
Evergreens have a long journey from 
nursery to your living room.
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O, CHRISTMAS

TREE!
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T
his is a Christmas story, but it 
does not begin with the sound of 
reindeer hooves on rooftop, or a 
snowman suddenly come to life, 
or the Whos down in Who-ville.

This story begins with 
some seeds. They arrive at the 
Clements State Tree Nursery 
in West Columbia packed into 

heavy sacks. The nursery, operated by the state Division 
of Forestry, uses a lot of seed each year. The facility has 
about 700,000 seedlings growing at any one time on its 
126 acres, with 25 different species of tree, including 
four varieties of evergreen.

When the weather begins to warm in mid-spring, 
the seed goes into the hopper of a mechanical seeder, a 
machine that looks something like a push lawn mower. 
Workers push the seeder along the four-foot-wide, 
600-foot-long seedbeds they’ve prepared, depositing 
each one a half-inch deep into the soil.

Once in the ground, the seeds receive a thin covering 
of sawdust, which helps hold in moisture while they 
germinate. “They would dry up and die if you didn’t protect 
them,” says nursery property manager Jason Huffman.

The seeds begin to sprout from the ground about 
a month later. They are allowed to grow for about 18 
months. By this point they will be six to twelve inches 
tall, just the right size to be packed up and shipped.

The Clements State Tree Nursery begins taking 

orders each fall for its seedlings. Customers can 
purchase as few as 25 seedlings or several thousand. 
Some of the plants are used in reforestation projects 
and coal mine reclamation work, while other customers 
order trees just to spruce up their properties. Many of 
the nursery’s evergreen seedlings, however, are destined 
for Christmas tree farms around the state.

Workers use a plant harvester to lift entire seedbeds 
and take them into the nursery’s packing facility. 
There, workers pack the roots of the tiny trees into a 
polymer gel and ship them to their new homes.

Go Tell It on the Mountain
While most of us only think about Christmas trees 
when the weather starts to turn cold, it’s a yearlong 
concern for the dedicated farmers who grow them.

Gene Bailey has owned Bluestone Nursery in 
Mercer County since 1964. Each year, Bailey welcomes 
hundreds of families onto his 97-acre farm to find their 
perfect Christmas trees hiding among the rows and 
rows of evergreens growing on the property. It takes a 
lot of work to get to this point, however.

Throughout the spring, summer, and fall Bailey and 
his son-in-law Dave Evans are in a constant battle with 
undergrowth, trudging between the rows of trees and 
chopping up the vegetation with a brush hog mower. “I 
don’t like to use too many chemicals anymore,” Bailey 
says. Controlling the brush is especially important 
around young trees that could be choked out by weeds.

Gene Bailey, left, 
and his son-in-
law Dave Evans 
survey a plot of 
Christmas trees 
where Bailey 
recently cut some 
underbrush.
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or else the trees’ future growth will be impeded. They 
also cut down the top of the tree, called the “terminal.” 
This causes the tree to grow its branches closer together, 
resulting in a denser tree. “Some people like a real 
manicured look,” Evans says. “We don’t. Our preference 
is to get it a little more natural looking. It’s OK if it 
gets a few holes in it, because that’s a good place for an 
ornament.”

Christmas trees have been Gene Bailey’s lifelong 
passion. He started growing his first trees in 1946, when 
he was about 12 years old, and sold a few to his relatives. 
“I’ve always been interested in evergreen trees,” he 
says. “When I was in high school, I spent a lot of time 
in the library. And most of what I did was looking up 
information about evergreen trees.”

In 1947, he went to work on a Christmas tree farm 
owned by a doctor in Princeton. He helped harvest trees, 
many of which were sold to wholesalers across West 
Virginia and as far away as North Carolina. He also 
helped develop a few new plots and learned how to tell 
one evergreen from another and how to care for the trees. 
“Of course, we didn’t know much in those days,” he says.

Bailey also must contend with pests and disease. He 
says nearly all trees contain the mold spores necessary 
for root rot and are only waiting for the right conditions 
for the disease to take off. He’s also had problems with 
buffalo nut, a parasitic shrub that winds around a tree’s 
stem and eventually starves its host to death.

The biggest threat to Bailey’s crop, however, has 
four legs and a white tail. “With all the disease and 
insect problems we’ve got, deer are the No. 1 pest,” he 
says. The damage isn’t hard to spot. More than a few 
trees on the farm have had their branches nibbled back 
to the stem. Bailey says he could fence his plots, but 
the benefit-cost ratio doesn’t work out in his favor. For 
now, he’s tying white garbage bags to the limbs of some 
trees, hoping they will move in the wind and scare the 
deer away.

Once a year, usually in the summertime, Bailey, 
Evans, and Evans’ children head into the fields to shape 
the trees with hedge trimmers and small saws. It’s a 
pretty simple job—workers just trim the branches into 
the conical shape of a classic Christmas tree. They 
must be careful to only trim the new growth, however, 

While Bluestone 
Nursery’s 
annual 
Christmas tree 
sale doesn’t 
begin until 
the day after 
Thanksgiving, 
caring for the 
trees is year-
round work.
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Although Bailey eventually went off to college and 
became a teacher, he kept his job at the Christmas tree 
farm for nearly two decades. He remembers exactly where 
he was on November 22, 1962 when he learned President 
John F. Kennedy was assassinated: He was feeding trees 
through a baler. Workers began harvesting trees each 
November and, by Christmas, they’d harvested and baled 
as many as 7,000.

He left the job when the trees on his own property were 
mature enough to be harvested. There were lots of wild 
conifers already on the property when Bailey bought the 
first section of his farm. He shaped up a few and sold them 
as Christmas trees that year but cut the rest down and, 
with the help of a neighbor’s team of mules, cleared them 
from the hillsides and planted seedlings in their place.

Four decades later, hundreds of families each year 
make the trip to Bluestone Nursery to choose and cut 
their own Christmas trees. Bailey and Evans open for 
business on the day after Thanksgiving and are at the 
farm each day until Christmas, from 9 a.m. until dark.

Most of his business comes from surrounding counties, 
but people from Virginia, North Carolina, and South 
Carolina regularly stop by on their way home from C
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Thanksgiving dinner. Bailey has even sent trees home 
with travelers headed to Florida.

In the Bleak Midwinter
Christmas trees are the centerpiece of holiday 
festivities, but most meet a rather inglorious end. 
Many of us simply throw our trees to the curb once the 
presents are unwrapped and the ornaments go back into 
their boxes. But for the past decade, the West Virginia 
Division of Natural Resources (DNR) and Department 
of Environmental Protection (DEP) have provided a 
more purposeful afterlife for Christmas trees.

Each January, on the weekend after New Year’s 
Day, DEP and DNR staffers set up shop at the Capitol 
Market in Charleston to collect trees for recycling. The 
service is free but there’s one requirement. “It’s got to 
be a clean tree,” says Sandy Rogers, manager for DEP’s 
Rehabilitation Environmental Action Plan (REAP) 
program. “We’ve had them come in with lights still 

Each January, the West Virginia Division of Natural Resources 
and Department of Environmental Protection host a Christmas 
tree recycling event at the Capitol Market in Charleston.
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wrapped around them. And what I hate is the old-
school tinsel.”

In 2015, workers collected 1,500 Christmas trees. 
DEP workers and contractors loaded these trees onto 
trucks and hauled them to reservoir lakes around 
the state. These manmade lakes provide very little 
natural cover for fish, so DNR and Army Corps of 
Engineers employees, along with local fishing clubs 
and other volunteers, take advantage of the lakes’ 
winter drawdown to place old Christmas trees on lake 
bottoms to serve as fish attractors.

“It seems to be working pretty well,” says Jim 
Walker, fisheries management biologist at DNR’s 
State Wildlife Center in French Creek. DNR targets 
a half-dozen lakes each year for the project. If the 
water in a reservoir is low enough, workers drag the 
trees into place with four-wheelers or haul them in 
pickup trucks. Other times, the trees are loaded into 
boats and sunk to the bottom with cinderblocks.

When the water levels are raised in spring, 
the trees first attract smaller fish that feed off the 
zooplankton growing there. “Once those smaller fish 
are there, that’s going to attract your predator fish—
your bluegill, walleye, and catfish. They’re going 
to feed on those smaller fish,” Walker says. “They 
like to hide and wait for something to swim by, and 
they’ll shoot out and grab it.”

Once the larger fish are there, anglers aren’t far 
behind. “We try to put a buoy on each one that says 
‘fish attractor,’ so people know where to come and fish,” 
Walker says. The trees break down after a few years, 
since the wood decays as the lake level rises and falls. 
When that happens, DNR just trucks in more recycled 
Christmas trees. “When we run into people while we’re 
out, they’re like, ‘Wow, we are so glad you’re doing 
this,’” Walker says. “It’s a win-win situation.”

Or, to put it another way, it’s the gift that keeps 
on giving. w

Trees collected at the 
Capitol Market event 
wind up in reservoir 
lakes around the state, 
where they serve as 
fish attractors.
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