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Caring For Holiday Plants  
 

 

 

fritsmb Poinsettia @ flickr.com CC 

While the Christmas tree may be the plant most commonly associated with the 
holidays, flowers like poinsettias, Christmas cactus, and amaryllis are an 
equally important part of the Christmas tradition and are widely available from 
garden centers this time of year. The following tips will help you get the most 
Christmas cheer out of these favorite holiday plants. 

The easiest way to keep any plant healthy is to buy a healthy plant to begin 
with. When picking out poinsettias, look for plants that have lots of dark green 
foliage from top to bottom. Plants that have yellowing lower leaves will not last 
as long as those whose lower leaves are still dark green. 

To get the most out of a Christmas cactus, purchase plants that have a healthy 
green color and lots of unopened flowers. Plants purchased that are already in 
full bloom will not flower as long once you get them home. 

Amaryllis are usually purchased as bulbs rather than growing plants. When 
purchasing amaryllis bulbs make sure to choose large, firm bulbs free of cuts 
or bruises. Bulb size is important because the flowers the plant will produce are 
already inside the bulb. Larger bulbs will have bigger flowers and will produce 
more flower stalks. 

 



Indoors, amaryllis, poinsettias, and Christmas cactus will grow best in a brightly lit, warm (60 to 75 
degree) area away from cold drafts. These tropical plants prefer moist air so avoid a location near 
heating or air conditioner vents.  Keeping these plants evenly moist, but not overwatered, is the real 
key to success. Like most houseplants, poinsettia, amaryllis, and Christmas cactus especially resent 
staying wet and will rot if kept continuously soggy. The most accurate way to tell if a potted plant 
needs to be watered is to check the potting soil. When the soil feels dry and the containers feel light 
when lifted, it is time to water. 

The best way to water houseplants is in the sink. Be sure to remove potted plants from decorative 
cachepots or foil wrappers before watering. Add water until it begins to drain out of the bottom of the 
pot and then allow the plant to drain for a few minutes before returning it to its normal location. When 
watering plants in containers that have saucers underneath be sure to pour out any excess water the 
saucer captures after each watering. 

Room temperature water is best for watering houseplants. While some people advocate watering with 
ice cubes, remember that these are tropical plants and can be damaged by ice that touches their 
leaves or stems.  Rain water collected in a rain barrel or well water are ideal since they are less likely 
to contain additives that may injure sensitive plants. If you are using tap water that has been 
fluoridated, fill your watering can but then allow it to sit for several hours or overnight before using to 
allow the fluoride to dissipate. Do not use water treated by a water softener. Softened water contains 
sodium which can accumulate in potting soil and burn plant roots.   

With a little care, these plants will provide bright, cheerful additions to your holiday décor.  

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

ASSOCIATION MEETINGS 
 
 
Onslow County Farmers Market Association Meeting and Christmas Social 
December 4, 4:30 pm  
Contact: Marie Bowman, 910.455.5873, mkschwei@ncsu.edu  
 
Onslow County Master Gardener Volunteer Association Christmas Social and Awards 
December 13, 11 am to 1 pm  
Contact: Lisa Rayburn, 910.455.5873, lisa_rayburn@ncsu.edu  
 
Onslow County Beekeepers Association Christmas Social 
December 11, 7 pm (Farmers Market Building) 
Contact: Curt Hildt, President, 910.545.8582 
 
 
 



HOLIDAY REMINDERS 
 

Keep your Christmas tree in tip top shape by following these basic 
rules: 
• Choose a tree that has pliable green needles that hold firmly to the 

branches.  
• Make a fresh cut 1-2 inches above the old cut when you set the 

tree up. 
• Use a tree stand with a reservoir that holds at least a gallon of 

water. 
• Check the water level daily and don’t let the tree run out of water. 
• Keep the tree away from drafts, register vents, and any sort of heat 

or open flame. 
• Turn off Christmas tree lights when you leave home or go to bed. 

 
Your Christmas tree can have a new life after the holidays as well.  Remove all ornaments, tinsel, 
lights and decorations and then: 

• If you have a chipper/shredder, your Christmas tree can become a part of your compost pile.   
• Reach out to local animal rescues such as Possumwood Acres who use Christmas trees to 

provide habitat and environmental enrichment in their animal enclosures.   
• Some coastal communities collect and use Christmas trees for their dune building programs. 
• Onslow County Solid Waste Department accepts real Christmas trees at some of their 

convenience sites including: Folkstone, Swansboro and the Onslow County Landfill.   
 
 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….
 

 
 
 
 

December 8 & 15 we will be open for the Holiday Market.  Please join us Saturday, 8:30 am to  
1:30 pm at 4024 Richlands Highway, for the best handmade artesian products that Onslow County 
has to offer! OnslowCountyFarmersMarket.com 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
We want your feedback! If you like our newsletter, or want to see something new, let us know! Give 
us a call 910.455.5873 or email lisa_rayburn@ncsu.edu.  Speaking of new, we have a new volunteer 
working on our newsletter. If you see Jessie at our next Master Gardeners course, say hi!  
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TIPS AND TASKS  

Garden  
•  If you are planning on making new garden beds, or expanding current ones, why not do it now and 
save yourself some work during the hectic spring season? You can make a “lasagna bed” or cover an 
area of grass with thick newspapers and mulch. In the spring you will have an area ready to amend 
and plant -- without having to remove sod! 
 
•  Continue to clean up! Remove old plants, as well as any foliage that has fallen on the soil and 
compost them. If any plants had insect or disease problems, carefully clean up leaves and debris and 
remove them from the yard (don’t compost insect or disease-laden plant material!). Collect leaves 
and debris from healthy plants and compost them. 
 
Lawn 
•  If you didn’t mow the lawn one last time in November, do so as soon as possible. You can mulch 
leaves with your lawn mower and spread a light layer over the yard to add organic matter to the soil. 
Warm season grasses do not grow during late fall and don’t require any fertilizer before spring. 
Fertilizing at this time will encourage weed growth and disease problems like large patch and 
winterkill. 
 
Trees and Shrubs 
•  As perennial beds go dormant, cut dead stems back to ground level. Seed heads may be left for 
winter interest or to feed the birds. Most ornamental grasses hold up to the winter weather so leave 
them, if you like. If they look messy, just cut them back. 
 
•  You can prune shrubs and trees to remove dead, diseased or broken limbs but save significant 
pruning for the dormant season (Feb/Mar) and spring blooming shrubs shouldn’t be pruned until after 
they flower (or you will lose next spring’s blooms).  
 
•  Once all of the leaves have fallen, give your landscape plantings a layer of mulch over top. Three to 
four inches of mulch is good but excessive mulch can also cause problems so check the thickness of 
your mulch first. Old mulch can be freshened by raking. Don’t let mulch lie against the trunks of trees 
and shrubs or it will encourage pest and disease problems. You can spread a 2-3 inch layer of mulch 
over dormant perennials but don’t cover the foliage of evergreen perennials like hellebores. 
 
•  Remember to bring in any pots that can't take a freeze -- terra cotta, ceramic, and many plastic 
pots.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



Pasta with Sausage, Greens, and Beans 
 
Cold nights call for a bowl of rich pasta with 
our favorite seasonal greens.  If you don’t 
have any beans set up, crank open a can, but 
do try to get fresh rosemary – it really makes 
a difference.   
 
⅓ cup good olive oil 
2 sprigs rosemary 
8 ounces spicy sausage, casings removed 
1 15.5-ounce can chickpeas or cannellini 
beans, rinsed, patted dry 
¼ cup dry white wine 
12 ounces paccheri, rigatoni, or other large 
tubular pasta 
Kosher salt 
8 cups (lightly packed) torn escarole, kale, or 
Swiss chard leaves 
¾ cup finely grated Parmesan, divided 
Freshly ground black pepper 
2 tablespoons unsalted butter 
 
Heat oil in a large Dutch oven or other heavy 
pot over medium-high. Fry rosemary, turning, 
until crisp, about 2 minutes. Transfer to paper 
towels to drain. 
 
Add sausage to same pot and cook, breaking 
up with a wooden spoon and stirring 
occasionally, until browned and cooked 
through, 8–10 minutes. Transfer with a 
slotted spoon to a plate. 
 

Add chickpeas to pot and cook, tossing 
occasionally and mashing some chickpeas 
with spoon, until browned in spots, about 5 
minutes. Transfer about half of chickpeas to 
plate with sausage. Add wine to pot, bring to 
a boil, and cook until liquid is almost 
completely evaporated, about 2 minutes. 
 
Meanwhile, cook pasta in a large pot of 
boiling salted water, stirring occasionally, until 
very al dente, about 3 minutes less than 
package directions. 
 
Using a spider or a slotted spoon, transfer 
pasta to pot with chickpeas and add escarole 
and 1 cup pasta cooking liquid. Cook, tossing 
often, until escarole is wilted, pasta is al 
dente, and sauce is thickened, about 4 
minutes.  
 
Add another ¼ cup pasta cooking liquid, then 
gradually add ½ cup cheese, tossing until 
melted and dissolved into a glossy sauce. 
Thin with more pasta cooking liquid if 
needed. Season with pepper, and more salt if 
needed. Add butter and toss to combine; then 
mix in reserved sausage and chickpeas. 
 
Divide pasta among bowls. Crumble 
rosemary over top and sprinkle with 
remaining ¼ cup cheese. 
 
** Adapted from Bon Appetite 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CONTACT US 
If you have questions about lawn, landscape or garden problems, contact your local Cooperative Extension office.  In Onslow County call 910.455.5873, Mon. – Fri., 8 am – 5 pm, or 

visit us online anytime at http://onslow.ces.ncsu.edu.  While you are there, you can post your questions to be answered by email using the “Ask an Expert’ widget in the upper left-hand 
corner. 


