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We give thanks this Thursday for the bounty the land has provided us this growing season.  Then the 
Christmas rush begins.  Many will start the season looking for the perfect tree to bring home to decorate.  
The custom of an indoor decorated Christmas tree dates back to the 1500’s in Latvia.  Live Christmas trees 
have been sold commercially in the United States since about 1850. 
 
New York State has around 17,000 acres of Christmas trees being grown by tree farmers.  When out 
shopping for a tree you are likely to find a wide variety of tree types.  Some trees hold their needles better 
than others, some are more fragrant, some have soft needles and some have firmer branches.  Here is a 
run-down on some of the trees you are most likely to find. 
 
Most people think of the blue spruce (Picea pungensas) as a 
landscape tree.  It is often sold as a “living” Christmas tree, to be 
planted in the yard after the holidays.  It has sharp, dark green to 
powdery blue, stiff needles which are one to three inches long.  The 
young tree has a nice pyramidal form.  It is the best among the 
spruc es for needle retention and the stiff branches will support 
many heavy decorations. 

White spruce (Picea glauca) is native to the northern temperate 
and boreal forests of North America.  It is a medium-sized conifer, 
with a cone-shaped crown.  The green to bluish-green needles are 
one half to three quarters inch long.  When crushed the stiff needles  
have an unpleasant odor, but they do have good needle retention and firm branches for ornaments. 
 
Norway spruce (Picea abies) is a familiar landscape tree.  It is native to Central and Eastern Europe and is 
very popular in Europe as a Christmas tree.  The half to one inch long needles are a shiny, dark green.  
While it does have a nice conical shape, needle retention is poor without proper care and plenty of water 
once it has been cut. 
 
The most commonly grown Christmas tree is the Scotch or “Scots” pine (Pinus sylvestris).  It is known for 
its dark green foliage and stiff branches which are good for decorating with either light or heavy 
ornaments.  Needle retention is excellent.  When kept in a water filled tree stand the needles will stay 
fresh for 3 to 4 weeks.  Needles hold on even when the tree is dry.  The fragrance will last through the 
entire holiday season. 
 
White pine (Pinus strobus) has soft, flexible, blue-green needles that are two to five inches long.  When 
sheared it has a very full appearance and will keep its needles throughout the holiday season.  Not a good 
tree for heavy ornaments as it does not have firm branches.  If you suffer from allergies to fragrant trees, 
the white pine may be for you as it has little or no fragrance. 
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The Austrian pine or black pine (Pinus nigra) has dark green needles that are four to six inches long.  It 
retains its needles well and has a moderate fragrance.  Its heavy thick branches, spaced at wide intervals, 
offers lots of space so it can support large, heavy ornaments. 
 
If there is a tree that typifies what Christmas smells like, for many it would be the Balsam fir (Abies 
balsamea).  It is named for the resin or balsam found in blisters on the bark.  Balsam fir has short, flat, dark 
green needles with a silvery cast that are rounded at the tip.  Balsam fir is a traditional Christmas tree 
species in much of the United States.  The aromatic needles are long-lasting on the tree, it has firm 
branches for hanging ornaments and it has an attractive form.  The branches are also popular for making 
holiday wreaths. 
 

A native southern tree, the Fraser fir (Abies fraseri) has dark blue-green, flattened 
needles that are half to one inch long.  The tree has excellent needle retention along 
with a pleasant scent.  Fraser fir is narrower at bottom and has strong branches that 
angle upward from the trunk.  It was named for John Fraser, a Scottish botanist, who 
in the late 1700's explored the southern Appalachians. 
 
One of the longest-needled firs, Concolor fir (Abies concolor) has small, blue-green, 
narrow needles that are one to one and a half inches long.  Also called white fir, it is 
native to the western United States.  Concolor fir has a stately symmetrical growth 
habit when young.  The big draw for this species is the strong, citrusy scent of its 
needles.  It has a nice shape and good needle retention.  Branches hold ornaments 
well.  It also makes a good landscape evergreen.  ‘Candicans’ is a cultivar noted for its 
powder blue needles.  ‘Winter Gold’ is an upright conical tree with needles that are 

green to yellow-green, turning gold in the winter. 
 
Named after David Douglas who studied the tree in the 1800’s, the Douglas fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii) is 
one of the top Christmas tree species.  Its soft needles are dark green to blue green in color and are 
approximately one to one and a half inches in length.  The needles have one of the best aromas among 
Christmas trees when crushed.  Wider at bottom, Douglas fir grows cone-shaped naturally.  Use light 
weight ornaments as the branches are not as stiff as some other trees. 
 
Regardless of what type you choose, a family outing to find that perfect Christmas tree can be a treasured 
memory. 
 
Resources for this article include: Christmas Tree Farmers’ Association of New York, University of Illinois, 
National Christmas Tree Association, Maryland Christmas Tree Association and Michigan State University. 
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