
Oh Christmas Tree
Adams County Christmas Tree Farms Offer Homegrown Holiday Traditions

By Karen Hendricks

Searching, finding, and cutting the 
perfect Christmas tree—it’s a holiday 
tradition that flourishes on Adams 
County Christmas tree farms. “A lot 
of families come year after year, going 
on 30 years, bringing their children 
and then grandchildren,” says Michael 
Breighner, owner of The Gettysburg 
(Breighner) Tree Farm. “They have the 
Christmas spirit, enjoying the view, 
smiles on their faces—those are the 
kinds of things that make the Christmas 
tree experience worthwhile.”

Bringing a live Christmas tree into the 
home is a cherished annual holiday custom 
for 36 million Americans, according to the 
U.S. Census of Agriculture. Pennsylvania’s 
climate and rural landscape provide ideal 
growing conditions for evergreens—the 
Keystone state ranks second in the nation 
for sheer number of Christmas tree farms. 
Here in Adams County, where the acreage 
and revenue generated by tree sales both 
rank 10th in the state, experts and growers 
agree there are many advantages as well 
as challenges to growing the perfect 
Christmas tree.

“World-Renowned” Climate
Nestled in the northernmost Blue Ridge 
Mountains of Adams County, tree farms 
thrive in the county’s unique climate. “We 

are world-renowned for our apples, but that 
same climate also produces great Christmas 
trees…it’s just that the yields are lower,” 
says Aaron Miller, one of 15 partners at 
Seven Springs Tree Farm, Orrtanna. 

The ideal Christmas tree size is 6 
to 8 feet, and one of the most popular 
varieties is Douglas fir, which Miller 
describes as “a staple in this area, found 
on most Adams County farms.” He also 
grows Colorado blue spruce, Turkish fir, 
and concolor fir, known for its traditional 
pine scent. Miller also grows Scotch 
and white pines because they’re classic 
varieties many people prefer, especially 
those who suffer from allergies.

Miller says more than a dozen 
varieties dot the hillsides of Seven 
Springs’ 80 acres. Firs, spruces, and 
pines are intermingled to discourage 
pathogens from spreading. Customers 
appreciate the fact that Seven Springs 
uses no pesticides. But, Miller says 

following Integrated Pest Management 
(IPM) practices means there are tasks 
required throughout the year so that 
trees remain in pristine, disease-free 
condition for holiday visitors. Additional 
work, Miller says, includes the planting 
of about 3,000 seedlings every spring. 

Investment vs. Risks
Risks faced by Christmas tree farmers 
leave their crops vulnerable through a 
long growing season. “It can be 7 to 10 
years until the time of harvest,” says Rick 
Bates, Ph.D., professor of horticulture 
at Penn State University. “Essentially, 
that tree is open to risk for a long time. If 
you compare it to something like apples, 
grown during one season from spring 
through fall, Christmas trees are in a 
window for years.” 

Most growers do not irrigate their 
farms, Bates says. “If there’s a drought, 
it can result in a high loss of seedlings. 
Or, late spring frost can kill new foliage 
and it takes a few years to get that density 
back. After trees are established, there 
are more risks such as insects and deer. 
If it takes an additional year to three 
years to grow the trees, then you’ve lost 
your profit margin.”

Breighner cites mowing as a 
continuous chore. However, it’s during 

The holidays are merry and bright for many Adams County families, thanks to a number of local Christmas tree farms.

“We are world-renowned 
for our apples, but 
that same climate 

also produces great 
Christmas trees.”
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the mowing process that he develops a 
visual inventory of his 33 acres, which 
comes in handy when customers describe 
their ideal tree. “I can usually take them 
right to a tree fitting their description.”

Evergreens for a  
“Blue” Christmas
Breighner grows many unique varieties 
including a rare Swiss silver strain 
of concolor fir. “It has a powder blue 
needle that ranges from almost aqua 
to a sky blue color,” he says. “A lot of 
people don’t grow them because they 
take forever.”

Another unusual variety is the 
Canaan fir. “It has a beautiful, dark blue-
green needle that’s short and soft—it’s 
exquisite,” Breighner says. “Originally 
from West Virginia, it grows well in 
humid Adams County. A lot of people 
like its shape—tall but narrow.”

Breighner seems to paint a picture 
with every description. “Normandy 
firs have a dark blue-green color and 
originated in France and Germany. 
They’re slow growers, very dense—I have 
some that are 8 feet tall and 20 years old.”

“It’s important to offer variety,” 
he adds, “because that’s part of the 
experience—people will search for 
unique trees.”

Breighner carries three varieties 

of spruce: Norway spruce—“very hardy 
with stiff needles and structure—ideal 
for heavy ornaments;” Majestic blue 
spruce—“one of the bluest trees there 
is;” and Serbian spruce—“a beautiful, 
compact tree with a silvery bottom but a 
dark green top.”

Scotch pines, an old-fashioned 
variety, account for about half of 
Breighner’s sales. “I purchased a type 
from Penn State as they were developing 
several hybrids. It has a quick turnaround 
of about 5 years—a gorgeous tree for half 
the price of some of the others.”

Consumers like choices, even 
with Christmas trees, Bates says. 
“Turkish fir, native to Turkey, and 
Nordmann fir, native to Georgia, are 
the predominant Christmas trees in 
Europe. We are evaluating how they’re 
growing on cooperative grower farms 
in Pennsylvania and additional states.” 
He notes Turkish fir needles have great 
consumer appeal since they’re long, 
shiny, and glossy.

A Christmas Tradition
Pennsylvania’s Christmas tree industry 
supports the environment on many levels, 
says Bates. “Anyone who purchases a 
tree—number one, they’re supporting 
local agriculture that, in turn, supports 
the environment. Many times Christmas 

trees grow in soil where other crops are 
not possible, so it makes use of land that 
wouldn’t otherwise be productive.”

“Christmas tree farms generally 
have 1,000 trees per acre,” Bates 
continues. “Crops are maturing one 
year at a time, so you have lots of trees 
on the farm, producing oxygen, helping 
the environment, keeping soil in place, 
and stopping erosion. If you look at this 
in contrast to purchasing a fake tree 
produced in a factory…you look at the 
carbon footprint, and the local tree will 
always come out in favor.”

Bates says Christmas trees enjoy a 
“second life” after the holiday season, 
when consumers donate trees to 
curbside recycling programs or discard 
trees on their properties to provide 
natural habitat for animals. Tossing trees 
into lakes or ponds is especially helpful 
in creating habitat for fish.

Both Miller and Breighner have 
regular customers who travel more 
than 100 miles for an Adams County 
Christmas tree. Miller says visitors from 
Washington, D.C. and Baltimore often 
make the Christmas tree experience 
part of a weekend excursion. But, both 
growers agree the majority of their 
customers are from Adams County.

“Certainly local Christmas trees 
play into the ‘buy local’ movement,” 

Miller says. “But, the real reason people 
come is because of the experience we 
offer. Choosing your Christmas tree is a 
traditional holiday activity. It gives you 
warm fuzzies…it’s very rewarding to 
make that happen for people.” 

Cut-Your-Own Christmas Tree 

Boyer Nurseries and Orchards
405 Boyer Nursery Road, Biglerville
(717) 677-8558
www.boyernurseries.com

Gettysburg (Breighner) Tree Farm 
2501 Baltimore Pike, Gettysburg
(717) 451-0014
www.gettysburgtreefarm.com

Hall Brothers Fruit Farm
2470 Buchanan Valley Road, Orrtanna
(717) 677-7184

Seven Springs Tree Farm
1668 Old Route 30, Orrtanna 
(717) 334-9426
www.sevenspringstrees.com

Showers Tree Farm
462 Clear View Road, Aspers
(717) 677-6816
www.showerstreefarm.com
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Christmas tree farms in Adams 

County (15th in the state)
Adams County acres devoted to 

Christmas tree farms (10th in the state)
Revenue generated annually by 
Christmas tree sales in Adams 

County, which ranks in Pennsylvania’s 
top 10 counties in terms of revenue 
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