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Eastern Standard Time
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Tuesday, December 6 Wreath Class at the Extension Office (Limit of 10) 5:30 PM

Friday, December 9 Wreath Class at Taylor County Public Library (Limit of 10) Call 10:30 AM
the Library at (270) 465-2562
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It's hard to miss the basketball-sized clusters of
green leaves decorating the bare upper branches of
trees as they reach up to the winter sky. Those
basketball-sized clusters of leaves are most often
mistletoes. There are several different species of
mistletoe in North America, and even more in other
parts of the world. Some prefer conifers. Others
prefer deciduous hardwoods. Probably the most
common species that prefer hardwoods in the
eastern half of the U.S. is the American mistletoe,
also known as the oak mistletoe. This is the species
I’m most familiar with and that decorates the trees
on our farm and in the surrounding region.

General Biology and Life History

American mistletoe is an evergreen, hemi-parasitic,
woody shrub. Hemi-parasitic just means that it is
partially parasitic. Photosynthesis and the production
of sugars that the plant uses for food occurs in
American mistletoe’s evergreen leaves in the same
way that the process occurs in the leaves of most
non-parasitic plants. However, unlike most non-
parasitic plants, American mistletoe does not draw
its water and mineral requirements from the soil.
Instead, it gets its water and minerals from the tree
on which it is growing. Thus, the parasitic part of its
nature.

Although another one of its common names is oak
mistletoe, American mistletoe doesn’t just grow on
oaks. It can be found growing on the branches of
many different types of hardwood trees including
oaks, maples, ashes, walnuts, and many more.
American mistletoe typically blooms in the fall and
early winter, or approximately October through
December in Kentucky. Mistletoe has male and
female plants which means that some plants only
have female flowers and some plants only have
male flowers.

Fertilized female flowers will produce a white berry
with a very sticky seed and pulp. Birds eating the
berry will often swipe their beaks along a branch to
try to wipe the stickiness off their bills. In the process
of wiping their bills, they’ll often wipe the mistletoe
seed into a crack in the bark. The seeds may also
stick to the bird’s feathers or feet and be moved in
that manner from one tree to the next. Not to
mention, what goes in, must come out and mistletoe
seeds that are eaten by birds tend to come out
relatively quickly, often being deposited on a
different branch or in a different tree from the original
plant.
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When a mistletoe seed lands on a tree branch, it
germinates and sends out shoots that penetrate the
tree’s bark. Those shoots produce a chemical that
tricks the tree into thinking that the mistletoe is a tree
branch. The tree sends water and minerals to the
mistletoe just like it would any other branch. Some
sources say that mistletoes can also cause the tree
to send extra water and minerals to it, even at the
expense of the rest of the tree. Whether that is true
of all mistletoes or only certain species is unclear.

Pollinator and Wildlife Uses

Many different types of insects, including wasps,
bees, and ants, frequently visit American mistletoe
flowers. Bees of all types, including honey bees and
native bees, will collect nectar and pollen from
mistletoe flowers. The ripe berries are quickly eaten
by a wide variety of birds in the late fall and winter.
American mistletoe is also the only thing that the
caterpillar of the great purple hairstreak butterfly will
eat. In addition to the variety of food sources
mistletoe provides, its dense, shrubby growth pattern
also provides cover and protection for nesting birds
and treetop dwelling mammals.

Human Uses of Mistletoe

Different species of mistletoes have been used over
the centuries for religious purposes and for
medicinal purposes. However, mistletoes are also
poisonous to humans with some species being more
poisonous than others. Most sources say that
American mistletoe is less poisonous than its
European cousin, but why chance it? Just, don’t eat
the mistletoe. Any mistletoe.

The use for mistletoe that most of us are probably
more familiar with is as a holiday decoration to
inspire kissing. The kissing custom is thought to date
back possibly to the 16th century in Europe and was
brought over to North America relatively early in the
colonial days. The American mistletoe is one of at
least three species that is sometimes called the
Christmas mistletoe because of its use for holiday
decorations.



American mistletoe isn’t a plant that you are going
to “plant” in your yard. It is either going to show up
on its own, or it isn’t. Some resources say that trees
serving as hosts for mistletoes have a significantly
shortened lifespan. Others say that any damage
mistletoes do is dependent on a number of factors,
such as the health of the tree and how much mistle-
toe it is supporting. The species of mistletoe also
seems to be one of the determining factors for
whether its presence

significantly shortens the tree’s life.

Some of the mistletoe species that prefer conifers
have been scientifically shown to shorten the tree’s
life. Although that may sound like a bad thing, it is a
natural part of the ecosystem and creates a habitat
for a wide variety of animals. On the other hand,
scientific evidence is much less clear as to whether
American mistletoe, which prefers hardwoods,
shortens its host tree’s life. Maybe if there was a lot
of American mistletoe in a tree, then it might have a
negative effect on the tree, but usually, a few
clumps on a healthy tree don’t seem to do much.

If you are concerned about a clump of mistletoe in
your trees, then you will need to find where the
main trunk of the mistletoe enters the tree branch.

Then cut the branch at least a foot back towards the

tree trunk from where the mistletoe trunk enters the
tree branch. However, there is no way to stop birds

American Mistletoe

from depositing new mistletoe seeds on your tre
branches. My advice is to just let it be unless there
is a pressing need to do otherwise.

American mistletoe is an interesting, native plant
with a fascinating life history. It is a valuable part of
our ecosystem and provides shelter for nesting
birds and tree-dwelling mammals. In addition, it is a
valuable food source for many of our pollinators,
songbirds, and the caterpillar of the great purple
hairstreak. American mistletoe also plays a role in
our holiday traditions. Although it isn’t a species that
we might plant in our yards, it is still a fun one to
enjoy when it shows up.

Source: Shannon Trimboli, https://www.backyardecology.net/

ONLINE RESOURCES

, The latest addltlon of ‘Fruit Facts can be found at:
https //WWW uky. edu/hort/sites/www. uky.edu.hort/file
s/doeuments/Fru|tFacts_NovDec;_2022.pdf;,

2022 Price: reports for Kentucky farmers’ markets ={glel
: produce auctions can be found at:

U https://www.u ky.ed‘__u/ﬁccd/prlcerepo fts :

2023 Fruit and Vegetable Conference = reglstratlon link:
https://kyhortcouncil.org/2023- kentucky -fruit- and—
i vegetable conference/
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Sweet Potato Crisp

3 large fresh sweet 1 teaspoon vanilla Y2 cup all-purpose flour
potatoes, cooked until
tender.

1 tablespoon ground % cup quick cooking
cinnamon oats
8 ounces reduced fat

2 medium apples, 3 tablespoons butter
cream cheese, softened

chopped Ya cup chopped pecans

1 cup brown sugar, divided

1. Preheat oven to 350°F. with chopped apples. topping is golden brown
Lightly spraya 13x9x 2 5.1n a small bowl, and fruit is tender.

inch pan with non-stick combine flour, oats, Yield: 16, 3 cup servings.

spray. and /5 cup brown sugar.
2. Mash sweet potatoes. Cutin butter until

Add cream cheese, % mixture resembles

cup brown sugar, vanilla coarse crumbles. Stir in

and cinnamon. Mix until pecans.

smooth.

Nutritional Analysis:
240 calories, 6 g fat, 3 gsat
fat, 5 mg cholesterol, 200 mg
sodium, 44 g carbohydrate,

4 gfiber, 20 g sugatr,
6. Sprinkle mixture over 4gprotein.
3. Spread sweet potato apples.

mixtureevenly into pan. 7. Bake uncovered for
4. Top sweet potatoes 35-40 minutes or until

Buying Kentucky Proud is easy. Look for the label at your
grocery store, farmers' market, or roadside stand.




