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Christmas Cactus

by Lyn Chimera

Christmas cactus (Schlumbergera buckleyi ) is a very 
popular gift plant during the holidays. It’s the gift that 
keeps on giving as it makes an easy to care for house 
plant that will give years of pleasure and beautiful 
blooms. I still have a large plant that started out as a 
cutting from my mother over 50 years ago. It blooms 
every Christmas.

This year I was given one at Thanksgiving which had 
more blooms and buds than I had ever seen. Usually 
there are 1 or maybe 2 blooms per stem but this one 
had up to FIVE! One bloom and the rest buds. After 
the first bloom flush faded there was a second. .After 
that the remaining buds dropped off.

What an amazingly interesting plant! Most of the plants 
sold in stores today are hybrids of S. russelliana and S. 
truncata. The hybrid type determines when it will 
bloom. There are over 200 cultivars of these plants 
which give a variety of flower colors.  rests of Brazil. 
They typically grow in trees as epiphytes. They don’t 
naturally grow in arid conditions but they do need to 
be watered, but not too much.

The two most common varieties are Christmas and 
Thanksgiving cactus. 

Thanksgiving cactus is described as having leaves 
shaped like crab claws with two to four pointy 
serrated segments on each side, which mine has. The 
end of each segment is slightly concave. The leaves 
of Christmas cactus have a more rounded, scalloped 
edge with a slightly curved end. They don’t have true 
leaves but stem segments that are flattened and 
green to allow for photosynthesis.

Both have similar flowers that mostly bloom from the 
end but sometimes from a leaf join. The flowers look 
like 2 flowers together one, coming out of the other. 
A fascinating and showy bloom. Christmas cactus 
blooms commonly come in pink or white while the 
Thanksgiving variety also includes red, peach, purple, 
or orange. 

Caring for your Christmas/Thanksgiving cactus is 
fairly easy. Water them when the top inch of soil in 

the container feels dry to the touch. Overwatering 
can cause root rot which is shown by leaves turning 
a pinkish hue. They prefer humid conditions which is 
understandable originating in a rain forest. Grouping 
them with other plants, pebble treys and misting all 
can be helpful in increasing humidity. 

Christmas cactus like light but not direct sunlight 
which burns the stems. Putting them outside for the 
summer is advised but not in full sun. Leaving them 
outside much longer than other houseplants helps 
increase boom. I usually keep mine outside on the 
porch until mid-October as long as the nights don’t 
dip below 40.

For more info on care and propagation go to: 
https://plants.ces.ncsu.edu/plants/schlumbergera-
russelliana/
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