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GARDENING WITH THE MASTER GARDENERS

TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

BOUGAINVILLEA

By Jeanna Godfrey, DVM   Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio County

One of the most extraordinarily showy shrubs in South Texas is bougainvillea. A Brazilian native, these weak-stemmed, viny perennials can take just about anything our climate dishes out. They thrive in heat, relish humidity, and tolerate all but the most extreme drought. Although they may freeze to the ground in an exceptionally cold winter, most will come back from the roots stronger and more beautiful than ever.

Bougainvilleas are wonderfully adaptable and can be grown in pots, in hanging baskets, as small shrubs if pruned, or allowed to vine and cascade over fences, arbors, and trees. They prefer lots of sun to promote bloom and need ample fertilization during the growing season, preferably with a half-strength water soluble product. Granular fertilizer specifically for bougainvilleas is also available and should be applied monthly. The cardinal sin when caring for these beauties is over-watering. They should be kept slightly dry, even in pots. Don’t use saucers under pots containing bougainvillea, as water logged roots can be fatal. Many bougainvillea enthusiasts insist the shrubs bloom best when they think they’re dying of thirst!

What most people think of as the bougainvillea “flower” is actually a cluster of papery bracts surrounding the rather nondescript white tubular true flower. Hence the common name for bougainvillea, “paper flower”. The bracts come in a wide range of colors including fluorescent pink, orange, gold, red, purple, apricot, and white. Some of the recommended cultivars are Barbara Karst, an old favorite with large wine-colored bracts that blooms 11 months of the year given optimal care; California Gold, with deep green leaves and soft golden yellow bracts; Lavender Ice, a fast growing, free blooming variety with light lavender bracts; Tahitian Maid and Texas Dawn pink varieties; as well as Raspberry Ice (also known as Elaine Turner), a variegated sport of Barbara Karst with new leaves of grey green edged in a dusty rose pink which fades to creamy yellow as the leaves mature.

Bougainvilleas are relatively problem free, unless you encounter leaf cutter ants, which can denude a shrub overnight. Occasional invasions of aphids or leaf-roller caterpillars can be seen but are easily handled if caught early. The Extension office has information on how to treat for these problems. If you live in an area frequented by deer, be aware they find bougainvilleas quite tasty and are not deterred by the sharp thorns.

Propagating these lovely tropicals is not particularly difficult. They grow readily from 4-6 inch long stem cuttings placed in clean sand, a perlite/peat moss mix, or potting mix. Semi-hardwood cuttings work best. Strip the leaves from the bottom nodes, dip into rooting hormone and place in a pre-drilled hole in the moistened medium (a pencil works well to drill the hole; this prevents the rooting hormone from being rubbed off when the stem is inserted). Make sure the medium is moist then place a clear plastic bag over the top of the pot to keep the humidity high. Keep the pot in bright but indirect light such as under a tree. Most cuttings form roots within 2-3 weeks. Once new growth is noted, the plastic can be removed and fertilizing with a weak, water-soluble solution can begin.

Pruning bougainvilleas is usually done in March or April to remove dead wood and unwanted suckers. Long stems can be cut back and the shrub shaped, if desired. Fertilizing can start at the same time and continue for the growing season. Avoid high nitrogen fertilizers which encourage lush foliage at the expense of flowers.

Bougainvilleas evoke scenes of Mediterranean hillside villas with enormous color-splashed viny shrubs cascading over stone walls. Combine them with plants such as date palms, jasmine, rosemary, and other sun lovers to give your home a Mediterranean feel.

For more information or questions about local gardening, contact an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener at Texas Cooperative Extension Aransas County Office, by phone 790-0103, or Mondays through Fridays from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m., at 611 East Mimosa, Rockport. Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

Green Acres Demonstration Garden is co-located with the offices of Texas Cooperative Extension. The gardens are free and open to the public during daylight hours, seven days a week.

