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Holly 
 

In the twentieth of a series of articles on Raasay’s flora, botanist STEPHEN 

BUNGARD takes a look at Holly. 

It is the right season to talk about holly, though having covered ivy earlier in the year that 

only leaves conifers as a future option for Christmas-related plants, mistletoe not being found 

around here.  

All these plants are evergreen, which in part explains their use for 

decoration during winter, but like ivy and mistletoe, holly has 

berries that are poisonous to many mammals, including humans.  

Holly (Ilex aquifolium) likes acidic soils and is quite widespread 

on Raasay, especially in woodland and glens. The map shows the 

known distribution in 1 km squares. It is dioecious i.e. male and 

female plants are separate; only the females produce the familiar 

berries. The berries are an important winter food source for birds 

and are also eaten by small mammals such as wood mice. 

Holly provides dense cover and good nesting opportunities for 

birds, while its deep, dry leaf litter may be used by small 

mammals for hibernation.  

It has a very hard, fine-grained, white wood that can be carved 

to great effect by those skilled in the art. More mundanely, it 

burns well. 

The Holly Leaf Gall Fly 

(Phytomyza Ilicis) is a tiny 

insect which develops inside the leaf, pupating inside the leaf 

and emerging in midsummer. It produces a characteristic 

pale blotch on the leaf with a purplish centre and is common 

locally. 

 

Holly Speckle Fungus 

(Trochila ilicina) only 

grows on dead (brown) leaves of holly and is easily 

recognised from the fine (<1mm diameter) dark speckling 

on the upper side of the leaf only. I have seen this on Skye 

but need to look for it on Raasay.  

 

Stephen is Vice-county Recorder for the Botanical 

Society of Britain & Ireland for Skye, Raasay and the Small Isles. His website, including Flora 

of Raasay, can be found at tinyurl.com/Raasayflora OR bit.ly/Raasay, and his botanical blog 

can be found at skyeraasayplants.wordpress.com 
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