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On this trip back to southeast Asia, Dr. Donglin Zhang and I first traveled from Shanghai to Kunming via 

plane, trains and automobiles stopping multiple times along the way to meet with friends and 

colleagues to discuss future forays ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƳƻǘŜ ōŀŎƪŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ƻŦ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ƴƻƻƪǎ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŀƴƴƛŜǎΦ   ¦Ǉƻƴ 

arriving in Shanghai, Donglin and I went our separate ways for a couple of days to attend pre-arranged 

meetings in different cities.  I spent the next day meeting with colleagues at Chenshan Botanical Garden 

and being introduced to two visiting scholars who will be working with us at ABG for the month of June.  

From Shanghai, I flew to Changsha, Hunan to reconnect with Donglin and visit with Dr. Chow who is a 

famous seedsman and professor at the Central South University of Forestry and Technology.  Dr. Chow 

knows that we have a keen interest in Magnolias, so he was eager to show us one of his hybrids that 

happened to be in full flower.  It was a beautiful cross of Magnolia macclureii x Magnolia figo var. 

crassipes with medium size, pink, sweetly scented flowers.  Since he had yet to propagate it we were 

ƻƴƭȅ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǇƘƻǘƻǎΣ ōǳǘ ƴŜȄǘ ǘƛƳŜ ǿŜΩƭƭ ƎŜǘ ǇƭŀƴǘǎΦ   

 

Later that afternoon we said goodbye to our friends in Changsha and boarded the high speed train to 

Guiyang City, the capital of Guizhou Province.  After a very comfortable three hour train ride, we arrived 



ƛƴ DǳƛȅŀƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǿŜǊŜ ƳŜǘ ōȅ ȅŜǘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ 5ƻƴƎƭƛƴΩǎ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƭŀǎǎƳŀǘŜǎ ǿƘƻ ƎŀǾŜ ǳǎ ōƻǘƘ a 

very warm welcome and off to dinner we went.  During dinner, our hosts explained that the next day we 

would be taken to the nearby mountains to see the new campus of the Guizhou NORMAL University and 

then onto an area I had been to 6 years ago in the fall, One Hundred Miles of Rhododendron Forest.  

During our short visit to Guiyang, I had hoped to visit one or two areas that I had not seen previously to 

decide whether or not it was appropriate for us to come back to do more field work.  Our hosts assured 

us that we would get to see some nice Rhododendrons in flower and then pointed to a large, old photo 

of the area we were to see the next day.  It was a picture of green rolling hills with pink, white, red and 

yellow dots all throughout the shot.  I leaned over and asked Donglin if the photo had been doctored 

and he, having never been to the place, agreed it must have been.  The next day we were taken to the 

university where, again, we were treated like kings and were greeted by our name in lights on the 

marquee in the foyer of the main building at the school.  Donglin gave a lecture on his role at UGA and 

the various breeding projects they are working on currently and then we were back in the car, off to see 

the Rhododendrons.  I was not super excited about driving to an area I had already been where I saw 

nothing but a sea of various shades of green, but they seemed excited to show us the place so off we 

went.  After a few hours of driving, we pulled into the grass parking lot of the local forest service station.  

From the car I could see large specimens of Rhododendron blooming in the landscape surrounding the 

parking lot, but nothing really to write home about.  We had tea with the leader and then we were off 

on a hike.  As we were walking, we became surrounded by nothing but massive Rhododendrons.  

Flowers on the forest floor and roadway indicated that there were plants blooming high overhead, but 

ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜΦ  ²Ŝ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ŀǊǊƛǾŜŘ ŀǘ ŀƴ ƻǾŜǊƭƻƻƪ ŀǊŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǳǎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŀ ōƛǊŘΩǎ ŜȅŜ ǾƛŜǿ 

of what we were walking underΧŀƴŘ ƛǘ nearly brought me to my knees.  The colors were breathtaking.    



The area houses over 40 species of Rhododendron 

with the dominant species being R. delavayi.  

Being able to witness this in person was one of the 

most amazing naturally occurring floristic displays 

LΩǾŜ ŜǾŜǊ ǎŜŜƴΦ  L ǿŀǎ ǎƻ ƎƭŀŘ ǿŜ ƘŀŘ ŎƻƳŜΦ  While 

in this forest, not only did we see numerous 

examples of the diversity of Rhododendrons 

growing in the area, but there were also a fair 

number of Magnolias flowering at that time.   One 

area in particular that had 30-50 Magnolia 

maudiae seedlings growing and flowering side by 

side.  Almost every tree was in bloom making it 

very easy to observe the wide range of variation in 

the flowers.  Spending only two days in Guizhou 

was far too few.   We will go back during the fall in 

the coming years for a seed collecting trip with our 

new forestry department friends.  Later that 

afternoon Donglin and I boarded the high speed 

train once again, this time bound for Kunming, 

Yunnan.   

At this point, we were a week into our trip and we 

had yet to stay in the same bed two nights in a 

row.  Kunming was a busy stop, but we were there 

for two nights giving us a little time to get 

ourselves together before heading into Vietnam.   

Early the next morning, Donglin and I both gave 

lectures to students at the Yunnan Agricultural 

Institute.  Once that was finished we were taken 

to a nearly sacred spot for those who study 

ǇƭŀƴǘǎΧǘƘŜ YǳƴƳƛƴƎ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ƻŦ .ƻǘŀƴȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

Kunming Botanical Garden.   



    
Diversity among Magnolia maudiae seedlings. 

Our first stop was the Kunming Institute of Botany where we toured their state of the art seed bank 

known as the Southwest China Germplasm Bank of Wild Species.   There they are working to obtain wild 

germplasm (seed in this case) of every plant species native to China.  The facility opened in 2007 and 

plans to have 19,000 species collected by 2022, which would mean that they would have collected just 

over half of the more than 31,000 known species native to China.  The seed are stored in walk in 

freezers at a temperature of about -10F.  Small test samples of each seed batch are tested regularly for 

Ǿƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǳǎƛƴƎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ άŎǳǘ ǘŜǎǘέ ǘƻ ŎƘŜŎƪ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŜƳōǊȅƻΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀƭǎƻ Ǝƻ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

the trouble of performing a germination test on each batch.  Once the test is complete, other 

institutions in China may request the germinated seed for research or to enhance their plant collections.   

 

    

 

 



 

After walking through and learing about what goes on in the Kunming Institute of Botany we then 

ventured out into the Kunming Botanical Garden.  The Garden was all I had hoped it would be.  Although 

the climate is pretty mild in Kunming, the botanical garden has a wide variety of temperate plants, many 

of which have proven quite hardy in the southeastern US.  Donglin and I toured the extensive collections 

of Rhododendrons, Oaks, Maples, Magnolias and finally the Plants with Especially Small Populations 

collection which housed the rarest of the rare from the area.   
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