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American Christmas Plant

> MOST OF our traditional holiday
plants have stories of Christmas use that
are as old as Christmas itself; even older,
for evergreen boughs and holly and
mistletoe were a part of the pre-Christian
Yule feast of northwestern Europe that
was bodily taken over and incorporated
into the Christian calendar by the wise
and adaptable missionaries who con-
quered that part of Heathenesse for the
Cross.

But the poinsettia is a new thing, com-
paratively, for it is strictly an American
plant, native to Central America and the
moist tropics of Mexico. It was intro-
duced into the United States only a
little over a century ago, by J. R. Poin-
sett, then our Minister to Mexico. So
solidly has it taken hold, even in that
relatively brief time, that now it seems
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as if it has always been part of the
Christmas color scheme in this country.

Although its horticultural name is a
deserved compliment to the man who
first brought the poinsettia to us, the
plant is actually a euphorbia, generically
related to such native plants as the snow-
on-the-mountain of the northern Plains,
and the leafy spurge that is such a terrible
weed in the West. It shows its botanical
kinship in a number of ways, but es-
pecially by its milky juice, and its incon-
spicuous groups of flowers surrounded by
very showy bract-like leaves.
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For what we call poinsettia flowers are
not flowers at all. Those inconspicuous
little yellow nubbiny things at the tips
of the branches are the real flowers. The
leaf-like character of the bright red
members can easily be determined by
comparing them with the green leaves
farther down the stem.

The plant’s botanical name, Euphorbia
pulcherrima, is a frank acknowledge-
ment of its handsome appearance, for it
translates into English as “very beauti-
ful euphorbia.”
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