
to see what they could find along the single-track gravel road that 
climbed sharply to the northeast above the dam. They found Euptelea 
pleiosperma, a tree with attractive leaves and stunning reddish samaras 
(scarlet clusters of hanging seeds), a small ash (Fraxinus paxiana), and a 
Chinese hemlock, where they narrowly avoided losing the cones to a 
river at the bottom of a cliff (see “Hunting a Hardy Hemlock”). Rac-
ing against sunset after bagging their hemlock quarry, the explorers 
were tempted by one final target: an Oliver maple (Acer oliverianum) 
that caught Dosmann’s eye, with its broad, palmate leaves in glorious 
scarlet, orange, and yellow fall colors. This species—almost unknown 
in the United States—was one of the desiderata on the arboretum’s 
master list. Although it would normally be marginally hardy in Bos-
ton, he knew that a mountain specimen would have a good chance 
of surviving. (Later in the expedition, the group collected more seed 
from a potentially hardier specimen at an even higher elevation.)

As the light began to fail, Wang swiftly drove the group back 
down the narrow road to their base, a forest-ranger station in the 
tiny village of Si’er. He did not want to drive these mountain roads, 
easily blocked by rockslides, in the dark. (While driving up to Si’er 
from Mianyang, the nearest large city, on the previous day, the group 
had counted more than two dozen slides, some still being cleaned 
up.) What happened to E.H. Wilson—whose career as a botanical 
explorer had nearly ended with a rock slide that broke one of his 
legs as he hunted the Regal Lily (Lilium regale, which he called “a jewel 
beyond price”)—began to seem less like a freak accident and more 
like an occupational hazard. (For more about Wilson, see “Lilies 
for ‘Chinese’ Wilson,” March-April 1986, page 50.) Monsoon-like 
fall rains that coincide with the time that plants set seed, peppered 
with the occasional earthquake, can set mountainsides in motion. 
So it was no surprise when Dosmann had to leap from the van on 
the descent to roll a large rock out of the road.

Back at the ranger station, the collectors took stock. One of the 
party had been bitten on the ankle by a leech, bloodying a sock and 
boot. But otherwise, though tired from the day’s hiking, everyone 
was in good shape—and there was still work to be done. They 

laid seed on newspaper to dry in a hallway outside the bedrooms. 
(Full drying would have to await the expedition’s return to an air-
conditioned space: the ranger station was located in a humid site 
directly above the Si’er River. Nothing, from socks to seed, would 
dry completely here.)

After dinner seasoned with the region’s distinctive Sichuan pep-
per (a species of Zanthoxylum), the group gathered in the office of 
station head Zhe Yue. Dosmann, armed with a magnifying loupe, 
began “keying out” species, making positive identifications of plants 
he had not been able to definitively classify in the field, such as the 
larch and the maple. Finally, at 11:00 p.m., the day’s tasks were done.

Riches of Roads and Rivers
The next three days  of collecting differed markedly from the 
first: there would be no more bushwhacking. In the fading light of 
that first day, the group had in two hours collected as many plants 
by the road as they had during the prior seven in the forest. As 
Dosmann explained, collecting from the slopes above and below 
paths, roads, and rivers can often be more productive than explor-
ing a forest. Plants on the edges of open spaces have less competi-
tion, get more light, and are therefore more likely to set seed. They 
are also easier to spot and, absent competition for light, they tend 
to branch lower, putting their seed within reach.

Each day, the group would use flagging tape to mark species 
they wanted to collect during their ascent, then gather specimens 
as they retraced their steps on the way back down. This would cut 
down on the weight they carried, and also lead to better decisions 
about what to collect. With this strategy, the pace of collecting 
would increase dramatically. And on their second day doing this, 
they would find a treasure—a tree that hadn’t been collected in 
more than a hundred years.

The expedition resumed the next morning, when the collecting 
party met their guide at 7,000 feet beside a river in a valley east of the 
dam. Though the site was not far from the previous day’s explorations, 
the plants were completely different—a vivid illustration of Wilson’s 

Hunting a Hardy Hemlock
Toward the end  of the first day of the 2017 NACPEC expedi-
tion to Sichuan, the collectors saw evergreens from across a res-
ervoir that they thought might be Chinese hemlock (Tsuga chinen-
sis). Until the 1980s, specimens of this tree growing in the West 
could all be traced to a single E.H. Wilson introduction. In the 
1990s, the species demonstrated resistance to an adelgid that had 
begun wiping out hemlocks (Tsuga canadensis) along the east coast 
of North America (see “A Hemlock Farewell,” July-August 2014, 
page 8), making it a priority to acquire more of the Chinese variety. 

Upon closer inspection, although there were three or four hem-
locks, just one had cones, and only on a single branch that grew 
beyond a slope ending in a precipice that dropped 50 feet to the 
river below. The next thing I knew, I was up the tree with a hand-
saw—7,500 miles from home and hours from the nearest hospi-
tal—swept up in the thrill of the hunt. When half cut, the heavy 
branch swung slowly down within Andrew Gapinski’s reach, but 
just as the green fronds began to settle gently into the side of the 
slope, the limb snapped. For a few precarious seconds, the freed 

butt balanced, perfectly vertical, with the heavy cut end up. And 
then it wavered, teetering toward the river. “NO, NO, NO, NO, 
NO,” yelled Gapinski. The heavy butt, if it somersaulted, would 
pull the limb into the river—and all the cones with it.

And then somehow, 
as if defying physics, the 
butt slowly eased back 
past vertical toward the 
tree. Below, Gapinski 
grabbed a branch and 
yelled, “Got it.”

The next time I 
was gripped by tree-
climbing fever, when 
the stakes were much 
higher, collecting seed 
from a rare beech (see 
main text), we took no 
chances—the limb was 
roped in. 
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