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Habitat Avengers 
Featured Native Plant: Ilex verticillata (Winterberry) 
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There are so many attractive native plant species suitable for ornamental purposes while also 
providing resources for wildlife.  One these plants is Ilex verticillata… 

  
Ilex verticillata is commonly known as winterberry due to the 
showy bright red berries that remain on the branches (female 
plants only) into the winter.  Birds always seem to wait through a 
few freeze and thaw cycles before they find them edible, so 
thankfully for us, the beautiful red berries hang around for our 
visual enjoyment.   
 
Ilex verticillata is a deciduous tree that may grow 10 to 30 feet 
tall, but usually grows in the wild as a shrub. The leaves are 
alternate with a sharply toothed margin and hairy underside; 1/2 
to 4 inches long, with dark green summer color turning yellow in 
fall. The bark is thin, smooth, and gray-brown.  In spring, stalked, yellow-
green flowers mature in clusters.  Female specimens produce red-orange 
drupes that ripen in September and persist sometimes into January.  
Plants are dioecious, having separate male and female flowers. 
  
Ilex verticillata are often found in wet areas in the wild and will tolerate 
poor drainage in the ornamental landscape.  It is important to plant both 
male and females within 40 feet of one another for adequate 
pollination.  Male and female plants must bloom at the same time. 
 
There are a number of ornamental varieties, selected for berry and 
leaf color, available from commercial nurseries.  Local materials 
found at nurseries carrying native plants are the most beneficial for 
birds.  Most trees and shrubs have fruits that are 3/5 inches in 
diameter, which is the size of a bird’s gape.  There is anecdotal 
evidence that some winterberry selections have larger than natural 
berry sizes and end up being too large for some birds to eat. 

 
Ilex verticillata berries are beneficial 
for wildlife and a favorite of at least 12 
bird species including Cedar Waxwing, 
Gray Catbird, Brown Thrasher, Northern 
Flicker, and Hermit Thrush.  Flowers 
also provide pollen and nectar for 
pollinators in the spring.  The foliage 

hosts larvae of Henry's Elfin butterfly, Spring 
Azure butterfly, and Harris’ Three-Spot moth. 
Winterberry also supports woolly aphids that 
are preyed upon by Harvester butterfly larvae.    
 
Information from: http://www.wildflower.org/plants/result.php?id_plant=ILVE 
http://gnps.org/plants/winterberry-ilex-verticillata/ 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wwe3_d5I9Wg  
http://www.chesapeakeseasons.com/2013/03/19/cedar-waxwings-winterberry-
diner/ 

http://www.se-eppc.org/southcarolina/
http://www.se-eppc.org/
http://www.wildflower.org/plants/result.php?id_plant=ILVE
http://gnps.org/plants/winterberry-ilex-verticillata/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wwe3_d5I9Wg
http://www.chesapeakeseasons.com/2013/03/19/cedar-waxwings-winterberry-diner/
http://www.chesapeakeseasons.com/2013/03/19/cedar-waxwings-winterberry-diner/

