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Despite difficulties with classification, excellent garden plants 

can be found among the confusion. MAURICE FOSTER, who has 

raised a few notable cultivars himself, surveys the range 

T
AXONOMY TODAY in 
Hydrangea can reasonably be

described as anarchic. The

standard botanical treatment has 
been McClmtock (1957) in which 
she sharply reduced the genus to 
around 20 species. The more recent 
Wei & Bartholomew (2001) account 
states about 73 species worldwide, 
with 33 in China, of which 25 are
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endemic. However, in the same

work, Bartholomew argues that this 
should be reduced to 18 species in 
China, with nine endemic. 

Bean (1973) had an equivocal 
reaction to McClintock's work. He

admitted that, while following 
McClmtock in lumping many 
familiar species together, he also 
maintained others, but 'only where

there is taxonomically some room

' H ted that a
for manoeuvre . e accep 

'pick and mix' approach was perm

itted where a reasonable case could

dmi dthat
be made, although he a tte 

f · ceo 
it was more for the converoen 

nvicuon
gardeners than from any co 

that McClintock was wrong.

,_.a. ofnew
There has been an m.uUX 

introductions over the last 30 years•
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This has resulted in gardeners and 
nurseries taking Bean's pragmatic 
approach to species recognition, 
using either McClintock or Wei & 
Bartholomew as their starting point, 
and forming their own opinion from 
growing and living with the plants. 

Complexities of H. aspera

The taxonomic issues in H. aspera 
are illustrated by the fact that 
McClintock lumped no less than 
31 previously discrete entities into 
the single species. Plants previously 
designated as species or subspecies 
- and for gardeners distinctive in
flower, foliage and form, such as
H. villosa, H. longipes, H. kawakamii
and H. strigosa -were all brought into
synonymy under H. aspera.

She recognized four subspecies: 
subsp. aspera, subsp. rohusta, subsp. 
sargentiana and subsp. strigosa. The 
differences were not based on floral 
characters, but entirely on leaf shape 
and vestiture (the nature of the hairs 
on leaf and shoot). She qualified this 
by noting that most individuals fell 
into the categories she designated, 
'although various combinations of 

leaf shape and vestiture occur'. These 

subspecies were all reinstated to 

species level in Wei & Bartholomew. 

Also, a recent cytogenetic analysis 

(Mortreau et al. 2010) agreed with 

Wei & Bartholomew's designation 

of H. villosa and H. kawakamii as 

distinct species. Currently, in 

horticulture, withinH. aspera, the 

following names are used: subsp.

aspera, subsp. robusta, subsp. sargent

iana, subsp. strigosa, Kawakamii 

Group and Villosa Group. 

The epicentre of distribution of

H. aspera is perhaps in western China

where it becomes locally a pioneer.

It colonizes bare ground, such as

landslips, with myriad seedlings.

These establish quickly with the help

Hydrangea aspera subsp
: 
strigosa can

_ 
form a 

substantial plant. as here in Yunnan, China

June 2014 

Plantsman 

south and central China, to the
islands of Taiwan, Sumatra and Java.

I
_
n cultivation, time of flowering is

vanable and H. aspera selections may
be had in flower for several months
fromJune to late October. For
example, H. aspera Kawakamii
Group 'Taiwan' is usually at its best
in the second half of September and

f into October, while H. aspera 'Farall'
� peaks in mid June. Their length of

of the southwest monsoon, which 
provides moisture throughout the 
growing season. In Yunnan it is most 
common at l ,800-2,400m, although 
it can be found at lower altitude. 

� season is also valuable, with flowers
changing and fading but remaining 
attractive as the rest of the colours in 
the garden fade into autumn. 

Garden value 

For gardeners, the taxonomic 
differences of opinion are of some 
interest but of little practical help. 
Our primary concern is identifying 
gardenworthy H. aspera cultivars, 
based on colour, form, stature and 
hardiness, and there are plenty to 
choose from. 

Indeed, with H. aspera the 
gardener is spoiled for choice, as the 
main characteristic of the species is 
its almost infinite variability. This is 
not surprising for a species with an 

extensive geographic range from the 

Himalayas and Burma, through west, 

Another asset is variability in 
stature and habit, with selections to 
suit any size of garden. For example, 
after 20 years, 'Farall' reaches 2 x 2m 
while 'Taiwan' reaches 3m high and 
7m across. In the wild, some forms 
of subsp. strigosa reach little more 
than lm in height, whereas in 
warmer areas other subspecies can 
exceed 1 Om in height. 

Finally, and the primary consider
ation for gardeners, there is flower 
and foliage, with a wonderful variety 
of colour, size and form. The flowers 
lack the full-figured glamour of 
hortensia hydrangeas, being more 
understated, but elegant and 
timelessly beautiful; more Audrey 
Hepburn than Dolly Parton. In the 
end, it is the flower that gives the 
plant its appeal but the foliage plays

its part as a foil. Michael Dirr (2004) 
wrote in his exuberant style: 'Leaves 
... wow ... warm, fuzzy, like bunny ears, 
dark green above, variably pubescent, 
yet below grayish and cloaked in 
velvet, waiting to be stroked.' 

This all adds up to a diversity of 
flower, form and foliage combined 

with a wide tolerance of growing 

conditions to suit most gardeners. 
There follow some thoughts on 
existing cultivars of proven value, 
together with comments on more 
recent developments that will extend 

the range in new directions. ► 
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Recommended plants 
Perhaps the two best known, because
they have been the longest in cultivat
ion, are H. aspera subsp. sargentiana
and H. aspera 'Macrophylla'.

The former was introduced by
Ernest Wilson in 1908 from one
location, and I believe has not been
reintroduced since. It is readily
distinguished by the size of its leaves
and the fleshy tufts of hair on the
shoots, not unlike those of a moss
rose but without the resinous
fragrance. It is not a good plant for
general planting, being hard to please
and rarely seen in optimum condition.
It usually manifests as a few gaunt,
bony sticks dressed with poor foliage,
even in woodland shade, where it
frequently struggles with dry soil
through tree-root competition. The
flowers, in July and August, are also
modest; the white ray florets being
small relative to the leaves and the
fertile flowers usually a dull, greyish
mauve. However, in ideal conditions,
with good overhead light, shade for
much of the day and a good supply of
moisture at the root, it can create a
dramatic effect - the leaves on sterile
shoots can reach 47 x 32cm with a
20cm petiole.

In contrast, H. aspera 'Macrophylla'
is a good garden plant and has the
RHS Award of Garden Merit (AGM).
It is hardy and less demanding, but
like all H. aspera, enjoying some shade
and moisture in the growing season.
It is a striking shrub reaching 2m in
height, flowering over a long period
in July and August. The foliage is
bold, but not as large as that of
subsp. sargentiana, dark green, and a
good foil for the dozen or so whitish
ray flowers fringing a central dome of
bright purple fertile flowers. Another
Wilson collection, it is not as widely
planted as its quality warrants.

Yet another Wilson introduction,
perhaps the best known H. aspera, is
Villosa Group. The difference

between seedlings is wide,but the
cultivar sold by Hillier Nurseries for
many years as 'Villosa' has sensibly
been distinguished as 'Velvet and
Lace'. In the front rank of flowering
shrubs, it has the AGM and
gardeners can do no better than
acquire this superior cultivar. It is
fully hardy, with narrowly ovate
leaves, felted beneath, and it is laced
with flower in July and August. The
ray flowers are a pretty, fresh, mauve
pink, irregularly nodding around a
dome of purplish blue fertile flowers.
It remains effective in the garden
well into October, even after the
flowers have faded. It usually grows
to about 2m in height, spreading to
perhaps 3m across. It is not choosy
about soils and its long season makes
it an excellent candidate for a partly
shady comer of a herbaceous border.

A large, spreading variant of
H. aspera, lumped by McClintock
into subsp. aspera, but now known in
horticulture as Kawakamii Group, is
a very desirable and distinctive plant.
The first introduction in recent
times was by the late Maurice
Mason, who obtained it as seed from
the Taiwan forestry authority. I
showed this plant to the RHS
Woody Plant Committee in 1998
where it received an Award of Merit.
It required a cultivar name, and afterdeep thought I named it H. aspera Kawakamii Group 'Taiwan'! 'TaiwanPink' is a synonym. It is not a plant

for a small garden, spreading after
15 years to about 7m across and 2.Sm
high. It is particularly valuable in
being at its best in late September.
It is also attractive in spring with
new leaves tinted bronze, showing a
prominent, pink, white-felted
underside. The ovate to lanceolate
leaves mature to a dark, sea-green.
The pale pink ray flowers are quite
small on relatively long pedicels, but
complement the fertile flowers
which have conspicuous dark pink
buds opening to violet-purple
flowers, the three elements making
an attractive combination. For many
years it has proved hardy in my
garden in Kent, but was superficially
damaged by the prolonged cold 
winds of the 2012-13 winter.

Bleddyn and Sue Wynn-Jones of
Cnig Farm Plants in north WaJe�O
whom we are indebted for many e

d · have Hydrangea intro uctwns, 
named two selections of H. aper;. 
Kawakamii Group they collecte Lil
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the wild in Taiwan. The names of 
both reflect their flowering time: 
'August Abundance' and 'September 
Splendour'. 

Like 'Taiwan', H. aspera 'Anthony 
Bullivant' is another large cultivar; 
I measured the original plant which 
was 6m across by 3.Sm high. 
Named by Elizabeth Bullivant to 
commemorate her husband, it 
originated in their garden at 
Stourton House in Wiltshire. It is 
one of my favourite cultivars, as the 
large, pink ray flowers that appear in 
July have petals overlapping to form 
a virtually circular flower, making it 
particularly attractive. The leaves are 
ovate and mid green with a villous 
indumentum. It is reliably hardy. 

Smaller cultivars 

Three excellent cultivars for smaller 
gardens are 'Peter Chappell', 
'Mauvette' and 'Farall'. None are 
likely to exceed 2 x 2m after IO years 
and all are different from each other 
in terms of flower colour and 
flowering time. 

Hydrangea aspera 'Peter Chappell' 
has pure white ray flowers and fertile 
flowers that are pale pink in bud, 
opening white. The inflorescence is 
loose in outline with the ray flowers 
dispersed randomly around the 
corymb, giving the flower a touch of 
informality. In full light the leaves 
are also relatively small, 15 x 5cm, and 
in scale with the plant. It will take 
more sun than most and is thus ideal 
for a mixed border. It is a.distinctive, 
attractive and versatile plant. Peter 
Chappell gave it to me as a solitary 
plant from his greenhouse on the 
condition that I propagated it. 
I could not discover its origin so I 
named it to commemorate one of 
our most celebrated plantsmen and 
nurserymen. 

Hydrangea aspera 'Mauvette' was 
raised in the Netherlands in the 
1980s and is similar to 'Peter ► 
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Chappell' in every detail except 
flower colour. As the name suggests, 
this is a pale lavender-mauve, a 
different and distinctive, soft colour. 

Hydrangea aspera 'F arall' has only 
recently been offered by nurseries. 
It is notable for its early flowering, 
inJune, and its subtle colour, which 
might be best described as a wash 
of smoky mauve-pink. It is an 
exceptionally free-flowering, 
symmetrical shrub- in full light it is 
clothed to the ground in foliage and 
all shoots flower simultaneously to 
create a compelling picture. The 
leaves are an attractive mid green, 
tinted with bronze. The original 
plant was given to me by the late 
Michael Haworth-Booth, many 
years ago. I named it after his garden. 

Other subspecies and related 
species 
A species that McClintock sank into 
H. aspera subsp. robusta, but which is
now treated as a separate species in
horticulture, is H. longipes. It has

distinctive leaf blades which are 
broadly ovate with cordate bases, a 
rough and papery texture, and up to 
22cm long by 20cm across. The 
prominent petioles are slender and 
notably long, almost as long as the 
blades. It is a large species, to 2.5m 
in height and with a lax habit, 
spreading to Sm or more, elegantly 
sweeping the ground like a large 
crinoline dress. Hydrangea longipes is 
an excellent plant for thin woodland 
where there is plenty oflight and 
room to spread. It also flowers early, 
in June. Both fertile and ray flowers 
are white, the latter conspicuous and 
up to 4cm across on a corymb 15cm 
in diameter. The best form I have 
seen was at Trelissick in Cornwall 
with ray flowers 5cms in diameter. 
The then curator gave me cuttings
and I have distributed it to other
gardens. 

Plants recently introduced as
H. aspera subsp. robusta have leaves
of similar size and shape but with
different texture and indumentum.

They also have conspicuous, bright 
red buds and pinkish mauve fertile 
flowers. 

Hydrangea aspera subsp. strigosa is a 
variable plant. Indeed, it is difficult 
to generalize about its appearance as 
it can range from a small, narrow
leaved shrub to a massive 
arborescent, multi-stemmed shrub 
with large, ovate leaves. Wilson 
described it thus: 'In size and shape 
of foliage the Chinese plant seems 
exceedingly variable, and the 
following forms [var. angustifolia, 

var. macropbylla and var. sinica] pass 
gradually into each other' (Sargent 

1913). Clearly plenty of scope for 
variety there. It is a low altitude 
plant, unreliably hardy in the UK 
It leafs out early and most fonns 
flower extremely late, some well 
into October, when the flowers 
often receive insufficient warmth 

1 . sto develop fully. Some se ecuon 

are first class but only in favoured
' 

dgardens, free of early frosts an 

hard winters. 
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Recent developments 

In the past few years there has been 
an influx to cultivation of coloured 
foliage selections. These have dark 
leaves with a distinctive reddish 
purple leaf underside and they create 
a different and unique effect in the 
garden. Flower colour varies from 
white to rich pink. 

One of the boldest cultivars, with 
affinities to H. aspera subsp. strigosa, 
and large, dark green, broadly ovate 
leaves with a maroon-red reverse and 
pink flowers is known as 'Gongshan'. 
It is not reliably frost hardy in my 
garden and shoots were killed back 
to 3-year-old wood during the cold 
spell in 2013. However, this had the 
effect of hard-pruning and the 
regrowth was dramatic, producing 
exceptionally large leaves, 32 x 16cm, 
on shoots of 1.2-1.Sm. This made me 
think it could be hard-pruned 
annually, purely as a foliage plant. 

AJapanese selection, H. aspera 
'Koki', has proved hardy in Europe. 
It has purple young leaves, maturing 
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to purple-green with a red underside 
and bronze-purple petioles. These 
are broadly ovate, twice as long as 
broad and provide a perfect 
backdrop to white ray flowers 
surrounding a dome of purplish pink 
fertile flowers. A bushy, spreading 
cultivar, it came through the 2012-13 
winter in my garden undamaged. 

Another that came through that 
testing winter completely unharmed 
was my own seedling, H. aspera Hot 
Chocolate ('Hpopr012). This cultivar 
has recently been launched by Jan 
Oprins in Europe and is now widely 
available. It bears narrowly ovate 
leaves, usually three times as long as 
wide, dark green above, suffused with 
purple when young, and a bright 
maroon-red below. The seductive 
foliage supports gently cupped ray 
flowers of good size and a soft, clear 
pink. Each corymb of bluish purple 
fertile flowers is surrounded by 5-10 
of these ray flowers, creating an 
informal bicoloured <lorn�. The 
habit is bushy and spreading and it 

Plantsman 

flowers in July and August. 
I have crossed H. aspera Hot 

Chocolate with other coloured-leaf 
selections with large white flowers, 
and also with a low-growing, dark
foliaged selection of what used to be 
known as H. glabripes (regarded as a 
synonym of H. aspera by McClintock). 
I am hoping that two further 
generations of seedlings now being 
assessed may produce colourful 
plants of low stature and flowering 
4-6 weeks later, in September.

Ernest Wilson introduced a
variant of H. aspera subsp. strigosa 
(W 4902) in 1904 from Mount 
Emei in Sichuan, China, with all 
sterile flowers; in effect a 'mophead' 
form of H. aspera. This has been lost 
to cultivation, presumably killed by 
cold winters in subsequent years. 
However, American plantsman and 
explorer Dan Hinkley, almost one 
hundred years later, found a similar 
globose-headed plant on Mount 
Emei. He introduced it as H. aspera 
'Elegant Sound Pavilion', named 
after a neighbouring temple. It 
flowers very late and appears not to 
be hardy here in Kent, two plants 
having been killed in successive 
winters. The immature flowers are 
pale green, maturing to white and 
then once more reverting to green as 
they age, and are a delight to flower 
arrangers. 

My own attempts to develop 
a 'mophead' H. aspera have not 
succeeded. However, they have 
yielded an unnamed seedling 
informally known as "72 flowers", 
referring to the number of small 
sterile flowers scattered across one 
inflorescence. This has proved 
perfectly hardy in my garden for 
eight years and could prove an 
interesting addition to the range. 

Other 'mophead' forms have been 
introduced by US collectors. Also, 
in 2007, plant explorer Mikinori 
Ogisu showed a slide to the RHS ► 
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Hydrangea aspera 'Elegant Sound Pavilion·. 
a recently discovered rnophead from Sichuan 

Woody Plant Committee of a fully
globose ' mophead' specimen which
he had discovered in China and which
he assured us was hardy. As far as I
am aware, it is not in UK cultivation.

The most florally dramatic cultivar
yet is H. aspera 'Titania', introduced
by Tom Hudson ofTregrehan
garden in Cornwall. It has large, dark
green, red-veined, heart-shaped
leaves with pale green undersides
that can reach 32 x 22cms, and
prominent red petioles to 17cm. The
leaves on the sterile shoots are larger
than those on the flowering shoots.
1bis foliage is an excellent backdrop
to its very large, white ray flowers, to
8cm across, with fimbriate margins.
'Titania' was damaged in the 2012-13
winter in my garden, but bounced
back vigorously. While perhaps not
sufficiently hardy for general
planting, it is likely to be a much
sought-after plant for more favoured
gardens, or a conservatory in cold
areas. It is not yet generally available.

I have crossed 'Titania' with the
hardy Hot Chocolate and have
promising seedlings growing on, as
yet unfl.owered. Some have coloured
foliage, a potentially exciting
development for the longer term.

Finally, I have a strain of true blue
H. aspera seedlings that have proved
hardy for eight years. One,
informally called "Blue Haven", has
dark green leaves of modest size and
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strongly domed inflorescences of
clear blue fertile flowers and white,
blue-veined ray flowers. The one
caveat is that it is growing in soil of
pHS.5--6.0, so requires cultivating in
pH7 or higher to test the effect of a
higher pH on colour clarity.

Cultivation 

Hardiness is very variable within
H. aspera and it is difficult to make
any meaningful generalizations.
Some selections have stood the test
of time and are reliably hardy,
certainly in most gardens. Others,
such as subsp. strigosa, are native to
low altitudes, leaf-out precociously,
and are therefore susceptible to early
and late frost - this makes them

useless for general planting in the
UK. By contrast, Villosa Group,
from higher altitudes, and especially
collections from its northern limits
in Sichuan, have a shorter growing
season and consequently are more
reliably hardy.

Great care should be taken when
siting these plants within a garden. 
While the smaller-leaved cultivars 
will tolerate quite a lot of sun, some
shade during the hottest part of t�e
day, and reasonably moist soil_d�g
the growing season, are key reqUU"e

ments for optimum performance. 
Good air drainage is also des�a?le,

allowing the cold air of late radiauon 
frosts to flow away. Frost pockets 

d should be avoided at all c0sts· Sha e
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Another selection by the author, informally known as "Blue Haven" (above left), is showing good blue colour on acid soil, but has not been trialled at higher pH. 
The large size of the sterile flowers of H. aspera Titania' is revealed (below), displayed on a leaf of Hot Chocolate and surrounded by flowers of other seedlings. 

from above, such as from deciduous 
trees, is doubly protective. It gives 
shelter from spring frost, and 
provides partial shade in summer 
which helps to create the humidity 
that the plants enjoy. The shade of 
a wall can serve a similar function. 

Freezing winds are most 
damaging. Plants that withstood 
-l0°

C in still conditions in 2012 were 
twig-killed down to two years 
growth level by -5°c in 2013. This 
was due to an exceptional, searing 
easterly wind, often with frost on its 
breath, that blew for around six 
weeks. Wind shelter from north and 
east is paramount. 

Hydrangea aspera is not fastidious 
as to soils, provided these are well-
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drained and not stagnant in winter. 
Soil pH is not a significant factor for 
healthy growth - indeed, plants will 

succeed on chalk if compost, leaf
mould or bark is mixed in at 
planting, supplemented with an 
occasional good mulch. Flower 
colour is said not to be affected 
by pH, but I have reservations 
about this. The ray flowers may 
not change, but the central fertile 
flowers are usually close to blue on 
low pH, acid soils. There was once 
an impressive H aspera subsp. 
sargentiana with deep blue fertile 
flowers at Maiwood Hill, Devon, 
in acid soil. When transferred to 
a neutral soil it disappointingly 
reverted to the more typical mauve. 

Pruning is not necessary, except to 
remove old flower shoots to enhance 
appearance. From time to time, take 
out old and dead wood on older 
plants. Very old plants can be 
rejuvenated by cutting them back to 
the base and thinning the regrowth 
rigorously to allow shoot ripening, 
essential for winter survival. With 
effective management, these are 
long-lived plants. 

Conclusion 

I hope I have demonstrated that 
most cultivars are not just plants for 
those with woodland or mild 
gardens, but are more robust, more 
tolerant and more attractive than 

generally believed, and worthy of 
wider planting. I also hope that 
recently introduced, living material 
of known wild origin, together with 
existing herbarium specimens and 
laboratory analysis, will soon lead to 
a taxonomic consensus. 

MAURICE FOSTER VMH is a 
member of the RHS Woody Plant 
Committee and has a garden and 
arboretum in Kent 
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