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Scott Kitzman holds up atree for Mike and Carol Story of Brookfield to inspect. The Stofys have retuned to the tree lot at Eble Park for three years becatise of the
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Bill Konetzke and Scott Kitzman

stand in front of Eble Park’s famous = . er.

iter

‘white dairy barn on a blustery Thursday -
afternoon, shoving a bulky, 8-foot Christ-
mas tree though a makeshift baler. -
Once the tree is secured in its netting
—- making it easier for people to haul
inside their homes — Kitzman fastens the
tree to the top of a waiting minivan, get-

ting a cheerful “thank you” from the driv-

Over the next half hour, a handful of
other customers stop at the ot and pick
. out trées, but as dusk settles and head- .
lights start to pop up along Bluemound
Road, traffic on Konetzke’s lot slows. .

Please see FIRS, Page 4
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Lot operator goes the extra mlle to help customers buy their favonte Christmas trees

FYI

WHAT: Bill Konetzke's Christmas tree lot

% WHERE: Eble Park lce Arena, 19400 W,
* +* Bluemound Road

HOURS: 9am. to 9 p.m. every day
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“Do we have to do anything fo the high

schools as a referendum? Like the surveys

w before, the high school facilities team
R is working without that last option

— do nothing.”
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“Welcome to the tree busi-
ness,” Konetzke says.

Tree sales grew on him

" Konetzke is in his 29th year
of Christmas tree sales and
runs two lots, one at Eble Park
and the other in his hometown
of Oconomowoc. Konetzke
inherited the Eble Park lot from
a friend and has been at the site
for about a decade. :

‘When he first started selhng
trees with a friend in Ocono-
mowoc, Konetzke said he was
just looking for spmething to: -
do to fill the time during winter

1ot had 200 Scotch pines, and,
Konetzke would spend the days
waiting in his car for customers

* to show up.

Now, after selling Chnstmas
trees for nearly three decades,”
Konetzke sits inside a heated’
conistruction trailer he rents for
the Eble Park lot. A ‘combina-
tion TV/VCR sits on a counter-
top next to a radio tuned to
NPR’s “Talk of the Nation”

The first year “wasn’t a
banner year,” but Konetzke said
he stuck with the tree lots be-
cause “it kind of grows on you.”

“The best part is dealing
with people that are in a jovial
mood, a holiday mood,” Ko-
netzke said. “And I do enjoy
working Gutdoors.”

Weekend ‘insanity’
Konetzke and his employees

-set up the lots the week of

Thanksgiving and keep them
open until a few days before
Christmas. Each lot, which is
staffed from 9 a.m. to 9 p.m.

_‘every day, has two or three
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workers on six-hour shifts on

~weekdays. On weekends, staff
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increases to four or five work-
ers. .

Konetzke makes a couple
trips a day between the lots in-
Brookfield and Oconomowoc,
shuttling supplies between the
two sites. He also delivers two
or three trees a day.

Still, it’s not always busy at
the lots, and down time is just
part of the process, he said.

“Thete’s times you don’t see
anybody for an hour and then
the next hour you have 10
peaple,” Konetzke said:

Kitzman, who started work-
ing on Konetzke’s lots-about six
years ago, said the lot sells

. .probably eight to 10 trees ona’,

weekday. . .
Weekends'— especmlly the -
first-weekend in-December—--
are a different story, he said.
“Weekends are msanity;”
Kitzman said,
Best ones go fast
All of Konetzke’s trees,
which range in price from $30-
to $60, come from growers iri
‘Wisconsin and North Caroliia.

Konetzke, who said he buys
trees “by the hundreds,” gets

" balsam firs from farms in Tomi-

ahawk and Mosinee, and the
Fraser firs come via truck from
North Carolina.

Konetzke, who puts up a
Fraser fir in his house, said the
balsams are probably his big-
gest sellers but Frasers “aren’t
far behind” :

No matter what the type of
tree, the best ones usually are
the first to go, Konetzke said.
Konetzke sold a half dozen trees
while setting up the Eble Park
lot, before it was technically
even open.

Service key to repeat business

Carol and Michael Story of
Brookfield have been coming to
Konetzke's lot for the last three
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~ with”

" of trees and they last a long
. time;” Carol said. “We never

: Christmas.”
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* BY THE NUMBERS
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Wisconsin's rank in 2002 among
Christmas tree growers in the United
States, hehind Oregon, North Carolina,
Michigan and Pennsylvania

7

average tifne, inyears, it takes .- -

a Christmas tree to-grow to its

ideal height; some trees are grown
_-.up fo 15 years

1.6 million

Christmas trees harvested "+

in Wisconsin in 2002 -

301035

Christmas tregs sold . - -
annually nationwide, in millions, - -

' Source: Natidnal Chirsimas Treg Association:

years because, as Carol puts it; -
“They’ re very nice to work

“They have a nice selectlon; .

losé our (needles) before

* “Konetzke said his emphasw '
on customer service — in-
cluding removing lowet
branches and bundling the tree
to make it easier to carry —
brings him a lot of return busi-
ness like the Storys.

“Most of what we get is
repeat customers,” Kitzman
said.

Konetzke also gets a lot of
business from families, in-
cluding Brookfield’s Leslie and
Mike Harrison, who brought
their 5-year-old son Danny to
the lot last week. Danny
seemed more concerned with
examining every square inch of
the lot than picking out a tree
with his parents, but his imag-
ination was captured by a tree
that was at least three times as
big-as he was.
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The advent of crimp rings make it easy for Bill Koentzke to fashion -
wreaths of various sizes at his tree ot at Eble Park on Bluemound-Road.

“If you can pick it up, you

can take it home, buddy;” Kitz-

man said with a laugh.

Konetzke said it’s nice hav-
ing families — and especially
little kids — on the lots during
the holidays.

“See that right there?” Ko-
netzke asked, pointing at Dan-
ny. “Running, laughing — you
get a couple of them, that’s
special ... because they know
Santa’s coming.”

Alan Hamari can be reached
at ahamari@cninow.com or
(262) 446-6601.
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FYI -
Some tips for caring for your Christmas
tree from [ot owner Bill Konefzke: -
o put a fresh cut on theé tree's frunk to
help absorb water
® leep the tree away from heating vents
and direct sunlight if possible
® the best trees are sold first, so buy
early

ON THE COVER — Dion Brass
hauls a bundled tree to a truck to
be moved from the Christmas tree
fot by Eble Park to another another
fot during setup for the Christmas
tree sales season. )
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