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You have probably heard the question, 'If a tree falls in a forest and there is no one to hear it, does it make any noise?' I cannot answer that question definitively, but I do know that if your Christmas tree falls in the middle of the night you may not hear it. I got up after midnight last night to find ours on the floor and the carpet generously watered with the contents of the reservoir.  The little Chances wanted a big tree (so we could put more presents under it.)  There is a such thing as too much of a good thing.

It is the time of year for trees, presents, holly and lights.  Try to make your holidays even more successful with these tips.

The Christmas tree was originally a German tradition.  Its evergreen foliage is a symbol of life eternal and the festive ornaments help make the yuletide brighter.

A poor tree, though, can dampen holiday spirits.  If buying a live tree, follow a few precautions.  For precut trees, check carefully for freshness.  Trees cut too long ago will have brittle needles that fall off when the tree is shaken.  Fresh tree needles are limber and bend easily without breaking.  They often have a fresh pine scent.  Some trees though, like Leyland Cypress, lack this smell even when fresh.

Precut trees need to be re-cut before being put into the stand.  Cut two inches off the bottom end of the trunk and immediately put the cut end into a bucket of clean water.  Leave the tree this way overnight to allow it to supercharge with water.  Then move it to the reservoir stand.  Some people crush the cut end slightly with a hammer to help with water uptake before putting it in the stand.

There are many additives people use to extend Christmas tree life.  I have never seen any study that shows they work (although I don't know everything).  I also know of no home remedy that will make them last.  What they need most is clean water and lots of it.  A tree can use up to one gallon of water a day--especially at first.  Do not ever let the water level in the reservoir fall below the cut end of the stump.  The tree may never recover.

Remember that these trees are living.  Treat them that way and they will do well.  Of course, trees you cut yourself will generally last longer than precut trees.  Some nurseries and tree shops sell live trees that you plant after the holidays.  If treated properly, these trees would be the least likely to get dry and to be a fire hazard.

Some homeowners have had uninvited holiday guests lately.  They wake up or come home to find their dwelling infested with ladybugs.

Ladybugs eat aphids and other plant pests.  They are good bugs.  However, they make poor houseguests.  They have terrible table manners and will not keep their feet off the couch (and tables, walls and anything else they can reach.).  They are helpful insects but it is hard to appreciate their good points when they are swarming through your house.

Ladybugs are looking for a warm place to spend the winter.  Try not to kill them.  Sweep them up and throw them back outside.  Seal cracks they are getting in through and weatherstrip around doors and windows.

If you must kill the ladybugs, you can spray with most household insecticides.  You can also vacuum them up.  Spraying the walls outside the house may kill them before they get in.  If we kill ladybugs though, we may have more harmful bugs later since ladybugs prey on bad bugs.  The ladybugs may be moving in now from pecan trees, where they find their aphid meals.

This is the season to deck the halls with holly, flowers, potted plants, mistletoe, and poinsettias.  If you get a potted present, it will need proper care to look its best and last.  Follow these tips and call the Houston County Extension office for our brochure on holiday plant care.

Christmas cactus like bright light.  Let them dry out before watering but then wet the entire pot.  Do not let them or other plants sit in water.

On poinsettias, the brightly colored parts are leaves -- not flowers.  The flowers are the yellow things in the center of the leaves.  Select plants with flowers that are not very old.  Once the flowers open, dry up and die the plants will begin to go downhill.  Select poinsettias with flowers still on the plants.  Some plants will have unopened flowers.  These generally last the longest.

Poinsettias are also available in red, white, pink and splashed with more than one color.  Look for them in pots and baskets.  They are native to Mexico and like strong light, warm temperatures and regular watering.  They are not poisonous, though as once thought.  Mistletoe is poisonous however and should be handled with care, especially around children.

Best wishes for a safe and happy holiday season.  Call us at the Houston County Extension Service at 542-2020 or 987-2028 if we can help you during this season of the year.

