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	Title: The Poinsettia
	Author: by Michelle Le Strange, UC Master Gardener Program
	Page 1: The poinsettia is native to southern Mexico and Central America.  In these subtropical and tropical regions poinsettias thrive outdoors all year long and grow straight stalks up to 10 feet tall.  The most attractive part of the poinsettia plant is the showy bracts, which are modified leaves and often mistakenly referred to as petals.  The plant does have flowers in the center of the red bracts, but these are small and without showy petals. The Aztecs that lived in the Taxco region of Mexico were attracted to the bright red bracts and to them the poinsettia was a symbol of purity.  They used the bracts to make a dye and the white milky latex sap to make a medicine to treat fever.  The Spanish Franciscan priests that lived in that same area are attributed for being the first to use the poinsettia for the Christmas holiday.  The plant was naturally in bloom at the Christmas season, so the priests used the red bracts as festive décor in an annual nativity procession.  Since that time poinsettias have been used in Mexico to decorate churches at Christmas time and were called the flor de la noche buena or “Nativity flower.”  The poinsettia is also called the Christmas flower, the Mexican flame leaf, lobster flower, Pascua, and Christmas star. Poinsettias were first introduced into the US by Dr. Joel Robert Poinsett (1770-1851), who served as the first US ambassador to the Republic of Mexico.  When he visited Taxco he was so enchanted with the naturalized plants adorning the hillsides, that he had some plants sent back to his greenhouse in South Carolina.  He propagated and shared plants with botanical gardens and his gardening friends, including Col. Robert Carr who then introduced the plant into commercial trade from Bartram’s Garden in Philadelphia.  The botanical name Euphorbia pulcherrima was designated as was the new commercial name of “poinsettia” in honor of Poinsett’s discovery and devotion.  The name poinsettia has become the accepted name in English-speaking countries.Over the years many cultivars of poinsettias have been selected from breeding efforts in Europe and the United States.  The principal cultivars of commercial importance have come from the Paul Ecke Ranch in Encinitas, CA; however ‘Paul Mikkelsen’ the long lasting cultivar from Ashtabula, Ohio (1963) and ‘Annette Hegg’ the self-branching cultivar from Norway (1967) are also very important. In the early 1900s the Ecke family cultivated the wild poinsettia plants outside in the field and sold them as fresh cut flowers and as landscape plants.  By 1923, Paul Ecke selected and developed a dwarfed and multi-branched seedling cultivar, which became the extraordinary flowering potted plant.  In 1945 Ecke released ‘Improved Albert’ and in 1963 the first commercial-quality cultivars that grew best as potted plants were introduced to the general public.  By the mid-1960s most of the Paul Ecke Ranch stock production had shifted from the field into the greenhouse. 
	Page 2: Today, the majority of commercial poinsettia potted plants are dwarfed and multi-branching cultivars with long lasting foliage retention.  The most popular color is the traditional red, but different bract colors are available including white, peach, pink, yellow, burgundy, marbled, and speckled.  About 10 years ago a USDA plant pathologist, I.M. Lee, discovered the scientific reason behind the dwarfing and multiple branching habit of the Ecke poinsettia.  It turns out that the beautiful compact-sized poinsettias are actually infected by a phytoplasma, a tiny bacteria-like organism that triggers an imbalance of plant hormones in infected poinsettias. Plants infected with plant pathogens usually have a reduction in quality or yield, but certain micro-organisms can be considered beneficial when they change the plant without causing its demise. When the poinsettia phytoplasma is introduced into non-branching seedlings by grafting, the infected poinsettia plant becomes much shorter and produces 5-8 blooms.  So this pathogen turns a straight and tall, tropical host tree into a lovely compact-sized plant with a multi-flowered canopy, which is convenient for growing in florists’ pots.  There are other examples of plant pathogens being more beneficial than harmful to common plants.  Consider the tulip virus that transforms a solid color tulip to variegated petal colors with spectacular striped, streaked, feathered, or flamed patterns.  That’s a story for spring, in the meantime, Merry Christmas!
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