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Elusive Titans of the trees: 
the Synstylae group 

"H' J wanted to give someone a life task, I would assign to him the b t . '-J O anzcal 
unravelling of these roses . . . . .I must confess I find them more confusing and 

difficult to name than all the other species ... .. " 

- •,=I, 

T hus Graham Stuart Thomas on The Synstylae group has signifi-
the elusive taxonomy of the cant representatives in Japan, Europe 
Synstylae group of roses. (The and North America, but with the major-

Rose Book 1994) ity in Western China and the Himalaya. . . s 
The name refers to the common It is one of the biggest secnon 

distinguishing character of the group - in the genus, with no less than 29 species 
its styles, which are fused into a single listed in the current Flora of China 
exserted [protruding] column. The alone. (See Hu and Robertson 2oo3) d 
flowers are borne in many-flowered Indeed, the Himalaya an 

b h . hest area 
corym s, usually white, the hips gener- Western China make up t e nc . an area 
ally small, without hairs or bristles. in the world for all rose species, l . al 
S h 

. . d eco ogic 
ome ave a musky fragrance. Most of immense cl1manc an 0f 

h d d ky ranges 
ave extraor inary vigour, can climb diversity, from the ry roe h steep 

trees effortlessly and can reach 15 m or North Pakistan in the weSC to tlle 0f 
I: ·1 va eys 

even higher. Some can swallow a small forested ridges and iern e with 
bungalow whole in a couple of seasons. Yunnan and Sichuan in the eaSC, 
________________________ ______--:al No.60 
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their unique combination of low 
latitude and high altitude. Travelling 
through it is stimulating and frustrating 
by turn, since the identification and 
classification of the plethora of roses is 
problematic, particularly for the Synsty-
lae, as Graham Thomas confessed. 

Taxonomic difficulties 
Taxonomic uncertainties arise from a 
combination of factors : closely allied 
species with high fertility between them 
leading to nat!,lral hybridisation; varying 
forms within species; and centuries of 
cultivation, with often an indeterminate 
line between wild and cultivated plants. 

Historically, taxonomic treat-
ment has been as much an art as a 
science, with botanists offering as much 
opinion as analysis in differentiating the 
species, decisions sometimes based only 
on minimal dried specimens, and some-
times on weak morphological charac-
ters. 

Boulanger, in introducing his 
revision of the group (1933), admitted 
that for Synstylae taxonomy to be really 
useful one needed to free oneself from 
the views of predecessors, eschew 
preconceived principles and above all 
not be afraid to occasionally appear to 
lack logic! 

We have been privileged to live 
~hrough a second golden age of new 
mtroductions of living species and 
herbarium material over the last 40 
years, and the time is ideal for a 
thorough revision, not only of the 
Synstylae, but of the whole genus. There 
can be little argument about the need, 
but there is scant commercial interest to 
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drive this, and funding for the rigours of 
a full revision of an estimated 150 
species would have to come from private 
or institutional sources, unfortunately 
equally unlikely. 

In the meantime, the current 
taxonomic issues feed across into the 
commercial sector and good care has to 
be taken when purchasing 'species'. 

The Synstylae in cultivation 
Although taxonomy/ nomenclature is 
not straightforward, high fertility and 
natural hybridisation are an advantage 
when it comes to cultivation. These 
roses are highly promiscuous and will 
mate with any other garden rose within 
reach, quite indiscriminately. Although 
frequent, few chance seedlings are thus 
true to the species, with most having 
hybrid characters - and some can be of 
considerable horticultural value. 

Controlled crosses have also 
been made, notably using the two 
Japanese species, R. multi.flora and R. 
wichurana, which have been of seminal 
importance in the development of 
garden climbers. Other Synstylae species 
have not been widely used commercially 
to create new hybrids - they are not 
repeat-flowering and they are super-
vigorous. This does not make them a 
popular choice among growers in a 
broadly suburban market, with limited 
space. The Synstylae are not commodity 
items. 

But some are of exceptional 
quality. As well as usefully flowering 
quite late, and into July, and having a 
double season of flower and hep, most 
are significantly disease-resistant and 
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bonus of autumn and winter hips. 

We have a rule in my arbore-
tum at White House Farm in Kent, 
known as the five 'F's rule. If a tree is not 
planted specifically for its foliage, 
flower, fruit, fragrance or form, then a 
climbing rose is planted into it, or a 
wisteria, or a vigorous clematis. 

once established will grow strongly in 
poor dry soils and require absolutely no 
pruning or maintenance. However, 
because growers regard demand as 
strictly limited, they are not thought to 
be commercially worthwhile, so some 
are not easy to source. Of course, 
demand may also be a function of a lack 
of publicity, a classic Catch 22. 

The five 'F's rule 
It is beyond doubt that their posmve 
qualities offer significant advantage in a 
large garden or semi-wild place. In such 
a situation these are valuable trouble-
free plants that can transform an other-
wise dull and featureless screen or wind-
break into a midsummer glory, with a 

A Cuprocyparis leylandii screen 
is a good example. Once established, a 
Synstylae rose will compete easily with 
the inevitably dry root run, and produce 
3-4 metre canes effortlessly each year, 
without irrigation, which is necessary 
only in the first year or so to securely 
establish the root system. These canes 
will cascade with flower from end to end 
in the following year. They will trans-
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form a scene of uninspiring d ull ;1e~o s into 
something to be savoured at a t ime 
when the garden is typ ically most 
enjoyed, in warm weather, abuzz with 
summer. Any screen or windbreak 
benefits from such planting. 

In the UK, many large gardens 
after Easter are green deserts, apart from 
perhaps a formal garden of modern roses 
with its serried (and often diseased) 
ranks, or the classic herbaceous border 
with its colour codes and high mainte-
nance. Some large gardens open to the 
public are aware of the need to lengthen 
their season to increase footfall, and 
along · h h l . 
1. wn ot er permanent p antmgs 
1hke hydrangeas, are installing some of 
t ese gr 1· b eat c 1m ers, to make an impact 
on the ·d l mi summer landscape and add a 
ater sou f. rce O interest and colour. 

longicuspis. The form I am lucky enough . 
to grow is very distinctive and 
unmistakeable. It is often seen on the 
Yunnan plateau as a huge sprawling 
bush, but climbs easily to 9m or more 
into a supporting tree. It bears up to 20 
silky white 3cm flowers in a relaxed 
corymb, with a delicate fragrance. The 
large cinnabar orange fruits ripen late 
and last into the new year. The foliage is 
distinctive; the glabrous leaves thick and 
rather leathery, dark shiny green. I have 
never seen black spot or mildew in over 
25 years in a garden where both are 
frequent. 

The young canes have a lustrous 
mahogany bark and it is fully evergreen 
even in relatively cold winters. Here in 
Kent it is the king of evergreen climbers. 
There is a beautiful painting of the 
species by Christabel King in Curtis's 
Botanical magazine Vol 26, April 2009 
showing its distinguishing characters to 

perfection. 

Evergreens 

An excellent species to achieve the trans-
formative effect of such plantings is Rosa ---

The Forrest collection from 
Yunnan known as R mulliganii was 
probably raised from the same seed 
batch as plants distributed as R longicus-
pis. The only difference observed when 
comparing recently collected plants of R 
longicuspis to the herbarium specimen of 
R mulliganii at Wisley were hairs on the 
style. An idea of the lack of taxonomic 
clarity typical of this group may be 
gained from W.J. Bean [Trees and 
Shrubs hardy in the British Isles, 1970] 
who states that a rose was described by 
Graham Thomas as Rosa longicuspis "but 
the author now accepts that it is not that 
species; as he remarks it is near to R. 
mulliganii, for which see under 
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R. rubus". Exactly. 
Rosa sinowilsonii has sometimes 

been considered as a subspecies of R 
longicuspis, but the form formerly grown 
at Wakehurst Place and Borde Hill in 
England and still to be seen at Villa 
Taranto in Italy is quite distinct, with 
unique rugose grey-green leaves, deeply 
veined and waved, with a rich reddish 
brown reverse. It requires warm condi-
tions, when it is the most decorative of 
climbing rose species for foliage. 

There are few hybrids of Rosa 
longicuspis. Some consider 'Cooper's 
Burmese' to be a natural cross with R. 
odorata var gigantea. It has vegetative 
characters of R longicuspis and the 
species grow together, notably in 
Yunnan. 

I have an open pollinated 
unregistered seedling which is a putative 
hybrid with R. chinensis. This I have 
named 'Odile', after the French rosarian 
Odile Masquelier, creator of La Bonne 
Maison garden in Lyon. It has 5-7 cm 
cupped rose pink flowers, borne freely in 
clusters of up to five on a very vigorous 
dense plant. It has the foliage, stem 
characters and vigour of R longicuspis, 
but is only partially evergreen. 

Leaving China for a moment, 
also worth consideration for its 
evergreen qualities is the Southern 
European R sempervirens, which 
although a widespread Mediterranean 
plant, seems perfectly hardy further 
north. It will reach 8m into a tree, 
flowers late, well into July, with cascades 
of white in long, lax, dark green slender 
elegant hanging shoots. Its several 
hybrids, some still widely grown after 
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almost 200 years, are easy, reliable and 
beautiful and lack the species vigour. 
'Xlhat has bettered the delightful 
'.Ade.laide d'Orleans' raised in Neuilly by 
j\{. ,:!a,:ques in J 826? Its trailing partially 
evetgreen shoots hung with exquisite 
pink buds opening to beautifully frilled 
white semi-double flowers are perfection 
encapsulated. 

These can be plants that 
warrant a degree of effort: camping in an 
old orchard somewhere north of Gilgit 
in N . W. Pakistan, we found in an old 
hedge an old survivor, a sister Jacques 
hybrid, the well-known 'Felicite et 
Perpetue', clearly so treasured by some 
member of the Raj it had been trans-
ported to this extraordinarily remote 
outpost. 

Blue/green 
At the other end of the foliage scale is 
the readily identified R soulieana, with 
attractive, small, rounded blue/green 
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leaflets. These show off its yellow buds 
and myriad small white flowers to excel-
lent effect and are followed by conspicu-
ous orange fruits. It is frequent on the 
upper Yangtse in Western Sichuan in an 
area of low rainfall on dry sand and 
shale, a relatively difficult environment; 
and in cultivation a poor soil and full 
exposure may be advisable to achieve the 
best 'blue' foliage effect. As well as 
making a handsome large spreading 
shrub, it can quickly climb up to 6m, as 
indeed can the elegant 'Wickwar', a 
putative hybrid with R brunonii which 
has inherited something of the 
ornamental foliage. 

The giants at Kiftsgate 
Perhaps the species with the widest 
geographical range is R. brunonii. It is 
variable, both in vegetative and floral 
characters. From N. Pakistan it runs east 
along the entire Himalaya into both 
Yunnan and Sichuan. It was introduced 

by Wallich in 1822. Typically it has 
greyish, slightly limp and recurved 
foliage , small corymbs of white flowers 
followed by small orange/red fruits, 
more or less dusted with fuzz. A 
conspicuous form is 'La Mortola' , with 
white flowers at least twice the size of the 
type and Graham Thomas wrote: 'Over a 
wall and outbuilding at Kiftsgate it made 
a splendid mound, 30ft high by 40ft 
across.' It is richly fragrant. It is said to 
be of doubtful hardiness, but has never 
been damaged here in Kent in over 
thirty years. Often associated with R. 
brunonii is the cultivated R. 'Moschata' 
group, which in its double forms such as 
'Princess of Nassau' is a nice cream, 
fading white, late flowering and strongly 
fragrant. 

This great Gloucestershire 
garden is home to perhaps the best 
known of the giant tree climbers, its 
namesake, R. 'Kiftsgate'. A form of R. 
filipes, named for its delicate threadlike 
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pedicels, it can readily climb to 17 / 18m. 
Although introduced by Ernest Wilson 
from Sichuan in 1908, it was seen by 
Reginald Farrer further north in Gansu 
and with typical baroque hyperbole he 
described its fragrance - 'the scent is so 
keen and entrancing that all the air 
quivers with the intoxicating deliciousness 
of it for half a mile round ... . ' 

It crosses effortlessly with any 
other rose and many fine hybrids have 
appeared as spontaneous seedlings. 
'Treasure Trove', 'Brenda Colvin' and 
'Pink Bouquet' are all excellent plants in 
apricot and pink respectively and the 
large crowded corymbs of my own shell 
pink single flowered seedling, named 
'Rosemary Foster' for my late wife, has 
received an RHS Award of Merit. The 
single individual flowers drop as they 
fade, so the corymb always appears 
fresh. 

Attractive double-flowered, 
mostly white hybrid seedlings are also 
quite frequent and most of these are 
potentially 15m plants. 

The fruits on 'Kifrsgate' are as 
striking as the flowers: a blend of soft 
apricot, yellow and red in massive open 
bunches, brilliant in autumn sunshine. 

Some 0th.er notable Synstylae roses 
Rosa glomerata is an easily identifiable 
leviathan, reaching 15 / 16m into even a 
root-greedy ash tree. It is recognisable 
by its coarse, bold, broad, rugose leaflets 
with a whitish/grey reverse. It readily 
produces thick canes of 5-6m annually, 
extremely unfriendly to any neighbour-
ing plants, taking no prisoners. It 
flowers late, in early July, and the petals 
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of its small white flowers are slightly 
reflexed, thrusting forward a prominent 
boss of yellow stamens. Its long lasting 
subglobose hips are a bright orange in 
generous bunches. 

Rosa helenae was found by 
Wilson in 1900 and named for his wife. 
Illustrative of the difficulties in unpack-
ing nomenclature and identification, 
Wilson states (Plantae wilsonianae, 
1913) 'it is well distinguished from all its 
allies by its large ovoid to obovoid ellipsoid 
fruit.. . sometimes exceeding 1.5cm in 
length'. But many plants labelled R. 
helenae in cultivation have small, 
pea-size globose or subglobose fruits 
typical of ocher members of the Synsty-
lae group and do not conform to the 
W ilson description. Fruits are usually 
described as ' srn ;i.ll' in the literature. 
These may be closer to R. cerasocarpa, 
collected by W ilson in the same area and 
identified by him at the time as R 
gentiliana. This in turn is said not to 

greatly differ from R. henryi which 
Wilson introduced later, in 1907 and 
named for the great plant pioneer in 
China, Augustine Henry. 

R rubus is not frequently seen in 
cultivation and has been variously 
associated or confused with other 
species. A Farrer collection distributed 
as this species was subsequently identi-
fied as R filipes. Two different forms 
have been described, with or witjiout an 
indumentum on the leaf r~verse. I 
believe the correct plant is the one that is 
less vigorous, flowering early, with 
sweetly fragrant shapely flowers nicely 
set against a dark green rugose foliage, 
reflecting its name. 
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Among other Synstylae, 
R. setigera, the N. American prairie rose, 
is more shrubby in character, and 
although with pink flowers, of little 
merit in gardens. R sambucina is a wiry 
climber from Taiwan with small white 
flowers, a collector's item. R multi.flora 
and R wichurana, both Japanese species, 
have yielded so many excellent garden 
climber hybrids selecting one or two 
here would be iniquitous; they warrant 
articles of their own. Both these true 
species have multitudes of small white 
flowers, but there are pink-flowered 
variants of R multiflora listed commer-
cially, probably natural hybrids. These 
are frequently planted in China. R. 
luciae is generally considered as synony-
mous with R. wichurana. 

Our own native R. arverhi.1 
scrambles across hedges and into 
hawthorns, its trailing purple shoots 
wreathed in small fragrant flower 
clusters in July, later than the dog rose. 
It is a familiar sight in Kent hedgerows, 
but I would not be without it some-
where in the garden. 

Other superlative tree climbers 
are of course the four forms of R. bank-
siae, but they are not in the Synstylae 
section and therefore not treated here. 

Cultivation 
Given the required space, once e~tab-
lished, these big, easy-going, unde-
manding climbers need no attention. To 
encourage them not to bush inconven-
iently and potentially painfully at the 
base for example near a path, it is good 

· practice to rub out any small basal or 
main stem shoots as the buds develop. If 
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this is done as they appear - with 
decreasing frequency over 4-5 years, and 
a moment's job with one hand en 
passant - such shoots will miraculously 
cease to appear and the rose will be 
limited to a thick woody climbing stem 
at the base. From time to time it may be 
beneficial to remove dead wood, or 
importuning shoots: this should be the 
only pruning required. 

Although some are scarce and 
others misnamed in nurseries, these 
climbing roses are all quite easy to 
propagate from half-ripe summer 
cuttings taken in the conventional way, 
under plastic or mist, and it should not 
be too difficult to find a source of 
.:ru then tic material from a friendly 

· ,,/c,,:·1;·r who grows a selection. They 
."!1;/ ; .:,or quickly, and potted in good 
, , ,'>.J'..::sr. in one litre pots will make nice 

l plants in a year, ready for planting 
f) tt t . 

These roses certainly merit 
wider planting where conditions are 
suitable and space not at a premium. 
They are a joy when allowed to grow free 
and wild in wind and sun. 

This has been only a cursory 
and by no means comprehensive discus-
sion of these imperious and striking 
landscape plants. Much work needs to 
be done to sort them out, but in spite of 
the taxonomic issues I hope it may inter-
est owners of sufficiently large arboreta 
and gardens enough to want to plant 
more. Or if you own just one dull 
Leyland or Lawson, to hang it with a 
transformative Synstylae rose of suitable 
proportion. 
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