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I. Introduction 

Plants in the genus Schlumbergera normally 
flower in late November to early December. 
Historically, flowering was often close to 
Thanksgiving and Christmas, and therefore the 
names, Thanksgiving and Christmas cactus. 

Confusion exists in the description of these 
plants. Two species exist, S. bridgesii and S. 
truncata. 
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The Christmas cactus is S. bridgesii and is 
characterized by having small, smoothed-
edged segments (phylloclades). 
The plants most often sold as Christmas 
cacti are actually Thanksgiving cacti, S. 
truncata. They are characterized by 
segments with toothed or jagged edged 
joints. Flowers appear under natural 
photoperiods earlier than on S. bridgesii. 

The plants are epiphytic cacti native to a small 
region in the Organ Mountains north of Rio de 
Janeiro, Argentina, South America. 
S. truncata grows in the rain forest at an alti­
tude between 3000 and 5000 feet, rooting into 
plant debris trapped among branches or on 
decaying humus on the ground in stony, shady 
places. In their native habitat, rainfall varies 
from 17 inches per month from December to 
March, to 3 inches a month in the dry season. 
The photoperiod varies from 11 hours to 13.5 
hours on an annual basis. 
S. bridgesii originated at somewhat higher 
altitudes in the mountains and in cooler, drier, 
wooded areas. 

II. Cultivars 

A. Most cultivars grown today are patented 
varieties of S. truncata. Some cultivars include: 

1. Christmas Charm—Purple flowers (P) 

The holiday cacti as it should appear when ready for market. 

2. Christmas Magic—Purple flowers (P) 
3. Gold Charm—Yellow flowers (P) 
4. Kris Kringle—Red flowers (P) 
5. Lavender Doll—Lavender flowers (P) 
6. Peach Parfait—Peach flowers(P) 
7. Red Radiance—Red flowers (P) 
8. Twilight Tangerine—Orange flowers (P) 
9. White Christmas—White flowers (P) 

10. Maria—Red flowers (P) 
11. Snowfire—White flowers (NP) 
12. Sonja—Light lavender flowers (NP) 
13. Red Beauty—Red flowers (NP) 
14. Sabrina—Dark purple flowers (NP) 
15. Majestic—Royal purple flowers (NP) 
16. Christmas Cheer—Orange-red flowers (NP) 

P = patent varieties 
NP = non-patent varieties 

III. Flower Induction Requirements 

A. Two separate methods can be used to induce 
flowering: temperature and photoperiod. 
1. Temperature 

a. Night temperatures should be maintain­
ed at 55 °F (13 °C) to induce flowering 
with temperature. 



b. Plants remain vegetative at temperatures 
above 60 °F (16 °C) under long day con­
ditions (light span greater than 12 
hours). 

c. Night temperatures greater than 80 °F 
under short days or less than 50 to 52 °F 
under any photoperiod delay flower 
initiation. 

2. Photoperiod 

a. Plants can be induced to flower using 
short photoperiods (less than 12 hours of 
light) at temperatures above 60 °F 
(16°C). 

b. Plants can be kept vegetative during the 
short days of winter by maintaining a 
temperature above 60 °F (16 °C) and 
lighting the plants during the middle of 
the night for at least two hours with 5 
ft-c. 

c. Flowering occurs 9 to 10 weeks after the 
start of flower induction at 55 °F (12 °C). 
When induced to flower under short 
days at 65 °F (18 °C), plants can be sold 
with tight buds 6-7 weeks after the start 
of short days. 

d. Flower buds should be just visible to the 
naked eye 3-4 weeks after the start of 
flower initiation. 

e. Application of 100 ppm benzyl-adenine 
(BA) about 7-10 days after the start of 
flower initiation increases flower bud 
number. The BA will not substitute for 
cool temperatures or short days. 

f. Research has shown that drying the 
growing medium during flower induc­
tion decreases flower bud number. In 
addition, flower initiation and develop­
ment is not hastened. 

IV. Environmental Requirements for 
Plant Growth 

A. Plants can be grown under full sunlight in late 
fall, winter and early spring, but should be 
shaded during summer. 

B. Vegetative plant growth is optimal at 65-70 °F; 
plants should not be grown below 60 °F. 

C. Christmas and Thanksgiving cacti originated 
from relatively moist environments. Therefore, 
plants should be grown moist to obtain max­
imum growth. However, the growing medium 
should have high porosity to prevent root rots. 

D. Plants have a relatively low nutrient require­

ment. Watering with 100-120 ppm N, 20-25 
ppm P, and 80-100 ppm K once a week is 
acceptable. 

E. Supplemental nutrition should be stopped about 
one month prior to the start of flower 
induction. 

V. Cultivation 

A. Propagation 

1. Plants are propagated by stem cuttings, 
often consisting of one stem segment. Two 
or three of these stem segments are general­
ly rooted in a small cell pack at one time. 

2. Temperature of the rooting medium should 
be maintained at 70 °F (21 °C). 

3. Propagation occurs during November and 
December. 

4. Cuttings can be obtained from stock plants 
just prior to propagation or from plants 
during the "leveling" process (see V.E.). 

5. If a terminal segment is not mature, it 
should be discarded. Segments below the 
terminal shoot are then removed and 
rooted. 

6. Cuttings should be rooted under long days 
to promote vegetative growth. Use night 
interruption lighting for three hours at 5 to 
10 ft-c. (Light from 11:00 p.m. to 2:00 
a.m. is adequate). 

B. Medium and planting 

1. Plants should be planted in a medium that 
is high in organic matter with good 
drainage. 

2. The pH should be 5.5-6.0. 

3. Typically, 3 cuttings of segments are 
transplanted to a 4" pot after the cuttings 
have rooted and started growing. This is 
normally in late March or early April. 

C. Spacing 

1. Plants can be grown pot to pot during 
most or all of the forcing period depending 
upon final size. 

2. Plants can also be grown in hanging 
baskets. 

D. Pinching 

1. It is possible to grow plants without pinch­
ing. However, higher quality plants can be 
produced with pinching. 

2. Newly propagated cuttings will often only 
produce one new shoot after rooting. By 
removing this single shoot, one can often 



get two or three shoots from the cutting. 
Increasing the temperature to 70-75 °F for 
two weeks after the pinch will promote the 
development of these shoots. Pinching is 
often done during mid to late February. 

E. Leveling 
1. Just prior to short days for flower initia­

tion, plants can be "leveled" to create 
better plant form and to obtain propaga­
tion stock. The terminal segment is remov­
ed and discarded while the next segment is 
kept for propagation. The concept is to 
pinch back to a uniform plant shape. 

2. Segments can be stored for up to 6 weeks 
at 50-55 °F (10-12 °C) with high relative 
humidity (over 90%). 

3. Propagation of patented cultivars may not 
be performed unless license agreements 
have been signed. 

F. Flower retention 

1. A spray of 200 ppm silver thiosulfate when 
flower buds are visible will prevent 
premature flower bud drop and will aid in 
flower bud retention. 

VI. Problems 

A. Diseases 

1. Phytophthora parasitica and Pythium 
aphanidermatum cause basal stem and root 
rot. 

2. Phytophthora-in£ected stems appear wilted 
and dull, gray green. Necrotic areas near 
the soil line appear water-soaked, but are 
rather firm and have faded reddish 
borders. Segment abscission is common. 

3. Plants infected with Pythium have similar 
symptoms without segment abscission and 
the necrotic areas lack the faded reddish 
border. Rot, however, is faster. 

4. Rhizoctonia, Fusarium and Erwina can 
also cause damage to the plants. 

5. Captan and Lesan can be used as a drench 
for Pythium and Phytophthora control. 

6. Captan, Benlate and Terraclor can be used 
for Rhizoctonia and Fusarium control. 

7. Prevention of all these diseases is gready 
assisted by using a pasteurized well-drained 
medium and avoiding overwatering. 

SCHEMATIC SCHEDULE FOR GROWING HOLIDAY CACTI 
TO FLOWER FROM SEPTEMBER TO DECEMBER 

Developed by Dr. Karl Wikesjo, The Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences, Alnarp, Sweden 
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SUBSTRATE 

Pure peat-substrate or peat 
mixed with 20 vol. percent 
coarse sand or vermiculite. 
Low nutrient level. 

Important: Prepare the 
substrate with fungicides 
against Fusarium. 

FERTILIZING 

During main growth 
period of March-Aug., fer­
tilize with a nutrient solu­
tion once a week: 
100 — 120 ppm Nitrogen 
20 — 25 ppm Phosphorus 
80 — 100 ppm Potash. 
Never use strong nutrient 
solution or keep high 
nutrient levels. 

GROWING SCHEDULE 
Use well developed shoot. 
Stick 3 shoots in 2" pots in 
Oct.-Nov. Pinch in Feb. 
to promote better 
branching. 

Pot in April-May. "Level" 
the plants before short day 
to create fine flowering 
plants. 

SHORT AND LONG 
DAY TREATMENT 

To get flowering plants in 
Sept. short days (SD) (9 
hours a day, 4 weeks) 
start in Aug. 

Natural short day for 
holiday cactus from Sept. 
Long day—treat plants in 
Sept. to delay flowering to 
Dec. 

PEST CONTROL 

Holiday cactus are suscep­
tible to Fusarium and 
Pythium. Important to 
drench the substrate at 
potting with fungicides 
and 2-3 times during the 
culture period. 
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WEEK 1 WEEK 2 WEEK 3 

WEEK 4 WEEK 5 WEEK 6 

WEEK 7 WEEK 8 

B. Nematodes 
Christmas cacti can be attacked by 
Heterodera cacti. Heavily infected plants 
are stunted, exhibit reddish-colored stem 
tops and are unsalable. 
The nematodes can be particularly severe 
under conditions where sub-irrigation is 
used, allowing the movement of the 
nematodes among pots. 

C. Insects 

1. Caterpillars can be a serious pest. 
2. Fungus gnats can also cause problems if 

populations are high. 

3. Do not use Diazinon on plants as severe 
stunting and distortion can occur. 
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