HOLLIES

By Joan Howie

LEAD I


Although poinsettias are the plants most often associated with Christmas, holly is also seen in wreaths and garlands. The plant has been used for centuries as an evergreen decoration after early northern European Christians saw in its spiny leaves the crown of thorns that Jesus wore on the way to Calgary and in its red berries, drops of blood

LEAD II

Christmas advertisements and promotions have been showing up for several weeks and Mother Nature is joining the crowds worth an early display of the holiday red berries and green leaves of yaupon holly. 

Today red and green are the season’s most widely used colors. In South Texas you can buy real or plastic holly sprigs and can sing about “decking the halls in boughs of holly” but we can’t grow real English holly in our climate. However, other hollies do well here and can add easy care shrubs top the landscape.


Chinese holly, Ilex cornuta, is a spiny substitute for English holly, although it requires rich, acid soil rather than our alkaline sand and is prone to attach by both fungus and scale. The dwarf variety, “Rotunda” is used as a ground cover but produces no berries. Other varieties of this species, the Burford holly and dwarf Burford holly are more suitable for our growing conditions abut have rounder, nearly spineless leaves. Burford produces lots of red berries. “Carissa” is a dense, dwarf variety also without berries used as a low hedge or container plant.


American and yaupon hollies are native to Texas, with yaupon, Ilex vomitoria, found abundantly in Aransas County while American holly is more suited to the acid soil of east Texas. The leaves of yaupon are small and rounded, but evergreen, and it appears just as festive this time of year as imported holly. This has been a good year for berry production and they can often be seen in high yaupon branches laced among the oaks. The two trees have a natural affinity. Yaupon is an excellent landscape specimen, unaffected by droughts or freezes, insects and diseases rarely bother it. Even without berries, yaupons possess all the qualities we look for in landscape plants, and for homeowners who clear lots with care, they are also free.

Dwarf yaupon holly, Ilex vomitia, is also available commercially and thrives here. It forms dense compact plants with small leaves and can be clipped or left natural as a low growing hedge. It takes full sun to partial shade and is very hardy, surviving heat wind, high pH, and best of all for waterfront properties, is salt tolerant.


Sometimes gardeners wonder why their holly doesn’t produce berries. It may be a variety unsuitable for this climate. A naturally berryless dwarf, or the holly may be a male plant. Only female hollies bear fruit. Females also need to be pollinated so male plants must be in the vicinity and produce pollen at the proper time for berries to form. Insects spread the pollen so over zealous insecticide users may also reduce the rate of pollination. Some years the weather is just right, bees and butterflies carry pollen and a bumper berry crop occurs.

