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LEAD: BY this time you should be able to tell whether your poinsettia or Christmas cactus will be in flower for Christmas. 

BY this time you should be able to tell whether your poinsettia or Christmas cactus will be in flower for Christmas. 

Although the poinsettia bracts may not be fully expanded, they should be showing good color, and Christmas cactus buds should be at least a quarter-inch long. 

In addition to the usual requirement for water, fertilizer and light, these two plants have an additional need that must be accommodated if they are to bloom. Both respond to the length of the photoperiod and require short days to flower. 

The poinsettia comes from Mexico and Central America where its natural flowering period is in December. Spanish priests took advantage of this and used them in their nativity celebration. 

When they were established in this country, they became so strongly associated with the Christmas season that all attempts at having them available at other times of year have failed, in spite of availability in white, pink and variegated bract colors and the fact that they can be flowered at any time by controlling the day length. The critical photoperiod occurs for flower bud initiation when the natural day length shortens to at least 13 hours, however, they will not develop further until the photoperiod shortens to about 11 hours, which comes in early October. 

If your poinsettia is in a room where artificial light prolongs the natural day length, the bract will not develop. To get it to flower, you must either keep it in a room that gets only natural daylight or cover it at night with an opaque covering such as an inverted cardboard box to prevent the artificial light from lengthening the photoperiod. 

Gardening writers and others have often recommended putting the poinsettia in a dark closet to shorten the photoperiod, however, they have not always made it clear that the plant must have light during the day. 

Confining it full time to the closet will either kill it or cause it to defoliate. A good rule of thumb is to darken it from sundown to sunup, then expose it to natural daylight the rest of the day. 

The bract color will be enhanced if the plant is fertilized regularly until the bracts have fully developed and if the daytime temperature is in the 70-to-75-degree range with a night temperature 10 degrees cooler. Once in flower, it will no longer require a shortened day and it will last longer if both day and night temperatures are reduced about 5 degrees. 

Before leaving the poinsettia, it might be well to note that the colored bracts are usually modified leaves, not petals. The true flowers are small round objects in the center of the circle of bracts and they lack petals. 

The critical time for the Christmas cactus to set buds is during the second or third week in September, if it is to flower in time for the holidays. From that time until the buds show good color, as with the poinsettia, it must not have its day lengthened by artificial light. 

Once again, placing it in a room that will not be lighted from sundown to sunup or placing it beneath an opaque cover will do the job. However, there is an alternative. 

If the night temperature is kept below 60 degrees beginning in mid- to late September - as low as 50 degrees will not be detrimental - the Christmas cactus will set buds regardless of the day length. Above 60 degrees, the day length must be rigidly controlled. 

Those who place their house plants outdoors for the summer may wish to leave their Christmas cactus out until there is danger of freezing before bringing it in. In the warmer locations of this area, this seems to be very effective with flower buds sometimes being visible by the time the plant is brought in. In colder locations, frost may arrive too early for this method to be used. 

Remember that the Christmas cactus, unlike most other cacti, prefers to be kept well watered, especially while in bloom. Just make certain that any excess water can drain away so that it is is not left standing in water. Its flowers will last longer if the cactus is kept cool once in bloom. 

If either of these plants fails to flower this year, chances are that it can be blamed on having the wrong photoperiod. If this is the case, make a mental note to make the necessary adjustment next year. 
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