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A genuinely 
evergreen 
rose 
······················· ··········· ···· ··· ·· ··············· ··· ·············· ···· ···· ·········· 

Maurice Foster studies the taxonomy, 
marvels at the vigour and admires 
the beauty of an under-represented 
Chinese climber, Rosa longicuspis 

( I F I WANTED TO give someone a life task, 
I would assign to him the botanical 
unravelling of these roses ... I must say I 

find them more confusing and difficult to name 
than all the other species.' Thus said Graham 
Stuart Thomas, referring to the Synstylae group 
of vigorous climbing roses. Flora of China lists 
no less than 29 species in this group, the name 
of which derives from a distinctive character: the 
fusion of the styles into a single exserted column. 

In the introduction to his Synstylae revision, 
Boulenger (1933) also acknowledged taxonomic 
challenges. He asserted that, to be really useful, 
his revision should disregard previous analyses, 
ignore all preconceptions and be unafraid to 
appear occasionally to lack logic! 

A species in this group, Rosa longicuspis, 
was first described in 1861 from a Hooker and 
Thomson collection in northern India in the 
Khasi Hills (then part of Assam). It was identified 
initially as R. sempervirens but Italian botanist 
Giuseppe Bertolini later distinguished it from 
that essentially Meditt:_rranean species. It is widely 
seen in Yunnan and also recorded in Sichuan 
and Guizhou. 

The taxonomic situation is further confused 
by the status of Rosa mulliganii, often listed as 
a separate species, but now mostly regarded as 
a form of R. longicuspis. When closely examined 
some years ago at RHS Garden Wisley, the only 
difference between the two were a few hairs 
on the style. Bean states 'a rose distributed as 
R. longicuspis is near to R. mulliganii and possibly 
from the same batch of seed' (collected by Forrest 
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during his 1917-1919 expedition to Yunnan). 
However, Rosa longicuspis in its Yunnan forms 
has a clear set of well-defined characters. 

A bit of a handful 
The species is quite common on the Yunnan 
plateau around Kunming and Dali, up to around 
2,750m, growing in scrub and open woodland 
where it sprawls in great mounds. If a shoot 
reaches into a tree it can readily achieve eight 
or nine metres, even in a relatively dry situation. · 

The distinctive personality of the species 
provides excellent value as a garden plant, in the 
right situation with space to expand and express 
itself. In my own White House Farm arboretum 
in Kent, it is a genuinely evergreen rose and its 
vigour is such that it could swallow a small 
bungalow whole in a couple of seasons. This 
is why it is rare in cultivation, perceived as 
too exuberant for the commercial market. 

The flowers are borne in late June, in lax 
corymbs of up to 30, on quite long pedicels to 
3.5cm long, opening from yellow buds. They are 
white, about 4cm across, with silky hairs on the 
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Rosa longi,cuspis 

Rosa longicuspis (left) can truly be termed vigorous, and its charming white flowers (above) carry a banana scent. 

outer petal surface, though not all specimens 
exhibit this as a notable charac~er. They have a 
delicate fragrance which keen noses distinguish 
as that of bananas. 

The heps are subglobose, more than 1cm long 
and a rather dull orange, though the colour is 
given life by a low winter sun. Also, they last 
through until March. 

Young canes have a polished, lustrous reddish 
bark studded with short, solid prickles. The foliage 
is distinctive, consisting of evergreen, glabrous 
leaves which are stiff and leathery, dark shiny 
green, with usually seven ovate or elliptic leaflets. 
It loses no more leaves than is normal, even in a 
very testing winter of cold and wind. The young 
foliage is touched with bronze. 

Spruce and seemingly disease-resistant 
In 25 years, remarkably, I have never seen black 
spot, powdery mildew or rust on any of my four 
accessions, even in a rural environment where 
these are frequent. 

There are no deliberate hybrids, but like all 
members of the group it is notably promiscuous 
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and volunteer hybrid seedlings appear in 
cultivation. It shares its natural habitat with 
R. brunonii, R. gigantea and R. banksiae and 
intermediates with these are likely to occur 
in the wild, adding to the taxonomic confusion. 

There are other evergreen or partially evergreen 
roses, such as R. sempervirens, R. gigantea and 
R. laevigata, but being from the Mediterranean 
and southern China respectively, and generally 
at low altitude, these love warmth, may be of 
doubtful hardiness and can look decidedly 
patchy in a winter freeze. 

By contrast, Rosa longicuspis always looks 
at any season well-groomed, fresh and spruce. 
At White House Farm it is in the front rank 
of vigorous evergreen climbers. 0 

·········· ·· ······· ··································································· ·············· 
Maurice Foster VMH is a plantsman, honorary 
member of the RHS Woody Plant Committee and 
creator of a garden and arboretum in Kent -
················ ············································· ········ ·· ···················· ·· ······· 
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