ASK A LYON COUNTY MASTER GARDNER

 

My Poinsettia is beautiful. Can I keep it that way for a while and maybe coax it to bloom again later?
 Poinsettias (Euphorbia pulcherrima) are tropical plants of Mexican origin. They may be kept year round and coaxed into blooming again next year if the proper methodology is used. The first step in keeping a poinsettia over a long period of time is make sure there are holes in the foil or the foil is removed so water can drain into a saucer. Water when the soil is dry and allow the water to drain into the saucer. Discard the excess water. After the poinsettia has finished blooming, fertilize once a month with a houseplant fertilizer as long as the plant is inside the house. (The top leaves, known as bracts, are flaming red, pink, or white and are often mistaken as flowers. The actual flowers are grouped within the small yellow structures found in the center of each leaf bunch.)

Getting poinsettias to reflower is not easy, but with some patience and care it can be done. In February or early March (St. Patrick’s Day), remove any faded flowers and dried leaves and cut back each of the old flowering stems to 4 to 6 inches in height to promote new growth. In the late spring to summer, repot into a 2-3 inches in diameter larger pot, moisten the soil, and place in a sunny window. 
When all danger of frost has passed and night temperatures are above 60°F (Memorial Day), the plant can be placed outdoors. Place the poinsettia in a shady location for two to three weeks to allow it to become acclimated to the new environment. Then sink the pot in a sunny protected outdoor flower bed. Light shade during the afternoon is okay. 
Turn the poinsettia pot a quarter turn each week to prevent rooting through the bottom hole and to promote uniform growth. If you prefer a short plant with many flowers, pinch out the growing shoots every 3 to 4 weeks to encourage branching. Two or three large fully expanded leaves should be left below the pinch; this serves as a guide for knowing when the shoots are ready for pinching. 
Continue this practice until mid- August, when the plant should have a satisfactory shape and number of shoots. Keep the plant growing actively all summer by regular watering and feeding every two weeks with a complete soluble fertilizer (20-20-20). In the fall, before night temperatures fall below 55-60°F at night, bring the poinsettia indoors to a sunny location. Check for pests and diseases and place the poinsettia in a south window. 
The poinsettia is a short-day or long-night plant. Without long nights, this plant will continue to produce leaves and will grow but will never flower. You must make certain it receives no light from any source. Very short periods of lighting at night may be enough to prevent or interfere with flowering. Even light from a street light can stop flowering. If the plant is to be grown in a room that is lighted nightly, cover it completely at dusk (5p.m.) every day with a heavy paper bag, a piece of opaque black cloth, other light-tight cover or place in a dark closet. 
Flower initiation begins in late September and early October. Dark periods longer than 12 hours are necessary for flower set. Flowers mature in from 60 to 85 days depending on varieties, temperature and light intensity. Because flower initiation depends upon the length of the dark period, your poinsettia must be kept completely dark from 5 p.m. to 8 a.m. The time to give this treatment is from the end of September until December 15. Once you can see the flowers developing in the growing plants, i.e., when the floral bracts start to show definite color, it is not as important to continue giving the dark period, though it is advisable to continue until the bracts are almost fully expanded. Temperatures should be no less than 55°F at night, but not more than 70°F. 
During the day give the poinsettia as much sunlight as possible. Reduce the amount of fertilizer given after bringing the plant indoors. High night temperatures, coupled with low-light intensity, low nutrition, dry soil or improper photoperiod may delay maturity.
With a little luck and a little hard work, you should have a beautiful blooming poinsettia next year.
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If you have gardening questions you would like to have answered by a local Master Gardener, e-mail your question to lyoncomg@bellsouth.net.  You may also call, mail or fax them to Susan Fox, Lyon County Extension Agent for Agriculture/Natural Resources, 231 Main St., PO Box 36, Eddyville, KY 42038, Phone: 270-388-2341, Fax: 270-388-4627.  Lyon County residents may receive up to 5 free soil tests each year.  If you need to have your Lyon County soil tested contact the Extension Office. 

