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DENMAN ISLAND, B.C. -- BY DES KENNEDY SPECIAL TO THE GLOBE AND MAIL DENMAN ISLAND, B.C. THE poinsettia, or Christmas Star, is North America's favourite potted plant for the holiday season. The poinsettia industry promotes its product as "a living symbol of Christmas," with sales of more than 50 million plants during the six weeks preceding the holidays. 

Despite the hype and the daunting rows of poinsettia clones massed in crowded supermarket aisles, these brilliant midwinter beauties, both the upscale cultivars and their wild ancestors, really are remarkable plants. Their botanical name is Euphorbia pulcherrima and, as with all euphorbias (some 1,500 species), they are notable for highly coloured bracts surrounding small and inconspicuous flowers that have neither petals nor sepals. 

In the wild, E. pulcherrima grows as a large shrub, sometimes reaching as high as four metres. Native to Mexico, it originated in a smallish area around modern-day Taxco. From ancient days, Aztecs cultivated the plant, prizing it for its brilliant winter colour, from which they made dyes, and for its medicinal uses in treating fevers. 

A charming Mexican legend tells of a little peasant girl named Pepita walking to church on Christmas Eve and feeling disconsolate that poverty prevents her from bringing the newborn Christ a suitable gift. Instead, she gathers a handful of weeds and enters the church. As she lays her humble offering before the child Jesus, a miracle occurs: Her tattered weeds burst into brilliant red blooms. Thereafter they are known as Flores de Noche Buena, Flowers of the Holy Night. 

Less poignantly, the plants acquired their common name from Joel Roberts Poinsett, a U.S. ambassador to Mexico in the 1820s, who was intrigued to see them blooming brilliantly in December. An avid botanist, Poinsett shipped plants back to the United States, where he began cultivating and distributing them. 

A full century elapsed before the cultivation and mass production of potted poinsettias began in southern California. Today, more than 90 per cent start from a single source, the sprawling Paul Ecke Ranch in Encinitas. 

The industry pours considerable resources into improving and developing cultivars to satisfy shifting market demand. In recent years, consumer preference has leaned toward darker-green foliage; the current bestseller ('Freedom Red') has brilliant ruby-red bracts that contrast vividly with dark-green leaves. Novelty cultivars include speckled poinsettias, featuring bracts flecked with other colours - pink flecks on red bracts, for example, or cream flecks on pastel pink. 

A few simple measures will help prolong the bloom of a poinsettia acquired for the holidays. The plant will do best with at least six hours of bright natural sunshine each day, so a sunny window or heated glass house is ideal. Beware of too warm an afternoon sun, as it will cause the bracts to fade. Stability of temperature is essential for prolonging the bloom period, the ideal being around 18 degrees day and night. Too much warmer or cooler will shorten blooming. 

The new cultivars are far more vigorous and longer-lasting than some of their domesticated and fragile forebears. With care and the right conditions, it's possible to hold poinsettias as foliage plants throughout the year, either indoors in a greenhouse or in a sheltered spot outdoors during the summer. In early April the shoots are cut back to about 20 centimetres to encourage resprouting. Once warm weather arrives, the plant can be set outdoors in a sheltered area, with lots of rich organic matter, slightly on the acid side. New plants can be propagated by making late- summer cuttings of stems with at least four eyes. Older plants generally get too leggy and unwieldy to be brought indoors for another Christmas bloom. 

Poinsettias produce their flowers in response to long winter nights. To bring them into bloom for Christmas, starting in the first week of October, plants are kept in complete and continuous darkness (either in a dark room or with a large carton placed over them) for 14 hours each night at around 18 degrees. They also require between six and eight hours of sunlight each day at the same temperature. Maintained for eight to 10 weeks, this regimen should result in a brilliant display of Flores de Noche Buena. And a blessed Holy Night to all. Des Kennedy is the author of Crazy About Gardening (Whitecap Books).
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