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POINTSETTIATIME

Ode to the plant that  adds
seasonal  cheer

but l ives on to haunt you

throughout the truhole year.

By Elaine Mart in Petrorruski

t 's poinsettia time again.
Exactly one day after Thanksgiving,
large groups of them begin their
annual appearance in everY reiail
nook and cranny. The event seems
to pass unnoticed by manY. But the

first glimpse of all those bright,
blushing, holiday harbingers signals
the start of an annual battle that I

invariably lose. For, no matter how
hard I try, l 'm unable to get through
the hol iday season without
acquiring at least one poinsettia.

Like everyone else, I fret about

the holiday pounds I 'm likely to add.
But I have another worry on toP of
that. Exactly how many poinsettias

wi l l  latch onto me this season,
despite the fact that l've not actively
sought one in more than a decade?

It's not that I bear the Poinsettia
any i l l-wil l. Although I confess I
haven't developed an aPPreciation
for the pink or white hybrids, the
traditional bright-red versions do,
after all, lend a certain seasonal
charm. But to my mind, receiving a
poinsettia is akin to being presented
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with a basket of kittens. They have
their charms. But oh, the
responsibilities they entail.

Anyone who has ever adopted
a poinsettia while in the throes of
the Christmas spirit quickly learns
how the plant makes demands long
after the holiday season is over. And
no matter how much potting,
pinching, t r imming, feeding or
watering it gets, it will never, under
any circumstances, bloom again.
Nor will it have the good sense to
give up and die gracefully.

My personal battle began the
very first year I decided to spend
Christmas poinsettia-less. Feeling a
bit guilty, I convinced myself there
was "no time" to stop at the nursery
to pick one up. I was too busy
shuttling a carload of determined
12-year-olds to every clothing store
in the county, lt seems the sixth
grade had raised money to buy gifts
for less fortunate children. and the
energetic committee my daughter
headed up was intent on getting the
absolute most from its funds. We
did such a terrific job the class
decided to thank me for my
chauffeuring...by sending me the
biggest poinsettia they could find,
from the swankiest florist in town.
No doubt the delivery boy sti l l
remembers the overly emotional
woman who began whimpering at
the sight of a poinsettia bract
peeking from the paper tent.

Every year since, l 've dutifully
hardened my soft-as-spring-mud-
gardener's-heart to the masses of
bright, uplifted poinsettia faces and
dressed-for-the-party foil pots.

For weeks, I resolutely resist
their charms-again and again and
again. I pass them up at the grocery
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store, the corner produce stand, at
every florist in town, at the nursery,
at the local hardware store-even at
the discount drug store where I
stock up on windshield washing
fluid and nail polish remover.

All to no avail. At least one will
find its way into my house.

A few years ago it arrived
bashfully, in the arms of one of my
daughters more ardent admirers.
More than once it's entered grandly
and officially, as a business greeting
of the season. Sometimes several
magnificent specimens busile in
under the crowd of friends who are
part of the ritual of Christmas Eve
cookies and punch at our house.
For two consecutive years, it has
arrived as a gift from the same well-
meaning friend, convinced my
passion for gardening needs to be
kept alive over the long winter
months with an orphan to care for.
And twice now, my own daughter
brought home, not just one, but an
entire army of the invaders. "But
Mom," she protests weakly, fully
aware that the spirits of the season
are on her side, "it's Christmas Eve
and no one will be in the store for
days. And they were going to throw
them away...And besides, the
manager said we had to take three."

The next thing I know, Easter
Sunday rolls around and there's the
poinsettia, looking like Santa Claus
out of step in a Fourth of July
parade. By the time the annual
Memorial Day picnic arrives, the
almost-but not quite-leafless,
and certainly flowerless, poinsettia
is banished to the corner of the
garden, where I secretly hope it will
appeal to whatever insect is eating
everything else.

No chance. Japanese beefles
apparently eat everything but
poinsettias. And the plants thrive in
the most intolerable of weather
conditions. Sure enough, the annual
Labor Day house plant haul-in finds
the poinsettia among the hale and
hearty. In fact, it looks so good, it
would be a crime to throw out the
plant now.

Needless to say, the umpteenth
newspaper clipping that explains
how to get the thing to bloom again
is nowhere to be found. So I wrack
my brains trying to remember: Does
the regimen start two weeks before
or after Halloween? Feed it? Or
starve it? Am I confusing the
poinsettia with the Christmas
cactus? Or a head cold?

I do recall that to bloom again,
a well-adjusted poinsettia must
experience 12 hours of total,
uninterrupted darkness for
something like 61-2/3 consecutive
nights. In this case, "uninterrupted"
means if the kids open the door of
the closet where you've stashed the
poinsettia just once, for even a
nanosecond, to find the Parcheesi
game they haven't played in two
years, there goes the bloom.

That's why really devoted
aficionados opt for the paper bag
trick. The plant is covered with a
paper bag each night for 12 full
hours so that even if it's accidentally
exposed to light, its psyche won't
be disturbed.

So I've made up my mind.
Again. This year will be ditferent. But
just  in case al l  e lse fa i ls ,  I 'm
prepared. I've already begun my list
of New Year's resolutions: "Throw
Away Poinsettia."
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