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“A Closer Look at Hollies” 

Family: Aquifoliaceae 

Genus: Ilex 
 

I.   Types of Hollies 

A.  Evergreen 

 Ilex aquifolium     English holly        Hardy  zones 6-9 

    Ilex X altaclerensis  Hybrid (aquifolium x perado)  Hardy  zones 7-9 

    Ilex X aquipernyi   Hybrid (aquifolium x pernyi)                   Hardy  zones 6-9 

    Ilex meserveae            Blue holly (aquifolium x rugosa)       Hardy  zones 5-7 

  

Ilex cornuta  Chinese holly    Hardy  zones 7-9 

      Ilex pernyi  Native China    Hardy zones 6-9 

 Ilex latifolia  Native China & Japan   Hardy zones 8-9 

      Ilex pedunculosa            Native China & Japan   Hardy zones 5-8 

       

 Ilex crenata  Japanese holly    Hardy  zones 6-9 

 

 Ilex glabra  Inkberry, native American    Hardy  zone 5 

  

Ilex opaca  American holly      Hardy  zone 5 & South 

 

  Ilex casine  Native American holly   Hardy  zones 8-9 

 

Ilex attenuata  Hybrid (opaca x cassine   (Topel holly) Hardy zones 6-9 

 

  Ilex paraguariensis        Caffeine holly, yerba mate              Paraguay, Argentina, Brazil.  

 

        Ilex vomitoria  Yaupon, Native American holly  Hardy  zone 7-9 

 

 
 

      B.  Deciduous 

 Ilex decidua  Possumhaw holly 

 

 Ilex serrata  Japanese winterberry (Finetooth) 

 

 Ilex verticillata              Winterberry (Black Alder) (Native Am)  Hardy zones 4-9 

 

            I. serrata x I. verticillata   Hybrid 
 

 

     C. Intespecific hybrids 

 I. x attenuate: large crop of bright red berries. 

 

 I. x meserveae (blue holly) blue-green leaves, margins with closely spaced spines, purplish stems, 

         red fruit 
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II.    Culture of hollies 

A.  Identifying hollies: Ilex 

1. Can be evergreen or deciduous 

2. Leaves are simple, never compound or lobed; arranged alternately on the stem.  

3. Leaves may be leathery or paperlike in texture; vary from dull to glossy; smooth 

(glabrous) to hairy (hirsute.) 

4. Flowers are white, cream, green, pink, lavender 

5. Flowers are dioecious, meaning that male and female flowers are on separate plants.  

6. Flowers are four sepals, petals, and stamens; 5-9 in number. 

7. Flowers are borne in leaf axils, never at branch tips. 

8. Fruits are waxy, in shades of red, orange, yellow, black, white, dark blue. 

9.   Holly “berries” are technically globe-shaped or egg-shaped (ovate) drupes or pyrenes,  

      usually made up of four segments, each containing one seed.   
 

       B.  Choosing a site:  

       1.    Select right variety for the site.  

       2.    Hollies are adaptable, but do better flower (fruit) better on sites that receive some sun. 

       3.    I. opaca tolerate light shade, but tends to grow in a more open form there. 

       4.    Deciduous hollies prefer more sun 

       5.    Tolerant of most soils; prefer slightly acidic, well drained and light in texture. 

  Exception: I. verticillata, grows wild in swamps.  

6. Newly planted specimens depend on adequate water supply for a good start. 

               

C. Planting for berries 

1. Must have a male plant and female plant within reasonable distance of each other with      

overlapping bloom times to allow for pollination.   

2. Sex of plant is determined by looking at the flowers.  Female flowers will have the 

prominent pistil visible; male flowers have an underdeveloped pistil, but long stamens 

with well developed anthers.   

3. Pollen grains are heavy so must rely on a carrier (insects) for pollination, not wind. 

4. Because pollen is not windborne, hollies are not a problem for those with pollen allergies. 
       
D. Propagation 

1. Cuttings: from new growth of current season, first year wood.  Greenwood cuttings. 

(Do not bend 180 degrees without snapping.) 

2. The larger the diameter of the shoot the better if wood is in right condition. 

3.   Choose cuttings from center vertical growing branches, from those growing low and close 

       to roots. 

4.    Time of year depends on type: Chinese, July; Japanese, August; English, September; 

         American, late fall. 

5.    Cut 4-6” long; strip leaves, leaving 3-5 leaves at top. Cut a heavy wound 1” from base.  

7.    May use a rooting hormone. 

8.    Rooting mediums may be peat-sand, peat-perlite, or sphagnum peat moss-perlite mixes. 

9.    Cuttings should root within one month. 

10.   Seed germination is very slow, requiring from 16 months to 3 years in nature.  Over- 

       wintering in cold, moist stratification improves germination.  Sow immediately after 

      collection. Initial growth is slow, averaging less than 2 inches per year in  medium shade. 

              11.  Layering: cut part ways thru a low branch and bury in soil. Will root; detach and plant. 
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        E.     Pests and disease Differ according to specific parts of the country 

        1.  Midwest: leaf miners, spider mites, black vine weevil 

        2.  Northwest: leaf miner, holly bud moths,  

        3.  East coast and South: hollyberry midge, leaf miners, mites, scale;   

                Controls 

        1.   Good culture: plenty of space for fresh air; loamy soil, well drained; sufficient fertilizer  

                          and deep watering during droughts.  

        2.   Select resistant species/cultivars. 

        3.    Determine your tolerance levels. 

        4.    If all else fails, identify problem; look for environmentally friendly methods. 

                    5.    If the chemical route is deemed necessary, use responsibly.  Correct dosage, do not spray  

                           on a windy day, wash up after applying, only mix what  you will use, triple rinse all  

                            containers, tools.  Dispose of empty containers according to local regulations. 
 

F. Fertilizers   

             Hollies should be fertilized in early spring with well balanced fertilizer (10-10-10) in the ratio  

             of one pound of fertilizer per inch of trunk, spread at drip line. 
 

G. Pruning 

             Pruning may be done year-round except in mid fall.  When trimming, try to keep bottom  

             wider than top to allow for maximum exposure to sunlight 
 

III.      Including hollies in the Standard Flower Show 

Division: Horticulture    Section: Cut branches of trees & shrubs   

Division eligible for Award of Horticultural Excellence; Section eligible for Arboreal Award 

Title of Section: “_______________________” 

State size restrictions for section, class 

Section needs a minimum of three specific classes to be eligible for each Top Exhibitor Award.                        

Fourth class may be “Any other worthy specimen.” 
 

Example 1:   Section for trees & shrubs   “Our Constant Friends” 

     Class 1    Cut branch of a deciduous tree not to exceed 30” 

     Class 2    Cut branch of a broadleaf evergreen shrub not to exceed 30” 

     Class 3    Cut branch of a conifer not to exceed 30” 
 

Example 2:   Section for hollies:  Ilex     “Winter Beauties”      Cut specimens not to exceed 30” in length. 

  Class 1   Non-fruited, evergreen holly  

  Class 2   Fruited, evergreen holly 

  Class 3   Deciduous holly  
 

Example 3:   Section for designated hollies  Cut specimens not to exceed 30” in length 

  “Of all the trees that are in the wood, the holly bears the crown.” 

  Class 1    Ilex aquifolium 

a. Fruited,  

b. Non fruited 

Class 2     Ilex opaca  

a.    Fruited,  

b. Non fruited 

  Class 3     Ilex glabra 

a. Fruited,  

b. Non fruited 
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IV.  Scale of Points #1 All Cut or Container-Grown Specimens Handbook for Flower Shows P. 129 

1. Cut specimens only 

2. Unlimited number of Arboreal Awards may be offered, one to each section of shrubs or tree, cut 

or container grown:lowering, foliage; broadleaf, needled;  standard, miniature;  coned & berried, 

non-fruited. 

3. Dwarf and miniature specimens do not compete with standard sizes. 

4. Proper staging: broadleaf  in water, wedged for best appearance, large container for support. 

5. 30” maximum length, cut end to apical tip 
 

Conformance                            5 Points      Adherence to class requirements                                           

Identification    Correct name  5 Points     Genus species ‘Cultivar’                  Ilex  opaca  ‘Goldie’    

  

Peak of Perfection   75 Points     

     Form                                     20 Points Overall 3-D Shape of the specimen as well as   

                                                     individual parts (leaves, flowers, stem.    
         Positive: side branches balanced along a strong center.  Lateral shoots should be equal in length, 

 but not exceed the terminal growth.  Form should be a tapered or rounded; specimen, not blunt 

 form.  Regular internodes indicate uniformity of growth, cultural conditions. Fruit is always in 

 leaf axils; should be at regular intervals. No missing fruit. Foliage evenly spaced.   

         Negative: Lacks strong central  leader  -(2-5)  Lateral branches unbalanced, missing –(1-4) 

     Color                                     20 Points:    Visual perception of the hues, shades, tints and  

             tones of all parts of the specimen. 
            Color of fruit varies with species, time of year; Color of foliage should be consistent, deep green, 

 may be variegated according to cultivar. 

 Positive: ripe fruit should have clarity of color. May be red, orange, yellow, white, dark blue,  

  black; leaves consistent color, bright green, etc. 

   Negative:  Fruit dull, faded, streaked  -(1-2)  Foliage yellowed, not a healthy green –(1-2) 

     Maturity/size                            20 Points: Proper stage of development for exhibition:  

 Should evidence at least three years growth. Miniature cultivars must be in a separate class from  

 standard sizes, may be in same section. Eligible for the Arboreal Top Exhibitor Section Award 

            Positive: Fruited, three years growth represented.                                                                              

 Negative:  Only shows last year’s growth, little or no space for being in water.   -(2-5  

            Positive:Size should be consistent unless newly formed leaves. Mature fruit uniform. Larger is 

 permissible; undersized in penalized.   Uniform; size of leaves and fruit according to cultivar; 

 stem length in proportion to amount of foliage, branching and fruit. 

Negative )  Size of  mature leaves/ fruit varies  -(1-3) 

    Condition/blemishes            15 Points Specimen’s physical appearance at time of judging. 
             Positive: Substance firm, stiff leaves, although (some may be papery thin)   Plump berries, 

 Negative: Fruit shriveled, dried.  –(1-3)  foliage dry, edges brown  -(1-2) 

             Positive: Health evidenced by above qualities, size, color, quantity 

 Negative: Evidence of insect/nutrient deficiency  -(1-3) 

    Grooming/Staging                   15 Points Preparations the exhibitor can control: stem length: < 30” 

  Grooming: (10 Points)   Clean cut at base, foliage removed below water lever, cleanliness. 

 Positive: all aspects attended to, clean, neat cuts, pristine 

 Negative: neglect of/carelessly done  ____  -(1-3) 

 Staging: (5 Points) Presentation, including container size, type cleanliness, pose, wedging. 

 Pruned to include a “handle” at base: 3-4” of bare stem to allow for proper staging.   

 Positive: care taken to stage well: pose, properly sized container, wedging, handle 

 Negative: Leans in container, length of bare stem too long/short, leaves not removed below lip of 

 container, -(1-3) 

 


