
Christmas Cotton Trees 

 

  We were all exhausted from Covid-19 shifts in our culture at Christmastime last year.  
With more time and less money, some Americans revived an old, popular Christmas tradition; Christmas 
Cotton Trees.    It became a special way to decorate for the 2020 holidays. 
  A little Christmas tree history: Christmas trees were first popular in Germany.  Martin Luther, a 
16th Century theologian, is said to have been struck one winter evening by brilliant stars twinkling 
through the evergreen trees while walking.  He recaptured the vision for his family when he brought an 
evergreen tree into his home and fixed lighted candles on its branches. 
 In this country, stern New England Puritans branded any kind of Christmas tree as pagan.  It 
wasn’t until German immigrants arrived and spread throughout the population that the Puritan legacy 
was undermined.  The Pennsylvania Germans are said to have first displayed Christmas trees in the 
1830’s.  The 1890’s saw glass ornaments from Germany arrive in America.  In the early 20th century, 
Thomas Edison’s assistants adapted electric lights for Christmas trees. 
 How then did the Cotton Christmas tree come about?  The Pennsylvania Germans feeling the 
pinch in their pocketbooks to purchase costly evergreens began to look at creative ways to decorate 
their home with a Christmas tree.  In 2020, fresh cut evergreens cost 8 to 10 dollars per foot.  With 
runaway inflation in 2021, fresh cut evergreens will without a doubt, cost more this year. 
 Sassafras trees grow wild and plentiful in Eastern Pennsylvania.  These trees have a lovely citrus 
scent and their branches have an appealing randomness. The use of a sassafras tree has an 
environmental impact as well.  Evergreens take six to eight years to mature.  There has been a 
widespread overharvesting of these trees.  This produced a shortage and we all know that prices climb 
when something is in short supply.    



 Only the top of a Sassafras tree is used to make a Christmas Cotton Tree, therefore the tree is 
not destroyed.  In autumn, the leaves fall off making these trees ready to place cotton on the limbs.  
When the holidays are over these trees can be dismantled and disposed of as easily as winter yard 
waste. 
 There are safety measures that should be taken with all Christmas trees.  Lights should never be 
left on unattended. LED lights are preferrable to incandescent lights.  Indoor lights, not outdoor lights 
should be used for an indoor tree.  Three light strands per outlet is the rule. 
 The material used to decorate a Cotton Tree is, of course, cotton.  Today, cotton batting can be 
purchased from a fabric or craft store.  The cotton can be made fire resistant by using boric acid or other 
flame retardants. 
 Your Sassafras tree is cut and ready to decorate.  Traditionally decorating is done in secret, a 
surprise for the children on Christmas morning.  A sturdy base is needed, no water required.  A modern 
Christmas tree stand can be used or a wide base made of 2x4s or plywood will do.  Some put the tree in 
a large garden pot and secure it with rocks packed into the garden pot.  The cotton batting should be cut 
into 6-inch strips.  Wrapping the branches should begin around the base and the larger limbs, then 
outward to the tips of the branches.  The batting is wound around each limb as if one were wrapping 
gauze around an injury.  The cotton at the tips of the branches is twisted tightly.  The rough bark causes 
the cotton to stick to the limb.  A platform constructed with plywood and painted white can be used to 
raise the tree from the floor.  This is desirable when building a village below. 
 Alas you have the structure of a cotton tree.  Now you may decorate as you choose with lights, 
ornaments, beads, and or metallic icicles or tinsel.  A village and maybe a train running beneath on the 
platform and a tree skirt or cotton placed around the base of the tree are finishing touches. 
 Childhood Christmas memories of cotton trees bring the snowy, glittering, magical, quiet peace 
of Christmas to life.  A new children’s Christmas book, Santa and the Cotton Tree by Diane Campbell 
Green is a timeless story about a Christmas Cotton Tree.  Santa and the Cotton Tree won a Royal 
Dragonfly award in 2020.  It is available wherever books are sold. 

 


