
Test Holly Program:  Update for Interim Meeting, June 2013 

Following Ann Farnham’s excellent work with the Test Holly Program, I assumed responsibility for this 

work after the Annual Meeting in 2012.  By this time, Ann had already written to past recipients of Test 

Hollies, and had requested the reports be sent to me.  As Ann already reported in her talk at the 2011 

Annual Meeting, the overall sample size for the Test Holly program is much too small to be considered 

scientifically or statistically sound.  However, we continue to receive enough feedback to gather useful 

anecdotal data on these new holly cultivars in a variety of “real world” gardening locations and climates. 

 

First year feedback (plants distributed in 2011) 

Ilex ‘Dapat’ Miss PatriciaTM (distributed in 2011) – These were fairly robust 1-year rooted cuttings in 1-

quart containers, propagated by Bill Kuhl and myself, and most have survived the first year.  We did, 

however, hear of losses in Kentucky and Tennessee due to extreme heat and drought in the summer of 

2012.  Those of us who have grown the plant for ten years or more (Bill Cannon (MA), Bill Kuhl (MD), 

and myself (DE)) find it to be an attractive, small upright pyramidal tree, with small leaves and dense 

foliage not requiring pruning to maintain its shape.  It blooms quite early in the season, and sometimes 

bears heavy crops of small red fruit, but not in all years. 

 

Third year feedback (plants distributed in 2009) 

Ilex cornuta x pernyi ‘Hugger’ – these plants, in 1-quart containers, were propagated by Bill Kuhl from 

Charles Anderson’s original plant.   Most survived the first winter but there are too few respondents 

from the 3-year sample to say much about the plant’s hardiness.  Those of us who have grown the plant 

for five or more years are finding ‘Hugger’ to be a naturally upright, attractive pyramidal specimen with 

glossy foliage.  It bears male flowers on the previous season’s wood, somewhat late in the blooming 

season, and apparently later than the I. cornuta parent species. 

Ilex cornuta x ciliospinosa ‘B51517’ – only a few of these plants were distributed, all in 1-quart 

containers.  These had been propagated by Bill Kuhl from Ray Head’s parent plant after the Asheville 

meeting in 2007.  Ray, who obtained his plant as a cutting from Harold Elmore over 15 years ago, 

reports his tree (NC) has weathered a number of quite hot, dry summers.  In my (DE) experience, 

‘B51517’ has survived flooding conditions which killed many nearby hollies including I. aquifolium and I. 

x meserveae hybrids.  Both Mark Chaffins (KY) and I have found our ‘B51517’ hollies to be exceptionally 

fast-growing in somewhat shady conditions.  Bill Kuhl (MD) reports that several of his cuttings from that 

propagation lot, still in containers, fruited heavily in 2012, and likewise my plant fruited heavily enough 

to be photographed for the Test Holly page of the Holly Society website.  I have propagated a few more 

of these plants for distribution at the upcoming Annual Meeting – perhaps in the auction. 



Ilex x attenuata ‘Bronze Beauty’ – these plants were very small rooted liners, propagated by Maarten 

van der Giessen.  Unfortunately, first year losses were quite high when polled in 2010, and only two 

correspondents (April Sanborn and myself) still have the plant after three years, and neither has yet 

been planted in the landscape.  We should strive to distribute larger plants, at least in 1-qt. containers, 

for future distributions. 

Ilex verticillata ‘Chickemmoo’ – these plants, in 1-quart containers, were propagated by Chuck and 

Chris Wiley.  Of the four Test Hollies distributed in 2009, these had the best survival record in the first 

year.  Again, there are relatively few responses for the 3-year time point, but the plant continues to 

perform well for those who did report on their experiences.  It blooms in the early winterberry season 

(as would be expected for a “Northern” type verticillata), overlapping well with the blooming period of 

‘Jim Dandy’ and ‘Skipjack’, but too early for effective pollination with ‘Southern Gentleman’.  Young 

plants have borne a few bright red fruit already in test gardens. 

 

Planned Test Hollies for 2013 

Two plants, of very different appearance, are planned for distribution at the national meeting.  All will 

be in 1-quart containers. 

Ilex ‘Cherry Bomb’ – this is a hybrid between I. (aquifolium x cornuta) 'Nellie R. Stevens' and I. integra 

made before 1960 by William F. Kosar at the U.S. National Arboretum (Washington, D.C.).  Designated 

NA28255, it was never formally named or released.   When the National Arboretum deaccessioned 

much of the Ilex collection following Gene Eisenbeiss’ death in 1997, the original plant was destroyed, 

but fortunately a few arboreta had already obtained cuttings and were growing this cultivar.    Dr. David 

Creech at Steven F. Austin University in Texas has named and promoted the plant, and it has become 

somewhat popular in that state.  At the J. C. Raulston Arboretum in NC, ‘Cherry Bomb’ is said to be slow-

growing, 3-4 feet tall and wide, but the plant can ultimately reach 12’ x 12’.  Tony Avent from Plant 

Delights Nursery has called it “one of the finest evergreen hollies on the market today.”  The leaves of 

‘Cherry Bomb’ are glossy and deep green, with nearly spineless margins, and the plant produces large 

(12 mm diameter) red fruit in abundance.  I have only one winter’s experience with the plant, but thus 

far it has done well for me (DE).  Otherwise, I can find no information on its hardiness beyond the Mid-

Atlantic (Zones 7a/6b).  I have propagated several dozen from cuttings, and will have these in quarts 

ready for distribution this fall.  There should be enough to offer some to arboreta who would like to test 

the plant. 

Ilex ‘Dragon Claws’ – this is a female seedling of I. (aquifolium x pernyi) ‘Meschick’ Dragon LadyTM, with 

the male parent almost certainly I. (cornuta x pernyi) ‘John T. Morris’.  Leaves of ‘Dragon Claws’ display 

sharper, and more strongly recurved apical spines than either parent (consistent with some cornuta 

character), and larger fruit than Dragon LadyTM.  I have observed this plant since 2006, and selected 

‘Dragon Claws’ for its upright growth habit, exceedingly sharp spines, and orange-red fruit.  I have 

propagated a number of these plants as well, and will have them in quarts for distribution at the Annual 

Meeting. 



 

  

Above left: Ilex ‘Cherry Bomb’ rooted cuttings, May 2013 showing nearly spineless leaves; above right:  

Ilex ‘Dragon Claws’, July 2009, showing leaf shape and sharp spines.  Below left:  1-year cuttings of 

‘Dragon Claws’, and below right:  the parent plant in winter showing the recurved apical spines. 
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