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Being a plant lover, I’m a 
fan of the horticulture-
related traditions of the 

holiday season. Specifically, 
the Christmas tree, the poin-
settia and mistletoe meet my 
expectations of sustainability; 
they grow locally, are fully 
compostable and don’t require 
space in a landfill when the 
seasonal scurry is passed. 

The Christmas tree, fre-
quently a Fraser Fir or a Vir-
ginia Pine, is likely grown in 
North Carolina as the nation’s 
second largest tree producer, 
part of a $100 million whole-
sale market for our state. 
Wreaths, ropes and swags 
from the coniferous long-
term crop are also a verdant, 
plastic-free holiday tradi-
tion. (https://homegrown.
extension.ncsu.edu/2020/12/
real-or-fake-in-north-
carolina-real-trees-win/)

The poinsettia, that bril-
liantly colored deciduous 
shrub in the spurge family, has 
yellow flowers clustered above 
showy red, pink, or cream leafy 
bracts. In its native habitat of 
Mexico, the plant can grow 
to 10 feet high; however, as a 
potted houseplant, it rarely 
exceeds 2 to 3 feet. When 
grown in pots, avoid wet feet 
and water the poinsettia only 
when the soil is dry. Here’s a 
video with some tips:  https://
homegrown.extension.ncsu.

edu/2019/11/caring-for-
your-poinsettia/. Poinsettia 
plants are not poisonous; how-
ever, the white sap can irritate 
the skin. There’s a lot of sci-
ence and research that goes 
into poinsettia production. 
For instance, 232 cultivars 
were trialed by NCSU as noted 
here: https://homegrown.
extension.ncsu.edu/2019/11/

caring-for-your-poinsettia/. 
Color, vigor and timing influ-
ence a grower’s choice to 
bring you a superior product.

And then there is mistle-
toe, reputed to spur kisses at 
holiday time. Many ancient 
cultures prized mistletoe for 
its healing properties and 
its romantic symbolism. A 
legendary role is related to 

fertility, as its evergreen 
leaves on bare winter trees 
symbolize the rebirth of the 
light at the winter solstice.

The species common in the 
southeast is Phoradendron 
leucarpum, a hemi-parasitic 
plant growing in our native 
oaks, maples, hickories, 
and black gum trees. It is 
easy to recognize in winter 
when host trees are bare of 
leaves and mistletoe’s small, 
roughly globular, shrub-
like form and light-green 
stems and leaves are dis-
tinctive and easy to spot.

Much less conspicuous are 
its tiny flowers, which usu-
ally occur as female and male 
flowers on separate plants. 
Blooming in late fall and early 
winter, native bees, honey 
bees, and some fly, ant, and 
beetle species are all important 
pollinators of mistletoe flow-
ers. Once pollinated, the flow-
ers develop into small, white, 
and sticky berries. The berries 
are important food sources 
of many species of songbirds. 
Birds disperse the seeds in 
mistletoe berries by eating and 
excreting them, or getting the 
berries stuck on their feet and 
beaks. Mistletoe leaves are also 
the host food for the caterpil-
lars of great purple hairstreak 
butterflies (Atlides halesus). 

Rather than growing in the 
soil, mistletoe roots, called 
haustoria, are specialized 
for growing into other plant 
tissues. Mistletoe use their 
haustoria to extract water 
and nutrients, but not food, 
from host trees. Because they 
have green leaves and stems, 
mistletoe still use photosyn-
thesis to make sugars from 

carbon dioxide and sunlight 
for food, and so is considered 
only a partial or hemi-parasite. 

Since mistletoe is native to 
our area and such an impor-
tant food source for wildlife, 
removing mistletoe from trees 
is usually not recommended 
or necessary. Mistletoe grows 
slowly, and most host trees 
can tolerate moderate levels 
of parasitism. Heavy infesta-
tions can reduce tree vigor 
that, when combined with 
other stressors like drought, 
disease, root damage may 
result in tree death. Gener-
ally, however, mistletoe will 
not substantially harm host 
trees. If you decide to remove 
a few mistletoe for holiday 
decorations, be advised to 
keep them away from small 
children and pets; the leaves 
and berries are toxic, causing 
severe intestinal irritation and 
drops in blood pressure and 
pulse. Read more at: https://
lee.ces.ncsu.edu/2019/12/
mistletoe-a-favorite-
christmas-hemi-parasite/.

The fresh cut Christmas 
tree smells good, the poinset-
tias are beautiful eye candy, 
and mistletoe gives you a 
reason to look up and enjoy 
some horticulture this holiday 
season! Happy Holidays.

The Arboretum is free and
open every day from 8 a.m. to
5 p.m.

Lloyd Singleton is director of 
the N.C. Cooperative Exten-
sion Center for New Hanover 
County, located at the Arbo-
retum, 6206 Oleander Drive. 
Reach him at lsingleton@
nhcgov.com or 910-798-7660.
        

Holiday season decorating with NC horticulture

By Norman Winter
Tribune News Service

In Georgia, we had a year that 
was pretty much miraculous 
for butterflies. As you might 
guess, The Garden Guy had 
an abundance of plants mak-
ing sure pollinators of all sorts 
felt welcome in the garden. In 
May, I wrote a column telling 
you about a new Sunstar pentas 
series of making their debut.

I had already grown Sunstar 
Pink that seriously had the 
largest florets of any pentas 
series I had ever grown. It was 
a favorite of the Gulf Fritillaries 
in my 2019 testing. This grow-
ing season I put the Sunstar 
Red to the big test and I am 
delighted to tell you this has 
champion written all over it.

At The Garden Guy’s house, 
the flower beds are full of a 
lot of “race horses,” so-to-
speak. What I mean is that I 
have everything a butterfly or 
a hummingbird could want 
and they grow at full throttle 
for the entire long hot sum-
mer. If you aren’t tough and 
fairly vigorous, you get swal-
lowed up by those that are.

Sunstar Red was a champ 
growing right alongside the new 
Luscious Golden Gate lantana 
and Blue Boa hummingbird 

mint. Not only did they compete 
and hold their space at 2 feet 
tall and wide, but they bloomed 
until Old Man Winter (no rela-
tion) took them out Nov. 30.

They were visited by swal-
lowtails and hummingbirds 
throughout the summer. Gulf 
Fritillaries liked them like the 
Sunstar Pink and there were fre-
quent stops by American Ladies 
and Common Buckeyes. But it 
was the variety of swallowtails 
that kept me mesmerized.

There are four colors in the 
series coming from Proven 
Winners: pink, red, a stunning 
lavender that I combined with 
Truffula Pink Gomphrena and a 
rose. They have all won awards 
from north to south. In fact, 
there were 78 awards before the 
2020 set of university trials.

As I told you in May, these 
aren’t just any awards but, Best 
of the Best, Perfect Score or 
Top Performer all season, and 
awards for hanging baskets. The 
one that caught my eye was Top 
Performer Pollinators Award 
in the Ohio State University 
trials. After another year at The 
Garden Guy’s house, I concur.

You will relish the fact that 
maintenance is low and there 
is no need to deadhead. Last 
summer in the new house, it 
seemed I was always frantic 

about something, and I kept 
saying to myself I needed to 
deadhead. Every time I ven-
tured out to do the task, the 
plant had increased its branches 
and blooms to the point I 

finally put away the shears.
Blooms will be produced in 

abundance all summer long if 
beds are prepared correctly. 
Choose a site in full sun for best 
flower production. If I have a 

weak spot in my garden it is that 
I am a little sun challenged. The 
Sunstar pentas did their part 
however, blooming until frost.

If you are plagued by tight 
clay, prepare the bed by 
incorporating 3 to 4 inches of 
organic matter. A little slow-
release fertilizer incorporated 
at planting time and a side 
dress in mid-summer will 
keep you in blooms until fall.

Sunstar pentas fit any style 
of garden, from grandma’s 
cottage to your tropical para-
dise retreat. But by all means, 
don’t forget the role they can 
play in the backyard pollinator 
habitat. Again, I used Sunstar 
Red with the new Luscious 
Golden Gate lantana in what 
is referred to as an analogous 
color scheme of colors next to 
each other on the color wheel.

You may be wondering, why 
is The Garden Guy telling me 
about Sunstar pentas now? 
Well, mine just froze and this 
is a good time for evaluation 
while it is fresh on my mind. 
But there will be a lot of pentas 
in the market in the spring and I 
want you to be able to get these 
award-winners. Start sourcing 
now; tell your favorite garden 
center you want them to get the 
Sunstar series. Proven Win-
ners can help you source, too!

Sunstar Red pentas performed like champions

A dark morph female Eastern Tiger Swallowtail and a Spicebush 
Swallowtail become pentas pals while feeding on Sunstar Red pentas. 
[NORMAN WINTER/TRIBUNE NEWS SERVICE]

By Manuel Rueda
The Associated Press

BOGOTA, Colombia — For 
the past seven years, Lionel 
Cifuentes has been coming 
to Bogota’s El Tunal Hospital 
three times a week to get treat-
ment for his dysfunctional 
kidneys. Now he has another 
reason to visit a place that has 
become so familiar to him it 
feels like a second home.

A small garden on the hos-
pital’s grounds offers him a 
respite. On Dec. 14, Cifuen-
tes smiled as he watered 
plants and pulled up let-
tuces. He looked slightly 
tired as he raked the soil 
but said he was happy to 
try his hand at gardening.

“This makes me feel impor-
tant. And it helps me to focus 
on something other than my 
disease,” said the 63-year-
old dialysis patient. “It takes 

me back to the days when I 
felt like a useful person.”

Hospitals around the world 
have been using horticulture 
to treat mental health patients 
for decades. In the United 
States, horticulture therapy 
is also offered to patients who 
are living at hospitals while 
they recover from surgeries.

Now doctors at the El 
Tunal hospital in Colom-
bia’s capital are hoping that 
gardening can have a posi-
tive effect on kidney patients, 
who must visit the hospital 
three or four times a week to 
have their blood cleansed by 
dialysis machines. Each visit 
takes at least three hours.

“Gardening can encour-
age them to do some kind of 
physical activity,” said Dr. 
Maria Beatriz Millan, the 
nutritionist in El Tunal’s renal 
ward, which treats about 200 
patients with kidney disease. 

“We also hope that this activ-
ity will help patients feel more 
at home at the hospital” and 
get them to add the vegetables 
they grow into their diets.

El Tunal’s gardening proj-
ect began about a month ago, 
Millan said, after patients 
were given potted onion 
plants to take home. She 
said the plants were given to 
patients as a metaphor so they 
would remember to “take 
care of themselves while they 
took care of their plants.”

Many reacted positively to 
the activity and started to send 
the doctors photos of how their 
plants were growing at home. 
Doctors at the renal ward met 
with the hospital’s manage-
ment and asked for a plot of land 
on which their patients could 
grow other types of plants. The 
proposal was quickly approved.

“We realized the garden 
can help the hospital meet 

its environmental goals,” 
said Sebastian Saveedra, 
the hospital’s environmen-
tal management officer. “It 
also helps us give our waste 
products a second life.”

Pots at the garden are made 
from old containers that are 

no longer used. The enclo-
sures for some plants are 
built with old cabinets.

Dr. Millan said 15 patients 
are currently participating in 
the gardening program, which 
could be extended to other pub-
lic hospitals in Bogota next year.

Gardening helps kidney patients

Dialysis patients Luis Sanchez, 78, right, and Leonel Cifuentes, left, 
harvest lettuce and chard during an agro-therapy session at El Tunal 
Hospital in Bogota, Colombia. [FERNANDO VERGARA/THE ASSOCIATED PRESS]

Mistletoe is easy to fi nd in deciduous trees. [CONTRIBUTED PHOTO]
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