Part 3

A Career in
Christmas Trees

From my experience with Oregon Turf and Chemical, I knew I had the
skills to make a good living in an agricultural business. Oregon felt like a
wonderful place to explore and develop the potential of that profession, and
at the same time, a wholesome place to raise a family. As the boys grew and
thrived under Paula’s good care, I dedicated myself to developing a business
that we could all be proud of.
The Christmas tree business was the heart and soul of my career for nearly
40 years. Along the way, I learned a great deal about both the agricultural
and the commercial sides of the profession. I worked with some wonderful
people, first and foremost my partner of 17 years, Paul Goodmonson. My
sons were at my side from a very early age, gradually taking on greater
responsibilities in the company until they eventually joined me as partners
in 1972. It was a father’s dream, and we enjoyed 20 years of working and
growing together before I put the business into their competent hands.
Once again, I find myself beginning a new section with an
acknowledgement of those who preceded me. This time, though, it’s not
my family I need to recognize and thank, but rather the people at the
roots of the Christmas tree industry: the individuals and companies who
first established Christmas trees as an American cultural tradition.
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Pioneers of the Christmas Tree Industry
The tradition of decorating the home with real trees and greenery, in
celebration of the birth of the Christ child, originated centuries ago
in Europe. From there, with the influx of European immigrants to
the United States in the 1800s, the tradition was carried forward. On
the East Coast, several small companies began cutting wild evergreen
trees in the New England states and Nova Scotia, selling them in the
New York City area and in Pennsylvania. But the most influential
entrepreneurs of the time were two companies on the west coast
of the United States, the John Hofert Company and the G.R. Kirk
Company. They set the stage for the widespread use of the evergreen
tree nationwide, and in my opinion, were the true large-scale pioneers
of the real Christmas tree industry. Both companies were associated
with Holiday Tree Farms to a small degree for a number of years.
In 1880, young John H. Hofert was a wagon-driver, trucking cargo
for the Great Northern Railroad in Minneapolis, Minnesota. In early
December, when business was slow, he drove into the nearby woods
and cut a load of wild trees, brought them back to Minneapolis,
and sold them for Christmas trees. He made a very good profit, and
decided to launch a new business.

Top: Alvin H. Hofert, president of
the J. Hofert Co., inspecting trees
as they move through his processing
yard near Shelton. Below: Paul Kirk,
general manager of the G.R. Kirk
Co., checking the evergreens at his
Shelton yard. Both photos are from
the Seattle Times, Dec. 12, 1965.
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Later he moved to Chicago, and his company continued to grow.
In 1902 he moved to California for family-health reasons, but he
still continued his cut-tree business, harvesting trees in the Grants
Pass area of Oregon, and hauling them back to the Los Angeles and
San Diego markets. With his business expanding, he set his sights
on building a large, national market for cut, wild trees. He purchased
and contracted land for cutting trees throughout the western states,
Michigan, New York, and five Canadian provinces. By that time, his
son John, Jr. (or Alvin), whom I knew, and Alvin’s two sisters were
all involved in the business. Carloads of trees were being distributed
throughout the United States and Puerto Rico. Eventually, another
John Hofert, son of Alvin, was in charge of sales and had 13 sales
people.
When I was a youngster in the early 1920s, I remember my parents
buying a wild fir Christmas tree with a Hofert tag from a Grand Island,
Nebraska grocery chain. As a kid, I wasn’t thinking about tree quality
or falling needles. It was a real tree, and to a Nebraska farm boy, that
was all that mattered. How could I have ever imagined what the future
would hold for me?
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Like Hofert, the G.R. Kirk Company was named after its
founder, but it was Paul, G.R.’s son, who really became an icon
in the wild-tree business. His company was selling trees before
WWI. The Kirk Company’s first harvest of wild trees was in
the Orting, Washington area; later it shifted to the Shelton,
Washington area. Gradually the family operation spread to
Montana, British Columbia, Nova Scotia, New Brunswick and
Ontario.
In the 1950s and 1960s, the Kirk Company began growing
plantations of Scotch Pine Christmas trees on marginal lands in
Wisconsin, later switching to Fraser fir and Balsam fir. This was
about the same time that Holiday Tree Farms was pioneering the
growing of plantation Douglas fir and other species in Oregon.
The Kirk Company was a family operation involving Paul and
Dorothy Kirk’s children, Rick (Paul Jr.), Mac and Ann. They sold
trees and tree-related products throughout the United States for
many years, and helped build a strong Christmas tree industry.
Paul Kirk was a good friend of mine, and once I asked him how
he developed a national following for wild trees. He said, “I’d just
follow John Hofert around and pick off some of his customers. I
learned from him.”
These two strong companies helped build and preserve the real
tree tradition in America. The Kirk Company is no longer run
by family members, having been sold to two of its employees
in 2007. When the J. Hofert Company closed down in 1992,
Holiday Tree Farms purchased its entire Oregon operation.
John Hofert, Jr., an avid big-game hunter who now lives in Los
Angeles, told me recently that he still has a keen interest in
Christmas trees, and sorely misses the business. I have invited
him to visit us at Holiday Tree Farms during the 2009 harvest.
We will hand him a chain saw!
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A comic strip from the 1960s
makes light of a very serious
problem — the theft of Christmas
trees. In the early years when
plantation trees first became
available, we lost several hundred
trees and had to hire nightwatchmen for certain fields and
shipping yards.

Suggested Reading
Ann Kirk Davis, granddaughter of G.R. Kirk, has
co-authored a book on
the development of the
Christmas tree i ndustry.
The Wonderful World of
Christmas Trees, by Henry
H. Albers and Ann Kirk
Davis, is an excellent
reference book on the early
Christmas tree history,
especially the pioneers on
the East Coast. It is available
through Mid-Prairie Books,
Parkersburg, Iowa.
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David and Steven,
the tree decorators.
How are we going
to get the angel to
the top of the tree?

To play great music,
you must keep your eye
on a distant star.
— Yehudi Menuhin
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The Birth of Holiday Tree Farms
Oregon’s Christmas tree industry got its start on an elk-hunting
trip in 1954. It was a cold, crisp week in November when I set out
for the eastern part of the state with my good friend and hunting
partner, Paul Goodmonson. We set up camp near North Powder,
between Baker City and LaGrande, on the Ed McCanse cattle
and timber ranch. Bordering the Starkey Forest, an experimental
forest and range unit within the Wallowa Whitman National
Forest, the ranch was well known for being prime elk and deer
habitat.
Paul was a former Extension Service forester who had
developed a nice consulting business in forestry. He had some
interesting experiences in the field, and after each long day’s hunt,
we enjoyed lively conversations around the evening’s campfire.
A nip or two from a bottle of scotch would lead the way to some
mighty deep discussions. Paul’s business, like mine, had a financial
shortfall during the winter months. We were both looking for
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something new to fill in the off-season, and this was a good place
to exchange ideas.
Independently, we had both looked into the Christmas tree
market, and we shared what we had learned. In those days, the
Christmas trees people brought into their homes were scraggly
wild trees from cut-over timber land. They were often of poor
quality, sparsely branched and practically ready to drop their
needles by the time they made it to the consumer. Paul and I
agreed there was a lot of room for improvement in that field.

The sure way to miss
success is to miss
the opportunity.
— Victor Charles

The wild tree market was dominated by the Hofert and Kirk
companies. Both companies had been in the wild-tree business
since before World War I. They had large land holdings and
cutting contracts, not only in their home state of Washington
but throughout the United States and some provinces of Canada.
How could we compete?
In the course of a long evening’s discussion, the answer became
clear. The best way we could get into the Christmas tree business
was not to compete, but to create a totally different product.
We could improve the quality of Christmas trees by growing
our own, on good agricultural land, with careful tending and
individual tree management. Our backgrounds were compatible.
Paul was the forester who knew his trees. I was the agronomist
who knew soils and chemicals, and the fundamentals of crop
adaptation and production. We complemented one another with
our respective abilities.
In his forestry consulting business, Paul had seen that the look
of a tree could be vastly improved. He had been working with a
couple of tree growers, including Otto Vollsted in the Palestine
area near Albany, and Drew Michaels, who was experimenting
with Noble fir in West Salem. Together, they had begun some
shearing experiments that seemed quite successful. Planted on
good quality, hill-land soils, the trees were growing nicely and
showed good vigor. They were responding well to shearing, and
were beginning to shape up into the full plantation trees we
know today.
With a handshake, Paul and I agreed to form a partnership in
the Christmas tree business. As we turned in for the night, we
both knew we had found an exciting new path. We had a lot of
ideas and energy, but time proved we also had a lot to learn.
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Wayne Allen, who sold his King’s
Valley farm to Paul and me. He
was a fascinating Irishman who
had come to the Willamette
Valley from southeast Oregon.
He recited poetry, played a fiddle,
raised sheep and spun yarns.
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Principles You Can
Bank On
My experience with the
Willamette Production
Credit Association was just
the first of many major
financial transactions that
financed Holiday Tree
Farms and my subsequent
business ventures. I’m a
strong believer in the value
of building and maintaining
good credit with banks.
Here are a few of the
guidelines I’ve developed
over the years.
• In banking, personal
relationships are very
important.
• Plan ahead. Anticipate
your financial needs,
and always keep enough
money in the bank to
meet your monthly credit
needs. Establish yourself
as a good credit risk.
• I often play two bankers
off each other to get the
most competitive interest
rates and terms.
• I always stay on the
conservative side in my
expense and income
projections.
• I always make my
payments – on time.

The first big problem we had to overcome was a serious shortage
of capital. Neither one of us had much money in the bank. But we
were confident that this would be an easy hurdle to overcome. We
were so sure our idea was a good one, we thought we’d have no
problem finding a backer.
Paul had found a 238-acre tract of land in the Kings Valley area
where he thought we could successfully grow trees. The location
was convenient, with easy access to Highway 223. The soil types
were well drained. The terrain consisted of gently rolling hills, not
too steep for the growing of Christmas trees. The land owner, Mr.
Wayne Allen, agreed to sell us the property at a price of $19,000,
just under $80 per acre.
“Now,” Mr. Allen said, “How soon can you make the down
payment?” We looked at each other sheepishly and said, “As soon
as the bank will loan us the money.” A week seemed like plenty
of time to make that happen, and Mr. and Mrs. Allen agreed to
wait. They had taken a liking to us, and were willing to hold the
property for us in the hope that things would work out well for
the long term.
The next day, Paul and I arranged to see our local banker. He
heard us out, asked us a few questions about our plans for the
land and for repaying the loan, and then turned us down flat.
“Sorry, boys, we do not loan on speculation,” he said. “Who ever
heard of anyone making any money by growing trees on prime
agricultural land?”
Our hearts sank just a bit, but I told Paul not to worry. I had
another plan of attack. The next day I met with Phil Brandt, the
loan officer with Willamette Production Credit Association in
Salem. When I arrived at the appointed time, I was cranked up to
make my pitch. Mr. Brandt took a much more favorable attitude
to our venture, swayed by my persuasive arguments that growing
Christmas trees in rows could be a viable venture. He agreed to
loan us the money we needed for our first tract of land. It was the
first loan ever made by the WPCA for Christmas-tree growing in
Oregon.
I often think about that meeting at the Willamette Production
Credit Association, and the youthful optimism I was able to
convey to that loan officer. WPCA took a gamble on two mavericks
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The whole family gets in on
planting, using the singlerow planting machine we
developed. L to R: Dave, Paula,
John, Hal, and Steve.

with an untried idea. Had Mr. Brandt turned us down, we may
not have ever found a way to start the business that 50 years
later proved to be one of Oregon’s most successful, multi-million
dollar agricultural enterprises, Holiday Tree Farms, Inc., Corvallis,
Oregon.

Exciting Early Years
Paul and I are often credited as founders of the modern
Christmas tree industry. But in reality, we were not the first
people to have the idea of growing Christmas trees as a crop;
we were the first to grow plantation trees in volume, using
modern agricultural knowledge, and to market them competitively
throughout the United States.
In those early days, research became our driving force. We had
a lot to learn! First, we developed a single-row planting machine
with the help of a talented machinist, Otto Hahn, who lived
on Smith Loop south of Corvallis. The design was based on a
cabbage-transplanting machine that was used during the war
years. With a deep planting shoe and trailing packer wheels, it
was a very efficient tool. One worker and his tractor driver could
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Early fertilizing and chemical
weed control trials with Grand fir.
Beaver Creek Tree Farm, 1956.
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Hal, working in light rain, handling up Douglas
firs. To meet USDA standards, it’s best to do this
work on a three-year-old stand. A good handle
makes it easier to use a water stand to preserve the
tree in the home. Beaver Creek Tree Farm, 1959.
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plant 5000 to 6000 trees per day. That pales in comparison with
the no-till, two-row planting machines used today, which, with a
well-trained crew, can plant 15,000 to 20,000 trees per day.
Throughout those early years, we conducted numerous
fertilizer and chemical weed-control experiments. With the
cooperation of Stoney Jackson, Benton County Extension
Agent, we were the first tree growers to use Atrazine as the weed
control chemical of choice for tree plantations. We found out that
Simazine was not a good chemical choice when we killed our first
30-acre field of Douglas fir. But we learned from that experience.
We also experimented with different chemicals and with plastic
and other mulching materials. We developed tillage treatments
to control weeds around newly planted seedlings, helping to
conserve the soil moisture they need to survive their first year.

David spraying
Atrazine with
a ground rig (a
Lamborghini) in the
early 1960s before
we began using
helicopters. We
built the outriggers
ourselves, to protect
against rollovers on
the steep hills.

As the trees were growing, we experimented and refined
various pruning techniques, focusing on the Douglas fir, our
main species. Eventually, we perfected shearing techniques using
hand pruners, and pioneered the popular “sheared plantation
Douglas fir of Oregon.” Barney Douglas of the US Forest Service
was one of our early supporters, conducting pruning experiments
and seed-source studies that helped Paul and I grow our business.
For our first crop, we hired only women tree shearers who lived
in rural communities close to our tree farms. They had a soft
touch and were quite meticulous, giving a finished look to the
A career in christmas trees
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Our first lady tree
shearer, Virginia Price
of Kings Valley. She
retired after working
for Holiday for over
30 years.

trees. Three pioneer shearers in the Kings Valley area were Virginia
Price, Vera Sammons and Edith Pulley. Virginia Price stayed on for
many years as a foreman until her retirement. She was one super
employee.
We had some excellent shearers in the Bellfountain-Alpine area
as well. Marge Bishop was the head of the crew there, assisted by
Betty Collins and Lulu McCallum. Marge was a tall lady, which
was handy on a pruning crew. She could trim the tallest tree tops
without a ladder.
In the summer months we’d beef up our crews with high
school and college students. They were quick to learn and really
wanted to work and earn money – a trait that’s rare among today’s
younger set. The recession we’re in right now may change the
attitude and work ethic of young people, but we can’t count on
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that. Today, nearly all of our tree-pruners are Mexican men, who
have proven to be steady, reliable workers and, once trained, are
very good at what they do.
Although the trees were growing well, we wouldn’t have any
income from them until they were ready for harvest in seven to
ten years. In the meantime, we needed to cover our production
costs. One of the ways we did this was to shear trees on leased
cut-over timberlands, mostly belonging to Mosher Timber
Company in the Kings Valley area. We sold those trees both
locally and in the California marketplace. The sheared wild
trees were never as good and full as plantation-sheared trees,
due mainly to competing brush and weeds and less-than-ideal
growing sites. But they helped us fill the gap until our plantation
trees were ready.

Early shearing was
mostly done by women
and college students who
needed and wanted to
work. Forty years later,
nearly all field work is
done by migrant laborers,
mostly men.

We also leased several thousand acres from the International
Paper Company near Grand Ronde, Oregon. From that property,
we harvested carloads of naturally grown Noble fir and gathered
Noble fir foliage for making wreaths to sell. To further meet our
financial needs, we developed a painted and flocked tree business
and sold those products to individuals, nurseries, and garden
stores in the Willamette Valley. We also did custom tree plantings
for other tree farmers – just about anything to make money to
help finance our tree venture.
A career in christmas trees
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Who Was First?
There’s some question as to who really started
the practice of shearing Christmas trees. My
partner, Paul, had begun experimenting with
shearing even before we started Holiday Tree
Farms in 1954. But Paul Kirk always said that
he was conducting shearing trials in secret,
on wild Douglas firs, and that he was the first.
Paul and I would debate that.
Eventually, Kirk’s crews began to shear trees in
the cut-over forest lands of Mason and Kitsap
Counties in Washington. Other area growers
began to slowly shift from “farming wild trees”
to “shearing in the wild.”
As the years passed and the success of
Holiday’s plantations of sheared Douglas fir
became evident, Washington state growers
gradually abandoned shearing wild trees
and started planting trees in rows on higher
quality agricultural soils. However, the
center of the Pacific Northwest Christmas
tree industry had shifted from Washington
to Oregon as hundreds of growers converted
farmland to tree plantations throughout the
Willamette Valley in the 1960s and 1970s.

Hal shaping a four-year-old Douglas fir with hand
shears, in the late 1950s and early 60s, before we
began using knives.

A truckload of wild
trees — Doug fir and
some Grand fir — cut
on Moser Timber
Company land in
Kings Valley in the
early 1950s. We
sheared and cut wild
trees while waiting for
our plantation trees
to be ready to harvest.
This gave us a better
product as compared
to the unsheared
natural trees others
were selling.
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Hal and Paul in the
flocked tree business in
the late 1950s. We sold
and delivered flocked
trees and wreaths to
Portland and other
towns to create muchneeded income as we
waited for our
plantation trees
to be ready for
harvest.

Our First Sales
From our managed wild lands, and later from our own tree
plantations, we began selling trees in carload quantities to
wholesalers in the Los Angeles market area. Some of our early
customers were Bishop & Mathews, C. H. Riesner, Harris &
Thomas, A-1 Citrus, M. Walter Company, Livacich Produce, and
United Melon, as well as Magnolia Seed Company in Dallas,
Texas. I will never forget Aub Thomas (Harris & Thomas) telling
me when he first saw our sheared Douglas fir, “Hal, go for it. This
is the tree of the future.” That was a huge inspiration for me,
since there were definitely times I looked at our large inventory
and wondered, “What if we can’t sell all those crazy sheared
trees?” It was a new product that had never been tested in the
marketplace.
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Business more than
any other occupation
is a continual dealing
with the future. It is a
continual calculation,
an instinctive exercise
in foresight.
Henry B. Luce
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It was a proud day when we introduced our first sheared Douglas fir
trees to the Southern California market. We had decided to showcase
them through Ken Bishop of the Bishop & Mathews Company. Ken
was a big wholesaler from Los Angeles, who owned a nice property
in Northern California near Tennant, and harvested wild Shasta fir
Christmas trees from the north slopes of Mt. Shasta. He had a large
tree lot right on his ranch, with Shasta fir sorted into eight different
quality and price groups. Buyers would come from all over California to
buy trees there.
We had arranged with him to bring down a sample pick-up load
of our sheared plantation Douglas fir – 80 trees to test the market.
As those trees were being unloaded, tree buyers flocked around
the truck, jostling for position as they got their first glimpse of our
beautiful product. They were excited, and several of them offered to
buy the entire load right away. Ken said, “No. We’ll divide them up.
If they sell well, we’ll have more for you next year.” That was how Ken
Bishop helped to open up a strong market for Holiday trees. Bishop &
Mathews remained our number-one distributor for many years.
Ken Bishop of Bishop
& Mathews Company
was Holiday’s favorite
wholesaler in LA. He was
a great promoter for our
trees and was the first
to introduce them to the
California market.

Ken was something of a gambler, and often helped us out by taking
a chance on the late California tree market. At the end of our shipping
season, we’d sometimes have three to four truckloads of trees left
over. I’d call him to tell him of our predicament, and he would always
respond cheerfully, “Ship them – I think I can sell them.” He was a
great individual to be associated with in the tree business and a very
dear friend.
From the beginning of marketing Holiday trees, we were very
successful. The buyers and brokers who re-sold our trees found that
the public was willing to pay a good price for a fresh, fully sheared,
nicely shaped tree with good color. Within a short time, we knew we
had a good product and needed to capitalize on this opportunity. We
also knew we needed to expand our acreage in order to meet public
demand. East Coast buyers from New York and Pennsylvania were
knocking on our door, clamoring for our nice Oregon-grown plantation
trees.
At no up-front cost to Holiday, we entered into land-cutting
contracts with Benton County’s larger land owners: Hull-Oakes
Lumber Company, Miller Timber Company, and Bob Goracke, a large
seed grower in southern Benton County. They furnished the land and
Holiday provided the seedlings, cultured, harvested, and marketed
the trees. It was a two-thirds/one-third arrangement, with one-third
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of our tree sales going to the land owner. Between this contracted
acreage and some additional cropland we purchased outright, we
could expand as needed. By the early 1970s, Holiday was selling
400,000 to 450,000 trees each year. Most were going to wholesalers
in Southern California; another big market was Texas. As our
supply increased, we gradually expanded to East Coast markets, to
individual tree-lot operators, and to service organizations such as
the Boy Scouts of America and the YMCA.

Improvements and Efficiencies
Gradually, Holiday Tree Farms was establishing a strong hold on
the Christmas tree market. But even then, we did not relax in
our pursuit of an ever-improving product. We were constantly
developing our understanding of the crop we were growing, and
how best to prepare it for market. At the same time, we were
working to find and adopt practices that added efficiency to our
total operation.
The first trees we sold were all produced using hedge shears along
with a hand clipper for the detailed bud work. Later, we switched to

Before we began using helicopters,
harvested trees were hand-loaded
and “mudded out” by Cat and wagon.
Winter 1975.

Hal shows off an Austrian
Hills strain of Scotch pine
during a field tour in 1964. As
the Christmas tree industry
began to develop, Holiday
Tree Farms hosted a lot of
visitors to our fields and
greenhouses, including some
US Forest Service personnel
who were interested in how
we were growing seedlings so
successfully.
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Loading the trees into
field trucks was backbreaking work in those
pre-helicopter days.
We used farm trucks
when the weather
permitted.

shearing knives (long bread knives) and clippers. Using knives enabled
our workers to nearly double the number of trees they sheared per
day – a substantial cost savings for Holiday. But many of our female
shearers felt that the knives were too dangerous to use. Even though
we provided them with protective leg guards, held safety meetings and
taught proper shearing techniques, some women quit their jobs. Over
the years, we have had very few accident claims from knife shearing. I
do recall one claim, however, when one of our employees cut off his ear
while swatting at a yellow jacket. A doctor sewed the ear back on and it
healed as good as new.

Farm-truck loads of
unbaled Douglas fir
in the late 1950s. The
trucks hauled trees to
the railroad, where they
were unloaded, tallied,
and loaded into railway
cars for shipment to
Texas and California.
148
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In the first years of shipping trees in railroad cars and trucks, we
never baled the trees, but shipped them loose. I resisted baling our
trees for several years after others had started the practice, because
of the huge up-front labor costs and the large capital outlay we would
need to make for baling machines to handle the large volume of trees
we were shipping. But I finally gave in, convinced we could recover our
investment in reduced freight costs. Baled trees were easier to stack
and handle, and saved on yard and truck space. Baling also reduced
broken limb damage. Besides, certain retailers were requesting baled
trees because they were easier to handle on their tree lots.

In the 1970s, Holiday
delivered unbaled trees to
the railway freight station,
shipping up to 60 rail
cars of trees each year to
Texas and California. In
later years, this practice
was replaced by “piggyback” rail cars, which are
loaded in the processing
yards and delivered to the
railway station in Portland,
Oregon, ready to ship.

In today’s operations, all Holiday trees are individually baled prior
to shipping. We’ve also adopted a technique to answer homeowners’
complaints about dead needles on their nice living room carpets.
Before baling, the trees are put through a “shaker machine,” designed
to remove dead needles and pests prior to shipment.
Our first few crops of trees were harvested and removed from
the fields by Cats and wagons, and sometimes by farm trucks if soil
conditions allowed it. Those methods worked, but they were not ideal.
In the rainy weather so common in Western Oregon during harvest
months, Cats and wagons tear up roads and fields, causing a lot of
mud and erosion. Muddy conditions slow down the harvest and often
result in muddy trees. There had to be a better way.

A career in christmas trees
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Lime application
on acid soils at
Blodgett prior to
planting trees.
Soil tests are made
before planting
of trees. Liming
makes other
nutrients more
available.

In the early 1980s, we began experimenting with helicopter treeharvesting, with excellent results. We found that helicopters sped
up the tree harvest and allowed us to deliver cleaner trees to the
processing and shipping yards. Best of all, using helicopters practically
eliminated our loss of precious top soil. With a shorter harvest time,
we were able to delay our cutting date, thus ensuring a fresher cut tree
being delivered to the consumer – a strong advantage in our highly
competitive market. These days, helicopter harvesting enables Holiday
Tree Farms to harvest one million trees a year in a timely manner. In
2008, we employed six helicopters, along with 28 trucks, to get our
trees from the fields to the processing and shipping yards.
Another tool that sped up the harvest and allowed us to deliver
fresher trees was the chainsaw. In our early years, before the advent of
the chainsaw, trees were cut with handsaws. A worker with a handsaw
could cut just 250 trees per day, whereas a good chainsaw operator
today can cut an average of 2,500 trees per day.
Not every innovation that hit the Christmas tree industry turned
out to be well suited to our operations. For example, there was a time
we considered putting trees on pallets for shipment. Our competition
was promoting palletized trees, claiming that they were easier to load
and unload, and would take up less space on the tree sales lot. These
appeared to be valid arguments, and we decided to give palletizing a try.
Holiday built three palletizing machines, and we were meeting
our competition. But after a couple years of palletizing our loads, we
decided the negatives outweighed the positive aspects of the practice.
There was a lot of extra cost in purchasing the wood pallets, and pallet
retrieval and re-use was minimal. The greatest disadvantage, however,
was the way compacted trees in the pallet heated up like silage.
Especially in warmer climates, this could result in serious damage to
A career in christmas trees

Facing page, top and
left: Helicopters move
harvested trees into
trucks for transport to
the nearest processing
yard. Bottom right: A load
of trees being delivered
to the Kings Valley Tree
Farm shipping yard for
processing. Note the
helicopter “sling ropes”
in the foreground. These
will be hauled back to the
harvest fields for re-use.
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The rush season, from
November’s harvest
through shipping in
December, has always
been extremely busy.
Fortunately, Holiday’s
communication systems
have improved substantially since this photo
was taken in the 1970s.

the trees on the lots. With singly baled trees, we could load more
per truck, an important consideration given the high cost of
transportation. After weighing all these factors, we discontinued
palletizing in favor of single-tree baling.
Although we mothballed our palletizing machines, we may have
to reconsider using them in the future. Escalating labor costs are
forcing us to rethink how we handle trees, and palletizing may yet
prove to be a viable alternative.
Through the years, we continued to make improvements in the
harvesting and handling of Holiday trees. These ongoing efforts
have added to the efficiency and profitability of the company,
making it possible to keep our prices low. With low prices at the
grower’s end of the market, retailers are better able to make trees
affordable for the families who are the ultimate consumers of
Christmas trees.

Pressure is when you’ve
got thirty-five bucks
riding on a four-foot putt
and you’ve only got
five dollars.
Lee Trevino
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Hard Lessons in the Business of Sales
There was a lot of learning involved in developing Holiday Tree
Farms, and I enjoyed the agricultural and mechanical challenges
we took on. But some aspects of our learning experience were
a bit less pleasant. One of the hardest things I had to learn was
how to do business with all the different types of people who were
involved with selling Christmas trees. Coming from a background
of integrity and collaboration, I had to develop a wary attitude
and a tougher approach to some of our more ruthless business
associates.

F rom the G reat P lains to the G reat N orth w est

