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Oh Red Cedar Tree, How Lovely Are Thy Branches

I love the smell of a real Christmas tree. Haven’t had a real one in ages, but I can sure remember it from my childhood, including  all the pine needles that seemed to reproduce after the tree was gone. We would still be vacuuming those things up in April.

Real trees are most widely bought pre-cut, but many people go the cut-it-yourself route. You can also get a live, potted tree that can be planted after Christmas.
Today, ninety percent of Christmas trees are grown on farms, where two to three seedlings are planted for every tree cut. Before 1950, most were cut from the forest. Demand and deforestation caused a shift to the more manageable and environmentally-friendly tree farm.

It’s estimated that Texas Christmas tree growers sell approximately $12,000,000 in trees, both pre-cut and cut yourself.  
While the Texas climate is not conducive to growing the beautiful spruce and fir trees, several other varieties grow just fine. These include the Virginia pine, suitable for the acid soils of East Texas, and the Afghan pine, which can grow almost anywhere else in Texas.
The traditional native Christmas tree of the south, however, is the Eastern Red Cedar (Juniperus virginiana). I have quite a few of these on my own property. They look suspiciously like Christmas trees, so I can see how they became the Christmas tree of choice down south.
The Red Cedar tree is actually not a cedar at all, but a juniper. The Lakota call it a “Chansa or Hante”, meaning “redwood”, because of its reddish-brown bark.
Depending on your perspective, growing Red Cedars can be either a good thing or a bad thing.
The Red Cedar’s pollen is an allergen, particularly now.  And, even though it is a native, it’s considered an invasive species, because it can take over a pasture. 

Its branches can cover are large area, blocking the sun. Add to that the rise in soil pH from the needles it drops, the way the tree holds onto phosphorus, and that it’s a nitrogen hog; most plants just don’t stand a chance. 
However, they are fast growers, and can be planted tightly together to create windbreaks. The wood weathers well, and makes great furniture and fence posts.  
The aromatic qualities of the wood repels moths, hence the cedar chest. Its oil is used to stop itching, and its astringent properties can treat acne.

And, of course the berries serve as food for the Cedar Waxwing, which is named for the tree. The berries are also the primary flavor ingredient in gin. The word “gin” comes from the Dutch word for juniper, “genever”.
Native Americans used it for many things, from burning the twigs to keep away nightmares to making a tea from the bark to treat fever, headaches, coughs, and other problems. 

They also used cedar posts to mark hunting territories. The reddish color of the poles caused the French to name a town in Louisiana “Baton Rouge”, which means “red stick”.
So, why not add “Christmas tree” to the long list of good things about the Red Cedar? That, and the fact that I could probably make a pretty good living selling cut Red Cedars straight from my property. 

If you want to buy a live, potted Christmas tree, make sure it’s one of the trees that can survive our summers. Keep them inside for no more than ten days, then plant as soon as possible.
If you have a cut tree, keep an eye on the paper, as the Little River Basin Master Gardeners have teamed with the City of Rockdale to offer several recycling locations to be announced soon.
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