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By Aaron Williams

For James Carlton and the folks at 
Carlton Christmas Trees, this time of the 
year is their Super Bowl.

“And we’re approaching halftime,” 
Carlton said on a Monday in November 
shortly before Thanksgiving.

The 65-year-old Burney resident 
was back in the Intermountain Area for a 
few days after having spent the previous 
week on a non-stop trek of delivering, 
prepping and erecting three separate 
trees in Oakland’s Jack London Square, 
Broadway Plaza in Walnut Creek and 
at the Bank of America building in San 
Francisco.

After coming home late Sunday, he 
said he got a chance to sleep at home 
before continuing on with two trees that 
will wind up in Las Vegas this week at 
the Bellagio and the MGM Grand.

“There’s such a short window to get 
the trees harvested and up for people to 
enjoy,” he said. “It’s well choreographed 
and orchestrated because time is of the 
essence.”

The family business creates each 
tree unique to what its customers 
wish – down to laser-specifi c height 
and width dimensions. Some displays 
are processed locally with upwards 
of 50-100,000 lights, while others are 
prepared on site. 

 “People often come back year after 
year to these locations to see the trees 
and feel ownership of them, so it’s 
important to get it perfect,” Carlton said. 
“This is not about setting up a tree. This 
is much bigger than any one of us.”

Carlton Christmas Trees and Carlton 
Enterprises has specialized in large 
municipal Christmas tree displays since 
1969 when James’ father, John, fi rst set 
up the Jack London Square tree more 
than 50 years ago. The family patriarch 
passed away in 2018, but James and 
his younger brother Leslie continue the 
family business.

“It’s all I’ve ever done,” said James.
John Carlton moved to Burney from 

Arizona to work on the now-defunct 
McCloud Railroad during the halcyon 
logging days and began selling small 
Christmas trees for wholesale and to 
mom and pop stores in the Bay Area, 
Carlton said.

“It started with one (large) tree and 
grew to where we were doing it all over 
the country for places like Disneyland 
and Disney World,” he said, adding this 
season’s displays total 13 with trees 
in Oakland, San Francisco, Vacaville, 
Roseville and two in Las Vegas.

“We’re a harvester, we grow and 
harvest large Christmas tree, buts it’s 
only a small part of a turnkey project,” 
he said. “We take care of everything 
from the delivery to the lighting.”

Carlton trees are either White Fir 
(Silvertip) or Red Fir (Shasta Fir) and 
are grown across a 100-mile radius of 
the North State in Shasta, Lassen and 
Siskiyous counties.

“Just like (getting to the) Super 
Bowl takes preparation, there are a 

lot of things we do throughout the 
year that contribute to the success of 
growing these trees,” he said. “We start 
preparing for this time of year right 
after we’ve fi nished with the previous one.”

And much like a farmer tends his 
crop in preparation of harvest, the 
Carltons spend much of the non-
holiday season months traversing the 
North State trimming and scouting and 
nurturing - that is, when they’re not 

doing contract work for Cal Fire helping 
fi ght wildland and forest fi res in the 
summer months. But he said time spent 
out on the forest is also used to scout 
for future trees.

“It’s almost like match-making – 
you’re looking for certain attributes,” he 
joked. “My notes on my mapping app 
have nicknames for our customers and 
I’ll be out and think ‘That’s a JLS (Jack 
London Square) candidate.’”

In addition to 
real trees, Carlton 
Christmas Trees also 
has clients who’ve 
opted to go the artifi cial 
route, including Macy’s 
in San Francisco. 
Carlton said those 
trees, which have the 
look of a White or Red
Fir, are typically steel-framed trunks with 
individually lighted branches fi tted in a 
numbered order. Additionally, the trees 
are engineered with safety guy wires 
and bases.

“It’s like putting together a giant 
erector set,” Carlton said. “We 
have everything numbered and it’s 
choreographed when we set it up and 
take it down.”

So do folks who deal with Christmas 
for a living – and have a harried four 
to six weeks leading up to the wintry 
holiday – get to enjoy “the most 
wonderful time of the year?”

“There is such a short window (to get 
it all done) and we’re usually wrapped 
up by the fi rst few weeks in December,” 
he said. “We’re all exhausted, but we all 
love Christmas enough to push past it 
and enjoy the holidays.”

And Carlton’s personal tree?
“Well, we’ve got a 17-foot-high 

ceiling and I used to bring the big one 
in, but as I get older it keeps shrinking,” 
he joked. “I’ll tell you, though, it’s 
certainly not a ‘Charlie Brown’ tree.”

Carlton said Covid concerns had 
regular customers calling as far back 
as April wondering if they should move 
forward with holiday display plans.

“There’s a thing called ‘storge’ 
love – where it’s love associated with 
a personal connection and feeling,” he 
said. “That’s what you get with some of 
these trees and displays. 

“This year we’ve had people come 
by as we’re setting up with tears in their 
eyes thanking us saying ‘I wasn’t sure 
you guys were coming this year.’ These 
trees mean something to these people 
and I think that hope is needed right 
now.”

Oh!
Christmas Trees

Burney-based company has been bringing joy with their big 
Christmas trees to many well known places for over 50 years
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Macy’s in San Francisco, a longtime 
client, switched to an artifi cial tree 
which Carlton still manages and 
decorates every holiday season.

Carlton Christmas Trees have been providing the tree for Jack London Square in 
Oakland for more than 50 years. Below, Carlton workers putting up and adding 
lights to this year’s 55-foot tall white fi r tree the week before Thanksgiving. 
Above, the fi nished tree. Virtual events begin the evening of Dec. 7, and continue 
through Dec. 11, culminating that night with a virtual tree lighting ceremony at 7 
p.m. For more info, visit the Jack London Square website. For more photos and 
video, visit the Carlton Christmas Trees’ Facebook and Instagram pages.


