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LEAD IN I

Looking for a plant with colorful blossoms that takes su N, heat, drought and is immune to most diseases? Then try bougainvillea.

LEAD IN II

A local favorite, bougainvillea, is a shrubby vine with colorful blossoms that takes sun, heat, drought and is immune to most diseases.

  First discovered in Brazil in 1768 by the Admiral for whom it was named, bougainvilleas have been popular additions to tropical landscapes ever since.  Although they may freeze to the ground here in hard winters, they come back from the roots lusher than ever.  In the landscape they may vine roof-top high, but can also be used as container plants, using the 5-10 gallon size of clay pots; in 12” hanging baskets; or, if kept trimmed, as medium shrubs.  For best bloom, keep long shoots cut back to 18”-20”.  Bougainvilleas need lots of light to bloom so are perfect for sunny areas.  In low light and during the winter, the plants may lose some leaves.


The small white tubular flowers are nondescript, but large paper-like bracts surrounding the flowers produce color.  Extension horticulturists recommend California Gold, a golden yellow variety; dark pink Juanita Hatten; a very popular type, the bright red to bluish crimson Barbara Karst; apricot colored Sundown, a heavy feeder; Jamaica White, a white variety with green veining; and pink forms, Texas Dawn, Surprise, and Double Pink.  Blooms of double varieties must be cut off as they don’t shed flowers.


To keep blooming, in addition to sunshine, bougainvilleas need almost constant fertilizing with half strength, water soluble product.  They should also be kept slightly dry- over-watering can be fatal.  If the plants are in pots, remember that plastic ones don’t dry out as fast as clay.  If saucers are used, be sure water doesn’t stand in them.  Some experts claim that bougainvilleas bloom best when they think they are about to die from lack of moisture.


Insects, other than leaf cutter ants, aren’t much of a problem, except for caterpillars or aphids, although deer find them tasty and even the sharp thorns don’t deter them.  As with all plants, they should be watched so worms or ants can be controlled at the first sign of attack.


Bougainvilleas grow readily from 4 to 6 inch long cuttings placed in a perlite/peat moss mix.  Another suggestion is to use a clear plastic bag containing several inches of sharp builder’s sand that has been moistened, with the top rolled down just above the top of the sand.  Place cuttings from which the bottom leaves have been removed and which have been dipped in rooting hormone about half their length into the sand.  Mist the cuttings and then unroll the top of the bag and inflate by blowing air into it.  Tie the top and place bag in a semi-shaded spot until roots have formed.  When transplanting rooted cuttings, be careful not to disturb the fine roots.  Since bougainvilleas prefer to be root-bound, they can be repotted annually in the same size container after their rootballs are trimmed off about 1” to 2”.  With plenty of sunshine and fertilizer, bougainvilleas should bloom 11 months of the year.

