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For More Information 
We welcome all inquires.  All requests for information concerning 
holly or the Holly Society of America, Inc., should be addressed 
to the secretary.  All technical questions will be referred to the 
foremost experts in the field.  

Holly Society of America, Inc., P.O. Box 803, Millville, NJ 08332-0803
Secretary Carole Cossaboon, E-Mail: secretary
Editor/Webmaster Rachel Cobb, E-Mail: editor
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Ilex cornuta ‘Seoul Man’, a male Chinese holly recently registered by Bill Kuhl, with heavy flowering in late April. Photo: Jim Resch 
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Just like that, it is already May 2021! Haven’t we all hit the 
ground running; anxious to distance ourselves from the 

Covid pandemic, return to the garden, spend time with loved 
ones and spend time outdoors! For those of us in the Nursery 
business, it has been a spring rollercoaster ride of vastly 
fluctuating temperatures, little rainfall and for once, demand 
exceeding our saleable inventory! Such a welcome relief. A 
busy propagation year lies ahead. There is a renewed interest 
within the Horticultural Industry for Ilex opaca. While most 
large wholesale growers continue to grow tried and true opaca 
selections, other growers are taking an interest in others. The 
use of Ilex opaca for reforestation is also increasing, with 
more native plant enthusiasts and preservationists requiring 
the ‘straight species’ opaca. I’ve been in the presence of 
some lofty, statuesque Holly trees, but none as impressive as 
the former National Champion Ilex opaca located in Upper 
Marlboro, Maryland. This tree is not easy to find which is to 
its advantage. A sentinel over 300 years old and 100+ feet tall, 
it is still surprisingly in relatively good health. One can only 
imagine what the surrounding transitional piedmont/coastal flora 
consisted of when it was a seedling.

Arboretums and Public gardens have slowly opened their 
grounds again to the public, leaving behind a year full of 
challenges. Despite not being able to visit collections in person, 
many of us have taken advantage of participating in outstanding 
virtual tours. Much appreciation is extended to those who 
have made it possible for anyone to refine their horticultural 
knowledge through virtually visiting your organization/group. 
We are all looking forward to getting re-acquainted in person 
with holly collections everywhere in the near future! 

Practicing caution, the Executive Board has made the 
decision to hold a Virtual Annual Meeting this fall. Taking 
into consideration many different Covid opinions and Meeting 
options was foremost in determining what would be best for 
our organization. While some people are ready for public 
interaction, there are those who feel safer waiting another year. 
It is best to wait until 2022 for an in-person Annual Meeting so 
that as many people as possible will feel comfortable attending 

From the President
Sue Hunter

and participating. Ongoing restrictions and guidelines that vary 
from state to state and county to county would make planning 
for this year a logistical ordeal. Please contact our Editor and 
Webmaster, Rachel Cobb at rcobb455@gmail.com if you 
would like to be a part of the Virtual Meeting this fall. It only 
takes a few minutes to email a picture, record a video, or share 
some favorite holly information. We value your contributions 
regardless of length.

 Quite the celebration the 2022 Annual Meeting in 
Annapolis, Maryland will be! Next year marks our 75th 
Anniversary, and we have already begun planning a memorable 
in-person event. As a pre-Anniversary opener, this fall’s Holly 
Society Journal is featuring long-time member and dedicated 
Historian, Carmen Gianforte. Carmen will be writing about 
his decades long experiences collecting and organizing HSA 
archival documents, notes, letters and information. We are 
indebted to Carmen for his loyal, steadfast service.

Have a great growing season!

Your President 

Sue Hunter

http://hollysocam.org
mailto:rcobb455@gmail.com
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After an Executive Board meeting on March 18th, 2021, it was decided in the best interest of our members not to hold 
our 2021 Annual Meeting in the fall. This decision was a difficult one, but after taking into consideration the current 
COVID protocol in place such as room capacity allowances, maintaining social distancing, and the fact that each state 
has various quarantine protocols, we felt it was best to postpone this year and work towards our 2022 meeting. 
2022 will be the 75th Anniversary of the HSA. 
 
Look for future communications of virtual events for this fall in lieu of the meeting. A committee is working diligently 
to put into place this virtual meeting.
 
  If you have any questions regarding this virtual meeting please contact either myself or 
  President Sue Hunter.

  Carole Cossaboon
  HSA Secretary

Holly Society of America in 2022

Message from the Executive Board 

Join us in 2022 for a in person meeting.
ANNAPOLIS Maryland

October 2022

Plan on celebrating our 75th anniversary!

Virtual Meeting  
HOW CAN YOU PARTICIPATE?

Do you have a favorite holly in your yard, in your neighborhood? 
Or do you live near an Arboretum? 

Please share that favorite holly in our virtual meeting video. 

The HSA will produce a series of videos on several topics to be presented as a virtual 
meeting. We encourage all our members to contribute to the video or videos. 

Please contact Rachel  at rcobb455@gmail.com for how you can participate.

http://hollysocam.org
mailto:rcobb455@gmail.com
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One group of plants I find attractive, especially this time of 
year, are hollies. They glisten in the winter sun and give 

structure to our gardens. They can be the workhorses in the 
landscape. They can be used in many different ways in the garden. 
They are hardy plants, tolerant of a range of soils and growing 
conditions, deer resistant, and there are many different kinds that 
can brighten up any landscape.

Hollies can be used to augment any design, adding contrast, 
texture, color and structure like few other plants. They range in 
size from very short, 6 inches tall to a 70 feet tall towering giant 
or more. The leaves can be spiny or spineless and the berries can 
be red, orange, yellow or black. They are a glistening symbol of 
life and fortitude in the winter.

Gardeners use the versatile holly in many different ways. You 
see them in parking lots, planted where they do not want people 
to walk, diverting traffic, hoping the prickly leaves might deter 
people from walking in that area. They are used as foundation 
plants around houses. Holly trees, such as the American holly 
and ‘Nellie R. Stevens’ varieties, work great as privacy hedges to 
screen out traffic or unsightly areas. They can also be used as a 
single, lovely specimen tree.

I visited Levens Hall garden in England where they had just 
replaced an enormous number of boxwoods that had succumbed 
to boxwood blight. They replaced these boxwoods with dwarf 
hollies so they would not have to fight that disease again. I was 
amazed because I just assumed they were boxwood hedges that 
edged all the beds in the topiary garden.

Sometimes hollies are so common we forget about them. You 
can see them growing in the woods, especially in places where 
the soil is moister. The American holly grows prolifically in the 
woods from Massachusetts to Florida, west to Texas and Missouri, 
and is adapted to a wide range of site conditions. It grows best 
on well-drained, acidic sandy soils or soil that has been amended 
with organic material but will tolerate those which are somewhat 
poorly drained.

Here are a few things you should know about hollies. First, 
they are dioecious, which means that a male and female flower 
are borne on separate plants. Both must be present to assure the 
plant produces berries. One male holly in a neighborhood is often 
sufficient to pollinate the female flowers which become the berries. 
Bees work remarkably well pollinating these wonderful plants, so 
if you only have one holly in your garden and it produces berries, 
then your neighbor has the male plant in his garden.

Hollies are such a large group of plants that you cannot be too 
specific when talking about the entire group of hollies. Hollies are 
in the genus Ilex and it contains somewhere around 600 species 
of woody trees and shrubs along with countless hybrids. To have 
a prefusion of berries, these plants need full-sun, but will take 
part-sun.

Hearty Hollies Brighten Up 
Your Landscape

By Betty Montgomery

I have a good friend, Ray Head, who is quite knowledgeable 
about hollies and has been president of the Holly Society of 
America. Ray knows more about hollies than anyone I have met. 
His favorite group is the American hollies, the opaca cultivars. 
He says the best are ‘Dan Fenton’, ‘Satyr Hill’, ‘Miss Helen’, 
‘Emily’, ‘Helen Hahn’, ‘Red Velvet’, ‘Morgan Gold’, ‘Villanova’. 
Wow, what a lot of names to remember and he just called them out 
like they were his grandchildren.

I asked Ray, why are the American hollies such a great tree? 
He said, when he roots hollies, it takes 10 years to reach their 
potential but once they do, they keep getting better and better and 
will be here for the next 100 years. Ray has an extensive collection 
of hollies, probably the largest private collection in the country.

I have some hollies that I think are outstanding and would not 
want to be without. I love my PatriotTM ‘Conot’ holly because of 
its lovely pyramid shape, giving a little bit of a formal appearance 
to my less formal garden. LibertyTM ‘Conty’; is another pretty 
holly with its shiny leaves and bright red berries that are at their 
peak at Christmas but is also striking when berries are not present. 
OakleafTM ‘Conaf’ holly has an unusual shape of the leaf, like an 
oak. It happens to be a seedling of ‘Mary Nell’ and is part of the 
Red Holly series. This group is easy to grow and matures fairly 
quickly.

If you are interested in hollies, you should join the Holly 
Society of America, hollysocam.org. You will learn a great deal 
about hollies and you could get hooked on learning their value 
in the landscape. I love my garden in the winter and it is partly 
because I have beautiful green plants like the hollies that shimmer 
in the winter sun.

Betty Montgomery is a master gardener and author of 
‘A Four-Season Southern Garden.’ She can be reached at 
bmontgomery40@gmail.com

BettyMontgomery.com

Ilex Mary Nell
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Ilex purpurea (formerly I. chinensis) is a large, evergreen tree 
native to China and Japan. Its fruiting branches have been used as 
decorations for winter holidays including the Chinese New Year. 
It is reported hardy in Zones 8b to 10, but some of our members 
have had success in colder climates. Ray Head wrote, “At the 
close of our holly meeting in Atlanta 2002 a group of us drove 
down to Tifton, GA, to see the test hollies of Dr John Ruter. I 
collected seed from a plant of his purpurea. I grew out at least 
4 plants that are now 12’ by 12’. They have proved to be hardy 
down to zero here in Western NC. There were no broken limbs in 
a heavy snow in 2018 that broke limbs from many of our native 
trees. The one pictured has the best fruiting qualities of the group. 
When I grow seedlings I tend to group 4 or 5 to a container when 
they are very small. If they all live I end up with more than one 
cultivar when I set them out. That was why I noted that there are 
at least 4 plants, probably more. This species makes a very good 
small tree with smooth dark green foliage and fruit that last until 
Spring.”

The Sweet Gallberry, Ilex coriacea, is an evergreen shrub 
native to coastal plains from Southern Virginia to Florida, 

Texas, and Mexico. It resembles the Common Inkberry, Ilex 
glabra, but has larger leaves and tends to grow larger. It is seldom 
seen in cultivation. Ray Head has sent this photo, commenting, 
“Picture taken September 8th because birds eat the fruit as 
soon as it gets ripe. Smooth dark green foliage on a large open 
growing plant. More hardy than books say. Rich Larsen says a 
plant collected in the coastal plain of North Carolina grows well 
at Dawes Arboretum [in Newark, Ohio]. Plant will spread slowly 
by root stems and is fairly easy to root from cuttings. Native bees 
love the flowers in the Spring and it makes a clear honey. Good 
native plant for your landscape.”

Noteworthy Hollies 
By Ray Head
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Ilex purpurea
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Test Hollies for 2021
By Sue Hunter and Jim Resch

The Test Holly program continues to aid in the introduction and evaluation of new hollies through the distribution 
of plants to participating arboreta and holly enthusiasts. Since 1986 over sixty new varieties have been included 

in the program. We are propagating two new hollies with plans for distribution in 2021. The first of these is Ilex opaca 
‘Sundown’, selected by Sue Hunter of Felton, Pennsylvania, around 2008, as a chance seedling in an open field near the 
Heartwood Nursery. This female holly features a dense branching habit, dark leaf color, and a consistently heavy set of 
larger-than-average red fruit. It was registered in 2019 (see Holly Society Journal 38(2): 16-17 (2020)). The second is 
‘Orange You Pretty’, a new evergreen hybrid of unknown parentage, named for its heavy crop of orange-red fruit. This 
was a chance seedling germinated in 2014 and selected by Jim Resch of Bear, Delaware. Both of these hollies have 
rooted well over the past winter and will be ready for shipment later this year.

Ilex opaca ‘Sundown’ ‘Orange You Pretty’
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Preserving Our Heritage
By Tom Hilt

Under the encouragement of the Holly Society’s president, Sue Hunter, and the able guidance of our Web 
Master, Rachel Cobb, since late 2019 Carmen Gianforte, the Society’s historian, and member Tom Hilt have 

teamed up in an effort to preserve our history. The initial thrust has been the scanning of the “Proceedings of Annual 
Meetings” and the “Proceedings” successor publication, the Holly Society Journal, with the objective of making 
them all available through the “Members Only” portal on the Holly Society’s website, hollysocam.org. To date, 
all the “Proceedings” of meetings from the Society’s founding in 1947 to the Fifty-Eighth Meeting in November 
of 1981 and succeeding Journals up through 2020 have been scanned and are available, or will be soon, to our 
members on the website. 

The focus now is on preserving holly-related collections of our long-time members and potentially the various 
chapters supporting the Society through the years. Papers from the private collection of Bill Kuhl, long-time 
proprietor of McLean Nurseries outside of Baltimore, currently are on the website, and those of the late Charlie 
Anderson have been scanned and are being curated for future inclusion. This has been a slow process, but progress 
is being made and we continue to seek new material from members and chapters to illuminate the Holly Society’s 
remarkably productive past, not just for our members, but also to the public to ensure our continued future.

Easy to use

1.  Choose Archives in the Menu

2.  Select Topic of Choice

3.  Click Here to View Archive as    
    a PDF file.

http://hollysocam.org
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What is That Bird Doing to My Holly?
By Jim Resch

Walking through the garden on a bright winter afternoon, 
you come across a perplexing sight – rows of holes in 

your holly’s trunk, looking like a tiny machine gunner has used 
the tree for target practice. In other spots, chunks of bark have 
been chiseled away, exposing the live wood beneath. Fresh 
bark chips litter the ground below. Suddenly, a silent movement 
betrays the presence of the perpetrator, as it slips around the back 
side of the tree. 

You’ve just caught a glimpse of the yellow-bellied 
sapsucker, Sphyrapicus varius. (And yes, that is its real name.)

The yellow-bellied sapsucker is a small woodpecker, a little 
less than eight inches (20 cm) long. It may be recognized by its 
bold white and black facial pattern, red cap and forehead, and a 
bright white stripe visible on the wing while at rest. Its underside 
is a pale yellow, but hardly as eye-catching as the name would 
suggest. The bird summers in boreal forests, breeding across 
southern Canada and the northern United States, but migrates in 
early fall and spring, spending its winters as far off as the Gulf 
States and Central America. Some sapsuckers, however, opt to 
overwinter along the Atlantic Coast or in the Ohio Valley, and 
these are the birds most likely to run afoul of a holly grower’s 
interests.

Unlike other woodpeckers, which earn an honest living 
digging grubs and other insects out of dead tree limbs, the 
sapsucker feeds on living trees of diverse species, including 
maple, pine, birch, apple, and occasionally holly. Sapsuckers 
appear inordinately fond of the koehneana hollies, and other 
hybrids such as ‘Nellie R. Stevens’, ‘Edward J. Stevens’, 
and ‘John T. Morris’. On such trees the birds will drill neat, 
horizontal rows of holes, penetrating deep into the xylem. These 
holes are round and fairly narrow, and quickly fill with the tree’s 
rising sap. Returning hours to days later, sapsuckers lap up the 
collected sap, along with any insects which may be attracted to 
the wound. Sapsuckers also make shallower, more rectangular 
holes which reach only to the phloem layer beneath the bark. 
Here they may intercept an especially sugar-rich sap, analogous 
to the tapping of sugar maples in the making of maple syrup. 
Sapsuckers return repeatedly to these shallow wounds, enlarging 
and reopening them, eating bits of the living cambium and 
ensuring an uninterrupted flow of sap. Such feeding sites can 
cause serious damage to a holly. The bark appears honeycombed 
and may be slow to heal; the tree often responds by producing 
water sprouts just below the wound. In severe cases, complete 
girdling may occur, causing death of the tree above the wounded 
area. 

What can you do to stop a sapsucker from damaging your 
favorite holly? You can try shouting and waving your arms 
frantically at the bird, but more likely than not it will simply 
sidle around the opposite side of the trunk and wait for your 

neighbors to have you carted away. Even if you succeed in 
chasing it off the tree, the victory is only temporary, for this is a 
determined bird with an investment in its handiwork. Don’t even 
think of shooting at it – as a migratory species, the sapsucker 
is protected under U.S. law. You can try wrapping an affected 
area with hardware cloth or burlap, making access difficult for 
the birds. Pruning paint (such as TreeKote) may help to cover 
freshly wounded bark, and its odor may make the tree less 
palatable to the bird. A more creative solution, however, is to 
hang a large inflatable rubber snake in the tree near where the 
bird has been feeding, but if you do so, just be sure to mention 
this to your gardening spouse!

This article originally appeared in Holly Society Journal, 
33(1): 10-11 (2015).

JOIN US ON SOCIAL MEDIA
 

Instagram: allabouthollies

Facebook: Holly Society of America 
facebook.com/HollySocietyofAmericaInc/

Facebook: Hollies for Gardening and Decorating 
facebook.com/holliesforgardening/

http://hollysocam.org
https://www.xpressreg.net/inquirypage/start.php?sc=MANT0121


Few trees can rival the stunning beauty of our native evergreen 
American Holly, Ilex opaca. For thousands of years, hollies have 

played a role in numerous cultures. Discover how Hollies have been 
the source of legends, lore, superstition, medicine and magic.  Please 
join us in learning more about York County’s most infamous Holly,  
Ilex opaca ‘Indian Steps’ 

“Where do Hollies grow?”

“What makes Hollies different than other trees”

“Why is the Indian Steps Holly special and noteworthy?”

“How long do Hollies live?”

“Why does the Indian Steps Holly look better  
some years than others?”

“Why do some Hollies get berries and others don’t?”

Sue Hunter is currently President of the Holly Society of America. 
A career Horticulturist and propagator by trade for thirty six years, 
Sue is owner of Heartwood Nursery and Environmental Preserve 
located in Felton, PA. Sue specializes in the propagation and growing of 
hollies, natives and other woody species.

Indian Steps Museum
Thursdays and Fridays 10am - 4pm
Saturdays and Sunday 10am - 5pm

indiansteps.org

Holly Society of America 
hollysocam.org

lIex opaca ‘Indian Steps’ 

Sunday, May 16 – 1:00 pm
 RAIN DATE 

Sunday, May 23 –1:00pm

Hosting a Holly event in your area?  
Contact us to help with promotion.


