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Rosa roxburghii and its Legacy 

Modern plant lovers are the beneficiaries of the efforts of 

numbers of intrepid individuals who dedicated their lives to 

discovering, collecting, describing, preserving, and dispersing a 

vast array of flora. Their accomplishments were realized in 

remote locations among peoples who spoke unfamiliar languages 

and lived unfamiliar lives. One such enthusiast was Dr. William 

Roxburgh (1751-1815). 

 Born in Scotland, Roxburgh was educated as a physician 

at the University of Edinburgh in 1771/1772. His study of 

medicine led to training in botany as well, plants serving as the 

foundation of many herbal remedies. With the political tensions 

rising in America many of the doctors graduating from the 

university were encouraged to travel to another British outpost ï 

India. He served as Surgeonôs Mate on several British naval 

vessels until becoming an assistant surgeon in 1776 at Fort St. 

George (formerly Madras, now Chennai) with the East India 

Company. Roxburgh spent the next seventeen years of his life on 

what was then known as the Coromandel Coast (Indiaôs 

southeastern coastline) serving in various positions and locations, 

advancing his knowledge of botany and developing an interest in 

climate and meteorology. 

 In 1793 the doctor was appointed Superintendent of the  

Botanical Garden at Calcutta (modern day Kolcata). While there  

he transformed it, ñfrom a small garden containing 350 species to  

a world-class institution of over ten times that number, acting as 

the hub of eastern botany, sending exotic and commercially 

valuable plants to all parts of the globe (William Roxburgh (1751-

1815) The Founding Father of Indian Botany, T. F. Robinson, p. 

48).ò In addition to collections of plants and seeds sent almost 

every year during his tenure in Calcutta, Roxburgh industriously 

forwarded over 2500 watercolor drawings done by Indian artists 

(300 of the finest were published in three volumes edited by Sir 

Joseph Banks, entitled Plants of the Coast of Coromandel).  

Roxburghôs two volume work Flora Indica, published 

posthumously by William Carey in 1820, reveals that he made at 

least one visit to the Kew Botanic Garden in Canton (modern day 

Guangzhou) while superintendent, but doesnôt indicate when. 

Presumably, while there he was introduced to a rose familiar only 

to Chinese gardeners known as ñHoi-tong-hongò (aka ñHai-tong-

hongò). Arrangements were made with William Kerr for it to be 

sent to Calcutta. Carey noted that it arrived in 1812 (Hortus 

Bengalensis, Wm. Carey, 1814, p. 38). Roxburgh named it Rosa 

microphylla for its small leaflets. 

In poor health, Dr. Roxburgh left Calcutta in 1813 to 

spend a season in the mild climate of St. Helena off the west coast 

of Africa. He left his friend Henry Colebrooke, noted Sanskrit 

scholar, temporarily in charge of the Calcutta garden during his  

William Roxburgh 
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absence. Unfortunately, the doctorôs health 

deteriorated, prompting him to return to England 

and then to Edinburgh. Roxburgh died in February 

of 1815 without having completed any of the 

manuscripts he was striving to finalize. 

Colebrooke left Calcutta in 1815 to return to 

England bringing with him a collection of 

Roxburgh commissioned drawings to be transferred 

to the Roxburgh estate. One of those drawings was 

of Rosa microphylla. Having seen it while still in 

Colebrookeôs possession, John Lindley briefly 

described the rose in his 1820 publication Rosarum 

Monographia, noting that a more complete account 

might be made in the future; ñApparently a smaller 

plant than R. bracteata, from which it differs in 

having prickly fruit, and ovate, obtuse leaves. . . Its 

flowers are double and of a very delicate blush 

colour (sic), so that in its living state it must be a 

charming plant (p. 9).ò 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Specifics regarding when plants of R. 

microphylla arrived in Europe are sparse, but the earliest 

commercial reference appears to be in the 1820 

catalogue of Conrad Loddiges and Sons, listed  

among other presumably tender Asian varieties as  

ñRosa roxburgiaò (Catalogue of Plants Which Are  

Sold by Conrad Loddiges and Sons, 1820, p. 25). 

Soon after, the influential nursery empire of 

James Colvill and Son had R. microphylla growing in 

one of their greenhouses. Mention of the rose in 

Colvillôs possession appears in the 1825 edition of The 

Botanical Register, Vol. XI; ñThe living plant does not 

appear to differ, in any respect, from that of the 

Botanical Garden Calcutta, whence it is to be presumed 

that the individuals now in this country were derived. . . 

Our drawing was made last July [1824?], from a plant in 

a greenhouse at Mr. Colvillôs Nursery, where it has now 

flowered for the first time in Europe (Plate 919).ò 

In the next ten years the exotic ñnewò variety 

gained wider distribution. Nurseries in Belgium, 

Germany, and France offered R. microphylla in their 

            catalogs. In an edition of Curtisôs Botanical Magazine  

A  Chinese watercolor painting of the 
double form of Rosa roxburghii 

commissioned by John Reeves ca. 1814 

Rosa microphylla ï Plate 919 
The Botanical Register, Vol. XI, 1825 
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published in 1836 William Hooker credits Samuel Curtis with 

personal yet cautious insight regarding outdoor culture, ñRosa 

microphylla is hardy enough to bear our mild winters without 

protection, but with very sharp frosts it is liable to be destroyed in the 

open ground. . . (Vol. 63, Plate 3490).ò  

What was unique about this newcomer? The plant grows to 

about 6ô x 6ô and has an upright, somewhat fountaining habit of 

growth. Older stems are grayish-brown, have flaking bark, and are 

armed with upward-pointing pairs of straight prickles; leaves are 

comprised of nine to fifteen small leaflets (hence 

micro/small/phylla/leaves); recurrent flowers are very double, 

roughly 3ò in diameter, rose colored, darker in the center; hips are 

yellow, globe-shaped, and densely clad with prickles. The fruitôs 

resemblance to the spiny burrs of the chestnut tree (Castanea 

dentata) led to a variety of common names for the rose ï ñChestnut 

Rose,ò ñBurr Rose,ò ñChilicote Rose (Spanish),ò ñCh©taigne Rose 

(French),ò and óChinquapin Rose (a reference to the Algonquian 

word for a smaller chestnut relative Castanea pumila).ô 

Initially, rose authorities were predisposed to consider it 

related to Rosa bracteata (aka the ñMacartney Roseò) by virtue of 

similarities in the bracts. [Ed. note; the old literature lists some 

offspring of R. roxburghii plena that are actually R. bracteata  

hybrids, i.e. óAlba odorata,ô óMaria Leonide,ô errors originating from  

initial ñMacartney Roseò comparisons. Perhaps with current laboratory 

techniques this could be researched.]. After seeing actual specimens botanists were more inclined to agree with 

Roxburghôs original assessment that it was a distinct species. However, the roseôs double flowers and recurrent 

bloom habit suggested that Rosa microphylla was a hybrid garden variety of some vintage rather than a true 

species rose. 

Decades later Russian-born physician 

and botanist Carl Maximowicz (1827-1891) 

visited Japan to collect plants for the St. 

Petersburg botanic garden. In 1862 while living 

in the Hakone lake region southeast of Mt. Fuji 

he discovered, with the assistance of Sukawa 

Chonosuke, specimens of a non-recurrent, 

single-flowered relative of R. microphylla with 

large yellow hips. Believing he had found a new 

species he named it Rosa chlorocarpa 

(chloro/yellow/carpa/body). Along with 

numerous other Japanese species, plants were 

sent back to St. Petersburg. After his return 

Maximowicz corresponded with Belgian 

botanist and rose authority François Crépin 

about his discovery and sent him specimens 

circa 1874-1875. 

The new rose, now growing in the Royal 

Botanic Garden in St. Petersburg, was further 

studied by senior botanist and director of the  

 

 

Rosa microphylla 
Curtis Botanical Magazine, 1836 

Plate 3490 

Rosa chlorocarpa (Rosa roxburghii hirtula) 
Photo:  Nakai 
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garden, Eduard August von Regel. In his 

1877 work, Tentamen Rosarum 

Monographiae (Monograph on Roses), he 

classified the new rose as R. microphylla ssp. 

hirtula (ñhairyò or downy pubescence on 

underside of foliage), a sub-species.  

This form of R. microphylla was also 

observed in the same region of Japan in 1871 

by French doctor and botanist Paul-Amadée 

Ludovic Savatier (1830-1891). He noted his 

observations in 1875 in Enumeratio 

Platarum Japonicarum, co-authored with 

botanist Adrien Franchet (1834-1900). The 

rose is described as having single, light pink 

flowers on short stems and was recognized 

by Savatier as a form of Rosa microphylla.  

                                        Of  particular interest to him as a physician                         

                                                                                              was that the Japanese ate the hips. He noted 

that he had tasted them himself and although finding them tart and somewhat acidic considered them edible. 

Savatier also referenced a Japanese publication entitled Phonzo-Zoufou, in which the rose was known as ñKin 

ossi.ò Interestingly, Japanese gardeners were already familiar with the double-flowered form, known to them as 

ñShansio baraò [Ed. note:  Japanese botanist Takenoshin Nakai gives the name ñShanshǾ-baraò to R. roxburghii 

var. hirtula in ñNotulÞ ad Plantas JaponiÞ et KoreÞ,ò The Botanical Magazine, Vol. XXXIV, No. 400, April 

20, 1920, Tokyo. The Franchet-Savatier text pre-dates that source and those that quote it. Confusing!].  

The next discovery related to the 

possible origin of Roxburghôs double-flowered 

rose occurred just after the turn of the century. 

Ernest H. ñChineseò Wilson (1876-1930) was a 

plant hunter extraordinaire, known for 

introducing perhaps as many as 2000 Asian 

species of plants to western gardeners. From 

1903-1906 he made what was his second 

collecting trip to China on behalf of James 

Veitch and Sons. In two locations on that trip 

Wilson observed plants of a pink, single-

flowered form of R. microphylla that would 

later be named Rosa roxburghii normalis. He 

described it as having smooth foliage, setting it 

apart from the previously discovered Japanese 

form. Wilson would, on a subsequent trip in 

1908, encounter the plant in greater numbers in 

western Sichuan noting that it was often 

utilized as a hedge-plant. Plants from this trip 

were sent back to the Arnold Arboretum in 

Boston, Massachusetts.  

A Scottish plant hunter, George Forrest 

(1873-1932), also discovered R. roxburghii 

normalis in June of 1906 growing on the slopes  

of Mt. Emei (aka Omei) in Sichuan Province,  

one of four sacred Buddhist mountains in China  

Mt. Fuji/Lake Hakone Region 

Rosa roxburghii normalis 
Photo:  Museo Giardino della Rosa Antico 
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[Ed. note:  Forrestôs discovery was likely found in the same vicinity Wilson observed it two years earlier. 

Although Forrest never authored a work on his botanic journeys, he collected more than 30,000 dried specimens 

for the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh, including over three hundred species of rhododendron.]  

The examples of the Chinese single-flowered version of Rosa roxburghii so far discovered were 

recorded as having been smaller plants one half to one meter in height. In time this form as well as the Japanese 

form would demonstrate itself capable of growing to as much as four to five meters (12ô-15ô) in height and 

width. It is purported to be the largest self-supporting rose. Landscape architect Louis ñThe Plant Geekò 

Raymond notes that as the rose ages the canes shed their spiky prickles and develop the peeling bark 

characteristic. ñThey mature into angling and cantilevering configurations that, with a bit of sensitive thinning, 

can rival the architecture of any Japanese maple in creating the air of venerable fortitude, dignity, and style (see 

photo on next page).ò 

An official scientific name change was adopted for R. microphylla et. al. in 1916. Liberty Hyde Bailey, 

one of the cofounders of the American Society for Horticultural Science, persuaded taxonomist and 

horticulturist Alfred Rehder (of Harvard Universityôs Arnold Arboretum) to contribute an entry on the genus 

Rosa in a multi-volume work entitled Standard Cyclopedia of Horticulture. In volume 5 (p. 2997), Rehder 

addressed a conflict that botanists had been aware of for years. French botanist Renato Desfontaines had 

assigned the name Rosa microphylla to an unrelated rose in 1798 (Flora Atlantica, Vol. 1, p. 401). In order to 

comply with the rules of taxonomy Rehder reclassified this unique section of the rose family as Rosa roxburghii  

Leshan Giant Buddha carved into the slopes of Mt. Emei. Construction began in 713 AD led 
by a monk named Hai Tong. At 233ô in height it is the tallest pre- modern statue in the world. 
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and recognized three forms or varieties ï plena, normalis, and hirtula. In an entry written by Leonard Barron 

(appearing right after Rehderôs entry) the name change was reiterated ï ñMicrophylla has minute leaflets; now 

called Rosa Roxburghii (p. 3004).ò  

One would surmise that a reblooming rose 

such as R. roxburghii plena would attract the 

attention of the eraôs leading hybridizers. In The Rose 

Manuel (1844) Robert Buist dedicated several pages 

to ñRosa Microphylla.ò He writes, ñThe first of this 

rose, as we believe, was imported by us [to the US] 

in 1830, and it is now extensively cultivated in every 

section of the country (p. 160).ò Buist mentions a 

number of named varieties (see Table 1), allowing 

that many were only distinguishable by minor 

variations in color, or more significantly, by the 

presence or absence of prickles on the calyx 

(collectively the sepals of a flower are called the 

calyx) [Ed. note:  the practice of distinguishing 

cultivars by using color descriptives ï Rubra, Carnea, 

Violacea, etc. ï was at best confusing even in the 19
th
 

century.]. Buist attempted to raise his own seedlings 

but admitted that most were either single or too much 

like the parent.  

Rudolf Geschwind (1829-1910), a German-

Austrian rose breeder, recorded his experience with 

both plena and hirtula and the comments of other 

distinguished German rose authorities in two articles 

written for Dr. Neubertôs Deutches Garden-Magazin 

in 1887. ñFor 30 years we have preached for the 

culture of Microphylla, we have done our best to 

enrich the small assortment and have attempted to 

raise several hybrids from this rose - in vain! Many 

other breeders are afraid of this species, 

notwithstanding that it is no less hardy than our Tea 

roses. Planted in the ground it can withstand our 

northern winters. Merchants that sell Microphylla 

and its hybrids in their catalogs list only a few 

varieties. Only four real hybrids figure (p. 229-230).ò 

The four mentioned are óImbricata,ô óMa Surprise,ô 

óPremier Essai,ô and óTriomphe de la Guilloti®reô 

(See Table 1). His second article mentions a more 

complete list that confirms information contained in 

Buistôs book (see Table 1). With the exception of the 

two or three distinct crosses and a variety with a 

smooth calyx, óPourpre Ancien,ô most of the roses 

were too similar to Rosa roxburghii plena to survive 

commercially. 
 
 
 
 

Top left:  Winter canopy of R. roxburghii normalis 
 Photo:  Louis Raymond 
Bottom left:  R. roxburghii plena 
 Photo:  David Austin Roses 
 


