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A Brief History of Joel Roberts Poinsett
Named after Joel Roberts Poinsett, The Westin Poinsett Hotel stays true to the impact he made in Greenville, South Carolina and beyond. Poinsett was born in Charleston, SC, in 1779 and as a young man discovered a passion for travel.  He spent years abroad in the company of Europe's most notable citizens. Fluent in five languages, he was able to gain access into the highest social circles, including the court of Napoleon. Later, Poinsett explored Russia and became a favorite of Russian Emperor, Alexander.

In 1810, President John Quincy Adams appointed Poinsett first U.S. Ambassador to Mexico where he involved himself in efforts to spread democracy in Latin America. While in Mexico, Poinsett found a beautiful flower growing wild in the fields and brought it to South Carolina to cultivate. Mexicans know it as La Flor de Noche Buena, or Christmas Eve Flower. Americans call it poinsettia, one the world's most cherished symbols of Christmas.

After his return to America, Poinsett was elected to the South Carolina Legislature and U.S. Congress. During service in the Legislature, he was Chairman on the State Board of Public Works where he oversaw several important state projects, including construction of a road from Charleston to northern Greenville County.

In 1837, Poinsett resigned his state Senate seat to accept appointment as U.S. Secretary of War under President Martin Van Buren. During this service, Poinsett enlarged the Army Corps of Engineers and modernized the artillery and uniforms.

Throughout his life, Poinsett was devoted to the advancement of science and technology, the arts, and public education. His greatest contribution to progress of learning in the United States was his leadership in the founding of the Smithsonian Institute in Washington, D.C.   Poinsett was an ardent nationalist, considering all notions of setting up a Southern Confederacy impracticable and even absurd, and he had sound arguments in defense of his position. He was President Jackson's most reliable agent in the Nullification controversy.

After retiring from public office in 1841, Poinsett continued to oppose the growing spirit of sectionalism in the region south of the Potomac. If the South had followed his advice, the Civil War and Reconstruction might have been avoided.

Poinsett spent the last ten years of his life in Greenville, SC with his wife, Mary Pringle Poinsett. Poinsett served on the vestry of Christ Church and had many close friendships with Greenville's early prominent citizens.

In December 1851, Joel Poinsett and his wife were on their way to their Greenville home from Georgetown when Poinsett became ill. He died at the home of a friend in Stateburg, SC, and is buried across the road from that home in the graveyard of Church of the Holy Cross (Episcopal). Mary Pringle Poinsett died six years later and is buried beside him.
