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	Title: Conifers for Christmas Trees 
	Author: by Michelle Le Strange, UC Master Gardener Advisor
	Page 1:  Many make it a tradition to purchase and plant a live "Christmas tree" each season. Conifers of all kinds have filled the role of Christmas trees for years. The conical shape, beautiful foliage, and even the evergreen smell are all part of the holiday package. Conifers are a broad group of cone-bearing, needle-leafed evergreen trees and shrubs, as opposed to broad-leafed evergreens like magnolias and orange trees. During all seasons, conifers fulfill their landscape functions as specimen trees, windbreaks, and screens. They provide a cool backdrop to a colorful summer border and act as a haven for birds. You won't get flowers or fall foliage color from conifers. Instead, they offer structure, dignity, and a feeling of sturdy permanence.Once you start looking around, you'll be surprised at how many conifers are planted in our towns and how well many different ones do here. Notice the variety of leaf colors and plant shapes. Conifers come in shades of green, yellow, and blue and create quite an impact when artistically grouped by varying heights and colors. As you continue to admire them you'll start to focus on their distinctive cones. Conifers grow nearly everywhere in California from sea level to about 12,000 feet. There are 52 conifers native to California (no other state or region can boast this diversity) plus many of California's conifers are truly remarkable. Take the coast redwood (world's tallest tree), giant sequoia (world's most massive tree), the Great Basin bristlecone (world's oldest living organism), and the Torrey pine (rarest pine in the USA) as examples. If you're looking for a holiday gift, Conifers of California by Ronald M. Lanner is an excellent book devoted to all of the state conifers and its pictures really help in identification.Unsure of which conifer to buy? A lecture by noted conifer specialist, Dr. Olney, from Fresno State University and research gleaned from several books as well as area gardeners, turned up the following list of likely conifer candidates for our area.If you're talking about conifers, you have to start with pines, the best-known cone-bearing plants on Earth. For many people, all evergreens are "pines trees." Actually, pine trees produce the distinctive cones we are all so fond of around the holidays. One of the best for our area is Pinus eldarica (afghan pine) which grows to about 30 feet and thrives in heat, drought, and wind. Classic pines are Pinus pinea (Italian stone pine) which grows moderately to 40 – 80 feet and Pinus thunbergia (Japanese black pine) which grows slowly to 20 feet in our area. A popular dwarf is Pinus mugo mugo (mugo pine) which grows slowly to only 4 feet. 
	Page 2: All pines should be planted in full sun in well-drained soil and fertilized sparingly, if at all. Too much water in the root zone leads to yellow needles and an unhealthy look. New growth appears as "candles" in the fall. Cut these back by half or more to fatten up the plant; remove them entirely to stop growth. Another popular conifer is the juniper, whose cones resemble berries. There is a juniper to fill almost every landscaping need from groundcover to shrub to spire. Junipers are valued for their toughness as well as their beauty. Most won't outgrow your garden. The variegated Hollywood juniper has creamy yellow and green foliage in a rugged shape to 8 – 10 feet. Good blue foliaged spires include ‘Pathfinder', ‘Wichita Blue', and ‘Skyrocket'.Other good conifers are Cupressus glabra (smooth Arizona cypress) which grows quickly to 40 feet and takes heat and drought. The Colorado blue spruce can also be grown here, although it tends to have a squatty shape, not the elegant tiered effect it achieves in colder climates. Podocarpus are also conifers. Podocarpus macrophyllus, the yew pine, is a hardier choice over Podocarpus gracilior, the fern pine. The most commonly planted conifer in our area is the redwood. Keep in mind its eventual size of 75-90 feet tall, with a branch spread of 15-30 feet when planting it next to your house.This is the perfect time of year to plant conifers. Selection in nurseries is good and they'll have a long cool winter to establish. As you decorate your home with evergreen clippings, you'll be glad you planted your live Christmas tree. 
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