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Introduction

On the International Dendrology Society (IDS) Tour of Bhutan, 8 of the 18 native 
Fagaceae of Bhutan (in the genera Quercus, Castanopsis, and Lithocarpus) were observed 
in their natural habitats. The IDS promotes international collaboration in the study and 
conservation of forests and woody plants around the world, particularly through its tours 
to many different countries. The first IDS tour to Bhutan took place in 2004 and explored 
the more accessible western parts, but it was felt that a second tour centered on the east of 
the country was needed to see more of the colorful culture, extensive forests and diversity 
of conifers, oaks, rhododendrons, and other woody plants with which Bhutan is richly 
endowed. The indefatigable organizer of the 2014 tour was Anke Mattern from Germany.

Bhutan is a relatively small country in the Himalayan foothills, 300 km/190 mi east to 
west and 150 km/90 mi north to south, rising from the subtropical north Indian plain to 
snowy peaks of over 7,000 m/23,000 ft in the north. It is bordered by China (Tibet) to the 
north, and then, clockwise from the east, the Indian states of Arunachal Pradesh, Assam 
and West Bengal. There is only one road across Bhutan linking the sparsely populated 
east with the capital Thimphu in the west, and as it frequently falls victim to landslides 
during the summer monsoon, travel can be unpredictable (many Bhutanese prefer the 
longer Indian alternative in summer). The river systems run from north to south, bringing 
monsoon rain and snowmelt down to the Indian plains: thus the east/west road zigs and 
zags its way up and down from valley to pass and back again. The advantage of this to 
those of botanical inclination is that they are presented again and again with the same 
succession of vegetation between as low as 900 m/3,000 ft and as high as 3,400/11,200 ft, 
each time with slight modifications due to aspect or soil. Although found between 1,100 
and 3,200 m/3,600 and 10,000 ft, oaks concentrate in the band between 2,000 and 2,600 
m/7,000 and 8,500 ft, where they are often the dominant tree species and frequently 
home to a rich diversity of epiphytic vegetation from lichens, mosses, orchids and ferns 
to rhododendrons.

On the 2014 tour we used the eastern option by flying to Guwahati in the Brahmaputra 
Valley of Assam, then by road 
into east Bhutan. Thus on October 
12 the group who assembled 
at Guwahati comprised 18 IDS 
members from Argentina, France, 
Germany, Ireland, the Netherlands, 
Switzerland, and the UK, along 
with botanist David Long from the 
Royal Botanic Garden, Edinburgh, 
and 3 UK students sponsored by the 
IDS. After a smooth drive across the 
river and surrounding Assam plains 
of just over two hours, we entered 
Bhutan through the ceremonial arch 

at Samdrup Jongkhar where we met our four Bhutanese partners – the very capable tour 
leader Tsewang Rinzing of Sakten Tours & Treks, senior Bhutanese botanist Raling 
Ngawang, National Herbarium Curator Rinchen Yangzom, and her assistant Tshering 
Dorji, to complete the group of 26 participants. 

1/ Raling Ngawang introducing the group to Bhutan.
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Three oaks to greet us

For those new to Bhutan, the next day’s (October 13) drive north to the eastern capital 
of Bhutan, Trashigang, was a complete revelation. The journey began at Samdrup 
Jongkhar at 220 m/720 ft altitude, in the subtropical belt which clothes the southern 
border area of Bhutan, dominated by dense jungle with trees such as Bombax ceiba L., 
Dillenia indica L., Duabanga grandiflora (DC.) Walp., Erythrina arborescens Roxb. 
with striking red flowers, and the screw pine Pandanus nepalensis H. St. John. It was 
difficult to resist the temptation to stop every kilometer, but as the long journey was to 
take us up through zones of warm broadleaf forest into cool evergreen broadleaf forest to 
up to 2,700 m/8,800 ft on Yonphu La then back down to the hot dry valley of Trashigang 
at 900 m/3,000 ft, roadside stops had to be severely rationed. 

On occasion, our stops were enforced by road works (in fact road widening which 
seems to be taking place on every road in Bhutan) and at such a halt our first oak was 
seen amid the clouds of dust from 
the blasting and bulldozers, just 
south of the village of Narfong. 
This was Quercus glauca subsp. 
annulata (Sm.) A. Camus1 with 
leathery, lanceolate leaves, growing 
with Alnus nepalensis D. Don, 
Betula alnoides Buch.-Ham. ex 
D. Don, and Corylus ferox Wall. 
Lunch was delayed until after the 
turnoff to Pemagatshel, and an 
unscheduled stop at Nangshi to 
admire perhaps the most splendid 
of the Bhutanese oaks, Q. lamellosa 
Sm., with its large, dark green, 
glossy leaves and enormous cupules 
consisting of concentric rings of 
lamellae. We were later to admire 
this handsome oak many times. By 
now we were seeing one of the real 
East Bhutanese specialities, Pinus 
bhutanica Grierson, D.G. Long & 
C.N. Page, described as recently 
as 1980, forming very handsome 
stands in quite moist forest, with 
its characteristic long pendulous 
glaucous-green needles. Picnic 
lunch at Moshi at 2,230 m/7,320 ft 
was in dry woodland of two species 
of Theaceae: Schima wallichii 
Choisy and S. khasiana Dyer, mixed 
with our third oak Q. lanata Sm., 

1. Considered today a synonym of Q. annulata Sm.

2/ Quercus glauca subsp. annulata

3/ Quercus lamellosa
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with lovely soft woolly undersides 
to its evergreen leaves. Our arrival 
in Trashigang was well after dark, 
thanks to a stop at the Khaling 
weaving center where we watched 
young trainees weaving some of 
the colorful Bhutanese cloth under 
the close tuition of an older expert. 
Needless to say, some participants’ 
luggage gained somewhat in 
weight from this stop, while others 
admired the fruiting trees of Cornus 
(Benthamidia) capitata Wall. 
outside. 

From Trashigang to Sakten and back 

Trashigang is dominated by its historic dzong (a Bhutanese fortress both religious and 
administrative in function) overlooking the deep Drangme Chhu2 Valley flowing south 
to India. Without delay we made preparations for the start of our trek early next morning 
(October 14) beginning at 8:00 a.m. with a two-hour road journey east up the Gamri Chhu 
Valley to Phongmey. A roadblock at a sawmill enforced a halt amidst rich shrubberies 

with many woody plants, some in 
flower, such as Bauhinia purpurea 
L., Butea buteiformis (Voigt) Mabb., 
Ficus semicordata Buch.-Ham. ex 
Sm., the brilliant red Holmskioldia 
sanguinea Retz., Rhus chinensis 
Mill., and Woodfordia fruticosa 
(L.) Kurz amongst open forest of 
the subtropical chir pine (Pinus 
roxburghii Sarg.). Another stop 
was to admire the flowering orchid, 
Arundina graminifolia (D. Don) 
Hochr., as well as the beautiful 
shrub Luculia gratissima (Wall.) 
Sweet with its fragrant tubular 
flowers. 

At Phongmey (about 1,700 
m/5,500 ft altitude) our trek started, 
with a gradual assembly of ponies 
and oxen, quickly loaded with 
camping gear and baggage, while 
we made a start up the trail, having 
first admired our fourth oak species, 
the deciduous Quercus griffithii 

2. In Dzongkha (the official language of Bhutan, sometimes referred to as Bhutanese), chhu means river. 

4/ Bhutanese woven cloth.

5/ Trashigang Dzong.

6/ Gamri Chhu Valley and evergreen forest.
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Hook f. & Thomson ex Miq. with 
its coarsely-toothed obovate leaves. 
This species is named in honor of 
its discoverer William Griffith, the 
first botanist to visit the country, 
who, in 1838, traversed Bhutan 
along much of the same route we 
were taking. Our destination was 
the remote valley of Sakten, close 
to the eastern Bhutan border with 
Arunachal Pradesh, which we would 
reach after three trekking stages and 
two camps on the way. Our party 
being extremely diverse in ages, 
and with some participants never 
having camped before, Sakten Tours 
indulged us with comforts such as 
hot-water bottles and roaring camp 
fires, and with local villagers in 
traditional costumes brought in 
to dance and sing in the evenings. 
The daily walks were relatively 
leisurely, giving us ample time to 
study and photograph plants and 
collect specimens for the Thimphu 
herbarium. 

On the way to Sakten we passed through rich and relatively undisturbed forests (except 
for the new hydropower road now under construction) through zones of warm then cool 
broadleaf forest, and finally into temperate conifer forests. At lower altitudes on the first 
day we encountered our first chestnut, Castanopsis tribuloides (Sm.) A. DC. with its 
spiny cupules, forming extensive stands in places, along with Rhododendron arboreum 
Sm. and occasional trees of Pinus bhutanica, Magnolia doltsopa (Buch.-Ham. ex DC.) 
Figlar and an arborescent Schefflera species. 

Our first camp at Jyongkhar was in a secluded clearing on the riverbank in an area with 
many plants of interest, including 
much Q. lanata and Q. griffithii, the 
latter suffering from the parasitic 
mistletoe Scurrula elata (Edgew.) 
Danser with striking pink and green 
tubular flowers. Above Jyongkhar 
the forest was dominated by these 
two oaks mixed with Schima 
wallichii and Alnus nepalensis. 
Occasional leafless trees of Prunus 
cerasoides Buch.-Ham. ex D. Don 
were very conspicuous with their 
pink flowers, but the walk was 9/ Quercus griffithii

7/ The trek begins in the Gamri Chhu Valley.

8/ Sakten camp. 
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10/ a) Ceropegia pubescens Wall. b) Luculia gratissima c) Sorbus macallisteri Rushforth 
d) Euphorbia royleana Boiss. e) Scurrula pulverulenta (Wall.) G. Don f) Itoa orientalis Hemsl.

a

b

e

c

d

f
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spoiled when we had to join the new road under construction and scramble up and down 
some unstable landslips. After the second camp at Thokthri (October 16) we were back 
on the proper trail, and were treated to spectacular giant trees of Pinus bhutanica and 
Tsuga dumosa (D. Don) Eichler in a sacred grove. Rhododendrons, not in flower in this 
season, became more conspicuous, notably the big-leaved species R. grande Wight and 
later R. falconeri. Hook f. Hanging over the path, the rare shrub Clethra delavayi Franch. 
was unexpected, and trees of Magnolia campbellii Hook f. & Thomson became more 
abundant. As we entered Tsuga-dominated forest at about 2,700 m/8,900 ft, another oak, 
Q. semecarpifolia Sm., became common, both short, shrubby forms with toothed, holly-
like leaves, and taller trees with entire leaves. 

Sakten, where we camped for two nights at 2,900 m/9,500 ft on a grassy terrace 
above the river, proved to be a beautiful village with broad meadows dotted with yaks 
and horses, surrounded by forested mountains in all directions and overlooked by the 
monastery or lakhang. The delightful local people (the Brokpas) are famous for their 
colorful costumes and unique hats made from Yak wool – like French berets but with five 
tails hanging down for drainage. On the steep slope above the river opposite our camp 
was a wonderful forest vista, bathed in autumn sunshine, of hemlock (Tsuga dumosa), 
fir (Abies densa Griff.), juniper (Juniperus recurva Buch.-Ham. ex D. Don), larch (Larix 
griffithii Hook. f., and some deciduous trees, particularly maples and birch (Betula utilis 
D. Don), coming into fine autumn color. Noisy choughs3 circled overhead, while a steady 
stream of yaks with wooden packsaddles headed downhill through the village. After the 
frost lifted and an outdoor breakfast, we spent October 17 walking up to the monastery, 
hard work in the thin air at 3,200 m/10,500 ft. 

The lakhang commands a superb view over the Sakten valley, right up to the border 
ridge with India. It stands amidst open meadows and shrubberies with Q. semecarpifolia, 
Rhododendron arboreum, R. kesangiae D.G. Long & Rushforth, R. barbatum Wall. ex G. 
Don, and Daphne bholua Buch.-Ham. ex D. Don. After removing shoes and inspecting 
the interior, we took lunch outside before a leisurely stroll back to the village. A huge Q. 
semecarpifolia, of great antiquity, was a commanding presence in the village; its height 
was calculated (after some discussion) at 21 m/69 ft, and the trunk, 5.76 m/18.89 ft at 
dbh.

On our return walk to Trashigang we retraced our steps over two rather than three days, 
but nevertheless spotted several good plants overlooked on the way up. Most notable 
was a small rowan with beautiful white-flushed pink berries that we identified as Sorbus 
macallisteri Rushforth known before only from Arunachal Pradesh, and named in honor 
of Hugh McAllister, the British rowan expert who later confirmed the identification. This 
was a most unexpected but welcome addition to the Bhutan flora. 

After returning to the warmth and comfort of Trashigang we spent a day exploring 
the Kulong Chhu Valley north to the village of Trashi Yangtse, and the nearby Chorten 
Kora, a splendid religious monument by the river. Although a dry valley, the flora was 
subtropical with stands of Cycas pectinata Buch.-Ham., trees of Duabanga grandiflora, 
Radermachera sinica (Hance) Hemsl., Sloanea tomentosa (Benth.) Rehder & E.H. 
Wilson and Ulmus lanceifolia Roxb. ex Wall. The now familiar oaks Q. griffithii and Q. 
lanata were again common. 

3. The common name for the two species in the genus Pyrrhocorax of the Corvidae (crow) family.
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Westward bound

On October 21 we began the long journey westwards across central Bhutan following 
first the hot dry Drangme Chhu Valley where the abundant lemon grass (Cymbopogon) 
from which is extracted fragrant oil grows by the roadside amongst Pinus roxburghii. 
We then climbed the numerous hairpins up to the Kori La4 at 2,298 m/6,561 ft altitude. 
Here a great deal of logging of oaks and other trees has taken place in recent years but 
scattered mature trees of Q. lamellosa survive amongst beautiful stands of Daphniphyllum 
chartaceum K. Rosenthal. Fruiting shrubs such as Ardisia macrocarpa Wall., Dichroa 
febrifuga Lour., and Viburnum erubescens Wall. formed an understorey. 

The night was spent in the comfort of the Wangchuk Hotel in Mongar with an early 
start the following day (October 22), down the steep descent to the Kuru Chhu Bridge, 
followed by the long ascent to Thrumseng La National Park. First we passed the ruined 
Shongar Dzong, then gradually climbed through cultivated terraces and patches of forest 
where Talauma hodgsonii Hook. f. & Thomson5 related to Magnolia, was common. Our 
colleague Raling spotted some trees of a species known locally as golonang shing but 
never identified botanically though reported to us from several places in east Bhutan. 
The trees bore erect ovoid pods which first dehisced from the top, then later from the 

base revealing hundreds of winged 
seeds. Browsing the Flora of 
Bhutan drew a blank so images 
were later sent to David Boufford 
in Harvard, specialist on Chinese 
plants, who solved the mystery – 
the tree is Itoa orientalis Hemsl. in 
the tropical family Flacourtiaceae. 
Previously it was known only from 
China and Vietnam, so it is new 
not only to Bhutan but the whole 
Himalaya. Nearby were fine trees 
of Engelhardia spicata Lesch. ex 

Blume, a large tree in the Juglandaceae with pendulous racemes of winged seeds, and 
also our first sight of the genus Lithocarpus, characterized by its fused cupules with only 
the apex of the acorn protruding. This is Lithocarpus fenestratus (Roxb.) Rehder. 

Soon after we entered the truly spectacular Thrumseng La National Park, a magnificent 
wilderness of forested ridges and steep south-facing slopes which catch an exceptionally 
high rainfall from the summer monsoon. Here the narrow road teeters along precipices 
with views of big waterfalls and dense forest. Only a brief stop was possible to admire 
the panorama and trees such as Magnolia campbellii, Tetracentron sinense Oliv. and 
Taxus wallichiana Zucc. Lunch was a picnic at the Latong La at 2,745 m/6,560 ft, where 
we noticed a new oak, Q. thomsoniana A. DC., related to Q. lamellosa but with smaller 
leaves with fewer veins and cupules only half enclosing the acorns. The Thrumseng La 
was then crossed, at over 3,500 m/9,800 ft, in spectacular Abies densa/Rhododendron 
forest. After a very brief stop we continued our long journey to Jakar, arriving long after 
dark, to a warm welcome at the Kaila Guest House.

4. In Dzongkha (the official language of Bhutan, sometimes referred to as Bhutanese), la means mountain pass.
5. Considered a synonym of Magnolia hodgsonii (Hook. f. & Thomson) H. Keng.

11/ Lithocarpus fenestratus
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The next day (October 23) we awoke to a sunny morning in the broad Bumthang Valley, 
where we were led on a leisurely stroll through the town to the Wangdi Choling Palace 
by Raling, who gave us a description of its history and significance. Outside were very 
old trees of the native Himalayan pear (Pyrus pashia Buch.-Ham. ex D. Don) bearing 
abundant ripe and edible fruit, tasty both to us and numerous bees. The colorful murals 
as well as the magnificent wood carving in the Palace were much admired. We were then 
taken on a short drive up the Bumthang Chhu Valley past the historic Kurje Monastery 
to Nasphel, where a good diversity of woody plants of the dominant blue pine (Pinus 
wallichiana) forest were evident. These included Acer campbellii, A. pectinatum Wall. 
ex G. Nicholson, Cotoneaster bacillaris Wall. ex Lindl., Hippophae salicifolia D. Don, 
Holboellia latifolia Wall., Malus 
baccata (L.) Borkh., Philadelphus 
tomentosus Wall. ex G. Don, 
Populus rotundifolia Griff.,6 Rosa 
macrophylla Lindl., R. sericea Wall. 
ex Lindl, and Viburnum mullaha 
Buch.-Ham. ex D. Don. The only 
oak was Q. semecarpifolia, very 
typical of P. wallichiana forest, 
including some ancient specimens. 
Later a group went to visit Jakar 
Dzong, in its prominent situation 
overlooking the valley, while others 
explored more conifer forest above 
Lami Goemba where the transition from pine to Tsuga dumosa supported a very rich 
woody flora, for example Corylus ferox, Enkianthus deflexus (Griff.) C.K. Schneid., 
Lindera heterophylla Meisn.7, Rhododendron triflorum Hook. f., Schisandra grandiflora 
(Wall.) Hook. f. & Thomson, and the bright red herb Euphorbia griffithii Hook. f.

On October 24 we had another long drive, at first through wonderful pine forests, 
(stopping at the Chhume weaving center for more shopping), then slowly climbing up to 
the Yutong La at 3,420 m/11,220 ft, forested right to the summit with Abies/Rhododendron 
forest but with much bamboo (Yushania microphylla (Munro) R.B. Majumdar) dying, 

6. Considered by some authors as a synonym of P. tremula L.
7. Considered a synonym of Lindera obtutsiloba var. heterophylla (Meisn.) H.B. Cui.

13/ Quercus semecarpifolia

12 a-b/ Quercus thomsoniana 
a b
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presumably as part of its natural 
life cycle.  The steep descent 
to Trongsa with its huge dzong 
gave us commanding views of the 
remote Black Mountain range to 
the southwest.  We then repeated 
our transect of vegetation zones on 
the long climb up to the Pele La at 
3,390 m/11,120 ft with a stop for 
lunch in a roadside restaurant during 
a rare shower of rain. In fading light 
we descended a few kilometers on 
the west slope to Nobding, where 
our splendid buses turned north 
along a dirt road, in places almost 
washed away, for what seemed an 
endless journey in total darkness. 
A real mystery tour! This was the 
Dang Chhu Valley, well known to 
Tsewang and Raling as a botanist’s 
paradise. Finally we stopped to find 
a luxury camp fully in place below 
us on a riverbank, tents with camp 
beds, bedside tables and lamps, 
not to mention a roaring camp 
fire and dinner ready in the dining 
tent, followed by a real Bhutanese 
welcome from the headman and 
villagers.

The next morning (October 25) all was revealed: we were camped in a delightful spot 
by the Dang Chhu stream near the village of Tokaling, and during breakfast (porridge, 
eggs, toast and coffee) we watched the black-capped sibia (Heterophasia capistrata 
Vigors) feeding on the nectar of the shrub Leucosceptrum canum Sm. beside the camp. 
The brilliant red flowers of another shrub Colquhounia coccinea Wall. brightened up the 
campsite. Due to our short stay here, we took a ride up more rough zigzag tracks into the 
forest, eventually reaching another monastery with a splendid view right up the Dang 
Chhu Valley to the high snow peaks of the main Himalayan range on the Tibetan frontier. 
Here were, for many, one of the real highlights of the whole Tour: gigantic trees of the 
Himalayan cypress or tsenden shing (Cupressus himalaica Silba8), the sacred national 
tree of Bhutan and also the biggest tree in the country. 

The trees here had probably been planted hundreds of years ago and dominate the 
valley; later we noted large natural stands in a nearby valley. The very durable timber 
is highly prized for dzong construction, and the villagers expressed their fears that for 
the reconstruction of the Wangdu Phodrang Dzong, recently completely destroyed by 
fire, their precious cypresses would be felled. In discussions with the headman, the IDS 
agreed to look at the possibilities of raising funds to grow young trees for replenishing the 

8. Considered by some authors as a synonym of Cupressus cashmeriana Royle ex Carrière.

14/ The Dang Chhu Valley looking north.

15/ A warm welcome in Tokaling.
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wild population. Near some of the 
cypresses we found more ancient 
trees of Q. semecarpifolia, some of 
these host to many epiphytes such 
as Cymbidium orchids, Mahonia 
and Rhus hookeri K.C. Sahni & 
Bahadur.9 The villagers took time 
out from their farming to welcome 
us into the village for us to picnic 
(and watch the traditional ploughing 
with oxen). We also had time to 
study the mossy oak/rhododendron 
forests where Q. lanata and Q. 
griffithii were the dominants. On 
the walk back to camp some fruiting giant Himalayan lilies (Cardiocrinum giganteum 
(Wall.) Makino) were seen amongst the shrubs. To make the camp even more memorable, 
the villagers had laid on some wooden “stone baths”, where water from a health-giving 
spring was heated in the open-air baths for us by boulders from the campfire. A real treat!

Conclusion

The penultimate day of the westward journey was spent travelling the busy road to 
Wangdu Phodrang and Punakha (where we stayed in the comfortable Densa Resort) and 
the final travelling day (October 27) over the Dochu La to the capital of Bhutan, Thimphu. 
That day, an early morning visit was made to the splendid Punakha Dzong with its superb 
religious murals (and formerly the winter capital of Bhutan) led by our guide Yonten. 
Finally we reached the ever-expanding city of Thimphu where progress with the Royal 
Botanical Garden and National Herbarium at Serbithang were admired. A ceremonial tree 
planting was carried out in the Botanical Garden and in the evening, the IDS hosted a 
dinner in honor of our Bhutanese hosts and collaborators. 

The next day, the main party departed for India from Paro airport, while a few of 
us stayed on in Thimphu for an extra day (October 28) for meetings and another tree 
planting at the Royal University of Bhutan, where we were hosted by the present and 
former Vice Chancellors. It was then our turn to drive to the nearby Paro valley, prior to 
our sad departure from Bhutan (October 29) on the spectacular Druk Air flight to Delhi.

Notes on the Fagaceae of Bhutan

The 18 species of Fagaceae known to occur in Bhutan at the present time (Grierson & Long 1983) 
comprise 8 species of Quercus, 6 species of Lithocarpus and 4 species of Castanopsis. In contrast to some 
of the other familiar trees of Bhutan, such as Abies densa, Cupressus himalaica and Pinus bhutanica, 
which were first discovered and described from Bhutan, not one single species of Fagaceae was first 
described from this country. These were first described from other parts of the Himalayas (Nepal and 
Darjeeling), NE India, Bangladesh, Burma, China, Java, and Japan. One of the duties of the taxonomist 
is to check that historical application of names in a particular country matches material from the type 
locality. Therefore an effort has been made to ensure that the names of the oaks in Bhutan are correctly 
applied. A past misapplication relevant here is the use of the name Quercus serrata Thunb. for some 
Himalayan plants. Q. serrata Murray was first described from Japan but it is now generally accepted that 
9. Considered a synonym of Toxicodendron hookeri (K.C. Sahni & Bahadur) C.Y. Wu & T.L. Ming.

16/ A warm hug for Cupressus himalaica.
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the Himalayan plants for which this name was used should be called Q. acutissima Carruth., which was 
described from Chinese material.

Eight species of Fagaceae, from the three genera found in the country, were seen on the IDS Bhutan 
Tour. When sterile, these genera can sometimes be distinguished only with difficulty, but searching under 
a tree (only when it is safe to do so!) usually reveals some old fruiting cupules and acorns which are 
immediately diagnostic. 

The largest and most familiar genus is Quercus, which can be evergreen or deciduous, with toothed 
leaves. When in flower it can be recognized by having male and female flowers in different inflorescences, 
the male flowers in pendulous catkins and female flowers single or few together. In fruit the acorns are 
solitary, and cupules bear scales or annular lamellae. In Bhutan two sections are recognized: the first is 
section Quercus, that includes Q. acutissima, Q. griffithii, Q. lanata, and Q. semecarpifolia.  Species in 
this section can be evergreen or deciduous and have cupules bearing scales united at their bases. Section 
Cyclobalanopsis is always evergreen and in Bhutan includes Q. glauca subsp. annulata, Q. lamellosa, Q. 
oxyodon, and Q. thomsoniana with concentric lamellae on the cupules. This section is still taxonomically 
problematic in the Himalayas (Camus 1936-1938).

The genus Lithocarpus is evergreen, usually with very large, entire-margined leaves. Flowers of both 
sexes occur in the same inflorescence and male spikes are rigid and erect. The male flowers have lanceolate 
bracts. The fruit usually consists of a woody spike of partly-fused cupules, which partly or sometimes 
almost completely enclose the single acorn. Both acorn and cupule are symmetric, and the cupules are 
armed with scales or stout warts but not spines.

The genus Castanopsis is similar in flower to Lithocarpus, but the leaves are smaller and usually 
toothed, and the male bracts are usually minute and rounded. Up to 4 nuts are completely enclosed in each 
cupule, which are asymmetric and covered in sharp, branched spines that dehisce to release the acorns, or, 
in one species, covered in wavy bands that break irregularly when ripe.

The notes below focus on the widespread and familiar species primarily, with shorter notes on the 
rarer ones. Only the first two (Q. griffithii and Q. acutissima) are truly deciduous, the rest are evergreen, 
although Q. semecarpifolia can occasionally lose all its leaves briefly.

The species in bold are those seen on this Tour of Bhutan.

1. Quercus L.
Q. griffithii Miq. This is a common species in Bhutan between 1,300 and 2,500 m/4,300 and 8,200 

ft, growing in relatively dry forests often with blue pine. Its wood is prized for furniture making. 
It is distinctive in its deciduous obovate serrate leaves up to 25 cm/10 in long clusters at the end of 
shoots. The cupules are small and scaly and acorns ovoid. Large scaly galls, sometimes mistaken 
for fruit, are common. Although named after William Griffith who visited Bhutan in 1838 and first 
discovered the species, the type specimens were collected later by J.D. Hooker and T. Thomson in 
the Khasia Hills.

Q. acutissima Carruth. (Q. serrata Murray in sense of earlier works). This is the other deciduous oak in 
Bhutan, with oblong or elliptic leaves up to 18 cm/7 in long, and very distinctive in its marginal serrations 
which end in a needle-like point up to 7 mm/0.3 in long. Its cupules are unique amongst the Himalayan 
oaks in being 2 to 3 cm/0.8 to 1 in broad and covered with long narrow curved spreading scales. It appears 
to be rare in Bhutan in cool broadleaf forests between 2,000 and 2,500 m/6,500 and 8,200 ft altitude. It 
was first described from China in 1862.

Quercus lanata Sm. (syn. Q. lanuginosa D. Don). This species often grows with Q. griffithii in drier 
temperate forests throughout much of Bhutan, up to 2,200 m/7,200 ft altitude, but is evergreen. It 
has toothed oblong to lanceolate leathery leaves up to 15 cm/6 in long, which are densely pale woolly 
beneath and somewhat rugose above. The cupules are small and scaly, half enclosing the rounded 
acorn. It was first described from Nepal where it was discovered by Francis Buchanan-Hamilton.

Q. semecarpifolia Sm. This plant can grow both as a shrub with spiny-toothed leaves or as a large 
broad-crowned tree up to 25 m/82 ft tall. It has small elliptic or oblong leathery leaves up to 10 
cm/4 in long, rounded at the apex. The cupules are scaly, clasping only the base of the subglobose 
acorns, which are produced abundantly only every 2 years. In can form low shrubberies under P. 
wallichiana or can grow with R. arboreum in mixed forests. It is a common species in Bhutan at 
between 2,400 and 3,200 m/7,900 and 10,500 ft altitude. It is often harvested for firewood. It was 
originally described from Nepal.
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Q. lamellosa Sm. This and the following three species belong to the evergreen section 
Cyclobalanopsis. Their taxonomy has been clarified by Menitsky (2005). (A fourth, the more tropical 
Q. semiserrata Roxburgh, has been reported almost certainly in error from Bhutan). Q. lamellosa, 
the most striking of the more widespread Bhutanese oaks, is a very large evergreen tree which forms 
extensive stands in many parts of temperate Bhutan, between 1,800 and 2,600 m/5,900 and 8,500 ft, 
where it has often been harvested for its durable timber. Its leaves are oblong to elliptic, up to 40 
cm/16 in long and with striking close parallel veins (15 to 25 pairs), which are impressed above and 
raised beneath, contrasting sharply with the whitish undersides. The cupules are large, 4 to 7 cm/1.6 
to 2.8 in in diameter, with conspicuous concentric lamellae. The acorn is almost completely enclosed. 
It was discovered in Nepal in 1802 by Buchanan-Hamilton.

Q. thomsoniana A. DC. In foliage this oak is very like a miniature version of Q. lamellosa with 
12 to 15 pairs of strong veins impressed above and raised beneath, contrasting with the white 
undersides. However, its leaves are much smaller, up to 15 cm/6 in long. The cupules are up to 3 cm/1 
in in diameter, and bear striking spreading concentric pale tomentose lamellae with a somewhat 
crenate margin, half enclosing the rounded ovoid acorn that is up to 2 cm/0.8 in tall. It was described 
from Sikkim where it was discovered by Joseph Hooker and Thomas Thomson in 1849. The only 
confirmed record from Bhutan appears to be that from the IDS tour.

Q. glauca subsp. annulata (Sm.) Camus. This is characterized by its relatively narrow lanceolate 
elliptic leaves up to 15 cm/6 in, with acuminate apex, sharply toothed in the upper half and pale and 
softly hairy beneath. The veins are not sunken above or raised beneath. The cupules are 1 to 1.5 
cm/0.4 to 0.6 in across and bear low concentric appressed lamellae, and that enclose the lower 1/3 of 
the small acorns that are much longer than broad (1.2 to 1.8 cm/0.48 to 0.70 in long). It is widespread 
in warm evergreen forests between 1,100 and 2,100 m/3,600 and 6,900 ft. This is a widespread species 
throughout Eastern Asia, originally described from Japan.

Q. oxyodon Miq. This is similar to Q. glauca but the leaves are more strongly serrate with finely pointed 
ascending teeth. The cupules are up to 2 cm/0.8 in in diameter and bear appressed almost entire or crenate 
lamellae, and half enclose the subglobose acorn that is up to 1.7 cm/0.67 in tall. It was first described from 
the Khasia hills in Assam, and in Bhutan has been reported from evergreen oak forests between 2,400 and 
2,700 m/7,900 and  8,900 ft altitude.

2. Lithocarpus Blume
Six species of this more tropical genus are known in Bhutan of which only L. elegans is well-known and 

relatively common, the others are relatively rare and require further taxonomic study; fruit are essential 
for identification but can usually be found under the trees. They are mostly found in subtropical and warm 
broadleaf forests, especially in the south of Bhutan. 

Lithocarpus elegans (Blume) Hatus. ex Soepadmo  This is a large evergreen tree with large dark green 
leathery leaves up to 35 × 10 cm/14 × 4 in, with entire margins; the petioles are very short up to 1.5 cm/0.6 
in. The flower spikes are unbranched. The cupules are fused at their bases in a stout woody infructescence, 
each cupule about 2 cm/0.8 in diameter, scaly, enclosing the lower third of acorn. Occurs throughout 
southern and central Bhutan, 900 to 2,200 m/3,000 to 7,200 ft altitude. Originally described from Java.

Lithocarpus fenestratus (Roxb.) Rehder (syn. Quercus fenestrata Roxb.) is similar to L. elegans 
but the leaves are smaller and the fruiting cupules almost completely enclose the acorns with only 
up to 1/3 showing at tip. A local plant from southern Bhutan, 1,000-1800 m/3,000-6,000 ft altitude. 
Described from Silhet in northern Bangladesh.

Lithocarpus dealbatus (Hook. f. & Thomson ex Miq.) Rehder (syn.: Quercus dealbata Miquel). Differs 
from L. elegans in its smaller leaves up to 18 × 6 cm/7 in × 2 in, and smaller cupules which enclose the 
lower 2/3 of the acorns. Only reported from Geylephu district at 1,350 to 1,650 m/4,450 to 5,410 ft. 
Described from the Khasia Hills of Assam.

Lithocarpus pachyphyllus (Kurz) Rehder (syn. Quercus pachyphylla Kurz) is similar to L. elegans but 
distinguished by its fruiting cupules which are completely fused together. Known only from Geylephu 
district at 1,650 m/5,410 ft, but described from Darjeeling district in West Bengal.

Lithocarpus listeri (King) Grierson & D.G. Long (syn.: Quercus listeri King) differs from L. elegans 
in its leaves on longer petioles up to 5 cm/2 in, and flower spikes with many short branches, but the fruit  
is similar. Described from Assam.

Lithocarpus jenkinsii (Benth.) C.C. Huang & Y.T. Chang (syn.: Quercus jenkinsii Benth.) This species 
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was described from Assam and Myanmar and only relatively recently found in Bhutan. It differs strikingly 
from the other Lithocarpus species in its stout woody fruit with acorns completely enclosed by the cupules 
which are covered by stout woody angular scales. It has been found only in three places in Sarbhang and 
Chukka Districts at 1,020 and 1,480 m/3,350 and 4,860 ft altitude.

3. Castanopsis (D. Don) Spach
Four species of this genus are found in Bhutan, the first three quite similar in foliage and with densely 

spiny cupules, each containing 1 or up to 4 acorns. The fourth has smooth cupules with wavy bands and 
contain only 1 acorn.

Castanopsis indica (Roxb. ex Lindl.) A. DC. (syn. Castanea indica Roxb.) This is a subtropical 
evergreen tree with sharply toothed leaves which are finely brownish hairy beneath. The cupules are about 
2.5 cm/1 in in diameter, covered in needle-like spines up to 1 cm/0.4 in long. It is common in the forests 
of southern Bhutan up to 1,500 m/4,900 ft. Described from northern Bangladesh.

Castanopsis hystrix A.DC. Similar to C. indica but its leaves are reddish tomentose beneath and almost 
without teeth on the margins, and the cupules are larger, up to 5 cm/2 in in diameter, with similar long 
spines, but containing only a single acorn. It is not very common in evergreen oak forests across central 
Bhutan between 2,000 and 2,300 m/6,600 and 7,500 ft. It was discovered by Hooker & Thomson in the 
Khasia Hills of Assam.

Castanopsis tribuloides (Sm.) A. DC. (syn. Quercus tribuloides Smith) This is very similar to C. 
hystrix but the leaves are almost glabrous beneath; however the cupules differ in their much shorter 
stouter spines which have a broad base and are not needle-like. It is common across central Bhutan 
between 1,200 and 2,400 m/3,900 and 7,900 ft and was first discovered in Nepal by Buchanan-
Hamilton.

Castanopsis lanceifolia (Oerst.) Hickel & A. Camus (syn. Castanea lanceifolia Kurz) At first glance 
this could be mistaken for a Lithocarpus species vegetatively but its ovoid cupules are not fused together, 
completely enclose the single acorn, and bear concentric wavy rings not scales. It is only known in the 
southern subtropical forests in two localities in Sarbhang district at 285 and 800 m/935 and 2,600 ft. It was 
first described from Burma.
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