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Maurice Foster highlights the many fine features of this tree, 
but underlines the need to choose the most suitable variety

Sorbus megalocarpa 
lives up to its name

ERNEST WILSON DESCRIBED Sorbus 
 megalocarpa as ‘Epiphytic on various trees’ 
 when he first came across it near Muping  

in Baoxing county, Sichuan, China, in September 
1908 (Wilson 956) (Sargent 1988). This was at 1,200m 
and he found it again two years later much higher 
at 2,200–2,600m, presumably growing terrestrially. 
Wilson described it as seemingly not closely related 
to any other Sorbus species. In gardens it remains  
a plant of marked individual character.

Spetchley connection
There were once two fine specimens at Spetchley 
Park, Worcestershire. Though there is evidently no 
formal record, circumstantial evidence suggests 
that these must have been original specimens or 
seedlings from the W956 introduction. There were 
links between the Berkeley family at Spetchley and 
Ellen Willmott, who sponsored some of the Wilson 
expeditions since Ellen’s sister Rose married 
Robert Berkeley and lived and gardened there.

Sorbus megalocarpa is rare in gardens, despite 
germinating freely from seed, and a number of plants 
in cultivation have come from the Spetchley source. 

Early flushing
The main reason for its rarity is that it flushes very 
early, in late February into March. This young 
growth, incidentally one of its principal attractions, 
is vulnerable to frost and thus to disfiguring shoot 
damage. Siting in the garden is therefore critical; 
exposure to good light while effective wind shelter 
is maintained mitigates the problem. In such 
conditions, plants in my garden at White House 
Farm in Kent have not been damaged in 12 years. 
Notwithstanding its susceptibility to late frost, it  
is very hardy, designated H7 or USDA zone 6.

Sorbus megalocarpa is a small tree, rather stiff 
and quite slow in growth. In cultivation it reaches 
4–5m, but reported as up to 8m in the wild. The 
twigs are stout, dark purplish brown and crowded 
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with lenticels. They are clothed with leaves that 
are 12–25 long and 6–8cm wide, crenate to serrate, 
glabrous, ovate-oblong to obovate, acuminate with 
bases cuneate to rounded.

The young growth is of exceptional colour, being 
a fine reddish bronze which only slowly transitions 
to green. The flowers, which emerge with the 
foliage, are whitish cream and nestle in a ruff of 
bronzed young leaves. They have a rather pungent 
scent. The winter buds are notably large, up to 
2cm long, and red tinted.

The fruit is a major feature, always exciting 
interest. They are very large for a Sorbus, broadly 
ovoid, up to 2.5cm long and 2cm across, and a 
matt dun colour speckled with reddish brown. It  
is freely borne, with up to 30 held in a loose corymb. 

Larger habit, smaller fruit 
Sorbus megalocarpa var. cuneata, the second Wilson 
introduction (W4215), was also found in Baoxing 
county. Wilson describes it as differing from the 
type ‘in its smaller softer fruit and in the more 
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cuneate short-stalked leaves’. This variety is more 
frequently seen, often sold simply as S. megalocarpa. 

Horticulturally there are other significant 
differences, which although making it an easier 
plant to grow and manage, make it less desirable  
as a specimen plant, especially in a small garden.  
It is an altogether more robust plant, growing 
vigorously into a generally upright, eventually 
spreading, much larger, multi-stemmed shrub up 
to 6–7m. It is less vulnerable to frost as it flushes 
about three weeks later than the type, var. 
megalocarpa. The smaller fruits, of the same 
colour, are less conspicuous and it has much less 
colourful spring foliage, although some seedling 
variation will yield bronze tints, and smaller 
winter buds that are green.

A recent introduction from Sichuan is identical 
to Wilson’s original var. megalocarpa in every 
respect. However, other introductions, although 
with the large fruit of the type, are more similar  
in habit, growth and foliage to var. cuneata. These 
warrant further study as there may be natural 
intermediates between the two varieties.

Five features
Sorbus megalocarpa var. megalocarpa is an ideal 
small tree for all seasons. In spring sunshine, if 
care is taken with siting, particularly in a small 
garden, its attractive features are flower and 
foliage. In summer its fruit swells slowly then 
continues to ripen amid attractive red autumn 
foliage, persisting into winter to complement the 
prominent large leaf buds. 

If my Five Fs tree rule is applied – garden value 
measured on the quality of flower, fruit, foliage, 
form and fragrance – it returns a high score.

Maurice Foster VMH is creator of an arboretum in Kent. 

Reference Sargent, CS (1913) Plantae Wilsonianae. 
Cambridge Uiversity Press, Cambridge.

PLANT DOWNLOAD
Family Rosaceae
Range China (Hubei to 
Yunnan), var. cuneata in 
Guizhou and Sichuan only.
Habitat Mountain valleys, 
river sides, rocky forests, 
cliffs at altitudes of 
1,200–2,700 m.
Hardiness H7
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