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POINSETTIAS ARE NOT POISONOUS

Jay S. Koths
Extension Floriculturist

The poinsettia was found guilty without a trial.
Old wives1 tales—hearsay evidences—ignorance—
plea bargaining—gave it a reputation of being
poisonous.

Until recently, the symbol of Christmas was
found in many lists of poisonous plants. But none
of the references could be substantiated. Even the

most serious citation was found to be based on

hearsay evidence.

At last the poinsettia has been given a fair trial
and found not guilty. Two researchers at Ohio State

University fed poinsettias to rats. They prepared
homogenates of leaves (upper and lower), red bracts
and even the small yellow flowers. This homogenate
was force fed to the rats through a feeding tube since
poinsettias taste terrible.

This diet was not just a taste to see what would
happen. The rats were fed from one to five percent
of their body weight. This is equivalent to a 140 lb.
person choking down 7 lbs. of poinsettia. Most
people couldn't eat half that much steak.

Nothing detrimental occurred. There were no
signs of toxicity or apparent ill effects. All 160
rats were healthy.



The researchers went on to analyze the leaves,
bracts, stem and even the latex in the milky sap.
They found no chemicals commonly considered
toxic. This research was published by Robert P.
Stone and W. J. Collins in Toxicon 9:301-302 (1971).
These gentlemen have conducted a fair trial for the
poinsettia, at last, and found it not guilty.

The poinsettia is not completely lily white. A
large proportion of human beings are allergic to
something. A few people are sensitive to the milky
sap of the poinsettia. This is a skin irritation.
While less severe and far less common than poison
ivy, it is similar in that no reaction occurs when
eaten. The rash is principally a nuisance.

OIL USE SUMMARY

In a survey of greenhouse ranges in western
Connecticut covering 216,000 sq. ft., an oil con
sumption (1972-73) of 485,000 gallons was computed
to give an average of 2.25 gals0/sq. ft. The average
temperature of these greenhouses is guestimated to
be about 57°F. Some, for bedding plants, were
heated only in late winter and spring. This indicates
that many greenhouses are not efficiently heated.
Perhaps you should review the suggestions by Mr.
Bartok in the Connecticut Greenhouse Newsletters,
No. 55 and this issue, on ways to increase green
house heating efficiency. J. J. M.
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Severing at the base with a sharp knife is easily done with many
genera such as Aechmea. Placement in a bed of German peat with
perlite may be bypassed by rooting in a small pot. A few of the
smaller bottom bract-like leaves should be removed. Placement
in the medium should be such mat the "bulge" lies just above the
soil line (Fantastic Gardens Bromeliad Leaflet undated). As
always, drainage is essential, hi addition, it has been asserted
by some plantsmen that an occasional drying out may encourage
root growth. There is, however, no evidence for this.

With Guzmania, Neoregelia and Vreisia, offsets grow very
close to the mother with little basal wood (Wilson and Wilson 1963).
Since it is not always practical to wait for roots, severing should
be done when pups have attained a height of 4 to 6 inches. Bend the
sucker slowly away, grasping as close to the base as possible.
Next, bend to the left and right. If tearing seems likely, stop and
either sever with a knife or, if not badly ripped, place mother
with attached pups in a peat and perlite bed. If all mother plants
are planted in such a bed, pups will be free to root adjacently.
This is the method practiced at Roehrs which seems highly
efficient.

When potting severed specimens after callousing, be sure that
the plant is firmed in a small pot. If lower leaves are just even
or slightly beneath the medium surface and the plant stands firm
after watering, success is on its way. If the plant remains un
stable, a wire loop on a stake may be temporarily used. Do not
use galvanized or copper wire since bromels are badly injured
by physical and chemical exposure to these and other metals such
as lead and arsenic (Wilson and Wilson 1963). Transplanting to a
5-6 inch pot (orchid pots with slit sides are excellent) will be
necessary, but at all times underpotting is preferred and frequent
transplanting is undesirable.

With small operations, layering might be attempted. Offsets
are scraped to base "wood" surface and enclosed in a firm ball
of peat (Milstein undated). If taken too immature, the pup will
sit until hardening occurs and it is sufficiently mature to root
(Wilson and Wilson 1963). In trials at UConn, Hormodin No. 1
gave no better results than simply waiting for the unencouraged,
small white root tips. In Cryptanthus sp. offshoots will fre
quently fall off and root. This compact genus is particularly
adaptable to containers and home culture and may prove itself
a great commercial success in the near future.
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