Living Christmas Trees

By Joan Howie

LEAD IN I

Even along the Gulf Coast of Texas where palms are more prevalent than spruce and fir, conifers play a major role in the holiday season. Picking out the perfect Christmas tree is a ritual for some families; its evergreen smell evokes memories of seasons past and the promises Of joyous times ahead as the tree is brought into the house and placed in that “just right” spot. Yet the day comes when space for a tree is limited, along with the strength of the purchaser. In that case, a living tree may be the answer.

LEAD IN II


Cooler weather brought out the holiday spirit and many families have already picked out and put up their Christmas tree.  This year, more than ever, family times are important and nothing brings everyone together like a tree trimming party.  Even though some might disagree on the exact place to put a favorite ornament, the tree will turn out to be “the best one ever”.  While most of these trees are large and commanding, the time may come when space limitations along with the strength to manipulate a large tree, call for a smaller version.  In this case a living tree may be the answer.

LEAD IN III


Although in our locale palm trees are seen more often than spruce and fir, conifers are plentiful during the Christmas season. Picking out the perfect one to decorate is a ritual for some families. The goal is to find one that is full and evenly shaped, not as it is too often the case a “Charlie Brown reject”. When the time comes that both the space to put a tree and strength of the purchaser are limited, a living Christmas tree may be the answer,


Small specimens with the same look and smell as larger ones are easy to handle and take up little space. Best of all, when their tour of duty as Christmas trees is past, they can be used in the landscape.  Several types of living trees will be found for sale, among them Norfolk Island pines, Aleppo pines, Afghan or Mondell pines and Japanese black pines.


All except the Norfolk Island are true pines; it is Araucaria excelsa.  This tree makes a great container plant and can be decorated for several years before becoming too large.  At that time it can be set out in the yard.  In its natural setting it may grow to 100 feet, but here a freeze will take it out before it becomes that size.  Because it can reach 20 or so feet in height and 5 or 6 feet in diameter, it shouldn’t be placed close to the house.


Indoors, Norfolk Island pines prefer medium light with an east or west exposure.  Turning the pot frequently will keep the plant from becoming lop-sided.  This species thrives on moderate heat and humidity.  Misting will replace humidity lost in dry indoor air.  The soil should be kept moist but not soaked; when the top inch is dry it is time to water.  A newly purchased plant will not need fertilizer, but in the spring and during the growing season a liquid fertilizer can be applied every two weeks.  Scale, spider mites, aphids and mealybugs are pests that attack established Norfolk Island pines but should not be a problem on new plants.


Aleppo pines tolerate alkaline soil, sun, heat, some salt spray and freezing temperatures once they become established.  Afghan pines are fast growing, hardy and like full sun.  They are also drought and heat tolerant.  All these trees need to be watched carefully for pine tip moth, bag worm and spider mite damage.


In Texas, the Nantucket pine tip moth causes a large amount of damage in both forests and ornamental landscape plantings.  The tiny adult moth lays eggs on pine needles, buds or shoots.  Upon hatching the first larvae construct small silken webs, bore into the needle and feed on the stem.  At first only an occasional web and a brown needle or two will be seen, but as their damage increases the entire stem turns brown.  Their favorite portion is the bud; after it has been eaten they bore down the center of the young stem and feed for 2 to 4 weeks before they pupate and eventually emerge as adults.  They can deform a tree with repeated attacks and may even cause the tree’s death.  Pines that are kept healthy are less prone to moth damage, but some insecticides are registered for treatment.  Several applications starting in March through September 1 are needed.

