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Maurice Foster describes a hornbeam 
with a difference and discusses its 
occurrence in the wild and in cultivation

Monkeytail tales

PUZZLING OVER A SMALL TREE growing 
 below a track near Baoxing in western  
 Sichuan, a botanist companion said, ‘It 

certainly looks fagaceous – could it be a Quercus?’
Large, bold, dark green leaves, conspicuously 

veined below, densely covered a vigorous multi-
stemmed bushy tree of about 5m, with a tidy, 
upright habit. There were no flowers or fruit visible 
to help identification and Quercus was not an 
unreasonable shot.

But jumping down the slope below the tree, I 
saw, on the lower side, like some kind of divine 
revelation, just two long, fat, faded ‘catkins’ 
hanging vertically among the foliage.

 It was unmistakably Carpinus fangiana, – of the 
Fagales tribe, but of the family Betulaceae. Known 
as the monkeytail hornbeam on account of these 
catkins, it was first described by Hu Hsen Hsu in 

The female ‘catkins’ (above) of Carpinus 
fangiana are among the most ornamental 

in the genus; a mature tree in fruit  
(right) is a spectacular sight.

the Journal of the Arnold Arboretum in 1929. It has 
since been found in eastern Yunnan, Sichuan, 
Hunan, Guizhou and northern Guangxi. According 
to the Flora of China, it can make a tree of 20m.

An idiosyncratic hornbeam
The early Quercus diagnosis was readily explained 
by the fact that the foliage of Carpinus fangiana is 
not typical of the genus, with unusually large 
leaves. These have been recorded up to a remarkable 
30cm long by 8cm wide but the longest I have seen 
in cultivation in the UK was 24cm, and this on a 
strong sterile shoot on a juvenile plant. They are 
oblong to ovate and doubly serrate, with prominent 
raised veins on the reverse.

A seedling tree has proved to be perfectly hardy 
in the open in Kent. In 10 years from planting it 
has grown vigorously in not particularly moist, 
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Plant profile

PLANT DOWNLOAD
Family Betulaceae
Genus 41 species, north 
temperate, especially east Asia.
Range South-central China 
from Sichuan to Guangxi
Habitat Forests to 2,000m in 
mountain valleys. 
Introdction Shanghai Botanic 
Garden seed (SBG 270), NW 
Hunan (1986); Mikinori Ogisu 
(Og 91103),  SW Sichuan (1986); 
Sichuan Expedition (SICH 842),  
Sichuan (1991).
Hardiness H5 

stony, acid soil into a broadly upright three-
stemmed, 8m tree (Tree Register recorded) of neat 
and tidy habit, heavily clothed.

The most conspicuous, even dramatic, feature  
of this species is the numerous pendent fruct-
escences, the pale green female ‘catkins’, a tail-like 
agglomeration of dense overlapping papery bracts, 
each sheltering a seed at their base. In 2019, borne 
freely, they averaged 29cm in length. This length 
may be a function of a cool long spring followed by 
an unusually wet June with plenty of moisture at a 
particular period of development, the same effect 
that appears to influence the inflorescence length 
of a Wisteria floribunda ‘Multijuga’ in my garden. 
By contrast, in the relatively dry summer of 2018 
average length was only 23.5cm. A second plant, in 
much drier, shadier conditions, influenced by root 
competition from adjacent trees, while equally 
floriferous, had catkins averaging only 19cm.

These female ‘catkins’ are conspicuous in July 
but scarcely to be seen when the solitary but 
attractive male catkins produce their pollen in 
May. These, in a good year, are also a decorative 
feature of the tree. 

Beautiful and striking
Reports suggest that vigour seems to vary from 
different seed collections made during the last 30 
years, and also from grafts, the usual commercial 
mode of increase. There is some anecdotal 
evidence that C. fangiana grafted onto C. betulus, 
the usual understock, has a compatability problem, 
lacking a robust constitution and failing to grow 
on freely. The genus is divided into two sections, 
Carpinus and Distegocarpus, with C. betulus in  
the former and C. fangiana in the latter. It may  
be that the more closely related C. japonica in  
the same section would make a better understock.

Most Carpinus root readily from summer 
cuttings under mist or polythene. As initially  
these are slower to grow on, it is not the method  
of choice in the trade but a good solution for the 
amateur. They should be overwintered cold, dry 
and without root disturbance until growth begins 
in the spring.

Krussman described C. fangiana as ‘by far the 
most beautiful in the genus’. My own preferred 
adjective would be the most ‘striking’. In an under-
appreciated genus with many scarcely known 
species of particular grace and elegance, the 
understated, exquisite, slender delicacy of foliage 
and form of, for example, a typical C. omeiensis is 
quite unsurpassed for beauty. 

Maurice Foster vmh sits on the RHS Woody Plant 
Committee and has an arboretum in Kent.
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This article first appeared in The Plant Review (previously The Plantsman), the 
RHS publication devoted to the diversity of cultivated plants: rhs.org.uk/
theplantreview


