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The flora of China has been a focus of research for 
the Arboretum since the days of E. H. Wilson. 
The discoveries he and other plant explorers 
made have added greatly to our history, schol-

arship, and collections. Contemporary exploration relies 
heavily on collaboration with the Chinese at all levels, 
including government officials, botanical institutions, and 
local researchers. Last August, while building relations with 
counterparts in China, taxonomist Jianhua Li and senior 
research scientist Peter Del Tredici continued Wilson’s 
tradition of exploration and collection by traveling to Luoji 
Shan, an isolated mountain range in the southwestern 
Sichuan Province, near the border of Yunnan Province, to 
conduct a botanical inventory. The collecting team included 
a landscape ecologist from Sichuan University, Professor 
Tang Ya, four of his graduate students, and a bumblebee 
specialist from the British Museum, Dr. Paul Williams.

Luoji Shan was botanically under explored, though said 
to possess a great diversity of temperate plants. The trip 
proved the latter true: Luoji Shan harbors a rich deciduous 
forest that includes species of Sorbus, Betula, Abies, and Tsuga, 
more than thirty species of Rhododendron, and eight species 
of Acer, some of which are evergreen. 

With the mountain undergoing rapid development as 
a location for ecotourism, however—two new hotels were 
about to open and a mile-long cable car, designed to move 

visitors up the mountain, had been installed—the need for 
inventory was urgent: native vegetation desperately needed 
to be documented before it incurred further damage. The 
team trekked on foot from eight to 13,000 feet above sea 
level to study the plants which had been flourishing on the 
mountain since it had been logged and burned in the 1950s. 
In all, the group collected herbarium specimens from about 
400 species of plants, which will be divided among the 
collections of the Arnold Arboretum, Sichuan University, 
and the government of China. Jianhua also collected leaf 
samples from many plants, especially maples, for DNA 
analysis, and the graduate students collected data for their 
individual research projects on ecological conditions such 
as soil fertility, erosion, and the spread of invasive species. 
Although seeds from a few species were collected, it was 
somewhat too early in the season to harvest fruiting plants.

After two weeks of plant collecting on Luoji Shan, 
Peter spent a third week in China as the guest of the 
director of the Beijing Botanical Garden, Dr. Zhang 
Zuoshuang. There he lectured on invasive plant species and 
the role of disturbance in shaping the present and future 
landscape, and he explored the garden’s extensive displays in 
the company of Dr. Hu Dongyan, a specialist in flowering 
peach. The Garden has an impressive glass house measuring 
over 60,000 square feet and contains a large collection of 
penjing (bonsai) and herbaceous and tree peonies.  

Exploring Diversity &  
Disturbance on Luoji Shan
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Abies forestii is the most common fir in the alpine forests below 
the summit of Luoji Shan.

Tsuga dumosa, the Himalayan hemlock, is another conifer species 
frequently encountered on the mountain.  
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