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The holidays would not be complete without the bright red and green of the poinsettia. Native to Mexico, the 
poinsettia was introduced to America in 1825. The U.S. Ambassador to Mexico, Joel Poinsett, shipped plants to his 
home in South Carolina. There are indications that poinsettias were cultivated by the Aztecs long before that time. This 
holiday favorite is also known as Mexican flameleaf, Christmas star and painted flower. 
 
In order to flower, the poinsettia plant needs at least 12 hours of uninterrupted 
dark in the autumn.  The bright colors displayed by the poinsettia are often 
referred to as ‘flowers.’ Actually they are not flowers, but leaves, or bracts. The 
true poinsettia flower is small, yellow and cuplike. They are found in clusters 
that are surrounded by the colorful bracts. 
 
Long night conditions stimulate flowering. Stem growth stops and flowers begin 
to form. The three upper leaves become bracts. The buds in the axils of the 
three upper leaves begin to grow and more flowers and bracts are formed. The 
result is a plant with three main branches with central clusters of yellow 
flowers surrounded by red, pink, white or variegated bracts. 
 
The bracts are retained for several months if the plant receives at least nine hours of natural or artificial light per day 
and adequate watering. After flowering, cut the stems back to eight inches and re-pot the plant. Poinsettias can be 
planted in the garden in the summer. In autumn, bring the plants in and give them a dark period to stimulate flowering.  
After October 1, give the plant at least 12 hours of uninterrupted darkness per day (usually from sundown to sunup).  
This means no light of any type; even lamps can disrupt the cycle. Place the poinsettia in a closet, or cover it with a dark 
cloth. Be sure to keep the soil evenly moist and give the plant plenty of light during the day. When the true flowers 
begin to show the dark periods can be stopped. The poinsettia will develop color just in time for the holidays! 

 


