new cultivar

A recently
introduced Chinese
species compares
favourably with
Acer palmatum.
Guy Jones discusses
its merits and describes
a new cultivar

A

Acer pauciflorum
‘Blaze Away’,
a new maple
in cultivation

cer pauciflorum is a

recent introduction to
cultivation. A specimen
grows in an out-of-the-way corner of
the Pinetum at RHS Garden Wisley
and is a gem of a small tree. Its
upright habit gives it an architectural
poise and it bears delicate, deeply
lobed, hairy, palmate leaves. The
vibrant autumn colour first brought
this maple to my attention while I
was studying at Wisley.
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Origin from seed
In 1988 plant hunter Roy Lancaster
obtained seeds of this maple under
the name A. pubipalmatum from the
index seminum (seed list) of Hangzhou
Botanical Garden, Zhejiang, China
(number 277 in the list). He donated
some of the seeds to RHS Garden
Wisley in the same year, but records
there indicate that these seeds failed
to germinate. Fortunately, Roy is in
the habit of distributing his seeds to
several growers. One of these was
nurseryman and plant breeder Peter
Catt of Liss Forest Nursery, Hamp
shire, who was able to germinate his
allocation. A few years later Peter
needed some space and offered this
Acer to Jim Gardiner, curator of
RHS Garden Wisley. It is now at
Wisley, in the Pinetum, immediately
on the left as you enter this area,
behind a large Thuja plicata.
There have been subsequent
introductions of this species to the
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The habit (left), young leaves (above left) and autumn colour (above right) of A. pauciflorum ‘Blaze Away’

UK, all by way of the Hangzhou
Botanical Garden index seminum.
Other specimens also grow at
Westonbirt Arboretum, Gloucester
shire, and Hergest Croft Gardens,
Herefordshire, all to about 2–2.5m.
It seems that the Wisley tree was the
first introduction to the UK and
certainly predates the introduction
of scion material to Europe which
van Gelderen & van Gelderen (1999)
and subsequently Grimshaw &
Bayton (2009) claim as the first.
Consequently, the largest European
specimen is the Wisley plant at
about 3.5m in height.
Native origin
Most introductions to cultivation
have been under the name A. pubi
palmatum, especially those from
Hangzhou Botanical Garden in
eastern China. This garden has a
large section of hillside incorporated
into it. It is on this hillside that a
population of this maple grows, at an
altitude of 700–1,000m. However,
recent authorities regard A. pubipalm
atum as a synonym of A. pauciflorum
which is more widely distributed in
Zhejiang and neighbouring Anhui.
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Species characteristics
This deciduous maple has 5–7-lobed
leaves that are more deeply lobed
than those of A. palmatum. The
leaves, measuring 5–8 x 4–8cm, are
pale green with doubly serrate
margins and grey veins. They are
covered in fine hairs which gives a
downy appearance, especially on the
new foliage in early spring. The
leaves remain hairy until late June
when the hairs recede to the base of
the pale red, bulbous petiole. The
flowers, appearing in mid May after
the leaves, are also densely hairy and
have dark purple sepals. The fruits
are relatively small, about 2cm across
the pair, and the wings diverge at an
obtuse angle. In cultivation it can set
plenty of viable seed, although in
2007 and 2008 at Wisley, it did not.
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Horticultural potential
Although still rare in cultivation, it is
the potential of this species to
compete with A. palmatum that is of
interest to gardeners. Initial reports
(e.g. Gregory 2008) of its performance
suggest that it is more tolerant of
exposed sites, particularly in respect
of wind scorch. The leaves also
appear later than A. palmatum, making
them less susceptible to early season
damage. It may be more resistant to
verticillium wilt than other maples.
The latter characteristic is speculat
ion based on observations of the
plant at Wisley, because other Acer
species planted close to it have
succumbed to this disease.
New cultivar
All specimens in the UK are multistemmed, yet distinctly un-shrublike. The plant at Wisley differs from
others in its narrow crown with an
upright habit with ascending branches
that arch at their extremities. It is
most distinctive in its rich red (RHS
Colour Chart 2007, red 42B)
autumn colour, in contrast to the
yellow to deep orange colour of
other UK plants.
It is these characters that led Roy
Lancaster to suggest that it be
recognised as a cultivar and he has
chosen the name Acer pauciflorum
‘Blaze Away’. This refers to the
colour but is a reference to the
march of the same name composed
by Abe Holzmann. Consequently, in
March 2009 Peter Catt propagated
the Wisley tree by grafting scions
onto A. palmatum in order to make it
available.
Guy Jones trained at RHS Garden
Wisley and is now studying under
Piet Oudolf
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