Cactus of the year 2014 – The Christmas Cactus

A welcome splash of colour on dull winter days

On cold and grey winter days, the Christmas cactus cheers us up with its brightly coloured flowers of red, pink, orange or elegant white. It contributes to the cozy atmosphere in our homes that is so much needed on such days. This is reason enough to choose the Christmas cactus as cactus of the year 2014.
The wild species Schlumbergera truncata with its red flowers has been extensively hybridized and is marketed today as Christmas cactus with a rich array of flower and colour forms. If the plants are taken care of properly, full bloom can be enjoyed during the Christmas season. For this reason the common name Christmas cactus became established and numerous plants are offered by the trade at this time.
Proper Cultivation

Cultivation of Christmas cacti of the genus Schlumbergera differs from that of other cacti. They prefer a light environment without direct midday sun but tolerate morning and evening sun. They grow well in porous humus-rich soil.
In summer it is recommended to keep the plants outside in a garden or on a balcony. There they receive the fresh and cool air that is needed in late summer to start the buds’ development. As soon as the temperature drops below 10 degrees Celsius, Christmas cacti should be moved to a warmer location.

Towards the end of September, the plants should be given only a little water for about six weeks and should be kept at a temperature of 17-20 degrees Celsius. As soon as the buds start to show, watering should be increased and fertilizer added occasionally. Water-logging, however, should be avoided. While the buds are developing, Christmas cacti should not change their location, otherwise the buds will be shed.
The flower shape of Schlumbergera truncata resembles a slightly bent tube and is a miracle of adaptation. In the wild, the plants are pollinated by humming birds. To enable the birds to hover in front of the flowers in a stationary position, the lower petals are bent back much more strongly than the upper petals. The pistil and stamens are protruding, thus easily accessible to the humming birds.
Each flower lasts about four to seven days. Since the flowers open gradually over a period of time, a plant in bloom can be enjoyed for up to three weeks. Good care can even lead to a second and third series of flowers.

After the flowers are spent, the plants need a rest of about six weeks and should be kept dry in a cool environment. Plants can be repotted, if necessary, as soon as new shoots are developing. Then watering should be increased again and fertilizer added from time to time.
Origins

The genus Schlumbergera was named in honor of the French cactus collector Frédéric Schlumberger. In their habitat, Christmas cacti grow epiphytically on trees in the Brazilian coastal forests where sufficient sunlight is available. They root in the moss and loose humus that gathers on branches and twigs, sometimes even on the outer bark.
Schlumbergera truncata originates from the Organ Range in Brazil (Serra dos Órgãos) which was turned into a National Park as early as 1939. Although millions of cultivars are produced each year by garden nurseries for the flower trade, the survival of the wild species of Schlumbergera occurring in the Organ Range is endangered. However, they are not only cultivated by botanical gardens: Both hobby botanists and cactus fans are likewise devoted to the cultivation and growth of the rare species. Thus, they too contribute to the protection of species and the preservation of biological diversity.
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