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ABSTRACT
The genus Camellia L. is naturally distributed in Eastern and Southeastern Asia.
Camellias are very important economic plants to humankind. They are widely
cultivated for beverage, edible oil, cosmetics making and ornamentals. Over nearly
2,000 years of cultivation and selective breeding, several thousands of cultivars for
tea, ornamental and edible oil have been selected. The long history of cultivation of
camellias has left many precious ancient and historic cultivars and trees. These
cultivated ancient cultivars, ancient trees as well as those old trees in the wild are
valuable resources to the whole world. They are the natural and cultural heritage for
us human beings. The significance of conservation on camellias is not only important
to those countries or regions where camellia is originated or cultivated but also to
the whole world.
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Introduction
The genus Camellia L. belongs to the family Theaceae. The main distribution of
the genus is in Eastern and Southeastern Asia with the majority of species found in
China and Viet Nam. The genus was treated as around 280 species (H. T. Zhang) or
119 species (T. L. Ming) by different treatments. According to The Red List of
Theaceae (Emily Beech et al.), the genus has 152 species. In recent years, more and
more new species or taxa have been discovered and recorded (George Orel and
Anthony Curry). I personally estimate that the genus Camellia should have more than
200 species, which could be about 250 good species by any definition of taxonomic
treatments.
Owing to its beautiful tree shapes, numerous flower colors, gorgeous flower
types and bright evergreen leaves, camellia is widely adored by flower enthusiasts
and highly prized by horticulturists world-over. Camellia is commonly cultivated in
various countries in Asia, North America, Oceania and Europe. The history of the
cultivation of camellias as ornamentals can be traced back nearly 2,000 years.
During the long history of camellia cultivation, thousands of cultivars or
varieties of camellia have been bred or selected. More than 40,000 ornamental
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varieties have been registered worldwide so far. Although there are many wild
species belonging to the genus Camellia, only a few species have been cultivated as
ornamental plants. Among these species, the most widely cultivated are C.japonica,
C.reticulata, C.sasanqua and C.saluenensis.
In recent decades, the discovery of C.nitidissima and other new species with
yellow flowers and potentially useful for the cultivation of new yellow camellia
cultivars has resulted in a renewed vigor amongst camellia enthusiasts and breeders.
Another species, which has generated interest amongst camellia breeders, is
C.azalea, which blooms all year round.
Camellia sinensis is one of the three most famous beverages in the world. But
Camellia taliensis has also been used for tea making in Southwestern Yunnan
province for over 1,000 years – over that time, the local people collect leaves from
C.taliensis for making tea, in the same way as they use C. sinensis. Camellia sinensis
and its thousands of cultivars and strains are now cultivated in 60 countries or
regions in tropic and subtropic zones.
Many species of Camellia are also important oil-bearing plants. The oil is edible
and popularly used for cooking oil as well as for cosmetics production in China, Japan
and some other countries. In some places in China, camellia oil is the most important
or the main cooking oil. Camellia oil is considered to be very high-quality oil because
of its high content of unsaturated fatty acid.
The seeds of nearly all the species in the genus Camellia contain oil. However,
only around 10 species are widely cultivated for oil production. Camellia cultivars
represent an irreplaceable botanical and genetic repository that has matured
through millennia of human civilization. The great pity is that we human beings
usually seek novelty, and easily forgetting old things. Those ancient cultivars are
precious germplasm resources and also very important to human beings. They
should be protected elaborately and equally to the ancient wild species trees and
ancient cultivated plants.
Taking some ancient camellia trees and cultivars in China as examples, the
importance of conservation on these resources has been paid attention by various
levels of governments and also by local people. However, the actual action of
conservation hasn’t done much in general. And effective policy and techniques still
need to be strengthened and improved. Some valuable ancient camellia trees and
old cultivars in China as well as conservation actions for ancient camellia trees taken
by the ICS are introduced and discussed in the article.
Ancient Tea Trees
China is the original place of C.sinensis. Tea is the most popular beverage in
China. It is considered as one of the most important seven daily necessities like rice
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and salt. Tibetan butter tea in Tibetan area and milk tea for Mongolian people are
good examples. Apart from green tea and black tea which most people are familiar
with, there are many other types of tea in China, such as white tea, yellow tea, black
tea (real black colour, different from “black tea” in western countries), etc. There is
no clear and definite record for the history of drinking tea in China. Some say it
started during the Shennong period, about 5,500-6,000 years ago, others say it
started during the Shang and Zhou Dynasties, about 3,500 year ago.
The area where drinking tea originated also has no definite answer: Sichuan,
Yunnan, Jiangsu, Zhejiang and some other regions are all claimed to be the origin of
drinking tea in China. But the saying that the origin was in southwestern China is
accepted by most people as the origin of tea plants as well as the original area of
drinking tea in China. Some really ancient and big camellia trees discovered both in
the wild and cultivated by recent investigations in Yunnan province should be strong
evidences of the origin of tea plants and its cultivation. Some examples are given
here.
A tea plant (Fig. 1) in a mountain village called Qianjiazhai, Zhengyuan county,
Yunnan province, is considered to be the biggest wild C.sinensis tree in the world.
The tree has a height of 25.6 meters and it is estimated to be 2,700 years old. In
2001, the tree was recognized as the biggest tea tree by Guinness World
Headquarters Shanghai.

Fig. 1. Wild C.sinensis tree in Qianjiazhai, Zhengyuan, Yunnan province. (Photo by Zhonglang
Wang)

Camellia sinensis is not only the species used for tea making; many other
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Theaceae species are highly sought-after to produce healthful teas. Camellia taliensis
has been used for tea making in southwestern Yunnan province for more than 2,000
years. The local people consider the two species -- C.sinensis and C.taliensis, as
divided by plant taxonomists -- are all tea plants and both are good for making tea.
Actually, the difference between C.sinensis and C.taliensis is not very distinct. Recent
field investigation has discovered thousands of big and ancient C.taliensis trees
growing in the Big Snow Mountain located at Lincang City of Yunnan province, China.
Most of these big tea trees are distributed in the altitude of 2,700 meters above sea
level. According to the statistics given by the local government, there are more than
10,000 old C.taliensis trees with diameter at breast height (DBH) of more than 50 cm
（Fig. 2). Many of these old trees have a height of more than 15 meters. Some of
the ancient trees are estimated to be about 2,700 years old.

Fig. 2. The big wild C.taliensis trees in the Big Snow Mountain in Lingcang, Yunnan

The biggest cultivated ancient C.sinensis tree is called ‘Jingxiu Tea King’, located
in Xiangzhuqing, Fengqing couty, Yunnan province. This ancient tea tree has a height
of 10.6 meters with a DBH of 1.85 meters. The age of this tree is estimated to be
around 3,200 years. It is the oldest planted tea tree founded in the world up to now.
Another locality where there are many ancient planted C.sinensis plants is a
mountain village called Bingdao Village in Mengku Town, Shuangjiang county,
Yunnan province. There are thousands of ancient planted tea plants in the village
and some of these ancient trees said to be more than 1,000 years old. Most of these
ancient tea plants are still productive. In recent years, tea making from ancient tea
plants is becoming very popular: it is considered that tea from the older tea trees is
better. The price for the tea from the biggest tea tree, the ‘Bingdao Tea King’ (Fig. 3),
was 880,000 Yuan RMB (ca. $120,000 US) for the one year of 2019 and 990,000 RMB
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Yuan (ca. $140,000 US) for 2020. These ancient tea trees thus provide a very good
income for the local people. However, the situation of conservation on these trees is
worrying.

Fig. 3. The ‘Bingdao Tea King’ (left) and other big tea trees in Bingdao Village, Shuangjiang, Yunnan

Species for Oil Production
The use of camellia oil for cooking can be traced back to te Han Dynasty (ca. 200
BC). Its history of cultivation of camellia plants for oil is over 2,000 years in China.
Nearly all seeds of the species in the genus Camellia contain oil. But only around ten
species are commonly cultivated species for oil in China. The most popular cultivated
species are C.oleifera, C.kissi, C.gigantocarpa, C.semiserrata, C.polyodonta,
C.chekiangoleosa, C.reticulata f. simplex, C.crapnelliana, C.grijsii, C.gauchowensis. A
tree of Camellia semiserrata growing in Guangning county, Guangdong province, was
recognized as ‘Guangning Honghua Youcha King’ (Fig. 4) by the ICS in 2019. The tree
is 400 years old with a height of 11 meters and 64 cm DBH. It is the biggest wild
C.semiserrata tree discovered so far in the world.
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Fig. 4. ‘Guangning Honghua Youcha King’ (C. semiserrata) in Guangning, Guangdong.

Ancient Cultivars and Trees for Ornamental
China has a long history of camellia cultivation for ornamental purposes. The
history of camellia cultivation in China can be traced back to the Shu-Han period
(221-263 A.D.). From the periods of Jin to the Southern and Northern Dynasties
(265-589 A.D.), camellias have been important ornamental plants for courtyard
landscaping, and camellia cultivation spread from the south to north and became
one of the “twenty-four famous flowers” in China. From the time of the Sui and Tang
Dynasties (581-907 A.D.), camellia was brought into cultivation in the royal palace
and poems and paintings about camellia began to appear. During the Song Dynasty
(960-1279), more camellia cultivars were bred, and camellia cultivation extended to
the common people. Furthermore, bonsai camellias appeared during this period.
During the period of the Yuan Dynasty (1271-1368 A.D.), camellia cultivation was
further expanded and the first literature records on camellias began to appear. In the
Ming Dynasty (1368-1644 A.D.), camellia trade began and camellia cultivation
reached a new stage.
Over nearly 2,000 years of cultivation, many ancient cultivars, even including a
yellow flower cultivar, have been bred and selected. Those ancient cultivars include
‘Sanxueshi’, ‘Zipao’, ‘Shizitou’, ‘Hedinghong’, among others. The pity is that many of
those ancient cultivars have been lost to the world including that yellow cultivar. The
lucky thing is that some ancient camellia trees and cultivars can still be found in
some remote mountain areas or some historic sites in China. There is one famous
tree in Yufeng Temple, Lijiang City, Yunnan province, which has been well protected
(Fig.5). The tree was planted in the year 1700 and it is now 320 year old. This plant
was named ‘Wanduocha’ or ‘Ten Thousand Flowers Camellia’. It has two types of
flowers: one type is fully double (a graft) and the other is single (the stock).
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According to investigation by Zhonglang Wang et al, there were more than
30,000 big C.reticulata trees founded in the Heiniu Mountain of Chuxiong City,
Yunnan province. Among these big trees, 1,893 individual plants were over 200 years
old, with perimeters of trunks more than 85 cm, and 21 trees were more than 500
years old and their perimeters were over 300 cm (Fig. 6). These ancient wild camellia
trees all produce beautiful double or semi-double flowers. The plants are precious
ornamentals themselves but also very important germplasm resources for new
cultivar breeding purposes.

Fig. 5. ‘Wandoucha’ in Yufeng Temple, Lijiang, Yunnan (photo by Zhonglang Wang)

Fig. wild big C reticulata tree in the Heiniu Mountain, Chuxiong, Yunnan
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Actions of ICS
Conservation of endangered wild camellia species has been paid attention and
some actions have been taken in some countries. The conservation of cultivated old
and historic camellia trees also has been taken in several countries. The ICS has paid
great attention to the conservation of both wild and cultivated ancient and historic
camellia trees.
The Committee of Historic for Camellia Conservation of the ICS was officially
established in 2018. In 2019, its second committee meeting was held in Conghua,
Guangzhou, China. During the meeting, a Declaration for Historic Camellia
Conservation (Apoliu Declaration) was announced. Key criteria of ancient and
historic camellia trees was discussed and agreed by all the attendees. The key criteria,
award criteria and award processes for ancient and historic camellias are going to be
approved by the ICS board meeting during the Goto Congress. All those approved
ancient and historic camellia tress will be officially numbered and awarded by the ICS
in coming years.
Conclusion
The significance of conservation of camellias is not only important to those
countries or regions where camellias originated or were cultivated but also
worldwide. Tea is a daily beverage nearly everywhere in the world, camellias are
widely cultivated in many countries and regions, camellia oil is popularly used for
cooking oil and for cosmetics production in many countries.
We urge the conservation of ancient and historic camellia trees, particularly in
their homelands of China, Japan, Vietnam, Korea, Laos, Cambodia and other Asian
nations. We also urge the conservation of ancient and historic camellia trees in the
United Kingdom and the Channel Islands, the United States, Australia, New Zealand,
South Africa, Brazil, and all continental European countries including Spain, Portugal,
France, Italy, the Benelux countries, Germany, Austria, Switzerland, Croatia and
those countries or regions where camellia plants are growing or cultivating.
In summary, we expect the world community to conserve these wonderful
ancient and historic Camellia trees, priceless and irreplaceable symbols of economic,
horticultural and cultural endeavours through millennia of human civilization. It is
also suggested that those endangered rare and endangered camellia cultivars should
also be properly conserved. It might be also necessary to evaluate and list those
cultivars becoming rare and endangered, similar to what has been done for the wild
species.
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