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Fragrant firs make perfect holiday trees
By Glenn Herold

Before long, if you haven’t
already, those of us who have
stuck to the tradition of a live
Christmas tree will be head-
ing to the sales lot to pick out

the perfect
tree. The
choice for my
family when I
was growing
up in Water-
town, Wiscon-
sin was the
balsam fir
(Abies bal-
samea).  The

short needles and layered
branches were perfect for
hanging the ornaments and
leaded tinsel (anyone else
remember that?!).  As a
bonus, the fragrance perme-
ated the house and gave it a
festive aroma. Since my
youth, the Fraser fir (Abies
fraseri) and, more recently,
the Canaan fir (Abies bal-
samea var. phanerolepis)
have rivaled the balsam fir in
Midwest popularity. 

The genus Abies consists of
up to 55 species in the
Pinaceae family. They are
found in the mountains and
northern latitudes of North
and Central America,
Europe, Asia and North
Africa. The generic name is
derived from the Latin word
meaning “to rise,” in refer-
ence to their tall, pyramidal
form. 

Some species can reach
heights of over 250 feet,
though the species we com-
monly use as Christmas trees
top out at 50 to 60 feet. Firs
can be identified by their flat
needles that are attached to
the stem by a base that resem-

bles a small suction cup and
by their unique cones. 

While most conifer cones
are held facing downward in
the tree and drop intact,
those of firs, and their close
relative the true cedars
(Cedrus), are held upright

and disintegrate on the tree.
Balsam fir is a northern

plant, found in the upper half
of Wisconsin, Minnesota,
Michigan, in the northern
New England states and
Canada. It is a dominant tree
of the boreal forest, which in

Wisconsin also includes
white spruce (Picea glauca),
white birch (Betula
papyrifera), white cedar
(Thuja occidentalis), white
pine (Pinus strobus) and
quaking aspen (Populus
tremuloides). The species is
sensitive to heat and drought,
performing best as a land-
scape tree in cool, northern
climates. 

Unlike spruces (Picea) and
most pines (Pinus), firs can
tolerate some shade. The bal-
sam fir’s form is narrow and
spire-like. Roots are shallow
but wide spreading and were
used by Native Americans in
the construction of birch-
bark canoes. It is one of the
most cold-hardy trees known,
able to tolerate plant hardi-
ness zone 2 conditions. As a
Christmas tree, it is consid-
ered the most fragrant of all
commonly used trees and
holds its needles well, though
not quite as well as Fraser fir. 

Fraser fir was observed by
Scottish explorer John Fras-
er in the late 1700s. It is locat-
ed only in the southern
Appalachians of North Car-
olina, Tennessee and West
Virginia.  Because of its lim-
ited range, Fraser fir is con-
sidered endangered in the
wild. It is favored by Christ-
mas tree growers because of
its better tolerance to heat
and dry situations, and is
now grown in Wisconsin and
other northern states.  It is so
similar to balsam fir in its
appearance that some tax-
onomists place it as a variety
of Abies balsamea. 

A slight difference in
appearance is the length of
the needles. Those of Fraser
fir are a bit shorter, with a

maximum length of 7/8 inch,
compared to 1 1/8 inches in
balsam fir. It is also slower
growing, taking seven to 10
years to produce a 6-to-7-foot
Christmas tree. 

The Canaan fir, Abies bal-
samea var. phanerolepis, is
considered a variety of the
balsam fir. Found in the
southeast part of the balsam
fir range, it is thought to be a
hybrid between Abies bal-
samea and Abies fraseri.  All
three are closely related and
give taxonomists fodder for
discussion at cocktail parties.
Because of its ease of growth
and greater environmental
tolerance, it is quickly rising
in the Christmas tree ranks.
The name recognizes one of
its native areas, the Canaan
Valley of West Virginia. 

Beneath the bark of firs lie
sap-filled blisters. This sap,
known as Canada balsam, is
a type of turpentine used in
the manufacture of varnish.
In the past it was used in the
biological sciences as a trans-
parent fixative for mounting
and preserving specimens for
observation under the micro-
scope.  When dried it
becomes as clear as glass and
permanently preserves the
specimen for future viewing.  

Though still used by some,
synthetic resins are now the
choice of scientists. The
resin of balsam fir is also
used as an air freshener and
as incense, and oil from the
tree is an EPA approved non-
toxic rodent repellent.  This
resin is also highly
flammable, causing the tree
to quickly become a blazing
torch during a forest fire.
The wood of balsam fir is
sometimes used for light fur-

niture, but finds more use
when pulped for paper manu-
facture. 

Indigenous People around
the Great Lakes had many
uses for balsam fir. Here are
two of the most interesting:
The Ojibwe combined balsam
gum with bear’s grease and
used it as a hair ointment.
The Potawatomi used the
needles to make pillows,
believing that the aroma pre-
vented one from getting a
cold. Perhaps this has given
you some ideas on how to use
your Christmas tree after the
holiday season is over!

Whichever of the above
mentioned species you
choose to use as in your land-
scape or as a Christmas tree,
you cannot go wrong, for all
are adapted well to Ozaukee
County. I’ve never met a fir I
didn’t love!

Cedarburg resident Glenn
Herold was professor of hor-
ticulture at Illinois Central
College, East Peoria, IL from
1979 to 2011. He earned his
BS in biology and MS in hor-
ticulture from the University
of Wisconsin-Madison. Cur-
rently he holds memberships
in the Midwest Regional
Hosta Society, American
Hosta Society, American
Conifer Society, The Maple
Society, Wisconsin Woody
Plant Society, and Wisconsin
Hardy Plant Society. Anyone
with questions or comments,
can email  Glenn at Plant-
manGlenn@gmail.com.

Additional articles on
plants and gardening can be
found on my blog:
https://TheCottageGarden-
er53012.Wordpress.com.

Herold
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The best holiday gifts are closer than you think
OZAUKEE COUNTY TOURISM

Looking for some fun gift ideas
for loved ones on your list? Here
are some “insider tips” from Ozau-
kee County Tourism professionals! 

� Wayne F. Chrusciel, execu-
tive director, Port Washington
Tourism: My kids and grandkids
are very active, so when they come
home to visit I love to give them
experiences that are unique to the
area. Snowmobiling and snow-
shoeing are great winter activities
— check out Ozaukee County
Planning and Parks for trail con-
ditions, and snowrunnersltd.net
for snowmobiling maps and
grooming reports. Port Washing-
ton offers a number of places to
buy and rent outdoor gear, or book
activities like kayaks, canoes and
fishing charters. A planned char-
ter may be a few months off when
given for the holidays, but if I pair
it up with some outdoor gear from
a place like Sherpers, the kids
have a cool gift to open, and some-
thing to look forward to when they
visit in the summer!

� Maggie Dobson, executive
director, Cedarburg Chamber of
Commerce: One of my favorite
holiday “tricks” is a gift certificate
to a local restaurant! Not only is it
supporting a local establishment,
it gives a way to celebrate a
favorite place or help someone try
a new dining experience. A certifi-
cate to a fun place like Toast
Cedarburg, Fork & Tap or The Stilt
House is a great conversation
starter and a perfect addition to
anyone’s stocking! Also, many of
our local chambers, including
Cedarburg, offer Chamber gift
checks that are good at any mem-
ber business. This is a great way to

gift someone an experience they
can really make their own.

� Irene Buechler, Buechler
Farms LLC: Looking for that per-
fect tree, or a seasonal gift for a
loved one? Consider a tree-hunting
trip with the family or a group of
friends! Memories are great gifts,
and the perfect tree or a seasonal
gift will remind someone of you
for weeks and months to come.  At
Buechler Farms, all the trees are
freshly cut and out of the ele-
ments, and our wreaths and
planters are lush and beautiful.
The smell of the barn is heavenly
— visiting with a friend is a gift in
itself.  Stop in our shop where you
will find local vendors, hot cider,
cocoa or even grab some hot chili.
Don’t forget about Santa!  He will
be visiting every weekend from 1
p.m. to 4 p.m. through Dec. 10.

� Elizabeth Mueller, executive
director, Grafton Area Chamber
of Commerce: Do you struggle to
find just the right gift — the right
color, the right size? Grafton Area
Chamber Gift Checks are the perfect
solution. The checks can be pur-
chased for any denomination start-
ing at $10 and are redeemable at over
250 chamber businesses.  The recipi-
ent could redeem it for a nice dinner
out, sign up for a class, play a round
of golf or purchase a much-desired
item.  No need to stand in a long line
after the holidays to return a ‘bad’
gift… purchase the gift that fits
every time.   Feel free to call the
Grafton Chamber office at 262-377-
1650 to pre-order the gift checks and
they will be ready for pick up at your
convenience.

� Sean Dineen, Inventors
Brewpub: Someone once said,
“people who say you’re hard to buy

for must not know where to buy
beer.” Ozaukee County has so
many great places to stop for a
local craft beer, glass of wine or
bottle of spirits. Consider putting
together gift baskets as a personal-
ized gift for a friend — a growler or
a few cans of locally brewed beer, a
bottle of wine or flavored moon-
shine, a pair of pint or shot glass-
es, some salty snacks and maybe a
gift card or two and you’re all set.
A growler of a unique seasonal
beer also makes a great host gift
when you’re showing up to a holi-
day party.

� Corinne Kangas, Hampton
Inn & Suites: I always love it
when someone plans a special get-
away as a gift, even if it’s just a
night or two in the next town over.
Kids love a chance to explore a
new town, stay in a hotel, swim in
a pool (especially in the winter!)
and eat in new restaurants — and
they don’t care if home is just a 10-
minute drive away! You can even
find hotels that are pet-friendly, so
you don’t have to leave your furry
family members behind! 

� Mary Ann Velnetske, Ozau-
kee County Historical Society:
Consider a gift that will not be for-
gotten and a gift for someone who
has everything! An Ozaukee Coun-
ty Historical Society gift member-
ship is an experience for the whole
family … a membership provides
free admission to most Pioneer
Village events, a 10% discount in
the gift shop and one hour of free
research at the Hazel Wirth
Archives. 

� Tara Williams, executive
director, Belgium Chamber of
Commerce: Belgium is unique in
its deep connection to the tiny
European country of Luxem-
bourg.  Did you know that the Lux-
embourg American Cultural Soci-
ety not only offers gift member-
ship packages, but also has its own
Luxembourgish gift shop (in per-
son or online at www.lacs.lu), filled
to the brim with Luxembourgish
wearables, drinkware, games and
other items not available any-
where else? To bring things a bit
closer to home, the Belgium Area
Chamber of Commerce suggests a
Chamber Gift Certificate. Avail-
able at Port Washington State
Bank in Belgium in the denomina-
tion of your choice, these handy
gifts serve the same as cash at
nearly 80 businesses in Belgium
and the surrounding areas. The
perfect way to ensure your gift will
benefit a small local business
while providing a wide variety of
uses — from home improvements
to retail shopping, flowers, hair-
cuts, dining, entertainment and so
much more!

� Cori Rice Kaminsky, White
Rice Advertising: My parents live
out of town, but two of their
favorite things are still back up
here in Wisconsin — their grand-
children. They love receiving
branded T-shirts, sweatshirts, hats
and spirit wear from our local
stores, and from the high school
representing the kids’ sports and
activities. Places like the Cedar-
burg Visitor Center, the Shops of
Cedar Creek Settlement, the

Cedarburg Cultural Center and
Locally Inspired in Port have great
selections of locally branded
items, as well as our local schools!
If you're ever in Hot Springs Vil-
lage, Ark., and see a friendly cou-
ple boasting Cedarburg gear, you’ll
know who they got it from!

� Melissa Wraalstad, execu-
tive director, Wisconsin Muse-
um of Quilts & Fiber Arts: If
you have an art lover on your list,
check out the Wisconsin Museum
of Quilts & Fiber Arts’ Gift Shop
in Cedarburg and Locally Inspired
in Port Washington. The muse-
um’s Gift Shop features one-of-a-
kind handmade items from local
artists. The Gift Shop is free to
visit; no admission is required to
shop! For the quilter or budding
artist on your list, museum mem-
berships make a great, year-long
gift and provide free admission
and class discounts. Support local
artists while also supporting a
local museum. And be sure to stop
by Locally Inspired. This fun shop
features a carefully curated selec-

tion of handmade items from Wis-
consin artists in a cozy and uplift-
ing setting. Both places offer you a
chance to shop local and find that
unique item you won’t see any-
where else.

� Andrew Struck, director of
Planning & Parks, Ozaukee
County: Ozaukee County Plan-
ning and Parks Department offers
a number of great gift opportuni-
ties, from gift certificates to the
golf courses and pro shops at Mee-
Kwon Park and Hawthorne Hills,
to disc golf annual passes at Ten-
dick Nature Park, to memorial
trees, benches and pavers that can
be placed in places like our parks
and courses, along the Interurban
Trail, or at our new Virmond
County Park stairway. What a
great way to give a gift that can last
throughout a season …. and in
some cases, even a lifetime! 

On behalf of your Ozaukee
County Tourism Board, thanks for
shopping, dining and spending
your time in Ozaukee County this
holiday season! 
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Firs make the perfect Christmas tree.
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The Stilt House and many, many other restaurants offer gift cards.
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Top, the Wisconsin Museum of Quilts & Fiber Arts gift shop has jewelry and
a large selection of other hand-made art as well as museum memberships.
Above, guided hiking tours and merchandise from Ozaukee County-based
Trail Dog & Company are an option for the active person on one’s list.


