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Poinsettia, the Christmas Flower

By Beth Wilson, Master Gardener
The poinsettia, also known as the Christmas flower, comes in a variety of colors in addition to the standard red, including dark red, burgundy, pink, white, and red and white or pink and white speckled.  The beautiful colored parts that most people think of as the flowers are actually modified colored leaves called bracts.  

Native to Mexico, they grow outdoors as huge hedges there and in other sub-tropical areas; the shorter days and cooler temperatures in the fall and winter causes the plant, which is all green the rest of the year, to develop the beautiful red bracts.  They would need protection from cold (not just freezing) to be grown outdoors in Aransas County.  

The Christmas flower was first called ‘cuetlaxochitl’ by the Aztecs.  In approximately 1440 to 1446, in pre-Hispanic times, beautiful gardens existed throughout the Aztec empire.  It is said that the great Aztec leader Tlacalel and his half brother Montezuma visited the most beautiful gardens in Oaxatcpec (now the Mexican state of Morelos) and revitalized the cultivation of the poinsettia as a reminder of the importance of the blood sacrifices.

Franciscan friars in the area of Taxco in the sixteenth century explained the flower’s origin through a legend about the leaves turning red in the nativity scene.  They called it ‘flor de nochebuena’, interpreted flower of the blessed night.  Many other legends were created down through the years.

Ambassador Joel Robert Poinsett from the United States visited the Taxco church in Santa Prisca on Christmas Day in 1828.  The Franciscans had lavishly decorated the nativity scene with the exotic red plant.  Poinsett had attended medical school, but his real love in the scientific field was botany.  Enamored of the ‘nochebuena’, he shipped some back to South Carolina to his own hothouses on his plantation in Greenville to be propagated.

The plants were shared among his friends.  Robert Buist, a Pennsylvania nurseryman, was the first to sell the plant under the botanical name, Euphorbia pulcherrima.  The plant became known by its more popular name of poinsettia around 1836.

Poinsett introduced the plant to the National Institute for the National Association of Science, a precursor of the Smithsonian Institute.  Congress honored him by declaring December 12 as National Poinsettia Day, which commemorates the date of his death in 1851.

Joel Poinsett was a multi-talented man.  He built a state road, a bridge with a Gothic arch, and a church in South Carolina as an amateur architect.  He was a congressman, and President Martin Van Buren appointed him Secretary of War during his term of 1836-1840.  Poinsett experimented with war rockets, lobbied for a national powder factory, and tried to establish a military draft system.  But sadly, more Indians were displaced during Poinsett’s term as Secretary of War than at any other time. 

To care for a potted poinsettia in your home, place it in a bright spot but not in direct sun.  Do not let the leaves touch a cold window.  Check the soil every few days and water only when it feels dry half an inch down.  Give it enough water to thoroughly soak the soil, to the point that some flows out into the saucer.  Be sure to pour out that excess water within 30 minutes so the roots don’t rot.  If you keep your poinsettia for several months, apply some liquid houseplant fertilizer a couple times a month to keep it fed and happy.

It is very tricky to get a poinsettia to re-color each year due to the need to be in total darkness each night for about 14 hours from the beginning of October to mid-December.  Any little exposure to light can prevent the bracts from coloring.  In addition, nighttime temperatures in the 70s or above can delay flowering.  An easy solution is to support your local nursery and get a new plant each year.  
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