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BY JORDAN NAILON
For Nisqually Valley News

After five hours in the 
backcountry, the spir-
its in the truck were 
dropping quicker than 

the near-solstice sun on the hori-
zon. We’d been all over, traversing 
roads of buckled pavement and 
pothole gravel, but to no tangible 
end.

Like a rabbit in the brush or 
a mouse in the pantry, there is 
hardly anything as hard to find as 
the perfect Christmas tree in the 
forest.

While perfectly pruned trees 
are readily available at lots all 
around town, there’s just some-
thing about the idea of heading 
to the woods and chopping down 
your very own Yuletide conifer 
that makes an overgrown kid get 
excited like so many Christmas 
mornings. That’s why permits are 
offered up for sale by the nation-
al forests around the Evergreen 
State, so that more families might 
enjoy the misadventures and asso-
ciated memories of amatuer lum-
berjacking.

Christmas tree harvest permits 
for the Gifford Pinchot National 
Forest cost $5 each, with a limit of 
five permits per household. 

With that knowledge in hand, 
on Tuesday I packed up the old 
truck with supplies and brought 
along my 3-year-old son Nokona 
as well as Nisqually Valley News’ 
trusty photographer Jared Wen-
zelburger, just to keep things in-
teresting.

The sojourn to the Gifford 
Pinchot National Forest certainly 
lived up to its billing on that end.

After picking up a pair of 
permits at Fischer’s Market in 
Randle, we headed south on State 
Route 131 and continued motor-
ing toward mountain country once 
the path turned into Forest Road 
25. After a disappointing attempt
to secure a stately tree two years
ago, in which I returned home
exhausted, berated and in posses-
sion of a pair of flimsy Hemlocks,

I knew one thing for sure — the 
good trees are way up high, so the 
best bet is to gain altitude until 
you can’t go anymore.

So that’s what we did.
Of course, there are accept-

able places to cut trees and there 
are places where the practice is 
exclusively prohibited, so you’ve 
got to pay close attention to the 
map that comes with your permit 
purchase. We learned this lesson a 

little later than we would have pre-
ferred after venturing beyond the 
Mount St. Helens National Monu-
ment boundary and continuing for 
nearly a dozen snow-slicked miles 
toward Windy Ridge. It was only 

after our progress was stopped 
by the arrival of fresh snow and 
a father’s caution that we decided 
to check the map and realized we 
needed to turn around in order to 
put ourselves back on the right 
side of the line. We were just 3 
miles shy of the awe-inspiring 
vista of Windy Ridge when we 
turned around, but alas, we were 
in search of Christmas trees, not 
magnificent vantage points, so we 
gathered our druthers and loaded 
back up in the mechanical wagon.

It’s a funny feeling when you 
know you’ve got to head uphill 
as far as you can go to find what 
you’re after, but once you’ve ar-
rived you still haven’t obtained 
your quarry. As the snowfall 
turned to rain, we traversed each 
and every spur road that seemed 
to exude even a modicum of 
promise. However, since the map 
provided by the GPNF does not 
include altitude markings, this 
endeavor resembled a wild goose 
chase at best as time and time 
again the roads wound up taking 
a sharp turn toward the bottom of 
some shady valley where mostly 
moss and ferns grow. Even worse, 
as each drainage pulled us toward 
its terminus we found ourselves 
repeatedly winding up in the 
worst territory of all — Hemlock 
country.

As roads undulated up and 
down, and forked left and right, 
and turned to shady dead ends 
time and time again, the conver-
sation inside the truck became 
a nightmare nursery rhyme of 
repetition. “Whoooa, there’s the 
color we’re looking for!” one of us 
would exclaim until we crawled 
up on the promising patch of trees.

We had our eyes tuned into the 
bluish green of Noble firs so as 
to avoid the look-alike issues that 
come with Douglas firs, hemlocks 
and a myriad of other tree species. 
But again and again, we would 
hop out of the truck and examine 
the woodline only to find that they 
were the right color but the wrong 
size once again.
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Reporter Jordan Nailon passes the saw used to cut down a Christmas tree to his son Kona Tuesday 
evening in the Gifford Pinchot National Forest near Randle.

Snow covers the roadway Tuesday evening in the Gifford Pinchot National Forest near Randle.




