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“I have forgotten much, but still remember 

the poinsettia's red, blood-red in warm December.” 
 
The words of the famous Jamaican poet Claude Mckay from his work “Flame heart” bring 
vividly to mind the sights and sounds of a Jamaican Christmas. Holiday observances are 
intricately entwined with the gifts that nature bestows on us at this time of year.  

At Christmas time the beautiful poinsettia bursts into bloom. Poinsettias are from Mexico where 
they are known as 'nochebuena', the word for Christmas Eve. They are also commonly called the 
Christmas Star. The name poinsettia is derived from the name of an U.S. ambassador to Mexico, 
Joel Poinsett, who is credited with introducing the plants to North America. The plant may grow 
6 – 10 ft. and there are red, white and pink varieties. The flaming leaves are not the real flowers 
but bracts. Bracts are modified leaves surrounding the true flower which is normally very small. 
The bracts aid the pollination of the flower by attracting insects to the plant. Poinsettias are given 
as gifts at Christmas time.  

In contrast to the flaming colour of the Poinsettia at Christmas we can also expect to see the cool 
peaceful blooms of the White Christmas or snowflake bush, Euphorbia leucocephala. The plant 
produces small white bracts at the end of the year, which is fitting as its name leucocephala 
literally means white head. The small flowers produce a fragrance that assists in attracting 
insects to the plant and as a bonus, provides a pleasing and memorable Christmas scent. Also 
from Central America, it has become a welcome part of our Christmas heritage. 
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Poinsettia 
Euphorbia pulcherrima  

 

White Christmas 
Euphorbia leucocephala  

 

 
Our most well known Christmas blooms, the Euphorbia and the Poinsettia are both from the 
family Euphorbiaceae. They produce a poisonous milky white sap when cut so be careful! 
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Several species of conifers are used as Christmas trees. Conifers are evergreen trees that have 
modified leaves that we refer to as needles. They also produce cones. Woody cones are often 
used as Christmas ornaments. A cone, or the strobilus in botanical language, is the organ on the 
plant that bears the reproductive structures. Conifers are of great economic value as they are used 
in the construction industry for timber and also for paper production. The scented resin of the 
conifer is secreted by the tree to protect it against insect and fungal attack. This resin produces 
substances such as rosin, turpentine and essential oil. Conifers or pine trees grow best in cooler 
temperatures and at higher elevations.  

The maypole or century plant, Agave sobolifera, is a tropical desert plant that is also decorated as 
a Christmas tree. The century plant is very hardy and grows in areas exposed to intense sun, low 
rainfall, high winds and poor, often salty soil. Although the century plant resembles an aloe it 
contains an irritating, caustic sap not the soothing medicinal gel found in aloe. The margins of 
the leaves are spiny and there is a piercing thorn at the tip of each leaf. The plant is called the 
century plant as after about ten or twenty years of life it sends out a green stalk from the center, 
bearing colourful yellow flowers. This flower spike may grow 20 – 30 ft. As an alternative to 
pine trees these flower stalks are collected in December, painted and sold as tropical Christmas 
trees.  

Another tropical tree the elegant palm, Adonidia merrillii  produces bunches of large, bright red 
fruit in December, hence the common name of Christmas palm. They are popular landscaping 
plants as they are fast growing and easily germinated from seed.   When lit with pepper lights 
they help to make the season bright. 
 
Other plants are used as natural decorations at this time of the year. One such is the Christmas 
Candlestick, Leonotis nepetifolia, also known as bald bush. The Christmas Candlestick is a rather 
common weed found growing on roadsides and waste grounds. It flowers all year but mainly 
October – March. The flowers and stems are used in floral arrangements year round but 
especially so at Christmas when the dried sprigs are sprayed and used as Christmas decorations. 
 
 
Most sugarcane, Saccharum varieties flower profusely from December to February. The feathery 
flowers of light purple and silvery white appear at the ends of each stem and are a magnificent 
sight as they sway in the Christmas breeze. These cane stalks, as they are known, are sometimes 
collected and used to decorate the home.  
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Christmas is a time for visiting and Jamaica plays host to several migrant birds this time of the 
year. One of the most common visitors to Jamaica from North America is a small singing bird 
that arrives from as early as September and stays until about March, to avoid the harsh northern 
winter. This bird is the American Redstart, Setophaga ruticilla, otherwise known as Christmas 
bird or Chip – Chip. The name Christmas bird is probably coined because of the brilliant black 
and orange plumage of the male adult and the fact that these birds are seen at Christmas time. 
They usually announce their arrival in your garden with a call of “Chip, chip, chip”.  
Other common migrant birds that visit at this time of year include the Black Throated Blue 
warbler Dendroica caerulescens and the Prairie warbler Dendroica discolor. 
 
 
Some plants are special to us at Christmas, not for their looks but for their taste. One taste 
essential for enjoyment at Christmastime is sorrel. Jamaican sorrel Hibiscus sabadariffa is a 
native of the Old World tropics. It is a shrubby plant with stout red stems and is closely related to 
the ornamental garden flowers commonly known as shoe black Hibiscus rosa - sinensis, the okra 
Hibiscus esculentus and the flower of the national tree of Jamaica the Blue Mahoe, Hibiscus 
elatus.   
 
The large reddish part of the flower which surrounds the small seed pods is harvested and used to 
make Sorrel drink, which is traditionally served at Christmas time.  
 
Sorrel petals and ginger are steeped in boiling water and left in a large container overnight. The 
next day, the mixture is strained and rum and sugar are added to taste. The drink is bottled and 
refrigerated and served when guests arrive. Sorrel is also used to make delicious sauces and 
jellies. 
 
 

Sugar Cane Flags 
Saccharum spp. 
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Jamaican coffee is world renown for its taste and aroma. Many Jamaicans associate coffee 
harvesting with the season of Christmas because as children they would harvest what was known 
as the rat cut coffee. Rat cut coffee were the beans that had fallen from the trees and lay beneath 
them on the ground. These rat cut beans were sold as part of their parent’s harvest and the extra 
money earned was allocated to the children as welcome pocket change they could use during the 
season.  
 
The Pimento or Allspice (Pimenta dioica), is harvested from a tree that grows to a height of 
about 15m. The tree has a smooth, pale brown bark which gives a peeled appearance to the tree. 
The berry is glossy and black and the size of a small pea when ripe. All parts of the tree: the 
wood, flowers, fruit and leaves are aromatic. Pimento berries are picked when they are full sized 
but before they ripen. They are then dried and used for spice. The aromatic odour is like a 
mixture of cloves, cinnamon and nutmeg, so the fruit and the tree are called Allspice. Distilled 
with water the leaves yield an essential oil that is used in perfume. Pimento is also the indigenous 
ingredient that gives distinctive flavour to jerk seasoning. “Pimento dram” is a delicious 
Jamaican liqueur made by soaking the ripe berries in rum. It is very popular as a Christmas 
drink. 
 
The Christmas table is not considered complete without the customary rice and peas made with 
gungo. Gungo peas, Cajanus cajan, are otherwise known as Pigeon peas or Congo peas. They 
have been cultivated for at least 3000 years and were originally native to Asia from where it 
spread to East Africa and found its way to the New World by means of the slave trade. They are 
available fresh from November to February and are used dried for the rest of the year. They are 
also good in stews and soups.  
  
If a Jamaican Christmas had a sound it would be the sound of the fife. This is an instrument 
made from the wild cane Arundo donax. The fife is played during the traditional Jonkonnu 
parade commonly held at Christmas time.  

Jamaicans share a deep connection with our Christmas flora and fauna. These plants and animals 
deepen the joy and happiness that many feel at Christmas time and are deeply embedded in our 
culture.  

 

We were so happy, happy, I remember,  
beneath the poinsettia's red in warm December. 

 


