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From the President

All of our lives and the way we do things have changed – we are all part 
of history in the making! We are faced with small and larger challenges 

everyday as we navigate the new multi-faceted reality that the COVID pandemic 
has bestowed upon each and everyone of us. Though we may mourn the familiar 
routines of the pre-pandemic world, such losses provide fertile ground for new 
and different opportunities. This new reality is evident in every business and 
organization. The Holly Society is no exception. Presently and throughout the 
past year, daily thought and communication take place among a core group of 
dedicated HSA members who have put forth much effort and hard work into 
keeping our beloved organization moving forward while digitally preserving 
past historical records. The Holly Society has one of the most unique collection 
of historical records in the botanical world. Preservation of records is the vital 
foundation of any organization. Archival records show past roles of individuals 
and their relation to the group, interweaving personal and professional stories, 
factual scientific data, offering a portal to generations of friends and members 
who are no longer with us. When you have some time on a rainy day or snowy 
afternoon, log in to the “Members Only” archive portion of the HSA website to 
have a glimpse into the past!

Large in-person meetings and Industry trade shows have taken on a much 
different platform. The Mid-Atlantic Nursery Trade Show (MANTS) held 
every year at the Baltimore Convention Center was entirely virtual this year. 
How do you bring 10,000+ people together for a virtual Trade Show gathering 
such as MANTS? Expert planning, technology and resourcefulness. The HSA 
maintained our virtual “space” at this year’s show with significant “traffic” 
and “virtual visitors”. How different, and certainly not the same as face-to-
face conversations, but reminding those in the horticultural world that our 
organization is persevering and adapting to the changing times. 

I’m excited about and looking forward to working with the special 
Committee I have appointed to explore opportunities to solidify and increase 
our virtual presence through educational presentations, meetings and activities. 
Email me if you are interested in being on our team! More than ever we need to 
look out for one another and join together through our mutual love of Hollies. 
We are thinking of you, wishing you well, good health and recovery if you have 

been affected by the virus.

Your President
Sue Hunter
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Part of my career as a woody plant propagator involves careful listening to 
individual’s and organization’s stories about significant specimen trees. 

In addition to being a holly propagator, for years, I have had the honor and 
privilege of propagating Historic, Legacy and Witness trees for individuals and 
institutions. Some of these trees grow in highly visible public areas, others are 
holding on in long forgotten private gardens or collections. Once the request 
reaches me, there are always memories, both legends and facts, interwoven with 
a sincere desire to preserve a part of living history.

Continuing the Legacy of 
Ilex x ‘Helen Corbit’

By Sue Hunter
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When the email below reached me last fall through Mary Tipping, HSA 
Arboretum Co-Chair, I did not hesitate to reach out to the sender, Margaret 
Corbit. I found Margaret to be enthusiastic and receptive to my instructions via 
phone about how to take, pack, and ship the cuttings. The timing of her request 
couldn’t have been any better for the sake of the cutting wood. Two days later 
a box arrived full of beautiful, healthy cutting wood, and this Ilex-opaca lover 
was smitten with the beauty of this little-known Ilex (interspecific hybrid). An 
interspecific hybrid is a cross between hollies of two different species. It is worth 
noting here that even though Galle in ‘Hollies: The Genus Ilex’ lists ‘Helen 
Corbit’ under Ilex aquifolium, it would be extremely unusual for  
I. aquifolium to survive in the reported 20-25-degrees below 0 range.

“Rowan Blaik of the Brooklyn Botanic Garden suggested I contact you 
about a holly tree. I contacted you first from the list of collections Mr. Blaik 
gave me for two reasons: you are closest to the original type tree in Narberth, 
PA; and because my father and brother each graduated from Swarthmore. 
The tree was grown, named and registered by Dr. John Darlington Corbit, 
Jr. I am not sure what year he graduated, but I know he was there in 1929, 
so he probably graduated some time in the early 30s. My father registered 
the ‘Helen Corbit’ holly cultivar in 1964 with the American Holly Society. 
The cultivar was named after his wife and my mother Helen. I believe that the 
original tree is still alive and growing in Narberth, Pa. My family layered and 
gave away many clones of the tree to friends and likely to the Rutgers Botanic 

Sue H
unter
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‘Irish Eyes’ is a female, interspecific hybrid selected in 2008 and registered 
with the Holly Society in 2020.  It is an open-pollinated seedling of the English 
holly Ilex aquifolium ‘Lewis’, with the male parent believed to be Ilex cornuta 
x pernyi ‘John T. Morris’. It bears glossy, bright red fruit which contrast nicely 
with the especially dark green and glossy foliage. ‘Irish Eyes’ was featured as 
one of the Test Hollies for 2019.

drawbacks need to be weighed against the modestly improved growth we 
observed in this limited experiment.

1Jim Resch, Holly Society Journal, 36(1): 3-6 (2018).  
Preliminary results of this experiment were presented at the Holly Society 
annual meeting in Franklin Tennessee, October 14, 2019.

Holly of the Year 2021
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Ilex verticillata ‘Winter Red’
By Jim Resch

Our Holly of the Year for 2021 is an exceptional female selection of the 
common winterberry, Ilex verticillata ‘Winter Red’. As the name implies, 

‘Winter Red’ is prized for its heavy crops of bright red fruits, which persist well 
into winter after the leaves fall from the shrub. These brighten up the landscape 
and provide winter food for wildlife, and as an added bonus the cut branches can 
be used in holiday decorating.

 ‘Winter Red’ was selected by Robert Simpson of Vincennes, Indiana, 
around 1960, but not formally named or introduced until 1977. Simpson did 
much to champion the use of Ilex verticillata in the landscape plant, introducing 
a number of superior selections of this long-overlooked native shrub. Among his 
many introductions was ‘Southern Gentleman’, a male clone specifically selected 
as a holly-mate to ensure the pollination of ‘Winter Red’.

Like all winterberries, ‘Winter Red’ can be grown in any good garden 
soil, and is tolerant of wet locations, even those which are subject to periodic 
flooding. Fruiting is heaviest when the plant is grown in full sun, but partly 
shaded wood margins are also acceptable as planting sites. Winterberries 
appreciate a heavy fertilization in late winter with a balanced fertilizer such as 
10-6-4, or an organic choice such as Holly-tone®. This will encourage strong 
new spring growth and heavy flowering on those new branches. Any pruning 
is best delayed until after flowering, to avoid removing the season’s set of new 
fruit. Alternately, up to a third of the oldest branches may be cut to the ground in 
winter to allow for the rejuvenation of the shrub. Left to its own devices, ‘Winter 
Red’ becomes a multistemmed shrub that may reach ten feet in height, with 
an equal or even greater width. 
Hardiness is never a problem, as it 
is successfully grown in Zones 4 
through 9.

Please send nominations for 
Holly of the Year to: Holly of 
the Year Committee via email at 
hollyofyear@hollysocam.org or 
mail to Holly of the Year c/o Frank 
Shriver, 3200 Littlestown Pike, 
Westminster. MD 21158.
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