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PUTTING PLUMERIA TO BED

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


After taking a Master Gardener specialist course, plant propagation became my passion. I thought I knew it all until I became interested in plumeria, which are sometimes also referred to as frangipani. The late Joan Howie sold me what looked like two dead sticks and convinced me I could grow something from them and would not be sorry. The two dead sticks were plumeria and she was right, I was not sorry. 

If you are interested in plumeria a good place to start is the Plumeria Society of South Texas. Along with activities and educational talks, the Society is responsible for 100 plumeria trees at the South Texas Botanical Gardens and Nature Center in Corpus Christi. Every year the Society gathers there to “put the plumeria to bed”. The target date to accomplish the work is during two weekends near November 15th. This year, the leaves are removed the weekend of the 15th and the plants will be removed from the ground the weekend of the 22nd.


 The first time I joined in this activity, we enthusiastically began by pulling all the leaves from the trees. This is a real no-no, we later learned. The leaves that have not naturally dried and fallen should be cut from the trees about 2 or 3 inches from the trunk. 

After the leaves are cut off, the trees can be pruned to make them shapelier. Use a black sharpie and write the name of the plumeria tree and its color on the cuttings that came from that tree. These cuttings (which look every bit like dead sticks) will be stored along with the trees until spring. New trees can be started from the cuttings. The plants in storage will require no water until the “waking up” phase, which will be started in March.

At the Botanical Garden, the trees are planted in pots and these are sunk in the ground. This makes taking them up easier but it is still a large task since some of the plumerias are in 25 and 50 gallon containers. On the weekend after Nov 15th, the trees are put on dollies and wheeled to a huge greenhouse, sometimes breaking limbs on their way. Someone follows along with a sharpie, picking up those broken limbs and writing an identity on them.

The reason the Society undertakes this job is mainly because plumeria need a period of dormancy in cooler weather but they can be killed by freezes. Also, if a freeze is predicted, the Society members will be busy taking care of their own plumeria.

You can put your leafless potted plumeria and any marked cuttings in your garage over the winter or somewhere where temperatures don’t drop below 40 degrees. If you have a lot of potted plants that are not yet large, crumple newspaper on top of the soil in the pot, tape it down and then stack them by laying the pots on their sides. You can also shake the potting soil off and store plumeria “bare root” if space for pots is a consideration. It is a good idea to wrap these bare root systems in newspaper. Some put their bare plumeria in small open nets (like those used for children’s toys) and then position these nets high up on the garage walls to save floor space.

Position the plants within the garage near a warmer common wall of the house if you can. This helps in case a freeze stays long enough to change garage temperature below freezing or just be prepared to cover them if that occurs. Some people turn their patios into a winter greenhouse using a small propane heater when necessary to maintain warmer temperatures.


There are a lot of people who have never taken their plumeria in for the winter. They may take cuttings to store over winter and just plan to restart the plant from those cuttings if the parent plant is taken by freeze. You can put a string of small Christmas lights on a large specimen tree that is planted in the ground and using cloth, not plastic, cover over the tree to protect it. An inexpensive vinyl tablecloth with the felt on the underside also works well. 


If, in spite of your efforts, there is freeze damage, the tips will look blackened and part of the limb may be mushy. Even though there may be more freezes coming, you must immediately cut back to solid white wood below the soft spot. The softness is called black tip rot. It will spread deeper if not cut out and kill the whole plant.


I joined the Plumeria Society of South Texas in 2005 and in 2007 became president of the Society. I love sharing my passion for these trees. As I talk with Garden Clubs or anyone for that matter about plumeria, there is always a chance someone will share a story with me about their trees that I have never heard and I will be greatly rewarded. A book The Society recommends about growing plumeria is “Growing Plumeria in Hawaii” by Jim Little. The book is available through members of the Plumeria Society for $15. For more information reach the Plumeria Society of South Texas by calling John Balcar at 361-853-7382 or Annette Fowler at 361 729-7034.

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.

