
Succulents: The Camels of the Plant World 

Interview with Master Gardener, Anne Lowings 

Anne Lowings has been a Sonoma County Master Gardener for six years. Besides being a 
world traveler, she's lived and gardened under a wide variety of growing conditions including 
South Africa and the American Southwest. She's gardened in different parts of Sonoma County 
since 1996. She's a plant collector, touring the State and beyond, to visit gardens and specialty 
nurseries. SCMG Lyn Gannon interviewed Anne for this article. 

MG: There's been an amazing increase in the variety of succulents available 
in nurseries. What makes them so desirable? 

ANNE: They're plants that have adapted to survive long periods without 
water. That's not the same as requiring no water! Succulents' specialized 
tissue makes them unique. It allows them to store water during periods of 
rain and release it during dry, adverse conditions. As a result, succulents 
can survive periods of drought. 

MG: Where do succulents store their water and nutrients? 

ANNE: That depends on the location of the specialized tissue. That tissue can be in the leaves, 
the stem or the root of the plant. Succulents get their characteristic thick, fleshy look when 
that storage capacity swells. 

MG: Can you give an example of this mechanism? 

ANNE: A common succulent is the Aloe, which has big, fleshy leaves. The healing gel found 
inside an Aloe Vera's broken leaf is also the plant's water storage system. 

MG: I see succulents wherever I look. Are they native to this area? 

ANNE: Succulents are indigenous to many parts of the world and are seen under many 
different conditions. Typically, they come from Africa, Central America, the European Alps, 
South America and South Africa. One native succulent frequently sold in local nurseries is the 
Dudleya (common name Sea Lettuce). 

MG: Even though succulents are grouped as one kind of plant, do they thrive in different 
settings? 

ANNE: Yes. In order to match a succulent with its ideal site conditions, it's helpful to know their 
origins. For example, Aloes come from Africa, Agaves from America. In their native habitats, 
their conditions can vary from the humid dark jungles (home to Christmas Cactus) to the desert 
plain with scorching days and freezing nights. However, most of the commonly grown 
succulents originate from areas that receive very sporadic rainfall. Some spiky succulents, like 
Euphorbia and cacti, come from the high mountains of South America, Often their only water 
comes from mist, which condenses on the spines and drops on to the soil. This structure, which 
protects the plant from predators, also serves an effective way of collecting water. 
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