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Introduction

China is one of the two great centers of diversity for the genus Quercus, ranking 
second only to Mexico in terms of number of species.

According to the Flora of China, there are 35 species in section Quercus, of which 15 
are endemic, and 69 species in section Cyclobalanopsis, of which 43 are endemic.

Deciduous species are more suitable for the conditions prevalent in Central Europe 
(Hardiness Zones 5 and 6) but some section Quercus evergreen oaks, mainly from 
suitable provenances (higher altitudes and harsher climates), could flourish under these 
conditions in sheltered locations. At least 17 species never previously cultivated in 
Central Europe are worthy of consideration. Ten of these are deciduous and at least 7 
are strictly evergreen. In the Czech Republic, long-term successful growth is probably 
wishful thinking with the Cyclobalanopsis. Certain species do stand a chance in theory, 
but others will need to be in a conservatory or greenhouse over the winter months.

Getting started

The four-week expedition was to 
cover an area crossing the provinces 
of Guangxi, Guizhou, Yunnan and  
the municipality of Chongqing, 
where the diversity is substantially 
higher than anywhere else in 
China. The actual pinpointing of 
the locations was performed with 
a range of maps, both in hard-copy 
format and using Google Earth 
online resources. The publications 
Oaks of Asia (Menitsky 2005), Flora 

of China (Part 3) and a number of other subtexts were selected as the basic dendrological 
tools.

Securing a car and a driver required a series of meetings, as did the identification of 
a translator to take part in the expedition. International driving licenses are not valid in 
China and it is very difficult to get hold of driving licenses for foreigners. After much 
deliberation, we opted for four main stops at roughly five-day intervals and adapted the 
route to those stops. The stops that constituted the nodal points of our itinerary were 
planned to ensure that we would have the opportunity to investigate in thorough detail 
relatively well-preserved sites with documented occurrences of certain species of oak 
and other trees.

The “giant panda of the plant kingdom”

At the start of our route we selected a special stop at a location where a highly prized 
conifer grows: Cathaya argyrophylla Chun & Kuang.1 This very rare, and according to 

1. Cathaya argyrophylla is a relict conifer that had a much wider distribution in the geologic past. Its taxonomic position 
has been the subject of some dispute in the past, but recent phylogenetic studies in the Pinaceae have confirmed its status 
as a genus, probably related to Pseudotsuga in a pinoid clade.

1/ Cathaya argyrophylla, a rare endemic.
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the IUCN Red List, vulnerable, species is endemic to China and only grows in a few 
locations. One of the largest populations is to be found in a wildlife reserve in Huaping 
in the northeast of Guangxi Province near the town of Longsheng. This “giant panda of 
the plant kingdom” was first recorded in the area in 1958. This is the largest site where it 
grows (several other smaller sites have been found elsewhere in Central China) and it has 
been under strict protection since 1978. In the end our efforts to gain access to the reserve 
were successful. We came across this rare species on a rocky ridge, bathed in sunlight, 
above a ribbon of evergreen and deciduous trees.

Species from the genera Lithocarpus, Castanopsis, Cinnamonum and Schima made 
up most of the stands along with more isolated specimens of the deciduous Sassafras 
tzumu (Hemsl.) Hemsl., Liquidambar formosana Hance, Fagus longipetiolata Seemen 
Rhus sp., Acer sp., Stewartia sp., and many others. Shrubs from various genera such as 
Lespedeza, Schefflera, and Corylopsis were also abundant. Herbaceous plants worthy of 
mention included in particular flowering Anemone hupehensis (E. Lemoine) E. Lemoine2, 
Macleaya sp., and Codonopsis sp. In the rocky locations where Cathaya is found, one 
is also likely to come across Pinus wangii subsp. kwangtungensis (Chun ex Tsiang) 
Businsky3 and even Fokienia hodginsii (Dunn) A. Henry & H.H. Thomas as well as 
various species of large-leaved Rhododendron and other woody species from the family 
Ericaceae.

Specimens of C. argyrophylla 
grow here in sparse clumps or as 
solitary specimens with the above-
mentioned species. Many of these 
trees are very old (estimated 150 
years) but there were younger 
specimens and saplings to be seen. 
Higher up from the C. argyrophylla, 
we encountered small groups and 
whole stands of Quercus annulata 
Sm. These were merely shrubs at 
the highest, most windswept points 
at approximately 1,800 m/5,900 
ft above sea level. Here and there, 
other species, including what we 
thought to be Q. semiserrata Roxb., 
were also present.

In Guizhou

The first stop dedicated to oaks was in a karstic landscape between the counties of 
Dushan and Libo, in Guizhou Province. The area is densely covered with limestone 
mogotes (that can reach heights of 950-1,000 m/3,100-3,300 ft) on which there are very 
well-preserved stands, primarily on upper sections, attained after battling through the 
Miscanthus and various thorny creepers and shrubs. Many woody plants here are growing 
from stumps, having been felled approximately 30-50 years ago. But one can also find 

2. This is an unresolved name.
3. Considered a synonym of P. wangii Hu & W.X. Cheng.

2/ Quercus annulata
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specimens that have never been cut; as is customary in China, these are often very close 
to villages, virtually right behind the last houses.

Evergreen stands can be found at lower altitudes and are a mix of Liquidambar 
formosana, L. acalycina H.T. Chang and Eucommia ulmoides Oliv. At higher, less 
disturbed levels, Q. thorelii Hickel & A. Camus and Q. delavayi Franch. can be found.

Amongst the true oaks the dominant species is Q. setulosa Hickel & Camus with its 
very flaky, and highly decorative, bark. The height of the trees ranges from 3 to 10 m (10 
to 30 ft), depending on exposure, and they were fruiting abundantly. At the uppermost 
levels, specimens of Q. phillyreoides A. Gray. are present sporadically.

On the peaks are abundant specimens of Pinus kwangtungensis subsp. varifolia Nan Li 
& Y.C. Zhong4, Fokienia hodginsii, Sorbus folgneri (C.K. Schneid.) Rehder, Taxus sp., 
Carpinus sp., Ostrya sp., and on north-facing slopes, Torreya grandis Fortune ex Lindl., 
Platycarya sp., Acer sp., Rhus sp., etc. Herbaceous plants here include, for example, 
Asarum sp. and Epimedium sp. In a number of towns Q. variabilis Blume was growing 
amongst the paddies together with Castanopsis sp., Q. hypargyrea (Seemen ex Diels) 
C.C. Huang & Y.T. Chang and Castanea mollissima Blume. Alongside the paths between 
villages there are old specimens of Cupressus funebris Endl. with their slightly weeping 
foliage.

The next major stop was near the Tiansheng Bridge in Liupanshui District. Nearby there 
are limestone (karst) formations and ridges with a sandstone substratum. Our research 
focused on part of the karst near the Tiansheng Bridge and 15 km/9 mi to the south in a 
sandstone massif above the small town of Suobujia, 40 km/25 mi northeast of Liupanshui 
(altitudinal range: 1,700 to 2,000 m/5,500 to 6,500 ft). There were isolated stands as well 
as dense populations of, in particular, deciduous species of oak, including many hybrids. 
4. Considered a synonym of P. fenzeliana Hand.-Mazz.

3/ Quercus setulosa showing its elegant acorns and characteristic flaky bark.
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The primary species found here were Q. serrata Murray and Q. yunnanensis Franch.5 and 
their hybrids. There were also sporadic specimens of Q. dentata Thunb., Q. acutissima 
Carruth., and Q. aliena Blume. It seemed to me that many of the Q. aliena that we 
saw were hybrids. Amongst the evergreen section Quercus oaks we found a number of 
specimens of Q. engleriana Seemen and Q. senescens Hand.-Mazz. The Cyclobalanopsis 
present here included Q. hypargyrea, Q. lamellosa Sm., and perhaps Q. xanthotricha A. 
Camus.

There was also considerable diversity of other genera of evergreens including Cornus 
macrophylla Wall., Euptelea pleiosperma Hook.f. & Thompson, Stranvaesia davidiana 
Decne.6, and many different species of Lithocarpus, Castanopsis, Michelia, Camellia, 
Cinnamonum, Aesculus, Celtis, Corylus, etc., as well as many Magnoliaceae. The 
conifers that we noted include Pinus armandii Franch., Tsuga chinensis (Franch.) Pritz., 
and Juniperus sp.

On the sandstone substratum we came across Zelkova serrata (Thunb.) Makino, Davidia 
involucrata Baill., a number of species of Rhododendron, Lyonia compta (W.W. Sm. & 
Jeffrey) Hand.-Mazz., and other Ericaceae, as well as different species of Viburnum and 
Tetradium.

Areas rich in species diversity were not easy to find: much of the landscape has been 
transformed into agricultural fields and pastureland or, in some places, into plantations of 
Cryptomeria japonica (Thunb. ex L.f.) D. Don or Pinus yunnanensis Franch.

In Yunnan 

Our third stop was in Yunnan Province near the border with Sichuan Province in the 
mountain massifs in Qiaojia County. The mountains here rise fairly steeply from the 

5. Considered a synonym of Q. dentata subsp. yunnanensis (Franch.) Menitsky.
6. Considered a synonym of Photinia davidiana (Decne.) Cardot.

4/ Near Tiansheng Bridge.
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Yangtze River up to 3,000 m/10,000 ft above sea level. The landscape at lower altitudes, 
to at least 1,000 m/3,000 ft above sea level, is intensively farmed. The southern slopes 
of the central parts of the mountains are bedecked with Pinus yunnanensis (evidently of 
secondary origin). Previously felled evergreen woody plants are gradually taking over 
the areas between the stands. The steeper northern slopes are often covered with forests 
comprising deciduous and evergreen species. The upper sections are covered with grass 
and only scattered evergreen and deciduous species of shrubs. 

At lower and medium altitudes there are various species of the genera Castanopsis 
and Lithocarpus. As the altitude rises one also finds deciduous Q. variabilis and Q. 
aliena together with various species of Cyclobalanopsis. Higher up, at approximately 
2,000 m/7,000 ft, the dominant species are Q. longispica (Hand.-Mazz.) A. Camus, Q. 
guyavifolia H. Lév., Q. rehderiana Hand.-Mazz. On north-facing crags at approximately 
2,000 m/7,000 ft Q. dolicholepis A. Camus is present. At the uppermost altitudes, 
approximately 2,100 m/6,900 ft, scattered specimens of Q. monimotricha (Hand.-Mazz.) 
Hand.-Mazz. can be found. Nearly all of the species that we found were fruiting. The 
majority were older specimens, ranging from 80-100 years old. The oaks do not generally 
dominate the area but instead grow in small groups or as isolated individuals.

The other predominant species of woody plants in the area at or above 1,800-2,000 
m/5,900-7,000 ft include the following: Pinus armandii and P. yunnanensis, Spiraea 

5/ a) Q. longispica b) Q. guyavifolia c) Q. dolicholepis.
a c

6b
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veitchii Hemsl., S. sargentiana Rehder, Abelia sp., Rosa sp., Berberis sp., Cotoneaster 
sp., Acer sp., Photinia sp., Rhododendron sp., Rubus sp., and Philadelphus sp. On 
the northern slopes, representatives of the genera Tilia, Carpinus, Acer, sometimes 
Keteleeria, and others can be found. Notable amongst the many species of herbaceous 
plants are Anemone hupehensis, Rodgersia pinnata Franch., Begonia sp., various ferns, 
Polygonatum, Arisaema, etc. One of the locality’s unique dendrological curiosities is 
Pinus squamata X.W. Li, probably the world’s rarest pine, native only to this locality 
where there are more than 30 adult specimens. It probably does not exist in cultivation 
outside of China.

Jinfo Shan Nature Reserve

The last site we visited was the Jinfo Shan Nature Reserve in the Chongqing 
Municipality. Unlike the previous 
localities, Jinfo Shan is a nature 
reserve with all the pros (very well-
preserved stands of various species) 
and cons (total tourism industry) 
that this sort of attraction brings 
in China. The nature reserve is 
situated in a limestone area, rising 
to an altitude of approximately 
2,000 m/7,000 ft above sea level. 
The core of the reserve features an 
enormous variety of deciduous and 
evergreen species of broad-leaved 
trees. Conifers are relatively rare 
here.

At lower altitudes, 1,000-1,500 
m/3,000-4,900 ft, species such as Q. 
variabilis and Q. fabri Hance grow 
in the predominantly deciduous 
forest, along with oaks from section 
Cyclobalanopsis and different 
representatives of the genera 
Lithocarpus and Castanopsis. The 
other species found here include 
Liquidambar formosana, Euptelea pleiosperma, Nyssa sinensis Oliv., Sassafras tzumu, 
Camptotheca acuminata Decne., Liriodendron chinense (Hemsl.) Sarg., Cercidiphyllum 
japonicum Siebold & Zucc. ex J.J. Hoffm. & J.H. Schult. bis, Tetracentron sinense Oliv., 
different species of Sorbus, Acer, Stewartia, Camellia, Euonymus, and representatives 
of the family Magnoliaceae. At altitudes of approximately 2,000 m/7,000 ft various 
evergreen species dominate, in particular Q. engleriana, Q. myrsinifolia Blume, 
Lithocarpus rosthornii, and Castanopsis platyacantha Rehder & E.H. Wilson but also 
Buxus sinica (Rehder & E.H. Wilson) M. Cheng and species of the genera Sorbus, Tilia, 
Acer, Rhododendron, Viburnum, Abelia, Taxus, Spiraea, etc. A majority of the stands 
in the core of the reserve are very well preserved with many species represented by 

6/ Q. monimotricha growing with Pinus densata var. pygmaea.
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specimens that are well over 100 
years old.

During our travels between the 
various principal localities, we 
documented a number of other 
subsites where different species 
of oak were present, generally as 
solitary specimens, or small copses 
or chopped stands in the countryside. 
The most interesting species of 
these included: Q. franchetii Skan, 
Q. guyavifolia, Q. senescens, Q. 
longispica, Q. rehderiana, and Q. 
pannosa Hand.-Mazz. In certain 
mountain localities we found the 
smallest species of oak growing 
together with the smallest species of 
pine: Q. monimotricha with Pinus 
densata var. pygmaea Hsueh f.7.

Conclusion

During our expedition we documented more than 50 taxa of the family Fagaceae, 
primarily oak species from both sections Quercus and Cyclobalanopsis. Significant 
specimens of all species were localized using GPS and documented with both photographs 
and herbarium collections, (essential in our ongoing efforts to identify the species that 
we could only put a question mark on at the time). Generally, the identification of certain 
species has proved fairly difficult especially since the key in the Flora of China is 
wholly inadequate and often the outcome is quite misleading. All together 34 herbarium 
specimens were collected representing 12 species from section Quercus and 8 from 
section Cyclobalanopsis. In the case of some species this involved multiple collections 
from different provenances and altitudes, and from specimens presenting interesting 
characteristics. Many species growing at very high altitudes, especially the evergreens, 
adjust to less favorable conditions by modifying both habit and leaf size. Observing their 
growth in optimum conditions could prove very interesting. Collecting seed from a wider 
diversity of specimens and conditions might ensure successful cultivation of at least 
certain species.
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7. Considered a synonym of P. yunnanensis var. pygmaea (Hsueh f.) Hsueh f.

7/ Q. franchetii (Jinfo Shan Nature Reserve).

8/ Meeting in the mountains.




