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The Spring-blooming
Rhododendrons

An Interview with Prof. Yen-hsueh Tseng
of the Dept. of Forestry, Nat'| Chung
Hsing Univ.

FREHIES Interview & Text / ERFNIZ Jane Chiu
#5Z Translator / E5kR8 Yonglan Huang ~ B§;Z14 Chunyi Cheng
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Rhododendrons can be seen everywhere and are of great importance in biology. /Golden Award in "Photography Skills"
photography contest; taken by Jia-zhong Chiu
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Look at the beautiful rhododendrons blooming on the
hillside on a cool March day....

The lyrics, which was written by famous composer You-li
Huang, describe the rhododendrons that most Taiwanese
people find so close to. Rhododendrons are in bloom as
flower season opens in Yangmingshan National Park, and
they also thrive in other national parks in Taiwan. In fact,
some of the species are the relic plants from the ice age
and bear much biological significance. In this issue, we
take readers to have a closer look at rhododendrons.
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Rhododendron kawakamii Hayata grows at cloud forests ranging
from 1,500m to 2,500m in altitude, and it is the only species with
yellow corollas and dwell on the branches of red cypress endemic
to Taiwan. /Photo provided by Yen-hsueh Tseng
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Rhododendron oldhamii Maxim can be spotted from 150m to
2,700m above sea level, and the population size of it is the largest
among all rhododendrons in Taiwan. /Photo provided by Yen-
hsueh Tseng
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The picture shows Rhododendron hyperythrum Hayata in Taroko
National Park and the back of its leaves is covered with golden
yellow velvet. / Photo provided by Yen-hsueh Tseng
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n the Himalayas, roof of the world, dynamic forces
that shape the various terrains of the Earth including
mountains, gorges, cliffs and wind gaps are at play.
What's more, rhododendrons also stem from here, at

the height of the Himalayas.

Currently there are about 900 species of rhododendrons
worldwide, and they are widely distributed in the tropical
and subtropical zones as well as the alpine frigid zone in the
northern hemisphere. " Rhododendrons can be classified
into terrestrial and epiphytic ones" said Prof.Yen-hsueh
Tseng of the Dept. of Forestry, Nat’l Chung Hsing Univ. "The
former grow mainly in Yunnan and Guangxi Provinces in
Mainland China, as well as in India, Burma and Vietnam,
whereas the latter grow in Indonesia, Malaysia and the
Philippines.

Taiwan's unique location, diverse climate and complex
terrains make it home to various wild rhododendrons.
In fact, millions of years ago, Taiwan, which was then
connected to the continental Asia, was also a native land of
rhododendrons.

Tseng, who specializes in the study of wild
rhododendrons in Taiwan, noted that there are about 16
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species of native rhododendrons in Taiwan. For example,
some epiphytic ones grow at cloud forests ranging from
1500m to 2500m in altitude. They are the only species
with yellow corollas and dwell on the branches of red
cypress endemic to Taiwan. Some native species, such
as Rhododendron kanehirai Wilson, are distributed
around Peishih River in northern Taiwan, and they are
the only species that grow in the subtropical low-altitude
areas. Species such as Breviperulatum, Rhododendron
formosanum, Rhododendron hyperythrum, Rhododendron
noriakianum, and Rhododendron rubropilosum grow
in clusters; and species with the largest number but
scatter from 150m to 2700m above the sea level include
Rhoadodendron oldhamii Maxim as well as other native ones.

Native rhododendrons can be found throughout different
altitudes, from the low-lying riverbanks to mountains well
over 4000m high, and they bloom in spring and flower nearly
all year round. Rhododendrons have brilliant corollas ranging
from yellow, white, pink, brick red, light purple and fuchsia,
so when they bloom around the rivers and on the hills, those
who watch them would naturally hum a few words of that
famous song that describe the beauty of the flower.

“Few countries are like Taiwan, which prides itself in
the wide variety of native rhododendrons. At the Taipei-
Ilan Highway which is 150-m in altitude, there are
Rhododendron oldhamii Maxim, and when you climb further
up to around 2680m, you can still find some there.”

Interestingly, just as humans put on more clothes at higher
altitudes, species such as Rhododendron formosanurm also
grow more leaves, and it is the only native species that can
eventually forms a rhododendron forest. Rhododendron
hyperythrum Hayata does not have colorful corollas, but
the back of its leaves is covered with golden yellow velvet.
During the sunset at Mt. Nanhu, the sun would shine upon
the sea of rhododendrons, constituting a breathtaking
scenery akin to dazzling gold jewelry.

Rhododendrons of Different Heights

Native rhododendrons can be further divided into
endemic and spread species, with the latter suggesting
those ones that are widely distributed. Tseng noted that
Rhododendron ovatum (in SPNP), Rhododendron elljpticun
and Rhododendron simsii Planch (in YMSNP) fall under the
category of spread species as they are often seen across
Taiwan, Mainland China or other parts of Asia; whereas
Rhododendron breviperulatum Hayata, Rhododendron
rubropilosum Hayata, Rhododendron rubropilosurm Hay.
var. rubropilosum, Rhododendron kanehirai, Rhododendron
oldhamii Maxim, Rhododendron hyperythrum Hayata,
Rhododendron pseudochrysanthum Hayata and
Rhododendron formosanum are all endemic species native
to Taiwan.
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In the chilly early spring, among the withered leaves,
rhododendrons in the wild, at campuses, parks and even
sidewalks start to bloom into a riot of colors, enchanting
passers-by or whoever sees them. "In fact, the most common
species of rhododendrons in Taiwan, such as Rhododendron
mucronatum, Rhododendron indicum, Rhododendron
Bergian Azalea Hybrids and Rhododendron obtusum, are not
native species but imported ones as cultivars. If we transport
the Rhododendron pseudochrysanthum Hayata , which
has been used to the mountain climate, to the sea level, the
climate would be a threat to its survival despite the flower's
great vitality and rapid hybridization," said Tseng.

Each year in March, in defiance of the smog that thickens
the air over Taipei, rhododendrons spring up all over the city.
"At places south of Miaoli, the flowers are not as full-blown
as they are up north," noted Tseng. This is because northern
Taiwan are more prone to the northeast monsoon, and in
winter it's usually wet and cold, fostering a favorable breeding
ground for rhododendrons. Besides, rhododendrons are
easily propagated and can produce abundant seeds that
can be carried by the breeze to places normally inaccessible,
such as barren soail, cliffs, mountain peaks or even charred
lands. That is why they are also known as one of the "pioneer
species."

Yet speaking of dazzling corollas, wild rhododendrons
in Taiwan’s alpine regions are in no respect inferior to their
counterparts in the lowland plains. Wild rhododendrons rely
on insects for pollination, and since the rate of successful
fertilization is miserably low, they have to strive for
propagation. According to Tseng, species with campanulate
(bell-shaped) corolla are more advantaged than those with
infundibular (funnel-shaped) corolla in attracting large insects
including large moths, alpine flies and butterflies.

| BERRM

provided by Yen-hsueh Tseng
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Rhododendron lasiostylum Hayata is characterized
by the rosy flecks on its lilac corolla. / Photo
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Rhododendron kanehirai Wilson is endemic to Taiwan, but it has become extinct in the wild due to the
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construction of Fei-Tsui Reservoir. /Photo provided by Yen-hsueh Tseng

The basic floral colors of rhododendron include
white, pink, purple, violet, yellow, blue, etc., yet with
the change of seasons, a remarkable assortment of
shades can be observed. For instance, Rhododendron
pseudochrysanthum Hayata boasts a variety of shades
from white, fuchsia, to purple, while Rhododendron
lasiostylum Hayata has rosy flecks on its lilac corolla.

As gardening and landscaping become a trend,
ornamental plants start to gain more attention. Native
rhododendrons in Taiwan with their spectacular floral
colors and high resistance against diseases and pests,
have thus become target of hybridization. “For the native
rhododendrons, it takes just one year to bloom if bred
by cutting; with the seeding method, it would take five to
seven years,” explained Tseng. Though the restoration
of Rhododendron kanehirai Wilson, once extinct in the
wild, was achieved through the method of cutting, Tseng
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Rhododendron pseudochrysanthum Hayata is accustomed to the mountain climate, and may not
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survive if cultivated at sea level. / by Li-yong Lyu

cannot approve of the willful act of rhododendron plucking
by some mountain climbers. “Without root nodule bacteria,
it is impossible for native rhododendrons to survive!” said
Tseng. “Other than human plucking and exploitation, natural
factors like pests, blights, landslides and mudflows could
also afflict rhododendron populations.”
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With a Ph,D. degree from Dept. of Forestry, Nat'l Taiwan Univ., Tseng is currently an
assistant professor of Dept. of Forestry at Nat'l Chung Hsing Univ. Tseng specializes
in dendrology, plant taxonomy, forest plant ecology, botanical resource survey and
the restoration of endangered plants; he had also participated in the restoration of

Rhododendron kanehirai \Wilson.

The conservation of rhododendrons has been valued by
many countries for decades. Many foundations in the U.K.
have collected native rhododendrons worldwide (primarily
those in Asia), then through further cultivation, brought the
fame to Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh as the world's
best rhododendron garden. Japan, the U.S., and some
European countries are also as keen in conserving native
rhododendrons. Unfortunately, Taiwan has not been able to
catch up in this respect as restoration programs demand
stronger and continuous personnel support, and a specific
government unit is yet to be assigned to prevent the native
rhododendrons from extinction. Besides, research funding
support, cooperation between government agencies and
with NGOs are also determinants in the success of the
conservation.

“Compared to the endangered animals, rare plants
in Taiwan are even more deplorable,” lamented Tseng.
“Taiwanese have much more to take pride in than the
Economic Miracle: the tallest tree in Eurasia is our Taiwania
(Taiwania cryptomerioides Hayata); among the world’s three
extant species of sassafras, a relic of the dinosaur era, one

1

of them is Taiwan Sassafras (Sasafras randaiense)!” Tseng
believes the situation will improve if people in Taiwan can be
educated with the status of rare botanical species, and the
government authorities start to take the issue seriously.

Already a well-known ornamental flower, Taiwan’s native
rhododendrons have a broad range of fine colors, large floral
sizes, and high resistance against diseases and pests. Yet
despite the fact that a majority of the sixteen species are
distributed within the nature reserves of national parks, “those
growing along the hiking trails are still potential victims of
wild flower pickers,” worried Tseng. While more conservation
measures are awaited to guard these spectacular blooms,
everyone can make a meager contribution by refraining from
plucking these charming plants.
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Bloom Time of Native Rhododendrons in National Parks of Taiwan
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Distribution
FRIRTE HBEREE ; fEERHK =T 3~58 EFERXABRMEEERER
Rhododendron ovatum Plan-  white to violet; funnel- = Wuling Recreation Area of Shei-Pa
widespread Mar.-May )
cha shaped corolla National Park
EEALES Hen ; TRk P, 5~7H AEHERAREKLE
Rhododendron kawakamii yellow; funnel-shaped co- ) . Mt. Qingshui area of Taroko National
endemic May-Jul.
Hayata rolla Park
L s Y EHEFXA FEEe = 7
i RENAKLE LY BEE .o i BBEtERLTE
Rhododendron formosa- white to lilac; bell-shaped endemic o .
num Hems| corolla Apr.-May Jhenshan Trail of Guanwu Recre-
' ation Area in Shei-Pa National Park
ERERABENREALRRSE
WE ~ EHFERARSE ILFIEE
e B~ AL ESEE ; BB FILERABRELFIE
y Ei:47 LEE=pE 4~68 Mt. Nanhu and Mt. Hehuan areas in
Rhododendron pseudochry- . . . . . s
santhum Havata white, pink, or purple; bell- endemic Apr.-Jun. Taroko National Park; Main Peak of
Y shaped corolla Syue Mountain in Shei-Pa National
Park; Mt. Jade Main Peak in Yushan
National Park
EAAALES BREREE ; {EEEFK TS 5~68 EEERAERBAILLREKLE
Rhododendron hyperythrum white to lilac; bell-shaped 7 . Mt.Qingshui area of Mt. Nanhu in
endemic May-Jun. )
Hayata corolla Taroko National Park
EHERABERFEHE « fERELE
2EMES AL A fERRSHIR ETE 3~78 K AR - R/ BB
Rhododendron oldhamii brick red; funnel-shaped J . Wuling area in Shei-Pa National
. endemic Mar.-Jul. .
Maxim corolla Park; slopes and paths in Yang-
mingshan National Park
EHERXABCFILERELFRE
RFES « EIIBIRAREEMLE
AT EAEE HRALE  REALEBEREAL HE s ABREERAESELE
i z [y i NI s 4 —~ . . .
T é ] 4{;7’@%4# . %EE 4~6H The trail from Cika Calblrlw to thg East
Hayata pink, lilac, to maroon; endemic Apr.-Jun. Peak of Syue Mountain in Shei-Pa
funnel-shaped corolla National Park; Tataka Recreation
Area of Yushan National Park; Mt.
Hehuan in Taroko National Park
M REALBERENE ; TEE EHRERARREEEERSLEILO
i ey " N ; o .
Bhododendron noriakianum ,E—I—#Ik . %ﬁﬁ. 4~6H Trailhead of Syue Mountain in Wuling
. lilac to maroon; funnel- endemic Apr.-Jun. Recreation Area, Shei-Pa National
T. Suzuki
shaped corolla Park
q FIBERABEEMEEE - K&
NEY3 b, =3 b, _ = h
HEBILES WIS ATORERNL papm L BERABNSALERSHUE
Rhododendron rubropilosum - AR ) endemic Tataka Recreation Area of Yushan
. ) pink, lilac, to maroon; : Apr.-Jun. :
var. taiwanalpinum funnel-shaned corolla variety National Park, Nanhu and Hehuan
P Mountains in Taroko National Park
EHERABRXEZMER - 1L
FofEAE BOERIE TR s 50 EIR AR~
Rhododendron ellipticum white to pink; funnel-shaped vflai(/jes read Mar.-Ma The fringe of dense forest in Shei-Pa
Maxim corolla P ~viay National Park, Tataka area of Yushan
National Park
FRR LB R AR L £ ~ B85S
EALER(AHEALES) FBEEFIE ; {EERHR EoTE o~9f LUK ZE T iR iAAms
Rhododendron longiperula- red to dark red, funnel- vfliiées read Feb.-Se slopes and paths of Yangmingshan
tum shaped corolla P 980 National Park, lakeside of Nanren
Lake of Kenting National Park.

i BEBHUROM - ATIRREREE -
Note: This table is organized by NPQ on Prof. Tseng's oral account.
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