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Top dressing for our succulents
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Last week our cactus club held a
popular workshop about creating
succulent plant dish gardens. At
our annual Show&Sale in June
hundreds of participants came to
buy succulents. At events like this I
have heard over the years a variety
of questions about succulents like
what is the best type of pot? The
best soil types etc. A very common
question is about the need for top dressing on succulent dish gardens.
Adding a thin layer of small rocks to your plant’s pot helps keep erosion
down when you water and it minimizes splashing soil/mud on your plants.
Most people know that a layer of rocks is needed for them to have a
finished product when it comes to succulents. A few years ago I noticed
that a vendor at a small farmer’s market had glued the layer of small gravel
surrounding the plants. This vendor was not a succulent plant person but
she knew that rocks were needed, she just did not know the best way to do
this. You would not want to do this at home since the glue would most
likely trap too much moisture under the rocks, leading to possible rotting.
I have observed that many succulents in the wild, especially small plants,
have a layer of gravel/small rocks that surrounds them. Sometimes the
plants blend in very well with the rocks having the same color and shape so
one may speculate that a layer of gravel around these plants helps them
hide from would-be predators (goats etc.). This layer of gravel probably
also helps to reduce water loss by keeping the soil moist under the rocks.
The photos shown here will give you an idea of how this layer of gravel can
look in the wild.
A. Euphorbia suzanae surrounded by small pebbles. Photo taken in the field
(not in cultivation). Little Karoo area of Western South Africa.
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Top dressing can also help
stabilize larger plants to prevent
them from toppling over. This is
especially true for tall plants in
which case larger rocks may be
used selectively.
In nature top dressing can be
very variable since its color and
shape depends on the parent
rock where the plants grow.
Some succulents, especially
cacti like Ariocarpus grow best
on limestone while others like
Argyoderma from western South
Africa grow in fields covered by
white quartz pebbles.
Growers of succulents can use a
variety of top dressing materials
on their potted plants or dish
gardens. To
enhance
the
appearance of your plants it is
best to try to carefully select the
color and size that best matches
your succulents.

D
B. Ariocarpus fissuratus (cactus)
Surrounded by limestone rocks in
Big Bend National Park, Texas.
C. Crassula columnaris. Western
South Africa.

All photos taken in the field (not in
cultivation) by Michael Douglas

D. Argyroderma sp. Surrounded
by white quartz pebbles. Western
South Africa.

