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… and the trees will last forever.


—CHIEF OSHKOSH














EVERGREEN (noun): A plant whose foliage remains green and functional through more than one growing season. Especially: any of roughly six hundred species of evergreen conifers—ancient relics of a world before dinosaurs—commonly known as arborvitae, cedar, cypress, fir, hemlock, juniper, pine, sequoia, spruce, and yew. Identifiable by simple anatomy: a straight central trunk, branches evenly spaced in a pyramid shape, needlelike leaves, and scaly brown seed cones. The plant kingdom’s equivalent to the city pigeon: resilient, adaptable, unfazed by harsh surroundings, making its home in rock crevices, clinging to sheer cliff faces, thriving in environments inhospitable to most other living organisms. Both rowdy and composed at once: the tree you would want on your side in a bar fight.


EVERGREEN (adjective): Having continual and universal relevance, not confined to a particular event or date. Retaining freshness, interest, or popularity. Enduring. Timeless.















PROLOGUE


The Secret Life of Christmas Trees


the wind cut sideways across the prairie the day my father took me to chop down a tree. I must have been seven or eight. We drove out past the barns until the road turned from gravel to ice and the land opened into silence. It was late December, and snow drifted in thin, dry lines across South Dakota’s ocean of grass. My father pointed toward a sparse outcropping of evergreens on a bluff, their black silhouettes stark against the whiteness. They grew in this frigid moonscape, I supposed, because nothing else could.


We climbed up the bluff, past dead tree snags guarded by raging crows. It was frightening yet exciting, my first thrill of entering terra incognita. Having stuffed our burlap sacks with enough greenery and pine cones to garland the dining table, we set about choosing the perfect specimen. I circled the trees, inspecting each one from every angle. No two were alike. The young pines stood motionless, waiting to learn which of them would die.


The expedition felt like more than just finding a Christmas tree. Perhaps it was an initiation into the hidden complexities of nature. To identify a ponderosa pine, by counting its long needles grouped in bundles of three, gave me confidence. I thought I really knew something important about the world.


I chose a prickly brute twice as tall as I was, and it absorbed a shocking number of blows from my father’s hatchet before keeling over with a creaking snap. We lugged it like a kill back to the truck through knee-deep snow, its branches rustling in surrender. Every few yards, I stopped, hands on my knees, panting. Not one to abandon any struggle, my father carried on with the determination of a big-game hunter. The tree’s resinous scent prodded me to keep going.


By the time we had set up the ice-cold, fresh-smelling tree in a corner of the living room, it was almost time for supper. After pie, we all gathered around it. Removed from its wild habitat, the tree appeared alien, its branches pressed awkwardly against corner walls, its grandeur diminished by the linoleum floor and the popcorn ceiling. The trees always looked smaller inside.


From out of a magic box, my mother produced a collection of homemade ornaments: a cross-stitched Jesus, salt-dough candy canes, and a crocheted angel, soaked in starch, stiff enough to stand on its own. Every year, someone had to climb onto a rickety kitchen chair and risk grave personal injury to crown the tree with that blasted angel. Despite annual promises to finally get it right, the angel’s halo always ended up bent painfully sideways against the ceiling. Grandpa let me sip red port wine while the whole broken-necked-angel fracas unfolded.


Our tree became a fairy tale. Bird nests woven of lichen and pheasant feathers shared space with ominous pine cones, fat and sticky with sap. My mother wrapped the base in a cotton skirt for that snowy Bavarian village motif. But the tree’s real wonder came from an unlikely vantage: the view from below. I crawled underneath to stare up through its branches.


When I let my eyes go out of focus, the dark pine blurred with the red, blue, and orange of Christmas lights winding through the tree. I liked the house to be quiet for this part. Everything went still, save for the soft pinging of the bimetallic strip inside each incandescent bulb snapping open and closed, blinking erratically, like naked little flames springing to life, burning hot, trembling, then vanishing.


The tree wobbled slightly, and I worried for a moment. But my father had bolted it to the floor—or maybe he had secured it to the wall with baling twine. I had seen him do the job, but it still felt like a mystery. Nevertheless, I figured it probably would not fall on top of me. My sisters dashed in to toss on more tinsel. I heard them but paid no attention. I just lay there, hands clasped behind my head, gazing up.


My earliest memories of wonder were born in the quiet, glowing space beneath those branches. The Polish author Bruno Schulz wrote in the 1930s about the dreamlike strangeness of childhood memories, and how certain images we encounter in youth carry lifelong meaning. “They function like those threads in the solution around which the significance of the world crystallizes for us,” Schulz wrote. That Christmas tree became one of those threads: an anchor to childhood, a reminder of something elemental and mysterious.


For years, I assumed Christmas would always feel exactly like that. I could not have imagined how quickly the world, and my own traditions, would change.


Thirty-five years later, I sat at my computer, cursor hovering over the buy now button on a thousand-dollar, seven-foot artificial tree with prestrung LED lights, a revolving base, and a spritz of manufactured pine essence. It was the winter of 2020, a bleak pandemic December. I had not seen my family, or anyone else, for longer than I cared to admit. The house was too quiet. The holidays felt like a rerun I could not escape, and I began to wonder if it would be easier to fake the whole thing. Just order a tree and get it over with. I was already buying groceries and toilet paper online anyway—what was one more thing in the virtual cart?


But something about it stopped me cold.


Suddenly, a ritual deeply ingrained since childhood felt clouded by indecision and anxiety. This once-straightforward tradition—pick a tree, bring it home, hang ornaments—now required a remarkably fraught calculation. Real or fake? Disposable or reusable? Fresh-cut or flame-retardant? Something to compost, or something to store in the attic and drag out again next year? A real balsam fir destined to dry to a crisp in weeks, or a plastic facsimile engineered to outlast us all? The marketplace was endless, as was the debate over cost, sustainability, and convenience. How had our society reached a point where we needed investigative journalists to tell us where our trees come from, and economists to calculate the true cost of holiday cheer?


The more I tried to push these questions away, the more they haunted me, like mischievous specters of lost traditions that multiplied with every opened browser tab. Eventually, I closed my computer and found myself watching A Charlie Brown Christmas at two o’clock in the morning, looking for something I could not name.


Halfway through, after Charlie Brown confessed his angst about finding the true meaning of Christmas, Lucy offered her famous diagnosis: “Let’s face it. We all know that Christmas is a big commercial racket.” She sent Charlie Brown to buy a dazzling aluminum tree that would “fit the modern spirit” of the holidays. The tree lot was filled with pink and blue metallic trees—gaudy fakes that seemed to represent all that was wrong with America. But sitting forlorn among the showy specimens, a spindly little pine clung to its last needles on three feeble branches.


“This little green one here seems to need a home,” Charlie Brown told a skeptical Linus. “We’ll decorate it and it’ll be just right… Besides, I think it needs me.”


They brought it back, draped it with Snoopy’s doghouse décor, and coaxed it into something hopeful. Sparkling with pride—and, apparently, the true spirit of Christmas—the triumphant little tree left me with a satisfied lump in my throat. Here was a tree that was practically dead, barely standing, yet somehow still alive. A miracle. A gift.


“I never thought it was such a bad little tree. It’s not bad at all, really,” Linus declared, tucking his cotton blanket around the base and propping it up. “Maybe it just needs a little love.”


That line stuck. For decades after Charlie Brown’s tiny pine first captured the nation’s heart in 1965, it served as a kind of emotional shorthand for Americans clinging to their real-tree tradition. At its peak in the 1980s, twenty-two thousand mom-and-pop Christmas tree farms thrived in every corner of the nation, supplying fresh-cut evergreens to approximately 75 percent of US households every year. Families made rituals out of trips to local tree farms, bundling up against the chill to wander rows of fir and spruce, each tree appraised for height, scent, and needle density. Trees rode home strapped to car roofs, branches bouncing merrily in the wind.


But beneath this affection, a ruthless competitor was methodically building its own fan base.


Artificial Christmas trees, once novelty items fashioned from dyed goose feathers and toilet brushes, evolved into glossy, prelit Bluetooth-enabled replicas so lifelike they seemed real—minus the nuisance of fallen needles littering the floor. Between 2014 and 2024, the US market for imported Chinese-made plastic Christmas trees doubled, to $2.1 billion, with Christmas decorations and lights contributing another $4 billion. As millions of baby boomers, no longer tethered to their childhood traditions, traded authenticity for artificiality, the market shifted dramatically. By 2023, approximately 75 percent of US households displaying trees had switched to artificial models. Real evergreens were fading from the holiday landscape, replaced by manufactured nostalgia and plastic convenience.


Meanwhile, the real-tree industry faced an existential crisis. From a peak of thirty-three million fresh-cut evergreens sold in 1985, annual sales plummeted to an all-time low of just twelve million trees in 2023. Over those decades, farmers retired without successors willing or able to sustain their seasonal businesses, resulting in the closure of 87 percent of tree farms. According to the US Department of Agriculture, the national stock of Christmas trees dwindled to fewer than three thousand farms, covering an area barely larger than the city of Los Angeles. Living evergreens, with their sticky branches and brittle needles, suddenly seemed too fragile and messy for modern life. Droughts scorched delicate saplings before they could mature. One-click shopping replaced roadside tree stands, and when the pandemic upended holiday rituals and shifted consumer spending habits, it accelerated these long-simmering trends.


The evergreen tree, once a living symbol of hope and joy, had become just another endangered product category—but that was only the beginning. The trees were not simply disappearing from Christmas; they were being stripped of their distinctive shape, scent, and symbolism, repurposed into whatever the marketplace demanded next. From holiday décor and furniture to fuel pellets and firewood, the evergreen was reinvented for maximum yield and minimum friction, tailored to a consumer economy increasingly obsessed with instant gratification.


Yet the significance of evergreens extends far beyond their market value. They occupy a vital place within an economic web connecting every aspect of human existence, influencing the daily lives of all eight billion people on the planet. Evergreens provide shelter and fuel, nourishment and trade, inspiration and myth. They have sparked wars, built industries, and anchored economies, through centuries of human exploration, invention, and folly. They have stood longer than kings, outlived empires, and borne witness to humanity’s grandest ambitions and deepest failures. Worshipped and burned, protected and plundered, evergreens reflect who we are and reveal the stories we tell about ourselves. In their branches, we hang our aspirations; in their destruction, we reveal our compromises. They remain both victims and accomplices in the human project.


So, what exactly is a Christmas tree?


This book presents a fairly involved answer to that seemingly simple question. Along the way, it also tries to figure out how such a simple question ever became so complicated.


My wager in writing Evergreen was that to truly grasp humanity’s relationship with Christmas trees, I needed to start at the very beginning and follow the trees themselves on their passage from the earth to our living rooms. Retracing their path took me to tree farms in New York and Oregon, lumber mills in Wisconsin and Maine, cargo ships docked in Washington, cattle ranches on the Nebraska prairie, and majestic redwood groves in California. I donned snake-proof boots to traverse pine plantations in Louisiana and North Carolina, and peeked into suburban Home Depot stockrooms on Halloween, where Christmas trees went on sale before trick-or-treaters had even left their houses. 


Uncovering the secret life of Christmas trees carried me across not just physical landscapes but also layers of time, from ancient myths and colonial settlements to today’s urgent debates about sustainability and consumer culture. By the end, after chasing threads of connection through unlikely places and old books, the significance of these humble trees became clear:


To understand America, start with the evergreen.
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A Living Altar
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imagine for a moment if visitors from another planet observed humans buying, selling, and decorating billions of trees every year. They might reasonably mistake us for members of a global evergreen cult. If these extraterrestrials watched as trees vanished abruptly from forests around the world, only to reappear overnight, shimmering in living rooms and shop windows, they would marvel at humanity’s arboreal obsession and the sheer devotion required to sustain it. To their alien eyes, every house framed in fir, every ship’s mast carved from pine, every page bound into books, and every log burned to ash might appear as offerings to ancient gods. And if, through countless glittering bulbs illuminating these trees, they glimpsed New York City’s Rockefeller Center at Christmastime, they would surely believe they had discovered the holiest shrine of an evergreen-worshipping civilization.


Every year just after Thanksgiving, millions of Americans turn their gaze toward a single tree: an evergreen carried like a fallen giant on a flatbed truck through the streets of Manhattan. Crowds gather to watch workers climb its trunk and expertly thread fifty thousand lights through limbs that once knew only wind and snow. Then, on a cold Wednesday evening, in a ritual as predictable as a moonrise, someone flips a switch. The tree blazes to life, casting a sudden, surreal daylight across Fifth Avenue. For a few moments, it eclipses phones, emails, deadlines, everything, and commands the attention of an entire nation.


But this glitzy tradition had humble roots. In 1931, America was sinking deeper into the Great Depression, with unemployment nearing 25 percent. Construction workers laboring over Rockefeller Center’s emerging art deco skyscrapers battled fierce winds and bitter cold, their futures as uncertain as their paychecks. Desperate for a hint of joy, they pooled what little money they had to buy an unassuming twenty-foot balsam fir, decorating it humbly with handmade garlands, strings of cranberries, and empty tin cans salvaged from lunch boxes. Set against scaffolding and steel girders, the tree stood not as a spectacle, but a symbol of resilience. Far beyond mere decoration, it was a living altar to hope.


Two years later, that private gesture blossomed into a public ritual when Rockefeller Center erected its first official Christmas tree, this one adorned with hundreds of electric lights. Over subsequent decades, the tree grew steadily taller, brighter, and more elaborate, until it became as essential to the American Christmas as Santa Claus himself.


Today, few people feel the holiday season’s pressure more acutely than Erik Pauze, Rockefeller Center’s head gardener, who shoulders the responsibility of selecting America’s most famous evergreen to tower above the skating rink at Rockefeller Plaza. A soft-spoken horticulturist with meticulous instincts and an ever-present safety helmet, Pauze notices details others overlook: the subtle droop of a branch, the shade of green signaling hidden drought stress. He has spent more than thirty years scouring backyards, small-town parks, and forgotten farmsteads across the Northeast in search of perfection. He drives thousands of miles annually, often following tips scribbled onto napkins or whispered by locals in roadside diners. The ideal tree, he says, must have “personality”—an intangible dignity that commands attention amid Manhattan’s steel and glass skyline.


Homeowners sometimes submit candidates, hoping their tree will achieve brief immortality, but Pauze often discovers promising evergreens himself while roaming backcountry roads, keeping a mental tally of future contenders.


“I found the tree in Vestal, New York, when I was on my way to look at another tree, not too far away,” he told the New York Post in 2023. Springtime gossip had already tipped him off. Locals were whispering that the tree was Rockefeller-worthy. When he knocks on a door, “Sometimes they believe me right away,” Pauze said. “And sometimes it’s like ‘Nah, no way. You’re not the guy from Rockefeller Center.’”


Finding the tree is just the beginning. Pauze’s crew climbs into its canopy to inspect the structural integrity of each limb, ensuring that the tree can safely support the nine-hundred-pound Swarovski crystal star destined for its spire. For months leading to the tree’s late-November debut, the crew monitors its water intake and plots every detail of its harrowing journey into New York City. 


On cutting day, an early winter hush blankets the site as the crew gently wraps branches in twine and burlap, careful not to snap a single limb. Cranes hoist the massive evergreen onto an industrial trailer specially engineered to distribute its weight evenly, avoiding strain on bridges and tunnels. The convoy, often led by police escorts and trailed by camera crews, moves through rural back roads and small-town main streets, where crowds snap photos and wave handmade signs reading new york bound! As the tree crawls slowly through tunnels, drivers hold their breath, navigating mere inches of clearance. By the time the seventy-to-one-hundred-foot-tall Norway spruce finally reaches Rockefeller Center, its journey has become a televised event, broadcast live from helicopters, watched by millions eager to witness living history in motion.


The tree-lighting ceremony unfolds with the solemnity and grandeur of a high holiday, as television cameras and commerce assume the roles of priest and congregation. In a typical year, around seven hundred thousand people attend in person, while another seven million watch on-screen. Yet amid the jubilant spectacle of its unveiling, the tree’s origins, selection process, and transportation recede into the background, overshadowed by celebrity interviews, raucous singing, and twirling skaters. The evergreen itself, an object of reverence and devotion, becomes almost incidental—a backdrop whose deeper significance is lost somewhere between entertainment and tradition.


By mid-January, the show is over. What began as an icon ends as wood. Most years, the once-grand Rockefeller spruce is carefully dismembered, its trunk milled into planks. Volunteers transport this precious lumber to Habitat for Humanity building sites, where the former celebrity begins its second career as anonymous floorboards, roof trusses, or picnic tables.


Even in death, the Rockefeller Center tree exposes a paradox at the heart of Christmas: the uneasy marriage of capitalism and faith, commerce and mythology. The holiday season is neatly packaged as a fairy tale for children, its pagan origins softened into gentle myths, its rituals distilled into magical fantasies. For many adults, however, the season is more about indulgence than mystery: Parties, feasts, alcohol, and frantic Black Friday stampedes blur the lines between meaningful tradition and empty routine.


The Christmas tree embodies all these tensions. To some, it symbolizes peace and goodwill. To others, it is merely a corporate publicity stunt sprinkled with glitter. A decorated evergreen in the heart of a bustling city may genuinely represent holiday cheer—but so, too, might eggnog, Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer, or mounting credit card debt.


Still, the fleeting presence of Christmas trees every December only heightens their power as seasonal markers and cultural emblems. They are a sweet confection placed on the tongue and savored slowly until, with the turning of the New Year, their flavor dissolves and lingers only as a faint memory for eleven months. Perhaps this ephemeral cycle is precisely why evergreens resonate so profoundly. They mirror our own impermanence: always in motion, always fading. Magical yet melancholy, the trees offer both a celebration and a gentle farewell, rolled into one.


All the more reason, then, to enjoy them while we can.
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Trees That Time Forgot
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beneath the glittering spectacle of modern Christmas lies a tree far more ancient than the holiday itself—older than humanity. Long before anyone strung lights or hung ornaments, forests of towering evergreens stood shrouded in mystery, their branches holding secrets. Early humans lingered warily at their edges, feeling both awe and apprehension beneath dense, protective canopies. Yet even these ancient forests had predecessors. Millions of years before humans first stepped cautiously into their shadows, the world belonged to a tree called Archaeopteris—forgotten by time, yet responsible for creating the world we now inhabit.


In the Devonian Period, roughly 385 million years ago, this primitive tree dominated the prehistoric world, growing up to sixty feet tall, with a stiff central trunk and a labyrinthine root system powerful enough to break through rock. Well-preserved fossilized remains discovered in 1871 near Gilboa, New York, revealed Archaeopteris as the pioneering architect of modern tree anatomy, with woody branches, a vascular system for transporting water, and the ability to grow year after year without dying back to the ground. Botanists classify Archaeopteris with the progymnosperm plants, the precursors to modern conifers, the proto-evergreens—survivors of deep time, which would one day be draped in lights and worshipped as symbols of fertility. Even the fernlike branches of Archaeopteris resembled the spindly arms of a top-heavy Christmas tree.


Its hulking form endowed Archaeopteris with the power to transform Earth’s atmosphere by sequestering carbon and generating oxygen. The forests it created blanketed most of the planet’s landmass and marked the first great turning point in Earth’s biological history, when air became breathable and land became habitable. Its roots harbored an expanding array of ground-dwelling microbes that accelerated decomposition of dead plant matter and created the nutrient-rich soil necessary for new plant lineages to evolve and flourish.


Then, almost as suddenly as it emerged in the Devonian Period, Archaeopteris went extinct in the Carboniferous Period, likely due to volcanic eruptions. But its influence endured. Upon dying, Archaeopteris collapsed into oxygen-deprived swamps, accumulating layer upon layer into vast deposits of peat, the dense, carbon-rich material formed from partially decomposed vegetation. Immense geological compression and heat over millions of years transformed this peat into coal. The nutrients Archaeopteris released into prehistoric oceans fed phytoplankton and zooplankton blooms, which eventually compressed into crude oil. Today, as coal is dug up and burned for electricity, and crude oil is pumped out to be refined into gasoline and plastics, humans are effectively reversing the carbon storage process that Archaeopteris initiated.


A profound irony lingers today. Coal and oil—the two most widely traded commodities and the fuels powering modern civilization—are essentially fossilized prehistoric Christmas trees, the original ghosts of Christmases past. Our cities glow and our cars hum thanks to sunlight captured millions of years ago by forests now buried deep beneath our feet.


From the evolutionary ashes of Archaeopteris, its lineage did not just replicate its pyramidal evergreen form; it defined survival. During the Permian and Triassic Periods, as the planet swung wildly between ice ages and infernos, new trees took root that would shape the modern world: evergreen conifers. By the time dinosaurs roamed the earth, conifers dominated global forests, thriving in conditions that crushed more delicate ferns and cycads. 


Today’s Northern Hemisphere woodlands still bear the survivalist fingerprints of these ancient ancestors. Instead of broad leaves that wither under cold and drought, conifers evolved needlelike foliage coated in wax, sharply reducing moisture loss and rendering them nearly impervious to winter’s grip. When deciduous forests turn skeletal and fields freeze, conifers flourish.


All conifers are evergreens, though not all evergreens are conifers. “Evergreen” refers to any tree retaining foliage year-round, while “conifer” denotes specifically those nonflowering trees that reproduce through seed-bearing cones within the botanical order Pinales. This lineage encompasses about six hundred species, including many familiar trees: arborvitae, cedar, cypress, fir, hemlock, juniper, pine, sequoia, spruce, and yew. Their cones, arranged in Fibonacci spirals, feature tough, woody scales and prickly textures. These traits have prevented all but the most determined herbivores—like the Parasaurolophus dinosaur—from swallowing them whole. By safeguarding seeds across geological epochs defined by catastrophic upheaval, cones helped conifers become dominant long before human civilization arose.


Ancient cultures revered evergreen cones for their unique geometry, recognizing them as symbols of enlightenment, rebirth, and immortality. Egyptian priests carried staffs topped with carved pine cones, and Romans adorned fountains and temples with similar motifs, believing the cones’ spiraled patterns concealed mathematical secrets waiting to be deciphered. Some theologians have even speculated that the biblical “fruit” in Genesis—the mysterious food eaten by Eve at the serpent’s urging, prompting mankind’s expulsion from Eden—was actually a pine cone. Though botanists do not classify cones as fruits, the pine cone nevertheless became the evolutionary emblem of evergreens, a natural blueprint for resilience across geological time. A striking relic of Rome’s evergreen fascination survives to this day: the Pigna, a thirteen-foot-tall bronze pine cone, originally part of a fountain near the Temple of Isis. Legend holds that it once crowned the Pantheon’s oculus. Now resting quietly in a Vatican courtyard, the Pigna memorializes an era when evergreen forests seemed limitless.


The conifer’s ancient legacy of resilience resonated deeply with prehistoric humans, who instinctively revered symbols of vitality. From pine cones carved into Assyrian temples to fir trees celebrated in Norse mythology, civilizations honored conifers as symbols of fertility, longevity, and divine favor. Eventually, people began bringing evergreens indoors, adorning homes and temples with them as talismans against winter’s desolation. The trees’ living, green boughs served not merely as decoration, but as a reassurance that life could persist through the bleakest months. What began as a simple survival ritual evolved into elaborate ceremonies, laying the foundations for future wintertime celebrations, both spiritual and secular.


In the Roman Empire, the solstice festival Dies Natalis Solis Invicti (“Birthday of the Unconquered Sun”), founded by Emperor Aurelian in AD 274, encouraged unlimited feasting, public intoxication, and ritualized excess, meant to summon back the light on the shortest day of the year. Another midwinter bacchanal, Saturnalia, dedicated to Saturn, the Roman god of agriculture and renewal, turned society upside down for a week: Enslaved people feasted at tables usually reserved for their enslavers; debts were forgiven; and criminals were granted reprieve. Saturnalia’s festive chaos blurred the lines between sacred ritual and earthly indulgence. Although the historical record remains ambiguous, some accounts suggest that sexual rites among all-male gatherings of farmers, held within temples constructed from pine logs, were intended to ensure the fertility of their fields. For a brief interval, the world seemed to suspend its normal rules, echoing an ancient yearning for equality and a release from life’s harsh realities.


Beyond state-sanctioned Roman festivals, other midwinter traditions carried explicitly religious overtones. In the fourth century, devotees of Asherah—a Semitic goddess linked to fertility and renewal, whose name derives from the Hebrew word for “merry”—erected evergreen trees as household altars. Worshippers placed gifts beneath idol trees and enacted rituals of rebirth while decorating the trees with symbols of procreation: red orbs, representing testicles; silver strands, for semen; and yonic evergreen wreaths, indicating the female form. These ancient customs signified reverence for life’s continuity through winter’s darkness—beliefs that would later be dismissed and reinterpreted by dominant religious authorities.


The Old Testament condemned such rituals outright, reflecting ancient Hebrew anxieties about the allure of neighboring pagan traditions. Jeremiah 10:3–5 says: “For the customs of the people are futile: for one cuts a tree from the forest, the work of the hands of the workman, with the ax. They decorate it with silver and gold; they fasten it with nails and hammers so that it will not topple.” 


Here began a tension that resonated through the ages. Evergreens embodied contradiction, at once sacred and profane.


As the Roman Empire expanded and its pagan winter rites spread across the Mediterranean, the winter solstice became a shared axis of spiritual devotion. Worshippers of the Greek god Dionysus, the Persian god Mithra, the Greco-Syrian god Adonis, and the Hindu god Surya all staged celebrations fixed to December 25, aligned with the Roman calendar’s longest night. The official designation of December 25 as the birth date of Jesus Christ, often mistaken as historical fact, emerged much later. In AD 340, Pope Julius I strategically fixed December 25 as the date of the Nativity, absorbing existing pagan solstice traditions into Christian doctrine. About 250 years later, Pope Gregory instructed the theologian Augustine of Hippo, who was sent to convert pagan England, not to abolish local winter festivals, but to repurpose them. Evergreen trees, wreaths, and boughs—all ancient fertility symbols—remained, but their meanings were subtly recast.


This shift had profound implications beyond theology. In his seminal 1967 paper, “The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis,” Lynn White Jr., a history professor at the University of California, Los Angeles, argued that early Christianity’s rejection of pagan animism fundamentally altered humanity’s relationship with nature. “Christianity made it possible to exploit nature in a mood of indifference to the feelings of natural objects,” White wrote. Once stripped of sacred significance, evergreens became commodities, ready to be harvested without reverence.


Despite their diminished spiritual status, evergreens continued to flourish culturally, adapting to new roles within freshly minted Christian celebrations now tied to December 25. As evergreens gradually transitioned from sacred relic to festive decoration, numerous legends tried to explain and justify the trees’ presence. One widely circulated myth attributes the tradition to Martin Luther, the Protestant reformer, who is said to have found symbolic beauty in evergreens, seeing their perpetual color as a testament to the enduring grace of God. Another popular tale dating back to the fifteenth century involves Saint Boniface, a missionary who purportedly interrupted a pagan sacrifice beneath an oak tree by cutting it down; an evergreen promptly grew in its place. A variation of this legend describes Boniface cutting down the evergreen after it had matured and then suspending it upside down to represent the Holy Trinity, a common practice in early Christian communities.


While legends undoubtedly helped popularize the Christmas tree tradition, its true roots lie in medieval Germany, which blended myth and reality to nurture the season’s most enduring symbol. The earliest documented instance of a decorated evergreen appeared in 1419 in Freiburg, Germany, where villagers adorned a fir with apples, flour-paste wafers, and gingerbread for the Christmas Eve feast of Adam and Eve. In 1510, merchants in Riga, on the Baltic Sea, set up solstice trees decorated with straw, which they burned at Lent. Early references to these Germanic trees often surfaced in regulations written to limit their harvest, such as the 1530s ordinance in the Alsatian town of Ammerschwihr stating that no person “shall have for Christmas more than one bush of more than eight shoe lengths,” and the 1611 ban on cutting Weihnachtsbaum (“Christmas trees”) in Turckheim. Such laws were intended to prevent merchants from ransacking local forests, and highlight some of the earliest public concern for preserving evergreens in the face of growing cultural demand.


Given America’s puritanical roots, it is hardly surprising that the German Weihnachtsbaum took so long to catch on across the Atlantic. William Bradford, the Pilgrims’ second governor, considered Christmas celebrations blasphemous, condemning them as “pagan mockery.” In 1659, the General Court of Massachusetts criminalized Christmas, decreeing that “whosoever shall be found observing any such day as Christmas or the like… shall pay for every such offence five shillings, as a fine to the country.”


One wonders what Governor Bradford might think today, seeing contemporary evangelical Christians passionately defend the same traditions he so vehemently rejected. Perhaps he might have appreciated the irony or simply marveled at how religious symbols shift across generations, constantly reshaped by evolving beliefs and anxieties.


Colonial New England’s stern solemnity persisted until the influx of German immigrants in the 1800s gradually loosened the Pilgrims’ grip on social norms. When Christmas trees finally did take root in American culture, they carried more than ornaments and lights on their branches, but the weight of a young nation still figuring out its identity.


The ink had barely dried on the US Constitution when the debate over slavery cleaved the nation into North and South, pro-freedom and pro-bondage. Amid this turmoil, Christmas trees became contradictory symbols of unity and division, deeply entangling evergreens with the nation’s moral crisis. An abolitionist group called the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society saw Christmas as a chance to highlight the hypocrisy of a republic proclaiming freedom while holding millions in chains. In Boston, Christmas bazaars sprang up selling abolitionist-themed gifts, including handmade children’s dolls representing enslaved people holding broken chains, and embroidery samplers with abolitionist slogans. These events scandalized polite society at first. Newspapers dismissed abolitionist gatherings as “promiscuous assemblies,” deriding male participants as “Aunt Nancy men.” Despite early hostility, the bazaars flourished. Abolitionist Christmas cards became popular. Carolers sang about freedom. And, at the urging of German immigrant Charles Follen, organizers erected evergreen trees decorated with ornaments depicting anti-slavery symbols.


A children’s rights advocate, gymnastics coach, and Harvard University’s first professor of German language, Follen wanted to re-create the Christmas tradition that had enchanted his childhood in Germany. In 1832, he cut a fir tree near his Boston home, decorated it lavishly, and invited guests to witness this strange new custom. Harriet Martineau, a British author and prominent Victorian social theorist, breathlessly described the scene:


It really looked beautiful; the room seemed in a blaze, and the ornaments were so well hung on that no accident happened, except that one doll’s petticoat caught fire. There was a sponge tied to the end of a stick to put out any supernumerary blaze, and no harm ensued. I mounted the steps behind the tree to see the effect of opening the doors. It was delightful. The children poured in, but in a moment every voice was hushed. Their faces were upturned to the blaze, all eyes wide open, all lips parted, all steps arrested.


Perhaps in erecting that tree, Follen found solace in memories of the homeland he had left behind. Or perhaps it was a subtle act of defiance, an evergreen rebuke to a society unwilling to confront its deepest hypocrisies. Though Follen remains largely a footnote in abolitionist history, he deserves recognition as the progenitor of America’s evergreen tradition and the man who forever linked it with the nation’s struggle over slavery.


Not every Christmas celebration carried such weighty symbolism. Around the same time that Martineau lavished praise on Follen’s tree in Boston, newspapers in Philadelphia gleefully reported on the Society of Bachelors’ intention to erect a Krischtkintkle Bauhn (“Kriss Kringle tree” in Pennsylvania Dutch) for the amusement of visitors, promising unmatched delight from decorations described as “superb, superfine, superfrostical, shnockagastical, double refined, mill’twill’d made of Dog’s Wool, Swingling Tow, and Posnum fur.” Such whimsy reminded Americans (or at least Philly’s cheeky bachelors) that Christmas, despite its moral complexities, could still be a source of childlike joy.


The Christmas tree’s leap from superfrostical folk custom to global icon came in 1848, when The Illustrated London News published an engraving of Queen Victoria and Prince Albert standing beside a spruce imported from Albert’s native Germany. To readers, the sight of a tree indoors illuminated by whale-oil candles and festooned with dolls, gilded eggshells, and candied fruit seemed revolutionary—even shocking. Victoria’s influence transcended borders, and whatever she embraced, the public followed suit. The influential American magazine Godey’s Lady’s Book reprinted the image with the simple caption “The Christmas Tree.” The engraving burst upon the pages of holiday books and newspapers, fostering widespread adoption by ordinary Americans of this distinctly upper-class German symbol of goodwill.


In 1870, President Ulysses S. Grant declared Christmas a federal holiday, not merely as a nod to tradition but as part of a calculated attempt to reunite a fractured nation still wounded from Civil War divisions. Grant believed shared celebrations could help heal the lingering bitterness between North and South. 


Eight years later, around the time Thomas Edison introduced residential electric lighting, the New-York Tribune published an article headlined mark carr’s lucky speculation in conifers. Carr, an unemployed sawmill worker from upstate New York, loaded a cart with freshly cut spruces and pines, hitched it to his best ox, and traveled to New York City. There he paid one dollar for a permit to set up America’s first Christmas tree stand at Washington Market, a bustling produce bazaar near today’s World Trade Center. After Carr explained that the trees were intended to be stood upright and decorated indoors, his entire stock sold out in a single day. Carr’s commercial success launched the seasonal tree-stand tradition, normalizing the buying and selling of evergreens as decorations, not just as lumber or firewood.


By 1889, lobbyists from burgeoning electric utilities, aiming to showcase electricity’s potential to transform American life, persuaded President Benjamin Harrison to erect the first Christmas tree at the White House. Wary of the fire risks posed by electric bulbs, Harrison opted to light the eastern hemlock (Tsuga canadensis) with traditional whale-oil candles instead. A decade later, President William McKinley refused to publicly display a Christmas tree at all, relegating the evergreen to the maid’s kitchen after letters to the Chicago Daily Tribune criticized the decidedly German custom as “un-American.” In 1912, amid growing tensions in Europe on the eve of World War I, President William Howard Taft’s mischievous children placed a spruce in the Blue Room parlor while their parents were away inspecting the nearly completed Panama Canal. Such presidential endorsements, whether intentional or accidental, cemented the Christmas tree’s place in American culture. Soon, electrified evergreens began glowing everywhere, illuminating White House parlors, department store windows, and public schools across the country.


As Christmas trees became firmly intertwined with American celebrations, they continued to reflect society’s darker divisions and carried forward unresolved tensions dating back to the era of slavery. Proponents of the Lost Cause—the myth that the Civil War was fought over states’ rights rather than slavery—attempted to rewrite history using romanticized fictions of enslaved people celebrating Christmas. Between its founding in 1894 and the stock market crash of 1929, the United Daughters of the Confederacy published scores of memoirs, novels, and short stories depicting enslaved families dancing joyfully around Christmas trees and accepting gifts from their enslavers—scenes deliberately crafted to obscure slavery’s brutal realities. The Lost Cause’s aggressive rebranding reached its disturbing apex in 1946, when Walt Disney embraced similar themes of holiday cheer among enslaved people in his most controversial and embarrassing film, Song of the South.


Renowned American abolitionist and social reformer Frederick Douglass sharply contradicted these misleading narratives in his 1845 autobiography. Describing his own experiences, Douglass explained how enslavers cynically manipulated Christmas to curb resistance, allowing brief periods of rest as a calculated pressure release—a bitterly ironic gift wrapped in cruelty. “These holidays serve as conductors, or safety-valves, to carry off the rebellious spirit of enslaved humanity,” Douglass wrote.


In Yuletide in Dixie, historian Robert May underscores how fleeting and fraught Christmas celebrations were for enslaved people. Typically, the holiday respite was overshadowed by anxiety about imminent reassignment. On January 1, many enslaved individuals were rented out or traded to new slaveholders, subjecting them to fresh uncertainties and cruelties. Even when feasts and presents appeared under Christmas trees, the threat of violence and upheaval was never far away. Historical records detail chilling cases of slaveholders gathering their families around Christmas trees and exchanging human beings as gifts.


Louis Hughes, who escaped enslavement, recounted such a moment in his memoir, Thirty Years a Slave: “At length, after a long and wearisome journey, we reached Pontotoc, McGee’s home, on Christmas eve. Boss took me into the house and into the sitting room, where all the family were assembled, and presented me as a Christmas gift to the madam, his wife.… I was gradually growing to the idea that it was useless to cry, and I tried hard to overcome my feelings.”


Acknowledging these uncomfortable histories is essential for understanding the profound ironies woven throughout America’s relationship with evergreens. For as long as Christmas trees have symbolized holiday cheer, they have also signaled who matters, who does not, and who gets invited to participate in seemingly innocent reindeer games.


Examples of exclusion and prejudice connected to Christmas trees abound in modern history. In segregated Orlando, Florida, in 1927, Santa Claus stopped only briefly at a Christmas tree in a Black neighborhood while en route to a Whites-only celebration. During the Great Depression, in 1932, a bauxite mining company in Arkansas delivered festive evergreens and bushel baskets of food to its White workers immediately after firing all of its Mexican employees. Nazi Germany appropriated pagan Yule log rituals to symbolize racial purity, and in 1953, New York City erected a Christmas tree in Union Square as a Cold War rebuke of Soviet communism. As late as 2015, the Ku Klux Klan disrupted a peaceful Muslim rally in Irving, Texas, simply because it coincided with the town’s Christmas tree-lighting ceremony.


Even the Vatican historically refused to embrace the evergreen, dismissing Christmas trees for centuries as remnants of Protestant Germany’s “Tannenbaum religion.” This resistance finally ended in 1982, when Pope John Paul II introduced the first official Vatican Christmas tree in Saint Peter’s Square, transforming a once contentious symbol into an accepted part of Catholic observance. John Paul II explicitly linked the evergreen’s symbolism to the birth and resurrection of Christ, calling it “Christ, the tree of life,” thus merging the tree’s pagan origins with Christian theology. Since then, the towering Vatican Christmas tree has become a celebrated focal point of Rome’s holiday rituals, affirming the evergreen’s universal role as both cultural and spiritual emblem.


Those quick to decry a so-called “war on Christmas” might pause to reflect on how evergreens have long marked fault lines between inclusion and exclusion, power and prejudice. As decorated evergreens proliferated and spread into public places, deeper questions inevitably arose about their meaning. Had these trees become symbols of racial division, instruments of political ideology, or tools for cultural dominance? Did they still carry genuine religious significance, or had they evolved into something altogether different?


In 1984, the US Supreme Court addressed all these questions in the case of Lynch v. Donnelly, which centered on a baby crèche depicting the birth of Jesus Christ in a Pawtucket, Rhode Island, shopping district. Critics argued the Nativity scene violated the US Constitution’s Establishment Clause, separating church and state. The court ruled by a narrow 5-to-4 margin that Christmas trees and other holiday decorations could be displayed on public property as long as the overall presentation remained predominantly secular. The court’s majority reasoned that because baby Jesus appeared alongside reindeer, a Santa Claus house, a banner reading seasons greetings, and, notably, a decorated evergreen, the diverse symbolism diluted any purely religious message. Christmas, the justices argued, had transcended its religious roots to assume broader cultural significance. The ruling effectively secularized Christmas trees, ensuring their continued prominence in government buildings and public venues.


But this decision has proved controversial. In California in 2021, a woman sued the Carmel Unified School District after officials refused her request to display a six-foot inflatable menorah alongside the school’s Christmas tree. School administrators argued that while the menorah explicitly symbolized Judaism for Jewish people, an evergreen decorated with red balls was purely secular and held no religious significance for Christians. US District Judge Beth Labson Freeman upheld the district’s decision, citing Lynch v. Donnelly. “Although Christmas trees once carried religious connotations,” she wrote, “today they typify the secular celebration of Christmas.”


Judge Freeman’s ruling stirred unease among religious minorities, who sensed an implicit message: Hanukkah was a foreign holiday, while Christmas was inherently American. Political blogger Mia Brett expressed this frustration in 2023. “As a Jewish woman whose mother loves putting a Christmas tree up, I would really like to say that none of this matters and just enjoy the holidays,” she wrote. “Far from including everyone, these demonstrations usually just serve to show Jews that we are treated as alternative Christians and that the dominant society doesn’t bother to actually learn about our traditions.”


Not everyone shares these concerns. Si Spiegel, a Jewish World War II veteran and the original patent holder of the first plastic Christmas tree made in America, raised his children to embrace their Jewish heritage yet saw no conflict in enjoying a Christmas tree at home. “Do you think Christmas trees were really a religious symbol?” he asked The New York Times in 2021. “They were pagan symbols. My kids liked them.”


By the time the Supreme Court’s ruling became settled law, the Christmas tree had already transcended these contentious debates and established itself as a universal totem of the holiday season. Public venues began displaying evergreens to celebrate not only Christmas but also Hanukkah, Kwanzaa, and winter solstice festivities. People of various faiths, and of no faith at all, erected trees, drawn to their festive aesthetic. Increasingly playful versions dubbed “holiday trees” popped up in every imaginable form—made of beer kegs, lobster traps, tumbleweeds, shipping pallets, canoes, and neon-lit silhouettes. Even zhuzhed-up palm trees were appropriated into holiday symbols, most famously through Corona beer’s “O Tannenpalm” advertising campaign, one of the longest-running holiday commercials in history.


Whatever form it takes or context it inhabits, the Christmas tree remains a living bridge between the sacred and secular, between ancient ritual and contemporary spectacle. Persistent anxieties about belonging and identity still linger, but the tree has outlasted myths and emerged relatively unscathed from modern debates about its meaning. Worshipped, discarded, condemned, and reinvented, it reflects our contradictions and humanity’s complicated bond with evergreens. This relationship began millions of years ago, rooted in the prehistoric forests of Archaeopteris—the ancient tree that laid the foundation for humanity’s eventual rise. Ever since, its resilient descendants have reliably returned each winter as defiant bursts of green against the fading light. 


Which was true, until it wasn’t.


When the evergreens themselves began disappearing, an unsettling question surfaced: What would Christmas be without the tree?
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