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Giant or Pulque Agave
Agave salmiana Otto ex Salm-Dyck
Asparagaceae
From the Greek agauos,
meaning noble.
Named for German botanist
Jospeh zu SaloReifferscheidtDyck (1773-1861)
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2021

Distribution
Native to Mexico. Naturalised in the Canary Islands, Cape
Provinces of South Africa and Potugal.
Native Habitat
Drier areas in the subtropics and tropics, where it can be
found to up to 2.400 metres elevation.
Description
One of the largest Agaves with a spiral-shaped rosette of
large succulent flared leaves with strong spiny hooks on the
edges and a large terminal spine. When a leaf has unfolded
from the central rosette an imprint of the marginal hooks
or spines is left on the leaf underneath. Grows rapidly to 2
metres by 2 metres.
Flowers
Like most Agaves, this species is monocarpic, meaning it
flowers once and then dies. Flowering occurs after 15 to 25
years (depending on environmental conditions), producing
a vertical floral stem, typically up to 4 m long and bearing
greenish-yellow flowers at the end of horizontal branching,
giving the overall effect of a candelabra. Flowers are fragrant
and rich in nectar.

Information
This Agave typically blooms in summer, with flowers having
a spicy scent that attracts birds, hummingbirds and bees.
It is claimed that a specimen grown at the Strawberry
Canyon Botanical Garden in California in 1974 produced an
inflorescence with a total height of 16 m. Another plant was
credited with an overall flower height of 19 m which would
make it to the tallest inflorescence of any species of plant.
The plant is frequently cultivated in Mexico for preparation
of ‘pulque’, the Mexican national beverage. As soon as
the inflorescence bud appears it is excised. The sweet sap
which then exudes for the next 3 - 4 months is collected
and fermented to make the alcoholic drink. Sometimes a
brandy is produced by means of distillation of pulque and it
is also possible to produce sugar or vinegar from the sugarcontaining sap. The cut flowering stems can be chewed like
sugar cane. The cuticle of the young leaves of the central
spike is used as a translucent wrapping for the Mexican dish
‘mixiote’, which is prepared for festive occasions
The young leaves provide fibres suitable for the production of
laces, fine clothes and footwear. The roots contain saponins
and can be used as a soap substitute.

Location in Garden
Succulent Garden.
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