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Care for Holiday Plants  
Christmas cactus, amaryllis and poinsettias are popular gift 
plants during the holidays. They are beautiful, and fortunately, 
are not difficult to grow. Here are a few tips for each, to keep 
plants healthy until next Christmas, if you gave or received one 
this year. 

Poinsettias 
Many poinsettias hold their leaves and remain attractive after 
the holidays. At home place the poinsettia 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. The soil should remain evenly moist, 
but not soggy. About 2 weeks after receiving the plant, fertilize 
it with a complete fertilizer. 

Depending on several cultural factors, your poinsettia will do 
one of two things after the holidays- hold onto its leaves or 
drop its leaves. If 
the plant holds 
its leaves, treat it 
like any 
houseplant. 
Leave it in a 
sunny location 

and apply a complete, water soluble, blooming-
plant fertilizer once every two weeks. 

If the plant loses its leaves, place it in a bright, 
cool location (50-55 degrees), such as on a 
basement window ledge, but 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. In late April or early May cut back the stems to 3-5 inches from the soil 
and place it in a bright, warm location, watering whenever the soil dries out. New growth will 
begin to emerge. Pinch the new shoots back when they reach 4-6 inches in length to 
encourage bushiness. Plants can be grown on as a houseplant during summer or set outside 
when night temperatures stay above 60 degrees. 

When outdoor night temperatures become cool, 55°F-60°F, bring the plant indoors to a sunny 
location. Before bringing it indoors, inspect the undersides of the leaves carefully for signs of 
insect pests, particularly whiteflies.  If you do see signs of insects, get help from your local 
garden center on control before you bring the plant inside. 

IN THE DIRT Plants for Pollinators 

Consider adding plants to 
your landscape that will 
benefit pollinators. It is 
necessary to have a variety 
of plants blooming the 
whole growing season, April 
through October. Native 
plants are important to 
include because they have 
pollen and nectar sources 
for our native pollinators. 
Many of our favorite garden 
perennials are great for 
pollinators. It is fine to 
include them too, even if 
they are not native. Do not 
forget food plants for 
butterfly caterpillars. Herbs 
are perfect for pollinator 
gardens. And remember, no 
pesticides. 

For a list of plants visit 
:https://lancaster.unl.edu/hor
t/landscape/pollinatorplants.
shtml 
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Poinsettias are influenced by day length to initiate blooming, specifically they need short days 
and long nights.  Starting in late September poinsettias need complete darkness from 5 p.m. to 
8 a.m. daily. Put a cardboard box, heavy paper bag or other device over the plant each day at 
5 p.m. to provide the “long night” that is needed. Lights from any lamps will prevent normal 
flowering of an uncovered plant. Be sure the plant still gets plenty of light during the daytime 
hours. 

Continue this “long night” treatment until the plant bracts show color in late November. Short 
days and 60-65°F night temperatures are essential for good bract development. 

Christmas Cactus 
If you received a Christmas cactus after 
the holidays, find a bright window without 
direct sun and apply a complete, water 
soluble, blooming-plant fertilizer once 
every two weeks. Water thoroughly when 
needed, but allow the top inch of soil to 
dry out between waterings. Leaf pad color 
is a good indicator of water needs; they 
will change from bright medium green to 
lighter color when plants get dry. Check 
the soil for moisture to be sure. Christmas 
cactus do better indoors than outside in 
summer, so once you find a window 
where it’s growing well, leave it there. 

In fall, Christmas cactus often begin to 
initiate flower buds without much effort from the grower. Once days get shorter in fall, 
especially if night temperatures in your house are also cooler, flower buds will soon begin to 
form. Plants will be in full bloom in approximately 2 1/2 months. 

Amaryllis 
Often amaryllis sold as gift plants come already 

potted in a container, but if yours didn’t then 
choose a container that is only 1-2 inches wider 
than the bulb. The preferred soil mix for amaryllis 
is high in organic matter; a peat, 
perlite/vermicullite mixture would work well. Place 
the bulb in the container so that it is only halfway 
below the soil. Water it thoroughly, until water 
drips from the drainage holes.  Allow the soil to 
dry, and rewater sparingly until the plant’s roots 
are well developed, and growth has 
begun.  Overwatering can lead to bulb rots. 

Place the plant in bright light, but not direct sun to 
lengthen flower life. Once growth begins, apply a complete fertilizer, either slow release or 
liquid.  Water soluble fertilizer can be applied about twice a month.  Consult the label on slow 
release products for the right amount and application timing. 

Temperatures of 70 to 75° F are fine until the bulb begins to root, and leaves or flower stalks(s) 
begin to appear.  Then move the plant to the coolest location possible in the house, where it 



14 

 
 
 

will still have good light.  Foliage is weakened by being forced too rapidly under higher 
temperatures. During bloom, cooler conditions will prolong the flowers. 

Usually leaves appear first, followed by one or two flower stalks.  Each stalk can have 
anywhere from 2 to 6 flowers each.  Once the flower start to fade, pinch or cut them 
off.  Remove the flower stalk by cutting it down to just above the bulb nose, once all the flowers 
are gone. 
In August, begin withholding water and allow the foliage to die. Once the leaves are dried and 
brown, cut them off a couple inches above the top of the bulb.  Place the plant, pot and all, in a 
cool (50-60°F degrees) dark place for 6 to 8 weeks. Bulbs can be kept in dormancy as needed 
to time their bloom for the holiday season. 

After at least 6 to 8 weeks have passed, bring the plant out into a sunny location and begin 
watering it as normal. Amaryllis like to be a little pot bound, so they only need repotting every 
2-3 years. A flower bud should appear in a few weeks. 

Bulbs that had four or more healthy leaves throughout the summer should be large enough to 
flower; those with less foliage may not flower. However, with proper care non-flowering bulbs 
can be redeveloped for blooming in future years. 

Source: https://acreagenebraska.org/ Images from Pixabay. 

All That Glitters 

Trendy or not painting plants is a surefire way to kill them. Plants have pores (stomatal pore) that are 
located mostly on the surface of leaves. These pores are how plants gain access to carbon dioxide to 
carry out the process of photosynthesis. They are tiny and typically not visible with the use of a 
microscope. 

When we paint the surface of the plant we block the ability for the plant to exchange gasses with the 
atmosphere. When this happens the plant is no longer able to gain access to convert carbon dioxide 
into sugars.  

Something else happens when we paint plants is the blocking of sunlight. Plants unlike animals make 
their own food. Now some marketing campaigns have lead us to believe that by adding fertilizers to 
water we are feeding plants. Which is a flat out lie. Plants make their own food through the process of 
photosynthesis. But in order for this pathway to happen plants need access to light. 

Instead of painting plants for the holidays consider painting the pots. It is a fun interactive and safe for 
the plants.  

Source: https://grobigred.com/2019/12/02/all-that-glitters/ 
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Prune Evergreen Shrubs in Winter? 

As acreage owners ponder the winter landscape, trying to answer the question – “Is now a 
good time to prune my shrubs?” – It is wise to consider a few basic guidelines. 

  
First, the easy one; forget about pruning evergreens.  As Julie 
Janoski, Plant Clinic manager at The Morton Arboretum in Lisle, IL 
indicates: “Evergreens aren’t entirely dormant in winter, so they 
will respond to pruning,” she said. In a warm spell, “it might trigger 
them to try and start growing.” The tender new growth would be 
vulnerable to freezing in the next cold snap. 
  
With this is mind, it’s best to put off pruning boxwood, yews, 
arborvitae and holly until they’ve finished pushing out a flush of 
growth in the spring. This timing will avoid damaging these plants. 
  
Speaking of easy, a good rule of thumb for spring blooming 
deciduous shrubs such as viburnum, quince, dogwood and lilac is 
to prune them soon after they finish blooming.  Summer blooming 

deciduous shrubs such as mockorange and rose of Sharon should be pruned just before 
growth begins in late winter. 
  
With either spring or summer blooming deciduous shrubs, it’s best to use a thinning technique 
rather than a shearing approach.  This is done by simply removing a third of the oldest stems 
at the ground level each year.  This technique removes the plant parts that are most 
susceptible to borers and cankers and keeps the stems in the plant that will be most vigorous 
and produce the best blooms. 
 
For the evergreens, each species should be treated differently.  The thinning technique works 
well, but only for yews, holly and boxwood.  Small pines and spruce can be kept in check by 
cutting the new growth in half each year, much like Christmas tree growers do in June.   Not 
much can be done to reduce the size of arborvitae, other than to shear them.  Unfortunately, 
shearing is tricky for many reasons. 

 
When hedge trimmers are used to shear a 
plant, many indiscriminate cuts are made, 
without attention to the best location…similar 
to topping a tree under power lines.  The 
result is a rebound of unwieldy growth in 
some cases, and in others, a lack of growth 
altogether.  The tricky part of shearing is 
being aware that if the dead zone of bare 
wood (that all evergreens have) is cut into, 
there will be no regrowth, leaving bare 
branches for the rest of the life of the shrub. 
   


