
Dear Dr. Fill 

I know that many trees and shrubs are a bit fussy about when they are pruned.  I’m wondering if it’s a bad 
idea for me to be going out at this time of the year to snip twigs of holly and dogwood and euonymus and 
pine to use in my holiday decorating?  I did this for the first time last year and I made some beautiful 
holiday urns for my front door, but I did notice that some of the plants that I’d snipped last November didn’t 
do so well this past summer.  I’m not sure if it was because of my pruning at a bad time, or if it was some 
other reason.  So before I head out with my pruners, I’d love to know your thoughts.                                                                                                             
Thank you and Happy Holidays!                             
Sincerely,                                               
Hoping for Holly 

 

Dear Hoping For Holly 

By all means, head on out and snip off some of your holly!  While improper pruning can certainly lead to 
some short term problems for SOME plants, it’s much more likely that it was the hot dry summer that we 
just had that was hard on your shrubs this year, and not the fact that you snipped off a few sprigs last 
winter. 

That being said, you were also right that late fall or early winter are not the best times to be pruning some 
shrubs. But snipping a branch here and there will be fine, so long as you follow the basic overall rules of 
safe pruning. Be sure that your pruners are clean and sharp so that you aren’t crushing the stem.  A branch 
can recover from a clean slice but may not recover if the tip is crushed.   Never cut a branch off part way 
down the branch.  That will leave a stub and that can lead to disease or insect issues next summer. Trim all 
your branches, whether it’s your holly, dogwood, fir or pine, at the base where it meets a larger branch. 

Broadleaf evergreens, such as holly, as well as  cedar shrubs, can actually benefit from a light trim at this 
time of year so you can snip away guilt free, with the following precautions.  In general, all types of holly 
tend to be very prunable, meaning that they should grow back nicely after pruning—including even  what 
you might  call 'drastic pruning'.  In fact, they do sometimes put on a growth spurt and need to be cut back 
fairly hard.   But now isn’t the time for that!  Wait a bit longer. Hard pruning often won’t result in a rapid 
rejuvenation and often the plant won't be very pretty for a season or two.  It’s a better idea to take several 
seasons to reduce their size, cutting back no more than a third of the plant every winter for several years.  
The ideal time to prune hollies is in the dead of winter—especially for drastic pruning. Normal cutting and 
shaping can be done in either winter or spring—or even early summer if you want to see where the berries 
form and remove branches that are less showy. The worst time to prune holly is late summer through early 
fall.  But we’re now past the “early fall” and it’s absolutely safe for us to prune out some branches for 
decorating.  The only word of caution would be if we get a little warm spell  which is not out of the question 
at this time of the year.  We’ve certainly had a very warm November! If we get another warm spell, it’s best 
to  wait until the middle of another cold spell—ideally after two or three cold days and freezing nights with 
two or three more cold days and nights in the forecast.  Even then, if you’re someone who is REALLY 
cautious, you can wait till closer to the end of the day when temperatures are dropping.  You want the 
plants to be quite sure that winter is coming and that they are definitely entering dormancy, and not trying 
to wake up and be sending sap through the stems. 

Then take a good hard look at the overall shape of the shrub and if there’s a branch that is a bit too long or 
one that’s hidden at the back of the shrub,  that would be the best place to give it a little trim.   It’s 
wonderful to have a beautiful holiday urn by your door, but not if you’re going to have shrubs with large 
gaps in them for the next few years! 

 

 



When it comes to  evergreen shrubs, it varies a bit from one to another. For Juniper and yew, the “best” 
time to prune is before new growth begins in spring, and if they are pruned in the fall they are more 
susceptible to winter injury. However it doesn’t sound as though you plan to take more than a branch here 
and a branch there, so just take a good look at these plants and find a spot where removing a branch won’t 
be missed in the event that it doesn’t regrow.  

Pine boughs are often the star of a large holiday arrangement and it’s true that the best time to prune a 
pine tree is in early summer. But again, if you’d like to snip branches from a tree in your yard now, take out 
a lower branch or one that’s more hidden, and again, don’t leave a stub – prune where  the stem meets 
another branch. Don’t prune branches back to older growth down the stem as new growth will never 
develop from these areas on a pine tree.  All new growth on pine trees develops from terminal buds (the 
ones at the very tip of the branch). That’s why even in early summer we don’t prune pines by cutting 
branches- we just pinch off half of the long new buds at the tip of the branches (these are called the 
candles). But if you have a large pine tree in your yard, you can always find a bough here and a bough 
there that can safely be cut off and that won’t leave a big gap in the tree. 

Spruce and fir trees do have lateral  (side) buds on their newest (outermost) growth.  They also prefer to 
be pruned by cutting those  shoots back to just above a lateral bud  branch in early spring. But again, 
snipping a branch here and there  won’t be an issue if you make a nice, clean cut 

Many gardeners grow red osier dogwood specifically so that they’ll have those gorgeous red stems for 
their holiday arrangements.  The really bright red bark occurs on stems that are less than 3 years old, so 
rejuvenation pruning really is mandatory for these plants, or you’ll lose the bright  red colour. That means 
you’ll need to remove the oldest third of stems down to the base of the plant every year or two to promote 
growth of the younger, colorful stems. Red Stem Dogwoods can be pruned at any time of the year, but early 
spring is best for production of  brightly colored new stems.  So leave most of the stems alone till spring, 
but you can certainly safely remove a few for your arrangement. Again, think about the growing habit of 
dogwoods.  They grow fast and they can get out of control with branches spreading out in all directions 
which isn’t usually the look you want. “Topping” the stems (pruning part way down a branch rather than 
cutting out the tallest ones down at ground level) will always lead to that uncontrolled growth.  So… when 
you head out now, snip a branch or two at the ground OR if you “top” branches now, just remember that 
next spring, those same branches are the ones you’ll want to prune at ground level.  

Lastly, think out of the box a bit when it comes to collecting things from your yard.  If you have any birch 
trees that you’ve recently cut down, that beautiful white bark can be the star of a large arrangement. If you 
have any crab apples or rose hips still hanging on a branch, they can be very pretty as well.  If you have 
pine cones on the ground, they can easily be wired back onto a bough.  Some ornamental grasses can 
be sprayed with floral spray to keep them from shedding, and they can be used as “filler”.  Many gardeners 
also like to collect things throughout the summer and early fall to add to their arrangements.  Some of the 
best are poppy seed pods, giant allium seedheads which have been sprayed with floral spray to make them 
less fragile, branches of sea holly, dried milkweed pods, or hydrangeas which have been sprayed gold or 
silver, and trimmed  grape vines.  Acorns and chestnuts can be added  and  small branches with twigs that 
can be pruned off any shrub can be added to your arrangement and be decorated with tiny weather proof 
ornaments dangling from their tips.  Chinese lanterns and the coin shaped seedpods of lunaria (the money 
plant) are beautiful when spray painted and added to an arrangement, but keep in mind that these two 
plants are HIGHLY invasive.  

While creating beautiful holiday arrangements from the available things in our gardens is fun and easy to 
do, there are two final cautions that I’ll offer.   There’s an old legend that says that if men bring holly into 
the house, they will 'rule the roost' in the coming year. There doesn’t seem to be any legend that says what 
happens if it’s the woman who brings it into the house!!!  I may have to experiment with that and report 
back to you next year!  And on a more serious note,  don't bring holly berries into the house if you have 
children or pets who might eat them. Although birds love the berries, they're toxic to people and pets.  
Children have had symptoms after swallowing as few as two holly berries. 

Happy holidays and enjoy collecting branches and seeds from your gardens. 

Dr. Fill 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some inspiration from the internet!   Remember that making creations from your garden doesn’t require a lot of 
expertise or artistic talent – a few boughs and a big red bow can make a great display to welcome your guests. 


