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ODD NUMBERS Rockefeller Center’s huge Norway spruce has sported 

LED bulbs since 2007. The U.S. Energy Department estimates that you could 

cut your tree energy bill from $10 per season to a mere 27 cents if you switch. 

WEEKEND PROJECT

Trick Out Your Tannenbaum
You can do worse than display a fake Christmas tree. Even a real tree might not pull its holiday weight. For

instance, if you don’t water your tree adequately, the yule blaze could include your entire house. Enter your 

tree team: Bert Cregg, Ph.D., an associate professor of horticulture and forestry at Michigan State; Erik Pauze, 

head gardener at Rockefeller Center; and Denise Piccolo, a professional tree decorator in Manhattan. Heed

their advice to avoid the mistakes of other saps. —LEAH POLAKOFF

Run the Lumber Numbers
Once you pick a room, check 

ceiling height. Your tree should 

come in 6" to 8" shorter, says 

Piccolo. That makes the most of 

your space and leaves room for 

a topper. Next, check the chart 

at right for a tree that meets your 

needs. Got it? Now gauge when 

to hit the lot by counting back four 

weeks from the date you want to 

repack ornaments—that’s about 

how long a tree lasts before 

crisping, says Cregg. To avoid a 

pre-parched pine, loosely grab a 

branch and slide it through your 

hand. If needles fall, move on.

Take a Tree Stand 
When your tree was felled, a sap 

seal formed over the wound. 

Problem is, this prevents it from 

absorbing water. Before you 

haul yours inside, saw ½" off the 

base, as straight as you can. If 

you’re using a center-spike type 

stand, you’ll need to drill a 9∕16"

hole straight up into the trunk. 

(Note to the not-so-handy man: 

Many tree sellers will handle 

that stuff for you.) The only other 

important spec is the stand’s 

water capacity; a typical tree can 

guzzle a gallon a day. Fill ’er up 

and keep the firemen at bay. 

String It Along  
You’ve put the tree in the stand 

and tightened the side screws to 

keep it straight. Now trim before 

you trim. To keep the tree trian-

gular, snip any sprigs spoiling 

that geometry. Start your lights at 

the bottom and be sure to cover 

the front and back for depth and 

brilliance. Work up and out, zig-

zagging around branches and 

occasionally tucking the string 

back in. Hang ornaments with 

balance in mind: Make sure each 

quadrant has some similarly 

sized and shaped adornments, 

Piccolo says. Tree-mendous!

THE SPECIES DECODER
Stumped? Conifer pro Bert Cregg, Ph.D., 
helps you see the trees for the forest. 

ASK FOR
Serbian 
spruce

Norway Spruce

Scotch pine 
or Douglas fir 

Blue spruce— 
it’s prickly

Balsam fir

Fraser fir 
or noble fir

Concolor 
fir (a.k.a. 
white fir)

YOU WANT
Tall and thin with 
full well-spaced 
branches

Short and squat 
with a fresh, lem-
ony scent

A pet-proof 
conifer your cat 
won’t climb

A noseful of piney 
fragrance in your 
living room

Strong branches 
that hold up to 
heavy ornaments

That bluish color 
and odoriferous 
citrusy scent

A Rock Center 
giant to impress 
the neighbors

Norway 
spruce
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