

• Great patio plants
• Research sun exposure or 

monitor carefully

• Sanseverias
• Fox Tail Agave
• Haworthias
• String of Bananas
• Devil’s Backbone
• Burro’s Tail
• Ponytail Palm
• Christmas Cactus
• Bear’s Paws
• Kalanchoe
• Aeonium
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Pest Control
• Succulents have few pest 

issues
• Scale or mealy bugs

– Spray with 50:50 mix of 
alcohol and water

– Remove by hand
• Snails or slugs

– Use Sluggo Plus occasionally
– Organic approved
– Also kills pill bugs

• Birds
– Nibble on the edges

• Corky scab on opuntia
– Increase ventilation
– Do not overwater
– Repot 
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Winter Protection
• Most are happiest between 

40°F and 90°F
• Do not expose to temps below 

36°F unless they are known to 
be hardy

• Prepare to provide 
intermittent protection from 
November 1 through March 1

• Cover with heavy frost cloth, 
blankets, cardboard boxes

• Uncover on “safe” days
• Water with liquid seaweed 

(antifreeze for plants)
• Some succulents need a 

period of cool weather to set 
buds

23

Culture for arboreal succulents

• Replicate their natural 
environment as closely 
as possible
– Under the canopy of 

trees
– Filtered light
– High humidity
– Airy, but not windy
– Lightweight media
– Frost-free

24
Acapulco Sunset Epiphyllum
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Soil for arboreal succulents

• (1) part compost, (1) part 
peat moss, (1) part orchid 
mix with lava rock

• (2) parts compost, (1) 
part expanded shale

• Equal amounts cactus soil 
and compost

• Combinations of organic 
matter with sand, grit, 
perlite, lava rock, orchid 
bark, long-fiber 
sphagnum moss
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Fertilizing arboreal succulents

• Once a month from 
March – October

• Compost tea, vermi-tea, 
fish emulsion, seaweed 
extract

• Can use a low or no-
nitrogen fertilizer in Feb 
to aid in bloom set
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Epiphyllums

• 19 species in the genus
• Epiphytic cactus (grows 

harmlessly on another 
plant)

• Native to tropical 
forests of Mexico,  
Central America, 
Northern South 
America, and the 
Caribbean
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Epiphyllums

• Epiphyllum means 
“upon the leaf”
– Epis do not have leaves
– What looks like foliage is 

actually stems
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Epiphyllum characteristics

• Flowers of the species 
are white with pink or 
yellow sepals

• Color comes from 
hybridizing with related 
species

• Species are night 
bloomers

• Day bloomers are all 
hybrids
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Epiphyllum hybrids

• The so-called epiphyllum hybrids are seldom 
related to true Epis, but they are related to 
the Hylocereus tribe – they are generally 
hybrids of Disocactus, Pseudo-rhipsalis, or 
Selenicereus

• Collectors use the broad term “Epi” to cover 
all of the species and hybrids
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Why grow Epis

• Easy care
• Well adapted to Gulf 

Coast climate
• Unremarkable “foliage”
• Stunning inflorescence!
• Commonly called 

“orchid cactus” because 
of their showy flowers
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Unnamed Hybrid
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German Princess
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Epiphyllum anguliger – Fishbone 
Cactus – Night blooming species epi
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Selenicereus chrysocardium
Fern Leaf Cactus
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Epis in the garden
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Epis love trees
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Hylocereus undatus
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Grafted Christmas Cactus

39

37

38

39



1/6/2026

14

Holiday Cacti
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How to tell them apart
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Cereus repandus “Peruvian Apple 
Cactus”
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Cereus validus var. spiralus
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Agave vilmoriniana ‘Octopus Agave’
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Aloe diversity
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Tropical Aloes

46Aloe arborescens

Tangerine Aloe
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Mountain Aloe
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Aloe ‘Safari Sunrise’
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Aloe ferox
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‘Santa Rita’ Opuntia
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‘Santa Rita’ Opuntia
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Baby Rita

53

Ice Plants
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Sedum palmeri
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Mexican Sedum
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My favorite sources

• The Arbor Gate
• Joshua’s
• Buchanan’s
• Maas 
• Caldwell’s

• Annie’s Annuals
• Almost Eden
• Plant Delights
• Harddy.com
• Mountain Crest
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Contact Us

• Website:
www.thegardenacademy.com

• Email:
achandler@thegardenacademy.com

• Facebook:
www.facebook.com/thegardenacademy

Join our new local FB group
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