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Species You Should Know 
Winterberry, Ilex verticillata 
 

  
 

Winterberry is most attractive during the fall and winter because of its persistent berries. This 
deciduous species of holly, native to parts of Illinois, has summer foliage that is glossy dark green 
turning yellow in fall. The species prefers partial sun, wet to moist conditions, and an acidic soil 
that is sandy or peaty. Significant problems with disease organisms and insect pests are rarely 
encountered. Temporary flooding is tolerated. It is cultivated as a landscape plant and there are 
many cultivars available.  
 

This shrub is 5 to 20 feet tall and sparingly to abundantly branched. The bark of twigs and young 
branches is gray or grayish brown and smooth, becoming covered with scattered white lenticels on 
older branches and the trunk. Flowers are produced in small clusters from the axils of the leaves; 
individual flowers are about a quarter of an inch across. Both male and female plants are needed 
for fruit.  
 

The flowers are cross-pollinated by bees and possibly flies. The Andrenid bees, Andrena tridens and 

Andrena virginiana, are two such floral visitors of Winterberry. Insects that feed on the leaves of this 

shrub include the moths Harrisimemna trisignata (Harris' Three-Spot) and Thysanopyga intractata 

(Black-Shouldered Gray) and the larvae of a small fly, Phytomyza verticillatae (Winterberry 
Leafminer).  
 

Although the bright red berries are not a preferred source of food, they are eaten by many 
songbirds and some upland gamebirds. Because they persist in good condition through the winter, 
the berries are particularly important as a source of emergency food during the winter. The seeds 
are distributed to new areas by these berry-eating birds. The White-Footed Mouse eats the berries 
and its seeds, while White-Tailed Deer browse on the leaves and twigs to a limited extent. 
 

For more information on this species, please contact trees@openlands.org.  
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