Poinsettias Aren’t Just For Christmas Anymore
Maintaining This Fragile Beauty All Year Long

Poinsettia’s have become a holiday tradition…so has throwing them out a few weeks later.  But with a little TLC and these handy tips, they can live to bloom again and again.

For hundreds of years, the traditional flora of the Christmas season was holly and ivy.  Indigenous to the northeastern part of the U.S., the early settlers took comfort in the beauty of this English holiday mainstay.  But in the latter half of this century, another vivid red and green plant has become the symbol of this most festive time of year.

The poinsettia.     
This plant that we so closely identify today with Christmas and all the attendant winter trappings is, in actuality, a tropical bush first cultivated by the Aztecs nearly a thousand years ago.  The legendary Aztec ruler, Montezuma, cultivated and displayed this colorful vegetation all around the king’s palace.  And it might have remained a localized prize, south-of-the-border, were it not for Joel Roberts Poinsett.  

Appointed by President James Madison as the first U.S. ambassador to Mexico in 1825, Poinsett was a self-taught botanist who was enchanted by the plant’s beauty.  He had vast quantities of them shipped back to his farm in South Carolina where he began propagating the plant and sharing them with other botanists around the country.  It is believed that a nursery in Pennsylvania first sold it commercially in the 1830s.  But the botanical name Euphorbia pulcherrima never quite caught on with the general public and, within a few years, it had adopted the name of the man who championed it to become more commonly known as the poinsettia.

In the century-and-a-half since some long-forgotten Pennsylvanian picked up that very first plant off the nursery shelf, the poinsettia has become nearly a half-billion dollar-a-year industry in the U.S.  Not surprisingly, more than 95 percent of those sales occur during the Thanksgiving and Christmas holidays.  It’s more than its festive colors and holiday gift applications that fuel such impressive numbers though.  Due to its temperamental and delicate nature, nearly all poinsettias whither and are discarded within weeks of their purchase.  Such naturally built-in obsolescence is a major boon for the poinsettia growers of the world; repeat business is assured at the rate of nearly 100 percent every year!

There are many myths about poinsettias and their care.  We’ll take a look at them here, debunk a few and tell you how you can maintain a healthy, beautiful plant, year-in and year-out.

      Choosing a Poinsettia

· Select a sturdy, well-shaped plant with healthy foliage that extends down to the soil in the pot.  It should appear full when viewed from any angle.  Choose plants with fully expanded bracts.  (Bracts are the colored leaves of the plant and can be found in a variety of reds, yellows, cream and bi-colors.  The actual flower of the poinsettia is the small yellow growth at the center of a cluster of leaves.)  Bracts with too much green around the edges are the sign of an immature plant and should be avoided.

· Whenever possible avoid purchasing plants that have been displayed in plastic sleeves or crowded together on shelves.  Like a grumpy co-worker, a poinsettia needs its space and the longer it stays constricted and confined, the faster it will deteriorate.

· Examine the soil in the pot.  If it is too saturated and the plant looks like it’s about to wilt, root rot may have already set in.

· When transporting the plant home, protect it from windy and chilly conditions by placing it in a large shopping bag.  Temperatures below 50 degrees become quickly lethal to the tropical poinsettia so don’t leave it in a cold car for very long.  On an extended shopping trip, make the plant your final purchase of the day.                   

      Do’s and Don’ts of Poinsettia Care

· Do water your poinsettia when the soil feels dry.

· Do keep your plant in a room with a comfortable temperature (68 to 72 degrees).

· Do expose your poinsettia to indirect sunlight for five to six hours a day.

· Don’t overwater your plant and allow excess water to drain freely from its pot.

· Don’t fertilize poinsettias when they are in bloom.

· Don’t expose plants to excessive heat or cold drafts.  Avoid fireplaces and floor vents.

Maintaining and Re-Blooming Your Poinsettia

· By late March or early April, prune your poinsettia to about eight inches in height, making sure that you leave at least three or four leaves on each stalk.
· When any chance of frost has passed (late in May is a safe bet), place the plant outside and maintain consistent moisture level in soil.  New growth should be vigorous and you can fertilize every two-three weeks.
· Around the first of June, transplant your poinsettia to the next-larger size pot.  Make sure the potting soil is rich in organic material.  Prune the plant over the summer to keep it full and compact.  Bring it back indoors when night temperatures begin to cool in the fall.  Remember that 50-degree limit!
· Beginning October 1st, plants should receive six to eight hours of bright sunlight by day and then be kept in total darkness for 14 hours per night.  This can be accomplished by placing them in a light-free room or covering them with a large box.  Water and fertilize as usual and observe this regimen for eight to ten weeks.  By early December you should have a healthy, beautiful poinsettia for the holiday season.

For more history and information on caring for your poinsettias, <LINK: http://www.masshort.org/poins2.htm&ti=MHS+Poinsettia+Care> click here. </LINK>

<Editorial note:  The following is a side bar/factoid box item.>

Did you know..?

Contrary to popular myth, poinsettias are not poisonous.  Toxicology studies have shown that levels even 100 times greater than a child or pet could possibly ingest would

not be fatal.  As with most houseplants, though, it’s recommended that poinsettias be kept out of reach of small children.  A bellyful of poinsettia leaves could result in an upset stomach.
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