Ilex verticillata – Native Holly

by Fran Dennett
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So what were those red berries Nicole used in her Ikebana demonstration at our October 2006 GHS meeting?  How and where can I get some?

Ilex verticillata or commonly known as winterberry, native holly, or black adder is a native deciduous holly commonly found in damp or wet lowland borders of deciduous forests in eastern North America.

The bark is smooth and gray to blackish.  The branches grow in a zigzag manner forming dense thickets when left undisturbed.  The oblong, sharply double toothed leaves are arranged alternately along the branches and are of medium fine texture.  The leaves are 1½ to 4 inches long and are a dark green in summer and turn yellow in fall.

The inconspicuous yellow flowers appear in the leaf axils in June  (in Ontario) after the leaves emerge.  Like all other hollies I. verticillata is dioecious -- that is male plants are needed to fertilize the female plants.  Only three-year-old plants are old enough to bears flowers and that is when the sex of the plants can be determined.  Scarlet red to orange berries appear in late summer remaining on the branches into winter and staying red till Christmas in the Ottawa area.  The male plant must be within 40 feet of female plants for adequate pollination.

Propagation is from seed, rooted stem divisions and stem cuttings. With vegetative propagation because you already know the sex when the cutting is taken, you save some time.  In late fall root suckers can be dug directly and transplanted, while softwood cuttings can be taken in late spring to mid-summer.

Dr. Norm Deno determined the I. verticillata seed germinated best when seed that has been stored at 21°C for 6 months then washed daily for 14 or more days, sown in damp soil and in January placed outdoors under snow.  Germination takes place in April with about 50% of the seeds sown germinating.  Seed collected in January required repeated warm/cold treatments (stratification).

The United States Department of Agriculture considers this a threatened species and encourages people to take care collecting seed or plants, and to plant more.

Improved varieties of both male and females I. verticillata are available at nurseries or from mail order nurseries such as Hortico Inc.

Ilex verticillata berries are poisonous to humans but food for wildlife.  The flowers are a nectar source for bees.
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