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A NORFOLK PINE IS A BEAUTIFUL CHRISTMAS TREE

By Ginger Easton Smith, Extension Agent

A Norfolk Island pine makes a lovely Christmas tree.  Because the branches grow at right angles to the trunk and are spaced farther apart than those on a traditional Christmas tree, ornaments can hang down to be better seen and appreciated.  Although it is called “pine”, it is not a true pine, and lacks the delightful fragrance of a traditional Christmas tree.  It is a conifer, having typical needle-shaped or scale-like leaves and producing a cone.  

This beautiful tree, which has become popular as a table top, potted Christmas tree, is actually a giant in its natural tropical habitat.  It is native to Norfolk Island, a tiny island in the South Pacific about 900 miles east of Australia.  Growing for thousands of years in geographic isolation from outside influences, the Norfolk Island pine (Araucaria heterophylla) developed into a unique race of plants different from the other dozen Araucarias native to the South Pacific. 


After the holidays, the plant can continue growing in a pot for many years indoors, or be placed outside although it may need to be brought in, or covered, during freezes.  In their natural setting on a tropical island, Norfolk Island pines grow up to 200 feet.  Although you don’t need to worry about it reaching that size in South Texas, you may want to keep them from getting too big, too quickly.  Not repotting them until the lower branches start shedding “needles”, and then only in to a pot one size larger will slow their growth some.

 Norfolk pines make a very nice cut Christmas tree too. Plant one in your yard and see how it does in your location.  A Norfolk pine will grow well in full sun to light shade, but because it is a tropical plant, put it in the warmest spot possible in your yard.  It will most likely do best in front of a south-facing wall, where it will receive direct sunlight in the winter, with some protection from the wind.  

Norfolk Island pines will tolerate a wide temperature range, but do best between 60° and 90°F.   At higher temperatures, especially when it is also dry and sunny, damage to the growing tips can occur.  On the low end, temperatures of 30° to 32° causes abortion of the growing point.  Temperatures below 25° can cause severe freeze damage, especially if accompanied by wind. 

Indoors, place it where there is bright indirect light or a couple of hours of direct sunlight daily.  If the light is coming from just one side (such as when a plant is placed in front of a window in a relatively low-light location), rotate the plant a quarter turn every week or two to keep it from leaning toward one side.  As is generally true with plants, those grown in low light conditions will be less compact than those grown in full sun or bright, indirect light. 

Water the plant when the top inch or so of the soil in the pot feels dry. Give it enough water to allow a little to drain out into the saucer.  Discard remaining drained water after about 15 minutes.

When the plant is actively growing, feed it with a fertilizer formulated for indoor foliage plants, or top dress with some compost.  During the winter months, there is probably no need to fertilize.  If you are growing the plant in the ground, fertilize on the same schedule you use for other landscape foliage plants.  The exception is if you plan to cut it for Christmas; if so give it some fertilizer in late October to give it a chance to produce some extra food for itself to put own new growth after it has been cut.  Also, since it will be indoors during the coldest weather, having tender new growth shouldn’t be a problem. 

If the Norfolk pine does well in your, plant several more. Later you can experiment with cutting one down (leave a couple feet of stump) to use as a Christmas tree, and letting the stump regrow.  Depending on how quickly the new trees grow from the stump, the size you desire, and if you have three or four, cut one little tree each year in a rotation.  This might be enough to keep you supplied with fresh cut tree every year.  
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