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“Jingle bells, jingle bells…  It’s the happiest time of the year… Children 

are singing and sleigh bells are ringing and..”  But what if you don‟t feel 

like singing. So what is wrong?  What is “wrong” may be a condition 

commonly called the holiday blues. Anyone of any age can be affected by 

holiday blues. 

 

Millions of people experience the holiday blues as they think about the 

holiday season, become tired by the many demanding parties and 

activities, or have some uncomfortable memories about past holidays.  In 

some cases, holiday events that are disappointing lead to the blues after 

the activities are over.   Temporary sadness that comes with the holiday 

blues is very different than clinical depression which affects the body, 

feelings, thoughts and behavior. 

 

What causes the holiday blues? 

The chief cause of holiday blues is stress.  Stress is neither good or bad, 

it‟s just how your body reacts to change or deadlines.  Classic holiday 

“stressor” includes:  fatigue, loneliness, unrealistic expectations, and 

reflections on times past and loved ones who are no longer living. Some 

people feel overwhelmed as they think about a busy schedule, what to buy 

and how to pay for it, cards to send, crafts to make, and food to prepare. 

 

Here are some reminders how to be more jolly and get rid of the 

holiday blues. 

Ý Exercise daily-physical activity energizes people, increases alertness, 

and improves sleep habits. 

Ý Eat right-avoid eating foods high in sugar, fat, salt, and caffeine 

Ý Ask for help-ask everyone to bring a dish, have some folks arrive 

early to help with set-up and have late arrivers do the clean-up.  

Sometimes it is tempting to try to do it all yourself-don‟t do that. 

Ý Don‟t over commit yourself to volunteer activities. 

Ý Avoid tiring holiday crowds and shopping headaches.  Give 

homemade gifts!  Design a gift certificate for three or four hours of 

free child care or older adult care. 

Ý Lower expectations at the holidays.  Celebrate the time! 

Ý Realize that grief is normal at the holidays.  Talk openly about the  
continued on page 4 
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Holiday Plants: Growing Christmas Cactus 
By Donna Aufdenberg, Horticulture Specialist 

One of the prettiest blooms you will find on a 

houseplant during the holiday season is that of the 

Christmas or Holiday cactus.  The cacti flowers come 

in various shades of red, pink, purple and white, 

offering multiple shapes and sizes to provide 

additional decoration to your holiday festivities. 

 

There are actually two plants that are referred to as 

„Holiday Cactus‟.  There has been some confusion in 

past years with the naming of 

these plants.  The Christmas 

cacti (Schlumbergera bridgesii) 

is commonly confused with the 

Thanksgiving cacti 

(Sclumbergera truncata), so the 

term „Holiday cactus‟ is often 

used to describe both plants. 

 

Although the two plants are 

closely related, there are subtle 

differences that distinguish them 

from each other.  First, the Christmas cactus typically 

blooms in mid-December, while the Thanksgiving 

cactus typically blooms in mid-November.  So if your 

Christmas cactus always blooms in November, then 

you probably actually have a Thanksgiving cactus.  

Secondly, the Christmas cactus has smooth, rounded 

leaf margins, while the Thanksgiving cactus has 

pointed leaf margins or “claws”. 

 

Holiday cacti need plenty of organic matter and a well

-drained, porous soil.  You can create the optimum 

soil by combining one part potting soil with two parts 

peat and one part coarse sand or Perlite.  Planting in 

soils specialized for Cactus can also be used.   

 

As far as watering goes, Holiday cacti are much more 

tolerant of dry soils than of wet ones.  However, 

despite being succulents, they don‟t really tolerate 

drought conditions all that well.  As with most plants, 

the best way to determine if the cacti need water is to 

feel the soil.  You can let the top couple of inches of 

soil dry out, but once the top half of soil is dry, then it 

is probably time to water again.  If you have the light, 

loamy soil mixture as described before, the soil will 

dry and drain pretty readily so the plant isn‟t setting 

in water.  After watering, let the plant sit in any 

accumulated water in the saucer for about 30 minutes 

to an hour.  Discard any water that has accumulated in 

the saucer below the pot, so that the soil won‟t remain 

saturated.  A good rule of thumb about watering is 

“when in doubt, don‟t water”.  If your watering more 

than once a week, it is definitely too much! 

 

Holiday Cactus are referred to as “Photoperiodic” 

which means that they respond by blooming to day 

length.  They will also respond to cooler temperatures 

in this manner also.  Day lengths of 12 hours or less 

and temperatures of 59 to 68 degrees are optimal for 

flowering.  Usually three to four weeks of these 

conditions is enough to trigger flowering.  They will 

also flower regardless of temperature if given 12 

hours or less of daylight for three to four weeks. 

 

After blooming, pinch or cut off a few sections of the 

branches to promote new growth and branching.  You 

can propagate the plants in this manner as well by 

cutting the last two to three sections off of the 

branches and placing them into a moist soil.  Cuttings 

should root readily in 4-6 weeks.  Transplant into pots 

and water regularly. 

 

There are very few insect and disease problems 

associated with Holiday cacti.  Most diseases are 

caused by heavy, wet soils.  It is important to avoid 

overwatering and let the soil dry out between 

waterings.  Scale insects and mealybugs can be a 

problem, but are easy to control by scraping or wiping 

with alcohol using a cotton swab or by using a 

systemic insecticide. 

 

When purchasing a Holiday Cactus, select a sturdy, 

shapely plant with healthy foliage and bright, clear 

colored flowers. Look for new flower buds along with 

the blooming flowers to ensure several weeks of 

holiday bloom. Check leaf axils for any signs of scale 

or mealy bug insects. Avoid plants with discolored 

foliage due to disease or insect damage. 

 

Christmas cacti can survive and provide beautiful 

blooms for many years.  In fact, they are often handed 

down or inherited between family and friends.  Since 

they are easy to propagate, the same plant can be 

saved and passed along.  A little extra care will go a 

long way in ensuring your cactus provides brilliant 

flowers each holiday season. 
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Edible Gifts 
Judy Lueders, Nutrition and Health Education Specialist 

As I get older, it seems like more of my friends are 

starting to de-clutter their lives.  They are starting to 

give possessions to family members in an effort to 

simplify their life.  These friends and family members 

can usually afford to buy what they want-especially if 

it is inexpensive enough for me to give as a gift.  So, 

if you are like me, the question of what to give to “the 

person that has everything” is sure to arise as the 

holiday gift giving season approaches,. 

 

If you would like to remember people with a gift, and 

you do not want to trade gift certificates or cash, 

consider something that can be “used up.”  Some 

home prepared food item or a gourmet or specialty 

food item may fit the bill.  Before deciding what to 

give, think about dietary restrictions that the person 

receiving the gift may have.  In the inset are some 

items that can easily be used 

as gifts.  They come in a 

variety of price ranges and 

size containers. They can be 

used as part of a theme 

basket, or stand alone gift, 

particularly if they are a 

gourmet version.   The 

cheeses can be shipped or 

left at room temperature for 

short periods, but will retain 

it‟s quality if it is 

refrigerated. 

 

When giving food to an 

elderly person there are 

frequently foods that they 

are not suppose to include in 

their diet.  If you know the 

person has heart disease avoid processed meats and 

cheeses, since they are high in fat and salt.  The 

person with diabetes may enjoy some sugar free 

treats, but don‟t tempt them with regular candy, 

cookies, or other items loaded with sugar.  If you 

wish to make a treat for a person with diabetes, you 

can find recipes at the American Diabetes Association 

site http://vgs.diabetes.org/recipe/index.jsp or the 

Splenda web site at http://splenda.allrecipes.com/

Default.aspx.  There are other cook books and 

internet sites that give recipes that are sugar free.  

Also consider the person‟s ability to chew and 

swallow foods when deciding what foods to give. 

Another consideration when choosing edible products 

is whether the gift will  be shipped.  Most foods can  

be shipped, but perishable foods are going to require a  

lot of effort and probably expense.  If a food that  

requires refrigeration is being sent from home, it  

should be packed in a heavy box with dry ice or a  

frozen gel pack.  It should be wrapped in brown paper  

and labeled “keep refrigerated”.  Send the package at  

the beginning of the week to avoid weekend layovers.   

Have the package sent to a place that has refrigeration  

available when the package arrives, and notify the  

recipient that a package is being sent.  Detailed  

instructions on packing perishable food can be 

obtained at <http://www.fsis.usda.gov/OA/

news/2000/mailnews.htm.>   

 

If you have a friend or family member that is very 

fond of a particular dish that 

you prepare, that food may 

be a good gift.  This might be 

done in the form of a “gift 

certificate,”  or the food in a  

frozen form.  If the dish is  

highly perishable, include 

instructions for freezing in 

case the food can not be used 

right away.  This would be 

wonderful for the person that 

does not like to cook or has 

difficulty cooking due to 

physical limitations. 

 

There are also home made 

mixes that can be put  

together  to help the person 

with limited time prepare  

the foods at home.  Some of these are the gifts in a jar  

type foods, such as cookie mixes, soup mixes, special  

seasonings, tea mixes, coffee flavorings, etc. 

The food gifts or mixes could be presented with a  

kitchen item that is used in the recipe, such as, a  

colander, wire whisk, special grater or chopper, knife  

and cutting board, baking or cooking pan, platter or  

bowl for serving, or any other item used in the  

preparation.  Recipes or cook books are also  

appreciated, particularly if they meet a special 

need, such as quick meals, cooking for 1 or 2 people,   

heart healthy meals, diabetic dishes, or cooking with  

kids to name a few.  Happy gift giving! 

       No Refrigeration Required 
 

¶ Shelf stable canned meats or salmon 

¶ Sausage not labeled ñKeep refrigeratedò 

¶ Processed or hard cheese 

¶ Fresh or dried fruit 

¶ Fruit cakes 

¶ Fruit or nut breads 

¶ Jams or jellies 

¶ Pickles or olives    

¶ Vinegars     

¶ Mustards     

¶ Honey 

¶ Pure maple syrup 

¶ Teas 

¶ Coffees 



Page 4 

missing loved one and be a good listener for others 

whom you know are suffering from this kind of 

sadness.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If the holiday blues last more than two weeks, and you 

are experiencing several symptoms listed above, it‟s 

time to consult a doctor.  Depression is a serious 

illness, but it is also the more treatable of all mental 

illnesses. 

 

One of the reminders given was daily exercise.  

University of Missouri Extension has a new program 

called, Stay Strong Stay Healthy.  This program is a 

ten week program for middle-aged and older adults.  

The program‟s goal is to improve health and quality of 

life.  Over ten weeks you will learn exercises to 

improve strength and balance.  

 

What are the Benefits of strength training? 

* Arthritis Relief 

* Improves Balance and Flexibility 

* Maintains Healthy Blood Sugar Levels 

* Strengthen Bones 

* Lifts Depression 

* Stress Reduction 

When?   12:00 noon-1:00 pm. On Jan. 7, 14, 22, 28, 

February 4, 11, 19, 25, March 3, 10, and 17, 2008.  

Cost is $30 or $10 if you bring your own weights. For 

registration information call Cape Girardeau County 

Extension Center at 573-243-3581. 
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It may not be just the blues-The warning signs of clinical 

depression. 

 

§ Sleep problems (early morning wakening, difficulty 

getting to sleep, sleeping too much) 

§ Lack of energy and feeling tired all the time 

§ Problems with eating (no appetite or weight loss or 

gain) 

§ Loss of interest in normal activities 

§ Frequent crying bouts 

§ Feelings of “emptiness”, ongoing sadness or anxiety 

§ Aches and pains that don‟t go  away 

§ Difficulty with memory, concentration, or decision 

making 

§ Feelings of helplessness, hopelessness, worthlessness, 

and/or future looking grim 

§ Irritability 

§ Thoughts of death, suicide and/or attempt 
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