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Introduction

In March 2012, my family and 
I went to visit Dudley Phelps and 
family in Starkville, Mississippi. 
I became acquainted with Dudley 
through phone calls and e-mails, in 
which we talked about many things 
but especially oaks. Dudley works 
for the Mossy Oak Corporation 
(West Point, MS) and runs the day-
to-day operation of their nursery, 
Nativ Nurseries. Mossy Oak started 
out as a camouflage hunting apparel 

company in 1986, and has since expanded their lines into numerous endeavors. Mossy 
Oak’s founder, Toxey Haas, and employees are people who are deeply connected with 
nature and conservation, so recognizing unique trees comes naturally. Many times, these 
trees are found during hunting trips. Hunters might notice that the acorns of a certain tree 
draw more wildlife or that a different tree drops acorns very early in the season, while 
another, very late, thus providing food sources for wildlife at varying times. 

Mossy Oak Corporation and Nativ Nurseries

Toxey began experimenting with seedlings of these unique trees in the early 2000s, 
growing them in his backyard before finally purchasing a nursery in 2005. The fledgling 
nursery began by growing a few hand-collected seedlings along with purchased bare-
root stock. At first, these trees were only marketed to local customers. When Dudley was 
hired in 2007, the decision was made to grow trees from seed they collected by hand and 
to switch over to air-pruning pots. The results have been amazing. Nativ Nurseries now 
grows and sells up to 300,000 seedlings each year, mostly from hand-collected seed, 
with most trees sold online.  One skillset they did not possess initially was the ability to 
graft these trees. A series of tornados in 2010 leveled a couple of the original seed trees, 
and that loss stressed the importance of vegetatively propagating the remaining trees to 
form seed orchards. Dudley invited me to come down and teach him how to graft and I 
accepted.    

During that first trip in 2012 when Dudley showed me around the area, I saw a number 
of these unique trees and decided right then that others had to see them as well and so 
the idea was formed to organize an Oak Open Day (OOD) in Mississippi. A couple of 
issues stood in the way of organizing an event there, however. First was the fact that 
many of these trees were located on leased hunting ground. This meant that the months 
of September to May were off limits. This cut out acorn picking and almost certainly 
ensured that we would have very warm weather for our tour. Second was the time needed 
to organize the event. In March 2014, I made the 8-hour drive back to Mississippi to 
help organize the tour. After much deliberation, we settled on late June, with hopes of 
good attendance and weather. We also decided that the tour would focus around the many 
beautiful hybrid oaks found in the area. Mississippi is home to more than twenty species 
of oaks, and many well-known hybrids exist in the state. Past OODs have showcased 

1/ Dudley Philips introducing Nativ Nurseries.
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Southern species like Quercus falcata Michx., Q. nigra L. and Q. lyrata Walter, but 
none had focused on hybrid trees (see, for example, Aiken Oak and Horticultural Tour, 
International Oaks, Issue No. 25, pp. 123-134).

 
Reception at the cabin

On Friday evening, June 27, 
attendees met at the Mossy Oak 
World Headquarters in the small 
town of West Point. Members and 
non-members from seven states 
came to see the beauty that the 
area is known for. From the Mossy 
Oak headquarters, we headed to 
the welcome reception about 20 
miles/32 kilometers outside of 
town. On a private farm sits an 
original log cabin built in 1832 out 
of American chestnut (Castanea dentata (Marshall) Borkh.). This cabin was relocated 
from its original site and set up as a meeting and retreat spot for Mossy Oak guests. The 
front porch is shaded by a mature Q. nigra and three young Q. ×comptoniae Sarg. (Q. 
lyrata × virginiana Mill.) were planted on one side of the cabin. We were greeted by 
Toxey Haas, who shared a bit of information about the cabin and land, before taking the 
group on an impromptu tour of a few special trees on the property before dinner. 

The first tree we visited was a large Q. falcata flanked by a gigantic Q. phellos L. 
It was suggested that the Q. falcata may be a hybrid, but after a lengthy conversation 
no consensus was reached. Regardless, it was a fantastic tree!  Toxey then asked if we 
would like to see more of the trees on the property before dinner – we readily agreed and 
so hopped into some trucks and off we went. The paths were quite muddy and rutted as 
the area had received an unusual amount of rainfall, but we made it to the back of the 
property without incident. Along the way we passed a beautiful lake before stopping at a 
monster Q. nigra. We then looked over several mature Q. pagoda Raf. and a couple of Q. 
sinuata Walter var. sinuata. Nearing dusk, we headed back towards the cabin where our 
dinner waited. On the way back, the muddy paths became a larger problem. One of our 
trucks slid off the road and ended up stuck in a deep rut. Everyone piled into the other 
truck and headed back to the cabin. Once there, we all took some time to relax and catch 
up before a delicious dinner of shish kebab, salad, and dessert, prepared by our gracious 
hosts. We ate, visited, and made plans for the morning tours before thanking our hosts for 
the evening and heading back to our hotels.  

The Cotton Mill

The next morning we gathered at a private property known locally as the Cotton Mill. 
This property has an amazing diversity of species from hardwoods to herbaceous plants. 
The property is made up largely of seasonally flooded alluvial soils.  The Mossy Oak 
crew provided all-terrain vehicles for the attendees as it was a mile or so walk to the first 
tree and the area was still very swampy in spots from seasonal flooding.

2/ Quercus nigra
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We started down a long power-line cut 
when someone noticed the shiny leaves of 
Sideroxylon lycioides L. After a short stop 
we headed to a grove of Q. ×beadlei Trel. 
ex E.J. Palmer (Q. alba L. × michauxii 
Nutt.). There are five individual trees in 
this grove, and these are the first hybrid 
trees Nativ Nurseries began growing. 
Among this grove are Q. sinuata, Q. 
michauxii, Q. lyrata, Carya carolinae-
septentrionalis (Ashe) Engl. & Graebn. 
and Arundinaria gigantea (Walter) Muhl. 
The group quickly noticed and grabbed 
up chanterelle mushrooms (Cantharellus 
cibarius Fr.) growing near the giant 
cane. The bright yellow fungus is a local 
delicacy. We moved on to another spot 
of the property where Toxey had found 
a very large, mature Q. alba × lyrata 
hybrid.1 Since it is growing in a forest, the 
nearest limbs were well above our heads, 
so we enjoyed it from below and many of 
us took advantage of the zoom feature on 
our cameras to get closer. On the way to 
the last stop, we detoured to another Q. 
alba × lyrata found recently by Toxey. 
Again, its branches soared above our 
heads, but we managed to examine a few 
leaves courteously dropped by squirrels. 
These two specimens looked remarkably 
similar and features from both species 
were hard to deny. Interestingly, both of 
these hybrids were found growing in the 
seasonally flooded area near the Q. lyrata 
parents. The Q. alba are found close by 
but they are growing slightly upland from 
these hybrids.

Moving on to the last stop, we made 
yet another detour. A mature Q. similis 
Ashe was found growing at the wood’s 
edge. Another was spotted across the 
path. This is a fairly rare species and 
it was the first time most of the group 
had encountered one. Q. similis can be 
differentiated from Q. stellata Wangenh. 
by its growing environment and spatulate 

1. Work is under way by Dudley Phelps and the author to typify this hybrid and establish a proper hybrid epithet.

3/ Quercus alba × lyrata
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leaves. We entered the woods just 
past the Q. similis and began the 
short walk back to the last two 
highlights of the property. Three 
Q. ×tottenii Melvin (Q. lyrata × 
michauxii) are found here and they 
are the parents for Nativ Nurseries 
seedlings. All are large, mature 
trees with branches well out of our 
grasp. Again, we grabbed up a few 
leaves and last season’s caps to 
discuss and compare. Right near 
these Totten oaks was a group of 
Carya myristiciformis (F. Michx.) 
Nutt. ex Elliott., commonly known 
as the nutmeg hickory. These are 
also rare trees and most of us had 
never seen this species. The epithet 
means shaped like Myristica. The 
nut matures in the autumn and 
falls in September-December. It is 
reddish brown with silver stripes, 
resembling a nutmeg (Myristica 
fragrans Houtt.), thus inspiring 
both the common and scientific 
names. This tree has a scattered 
range through seven Southern states 
but can be grown in colder climates 
as well. As we headed out, Toxey 
remembered one more tree that he 
wanted the group to see. We walked 
a little deeper into the mosquito-
filled woods and finally stopped at 
another large tree. Found during the 
previous year’s hunting season, we 
admired the only Q. ×sterrettii Trel. 
that I have ever laid eyes on. The 
leaves of this specimen are thick 
and leathery like its Q. stellata 
parent, but the tree is adapted to 
swampy conditions thanks to its Q. lyrata parent. Similar to the Q. similis we saw earlier, 
this hybrid can be distinguished by larger acorns with a thinner cap covering over half of 
the acorn. Most of these hybrids were found by Toxey Haas who has a very keen eye for 
finding unusual oaks. 

The morning tour concluded and we headed for town to a local burger joint, the Twisted 
Burger, to grab lunch and talk over the morning’s expedition. 

5/ Quercus ×tottenii

4/ Quercus similis
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A hybrid afternoon

After lunch we headed to a 
property adjacent to the McCharen 
Field Airport. A mature Q. alba × 
lyrata stands majestically in a field 
flanked by a few old specimens of 
Q. stellata. This individual exhibits 
characteristics split equally between 
both parents. The leaves, bark, 
acorns, caps, and peduncles show 
obvious introgression from both 
species. A beautiful tree and one that 
shows how extraordinary hybrid 
oaks can be. As the group discussed 
the virtues of this amazing tree, 
Bob McCartney and Henry (Weeds) 
Eilers slipped off to do some prairie 
botanizing. Proving to the rest of us 
that they can still climb over fences 
if there is something worthy on the 
other side, they brought back the 
flower spike of an obedient plant 
(Physostegia virginiana (L.) Benth.) 
to show my daughter Maya how the 

plant got its common name (you can move the flowers into different positions and they 
stay in place). This area is so diverse with plant life that Henry made the trip down 
several days early to spend time exploring the local prairies. A portion of the Blackland 
Prairie runs through this area and Dudley put him in touch with local experts who were 
able to point out various areas to explore.

With everyone gathered up we headed back to town to the next tree. Behind the Mossy 
Oak brand licensing office and right on the property line sits a large hybrid tree. There 
has been some disagreement among Mossy Oak staff concerning the parentage of this 
tree. After some consideration, it was decided that this tree is a Q. ×subfalcata Trel.2 
From our observations, it appeared to have some Q. falcata genes due to the rounded leaf 
bases. The other possible parent was thought to be Q. phellos or Q. pagoda but these were 
ruled out because of the acute leaf base of these species. Our next stop was at a private 
residence in West Point to see a cultivated hybrid of unknown origin. The Mossy Oak 
crew has determined that it is a Q. ×moultonensis Ashe (Q. phellos × shumardii Buckley). 
This particular tree is fairly young (less than 25 years old), but Dudley reports that it is 
a heavy acorn producer. He also says that a seedling from this tree is their record holder 
for growth in a season. From a very small seedling, it grew to over 8 ft/2.4 m in a single 
season!

Finishing off our long day, we stopped at the residence of Jimmy Bryan and saw three 
hybrid oaks growing side by side. These are also cultivated trees, bought as Q. shumardii.  

2. Q. ×subfalcta is a homonym of Q. subfalcata originally applied to a fossil specimen. Conservation of the hybrid 
epithet is under way (nom. cons. prop. in prep).

6/ Quercus ×neopalmeri 
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Dudley has been able to determine 
that one of these attractive hybrids 
is Q. ×neopalmeri Sudw. (Q. nigra 
× shumardii). This determination 
has been made after careful 
examination of leaves, acorns, 
and growth habits as well as from 
observing seedling populations. The 
other two trees have been identified 
as Q. nigra × texana Buckley. Both 
of these trees exhibit leaves similar 
to Q. nigra, but acorns and caps 
are more reminiscent of Q. texana. 
Seedlings of these trees bear out a range of characteristics of both parents. As the rain 
clouds gathered, we went over the next day’s events and decided to call it a day, head 
back to clean ourselves up, and have supper. 

The oaks of MSU

The following morning we met at the Mossy Oak headquarters in West Point and 
carpooled to Starkville, home of Mississippi State University (MSU). We were welcomed 
by campus extension arborist, Jason Gordon, and were given a history of the University 
and its forestry program. Founded in 1878, MSU covers 4,400 ac/1,800 ha including 
campus and statewide research facilities. Jason is leading an inventory project of campus 
trees and led us on a meandering tour of some of the notable oaks. Our first stop was to 
see the “tennis court tree” – a  huge Q. alba × lyrata. At first glance this tree has a strong 
affinity with Q. alba, but Dudley grew seedlings from this tree for a few seasons before 
he noticed that there are a few features that are not Q. alba-like. Notably, this tree has 
longer, skinnier peduncles, thin cups that cover up to half of the acorn, and leaves with a 
slight Q. lyrata influence. This particular tree could indeed be a backcross to Q. alba (Q. 
alba × lyrata × alba). 

We crossed the street and stopped at a young tree that had been difficult for campus 
personnel to identify. Growing in a row of cultivated Q. phellos was a very nice Q. 
×capesii W. Wolf (Q. nigra × phellos). Identified by its lobed leaves (1-3 lobes per side) 
and slightly larger-than-Q. phellos acorns, this is a very attractive hybrid. Our next 
stop was a real head scratcher. It is unknown where this tree came from or who planted 
it. It is thought to be Quercus ×harbisonii Sarg. (Q. virginiana × stellata), exhibiting 
characteristics of both species. However, it is quite possibly Q. polymorpha Schltdl. & 
Cham., but none of the attendees were familiar enough with the latter species to make a 
definite decision. This is out for review.

A short walk past a squat, flat-topped Q. virginiana brought us to an excellent hybrid 
of Q. nigra × pagoda. This is a mature tree at least 70 years of age and is growing right 
outside a busy classroom. It’s unclear whether this tree was planted or is a lucky survivor of 
campus expansion, but its parentage was determined by MSU forestry professor and IOS 
member Dr. Andrew Ezell and later confirmed by Dudley. Our next stop was at a large Q. 
macrocarpa Michx. that was planted in 1976, and is already as large as specimens twice 
as old but growing much farther north. We stopped for our group photo under a beautiful 

7/ Quercus ×subfalcata
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Q. michauxii. Nearing lunch time, 
we headed across the campus 
quadrangle to look at the last tree 
of the morning, a young specimen 
of Q. nigra × texana. The leaves of 
this tree are highly ornamental as 
the tips splay out into a fantastic 
trident shape, and the growth habit 
maintains a straight upright leader. 
The acorns exhibit features of both 
parents with a domed cup and dark 
striations on the acorn, like Q. 
texana, but with a rounder shaped 

acorn, like Q. nigra. The hot, hungry, and tired group headed to the student center to cool 
off, have a bite to eat, and to prepare for the last stop of this OOD: a visit to Mossy Oak’s 
Nativ Nurseries. Dudley showed us around their greenhouses and growing facilities. The 
peak season had passed, as far as seed sowing was concerned, but we were shown the 
air-pruning pots that the liners are grown in as well as the mass of seedlings that had 
already been moved outside for the season. Following some interesting conversation 
about the great trees we had seen and places we had been to, each participant was given 
the opportunity to take some seedlings courtesy of our hosts, and we said our goodbyes.

Pleasant weather, with no rain, accompanied us throughout this Mississippian adventure 
that was, for me, well worth the hard work involved in organizing it. 
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