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December Landscape Question and 

Answer 
By John Fech, Nebraska Extension Educator - Horticulture 

 
Q. What should I do for my newly planted trees this 
winter? 
 
A. Make sure they enter the winter well-watered.  Also, 
lean a light colored board against the southwest side of 
the tree trunk to prevent sunscald. 
 
Q. I saw some of my newly planted coral bells heave 
out of the ground already.  Should I worry? 
 
A. I wouldn't worry, but it would be wise to loosen the soil 
and replant it.  Then, dump about a bushel basket full of 
wood chips or pine needles over it to lessen the likelihood 
of this happening again. 
 

Q. How can I prevent my holly and 
boxwood from browning out this 
winter?  
 
A.  Apply an anti-transpirant such as 
Wilt-Pruf or Dwax or Foliocote 
monthly now through April.  Apply it 
on warm days above freezing, so 
that it can dry on the leaves without 
freezing. 

 
Q. Can I re-bloom my poinsettia or should I just toss 
it out? 
 
A.  Sure, re-bloom it.  After Christmas, simply grow it as a 
houseplant.  In September, start limiting the amount of 
light the plant receives - no more than 12 hours each 
day.  It should start turning color in mid November. 
 
Q. Why do my houseplants get so long and spindly in 
winter? 

 
A. Lack of light.  Install grow lights, or if you don't want to spend the money, ordinary shop 
lights.  Place the bulbs about 12 inches away from the leaves. 

 

 
 

Decorate a Christmas Tree 
for the Birds 

Before taking your Christmas tree 
to the recycling center this year, 
consider creating a backyard 
habitat for birds. To attract birds to 
your backyard, you must provide 
their three basic needs- food, 
water, and cover or shelter. Your 
old Christmas tree will provide 
excellent shelter for birds, 
providing protection from wind and 
predators. It can also serve as a 
feeding station, where you provide 
a buffet of food that our native 
birds love. 
Before taking the tree outside, 
remove all decorations and lights, 
including tinsel. To provide the 
most shelter possible for the birds, 
place the tree on the south or east 
side of the house, sheltered from 
winter's harsh north and west 
winds. Anchor the tree securely by 
setting the stump into the ground 
or a large bucket of damp sand, 
and securing the top of the tree 
with twine to nearby buildings or 
trees. 
Decorate your tree with strings of 
popcorn, cranberries or raisins. 
Apples, oranges, leftover breads 
and pine cones covered with 
peanut butter then dipped in 
birdseed can also be added. For 
best results, push the edible 
ornaments well into the tree. 
Popcorn will be attractive to 
cardinals, finches and grosbeaks. 
Cranberries and raisins should 
attract cedar waxwings, finches 
and any robins wintering in the 
area. 
 

IN THE DIRT 
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Poinsettias Brighten the Holidays - Selection & Care 

 
Christmas is the holiday when beautiful, red poinsettias are either given 
as gifts or displayed in stores and homes for decoration. Those plants 
need to be taken care of properly in order to stay fresh through the 
holiday. 
 
Over 100 varieties of poinsettias are available in red, pink, white and 
gold, often with unusual leaf coloration including speckles or streaks of 
color, although most Americans still prefer red poinsettias. The colorful 
part of these great holiday plants are specialized leaves, called bracts, 
not true flowers. The actual flowers are the yellow structures inside the 
center of the colored bracts 
. 
Poinsettias are the most popular flowering potted plant in the United 
States, even though most are sold during only a short six week holiday 
season. A perennial flowering shrub native to Mexico, poinsettias were 
introduced to the U.S. in 1825 by Joel Poinsett, the first U.S. ambassador to Mexico. 
 
Poinsettias are members of the Euphorbia family and have milky white sap. For many years, 
poinsettias were considered to be poisonous, but have been exonerated by research that shows they 
do not contain any toxic chemicals. However, eating poinsettia leaves is not recommended. 
 

Selection 
When choosing a poinsettia, look for a full, well-branched plant with good color development in the 
showy bracts and dark green leaves. Avoid plants with wilted foliage, or those with few leaves at the 
base, which can indicate health problems. A fresh plant will have little or no yellow pollen showing on 
the true flowers, a small cluster of round yellowish buds in the center of the colorful bracts. 
 
Also avoid plants with small white gnats that fly up out of the plant when it is touched, or are found on 
the undersides of the leaves. These insects, called whiteflies, are a common greenhouse pest of 
poinsettia. Once in your home they can fly and infest other houseplants, particularly hibiscus, and are 
very difficult to control. However, don't confuse droplets of white milky sap that may be found on stems 
or leaves with whiteflies. Poinsettias are in the Euphoria family and normally have white, milking sap. 
 
Do not choose a plant that is displayed inside a paper or plastic sleeve that reaches above the top 
foliage. Although the plant should be placed in a sleeve before it's taken home, to protect the branches 
from being broken, plants that are allowed to remain in the sleeve for a long period of time often 
experience yellowing and dropping of the lower leaves. 

 
Winter Care 

In the next few weeks your poinsettia will do one of two things. It will either start to drop its leaves, or 
they will stay green and remain on the plant. If your poinsettia holds onto its leaves, treat it like any 
houseplant. Place it in a bright window, where it will receive maximum sunlight, and cool night 
temperatures (60-65 degrees). Keep the plant away from very cold drafts and furnace vents that will dry 
the plant out quickly and possibly even scorch the leaves. Apply a complete fertilizer for blooming 
plants, following labeled rates, every two weeks. 
 
However, if the plant starts to lose its leaves, place it in a bright, cool location (50-55 degrees), such as 
a basement window ledge. Avoid locations with temperatures above 60° F degrees. Let the soil dry out, 
but never let it get so dry that the stems start to shrivel. Allow the plant to rest in this condition until 
spring. 
 

Spring Care 
In late April or early May, prepare a resting poinsettia for regrowth by cutting its stems back to about 3-
5 inches above the soil. When more than one plant is in the same pot, replant the poinsettias into 
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individual containers. Place your poinsettia in a bright, warm location and water it whenever the soil 
begins to dry. 
 
As soon as night temperatures reach a minimum of 60 degrees, the plant can be set outside. Place it in 
a shady location for two to three weeks to allow for acclimatization and to prevent leaf sunscald, then 
sink the pot in a sunny location with well-drained soil. Turn the pot every few weeks to break off any 
roots that might be growing through the drainage holes. 
 
Or you can continue to grow the poinsettia as a houseplant throughout the summer, which minimizes 
chances of insect and disease problems, such as whiteflies or spider mites. 

 
Fertilization and Pruning 

A resting poinsettia should be fertilized, with a complete blooming plant fertilizer following labeled rates, 
when its new shoots are about 1 inch long. Continue to fertilize the plant throughout the summer and 
fall at two week intervals. 
 
Pruning a poinsettia will shape it into an attractive compact form, instead of allowing it to get tall and 
lanky. To prune, pinch or snip off 1-2 inches of the growing tips whenever the new growth reaches 4-6 
inches long. Make your cuts at an angle, just above an outward facing leaf. The last pruning, before 
encouraging the plant to rebloom, should take place around late August.  
 

Reblooming 
When night temperatures dip below 55 or 60 degrees, if your poinsettia was outside, bring it indoors to 
a sunny location. 
 
On September 25, begin the reblooming process by placing your plant in total darkness from 5 p.m. to 
8 a.m. daily, with night temperatures of 60-65 degrees. To provide dark conditions, put a cardboard box 
over the plant, or place it in a dark closet. Light from any lamps or streetlights will prevent normal 
poinsettia flowering. Continue this treatment until the plant begins showing color in late November. 
 
During this time, continue to water and fertilizer your poinsettia normally and you should have a 
beautiful blooming plant, that you grew yourself, for the holidays. 
         

 
 Winter Wildlife Projects 

 

Binoculars are great gifts for kids and adults of all 
ages who love learning about wildlife. 

 
Winter is a terrific time to work on projects to help you 
attract wildlife next spring. Do you want to attract more 
songbirds? How about bats to help keep down insects 
like mosquitoes? You can encourage important 
pollinators by building an insect hotel or nesting box for 
solitary bees and placing it outside in the early spring. 
Enlist your children/grandchildren to help plan a 
butterfly-friendly/bee garden using a combination of 
native plants and more. 

If you have a friend or family member who loves wildlife, consider the gift of a bird house, 
feeder or bird bath. Encourage native solitary bees with the gift of a bee nesting block or 
house. Gift certificates to your local nursery would make great stocking stuffers. Field guides, 
journaling notebooks and a set of binoculars are great gifts any time of year.   
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