Aesculus wangii

An Elegant New
Horse Chestnut for the
Northwest Garden

By DANIEL J. HINKLEY

he genus Aesculus, whose Latin roots

suggest “an oak with edible fruit,” was

first named by the influential Swedish
botanist Carl Linnaeus in 1753 and applied to
Aesculus hippocastanum, a European tree that
is certainly not an oak and whose fruit is sick-
eningly inedible. The common name of horse
chestnut—applied to A. hippocastanum and
others members of the genus—only added another
layer to an already confused gastronomy, result-
ing in countless episodes of dyspepsia, over
many years, from roasting the seeds over an
open fire.

There exists room to forgive Linnaeus for
his unfortunate nomenclature, as the seeds of
Aesculus do indeed superficially resemble those
of Castanea sativa, the edible sweet chestnut,
also native to Europe. And really, sweet chestnut
is only “edible” if one is interested in consum-
ing a dry, mealy and tasteless flesh after losing
considerable blood extracting its seed from the
tree’s uber-spined cupules.

Telling the two apart is actually straightfor-
ward enough when using the foliage. The sweet
chestnut possesses simple (undivided), lance-
shaped leaves arranged alternately on the stem,
while horse chestnut species have palmately
compound leaves—that is “hand-shaped” leaves
divided into several leaflets—born in pairs.
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ABOVE: Wang's chestnut flowering in the wilds of Vietnam.

FACING PAGE TOP: The tree at Windcliff, pictured
in summer.

BOTTOM: The Windcliff tree in fall.

Interestingly, true chestnuts (Castanea
species) are actually related to oaks, both
being members of the Fagaceae, or beech tree
family. According to recent DNA barcoding, the
roughly 16 species in the genus Aesculus belong
to an exhaustive inventory of mostly tropi-
cal and subtropical genera in the Sapindaceae,
or soapberry family. Tropical cousins include
the lychee (Litchi chinensis), while hardier
outliers in the family include star attractions at
the Washington Park Arboretum, such as maples
(Acer) and golden rain tree (Koelreuteria).

Although we can’t eat horse chestnuts,
we can enjoy their unmistakable beauty! The
genus Aesculus, hailing from both Eurasia
and North America, is filled with “hort-iconic”
species. (In our country, native Aesculus are
commonly called “buckeyes” instead of horse
chestnuts due to the resemblance of the shiny
seed to the eye of a deer) The focus of this
article, though, is on one remarkable, misunder-
stood and, as yet, unpublished taxon, Aesculus
wangii. It is found naturally—and rarely—in a
highly restricted area of northern Vietnam, in
the uplands between the Black and Red Rivers
(Song ba and Séng Cai, respectively). Its specific
epithet honors Professor Wencai Wang (1926-
2022), a famous Chinese botanist from the Beijing
Institute of Botany.



My First Encounter
By late 2007, the year I was first introduced to

this species, I had already under my belt four
extended forays into the botanically opulent
forests of the mountainous areas north of Hanoi,
in relative proximity to the border with China’s
Yunnan Province. Furthermore, I did not become
aware of Wang’s chestnut in the usual manner—
namely, stumbling upon a specimen along a trail or
reading of it in some outdated flora of the region.

Instead, quite unromantically, it was in a
somewhat seedy hotel in Taipei, Taiwan, in
October of that year, that my friend and celebrated
Welsh nurseryman Bleddyn Wynn-Jones gave
me a parcel of extremely large, glossy, mahog-
any-colored seeds, each the size of baseballs. He
had collected them in northern Vietnam, just
prior to the trip he and I were about to make
together in the mountains of Taiwan.

It should be noted that though these may
have been among the first seed of this species
to have been successfully collected, UK. plants-
man Keith Rushforth and colleagues had already
established at least four specimens in England
by grafting scions (young shoots) they collected
as early as 1991. The first of these to flower was
at the Ness Botanic Garden in Liverpool in 2019.

In both foliage and flower, Aesculus wangii
somewhat resembles the common horse chest-
nut, Aesculus hippocastanum, which is a popular
street tree in Seattle. The leaves of Wang’s horse
chestnut are palmately compound and rich green
during the growing season, transitioning in late
autumn to welcome tints of yellow and orange.
Its narrow, erect spikes—up to 20 inches long—
of creamy-white flowers with yellow throats
in early summer also fit the “norm.” There is,
however, an overall discernible refinement of its
qualities to merit this horse chestnut’s inclusion
in Pacific Northwest gardens.

The foliage is more finely textured and has
a beautiful burgundy-red color when it first
emerges in early spring. Aesculus wangii also
has attractive plated, silvery bark. It is smaller
than its European cousin, and we expect it to top
out at around 35 feet in cultivation. That said,
mature trees in the wild can reach up to 100 feet
in height.

Rare in the Wild

The seed that Bleddyn shared with me in
2007 had come from what is now considered a
haloed, isolated grove of one of the last stands
of Aesculus wangii in Vietnam, near the village
of Khoang, approximately 25 miles northeast of
the hill town of Sa Pa, at an elevation of 6000
feet. Other small populations of the species
exist in Vietnam, however it is considered
among esteemed botanists of that country to be
extremely rare.

Its scarcity in the wild is due, in part at least,
to ubiquitous cardamom plantations through-
out the entirety of northern Vietnam. Chinese
black cardamom, Amomum tsao-ko, produces
dense, 15-foot thickets of banana-like foliage,
preventing successful regenerative growth of
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Close-up of the flower spike.

other plant species. Equally threatening is, well,
the species’ rarity: Fewer individuals leads to
inbred genetic pools, resulting in loss of species
vigor and fertility.

Conker Calamities

The seed I was given in 2007 might have germi-
nated that same winter and been included in the
collections of my home garden, Windcliff, and
those of Washington Park Arboretum as early
as the summer of 2008. However, the plant’s
biology—and the USDA’s rules and regulations
around importing plants—caused a delay in its
introduction to this country.

Trees from the high-altitude Khoang popula-
tion are winter-dormant and, in general, Aesculus
wangii fully drops its leaves in December and
pushes new growth in mid-May. However, the
plant’s large seeds are fully primed to germi-
nate immediately upon dropping in autumn.
The shipment of seed I sent from Taichung,
Taiwan that year was cuddled in the warmth
and darkness of an insulated cardboard box, and
consequently it arrived in Seattle as a shipment of
fully germinated plants! Rejected as such by the
USDA-APHIS inspectors, they were burned alive.

As I was to learn the following year upon
my return to Vietnam—and from my own
observations in the garden—horse chestnuts
are primarily biennial bearers, meaning they
produce a heavy fruit set one year and then little
to nothing the next year.

Though the Khoang population is less than
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The plant’s enormous seeds.

two miles from the closest road, the route to it
is steep, slippery, and difficult to negotiate. On
a monsoonal autumn’s day, one is soaked to the
skin well before reaching the site. Once inside
the “dank cellar” of tall, cardamom clumps that
make up much of the understory, it’s impossible
to see the horse chestnuts looming above.
While continually flicking leeches from your
clothing and bare skin, you must train your eye
to spot the tell-tale, tawny, yellow, three-parted
capsules of the horse chestnut fruit on the
ground. I returned with just a handful of seeds
that autumn, and sadly most perished upon
germination, presumably by a fungal infection.

A Treasure Trove

I was not again in this territory until 2014, when,
on a particularly noteworthy dry and sunny day
in October, my companions and I seemingly flew
up the mountain. Beneath the monumental, yet
invisible, horse chestnuts directly above us, we
found a trove of the seed we sought.

Armed with better data, we got the bounty
home to the U.S. in good shape, and one of these,
planted at Windcliff in 2015, blossomed and set
fertile seed for the first time in 2022—presum-
ably the first instance of flowering and seed set
to occur in North America.

One of the offspring of the Windcliff tree is
currently growing in the UW Botanic Gardens
container nursery and will be planted out in
the Arboretum once it gets to an apprecia-
ble size. If you’d like to see the species in the



Seedlings in the Windcliff nursery with lovely red stems.

flesh, a specimen from my 2008 collection trip
can be found in the small, open glade between
the Woodland Garden and the Dan Hinkley
Asian Maple Collection at the Arboretum. It
has grown up to eight feet high. Fingers crossed
that it will flower and set seed soon!

If you’d like to try out the plant in your own
garden, you’ll find it for sale at Windcliff, located
in Indianola, Washington. (Appointments are
required to visit and shop at our nursery; see
danieljhinkley.com/windcliff-plants for more
information.) Cistus Nursery near Portland,
Oregon, also carries the plant.

Continued Research

I'have made the same trek up the slope near Khoang
several more times since 2014, most recently in
the autumn of 2023. These trips were not for seed
collection purposes but more to observe the native
flora with which the tree attempts to exist. In the
spring of 2018, my colleagues and I worked with
a young doctoral student from the University of
Quebec to observe the species in bloom (success-
ful), and to attempt to collect herbarium specimens
by use of a drone (unsuccessful).

By continuing to study these few remaining
trees—both in the wild and ex situ in gardens—a
more accurate taxonomic picture for the species
will unfold. Currently, Aesculus wangiiis treated
as a synonym for the closely allied species,
Aesculus assamica, which has a widespread
distribution across southern Asia.

Though it was named by Chinese botanists

Vietnamese guide Uoc Huu Le next to a mature wild tree.

back in the 1960s, Aesculus wangiiwas not validly
published due to errors assigning a single “type”
or representative specimen. We’ll have to wait
and see if further study will support its claim as
a separate taxon. If it remains lumped in with A.
assamica then, by rules of priority, the honoring
of Wencai Wang’s contributions to botany will
be abandoned.

Not lost, however, will be my experiences
surrounding this magnificent tree, brought
to life each time I admire its foliage in spring,
summer and fall, or stoop in autumn to retrieve
one of its astoundingly large seeds. €
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Washington Park Arboretum and a long-serving
member of the “Bulletin” Editorial Board. He
writes, lectures, consults and travels to remote areas
looking for new additions for our gardens. He and
his husband, Robert L. Jones, tend their personal
garden, Windcliff, near Indianola, Washington.
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