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WAKING UP YOUR PLUMERIA

By Annette Fowler, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners 

“Waking Up Your Plumeria” is a misnomer. They will actually wake you up. I don’t know how they know, but you will begin to see moist green tips in very early spring. It is tempting to put them out too early. Last year, at the South Texas Botanical Gardens in Corpus Christi, the Plumeria Society of South Texas, began putting 108 plumeria trees out March 1st. The average last freeze date is February 15th, but we had back-to-back freezes in March of 2002 and lost lots of plants we had already pruned. If you are antsy and must put your plumerias out in early March, be sure to have a contingency plan on putting them back in or covering them if a freeze is predicted. 

After taking your potted plants out of storage, you should put them out in the sun and water them. A few days later, you can water them again and feed them with half strength fertilizer. After a week, you can go on to business as usual, watering them and fertilizing them really well. Most people don’t know that plumerias are heavy feeders. Frank Eicholz, Plumeria Curator at the Botanical Gardens, feeds the plumeria every three to four weeks starting in early March with Epson salts and Super Bloom, Color Blast, BR-61 or any fertilizer with a really high middle number, such as 15-50-15 or 8-40-0 (phosphate is the middle number). The other key ingredient is free sun! Four hours of sun is good but all day sun is awesome! While plumeria will bloom with little sun, they will bloom their silly heads off with plenty of sun. 

If you have had any freeze damage (the tips will be mushy) or black tip fungus, you must cut all the way back to white wood. If you fail to do this you will almost always loose the plant. This is also the time to take cuttings for propagation. Cuttings are the only way of cloning. When taking cuttings or pruning it is really best to make a 45-degree cut and use wettable sulfur on each side of the cut. If you should be lucky enough to have a seedpod on your plant know that they take 8 - 9 months to mature on the tree. When the pod, that looks like an elongated bowtie, begins to lose its gloss and turns brown, it will split open. That is time to collect the seeds. Good Luck! With a cutting you are sure of getting the same plant. Seeds are fun but take 3 – 4 years to bloom and will be a unique plant because you are hardly ever sure of the other parent plant. Seedlings actually have to bloom a third time before you will know their true colors for sure, but what fun to grow them! I have a very strangely structured seedling that has 7 branches about 6 inches from the base. I have been asked what color it is and don’t know yet but I won’t care because it is so unique. There is nothing quite like having your very own Babies grown from seed. 

When potting up your plumerias always remember they love fast draining mixes. I use a potting mix and add Perlite and composted cow manure so the ratio of the three is 50:25:25. Cuttings should only be put three – four inches into the mix using a stake if necessary. Using a rooting hormone will increase your chances of success as it encourages root development at the cut end. You should then put your plant in early morning sun and move it again only when you see signs of new leaves. Too much watering rather than not enough kills cuttings. Using a moisture meter and making sure your soil is dry before watering aids in your chances of being successful. After your cutting has developed four to five leaves, you can then begin watering and fertilizing as usual. 

If you are having problems with your plumeria not blooming and it has been in the same pot for longer than 3 years, your plant is probably root bound. While they do not normally have a taproot, I have seen a large root going round and round in the bottom of the pot. Spring is a great time to pull them out of the pot, trim the excess roots and repot. At the time of repotting, it is good to apply a root simulator, available at local garden centers. 

  

Plumeria have very few insect problems but occasionally get a “rust” fungus on their leaves in late fall. While a granular fungicide is helpful, removing the affected leaves works just as well. 

When you consider spring tasks like waking up your plumeria, it is also time to think of fertilizing your lawn. It is not environmentally prudent to apply turf grass fertilizers before you have mowed at least twice in the spring, usually in mid-to late March. Up until then, the grass isn’t growing fast enough to utilize the fertilizer and rain and irrigation will just push it below the root zone and into the water table and create unwanted plant growth in the bays. You should use a fertilizer that has half the nitrogen in a slow release form. 

It is best to apply fertilizer later, after active lawn growth starts and as a separate application from pre-emergent weed control products. Combined weed and feed products are not always the best choice in our climate. Weed and feed combined formulations should never be used anywhere close to trees and shrubs. They can damage or eventually kill them. Consult the Fertilizer Calculator on the AgriLife Extension website, aransas-tx.tamu.edu, to determine the right amount of fertilizer to apply.

The Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office can be reached by phone at 361 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu and is located at 611 E Mimosa, Rockport, TX.

AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

