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From left: Tourists admire the Dai Temple’s Interlocked Han Cypress at the foot of Taishan Mountain. PROVIDED TO CHINA DAILY A protection worker ties an information tag onto an ancient tree. PROVIDED TO CHINA DAILY
Workers in the Taishan Scenic Area, as well as local forestry rangers and firefighters plant trees on the mountain. ProviDED To CHINA DALY Seedlings of the Interlocked Han Cypress are placed in front of the parent
trees. ZHAO RUIXUE / CHINA DAILY

Taishan’s ancient trees remain firml

Team safeguards sacred mountain’s green heritage for future generations

By ZHAO RUIXUE
in Taian, Shandong
zhaoruizue@chinadaily.com.cn

or over 300 years, visitors to

the Dai Temple at the foot of

Taishan  Mountain in

Shandong province have
been able to find natural respite
under the canopy of the great gink-
go tree in the temple courtyard.

Despite its age, the lofty 20-meter-
tall tree still remains lush and
vibrant, thanks in part to some
major tree surgery performed just
over a decade ago.

The aftermath of the surgery can
still be observed today, with a dozen
younger root systems grafted to the
base of its trunk. These young roots,
each originally a separate sapling,
seamlessly integrate with the main
trunk before plunging into the soil
to nourish their elder.

This root-grafting technique,
where juvenile root systems are sur-
gically connected to ancient ginkgo
trees, is part of efforts by technicians
at the Taishan Mountain Scenic Area
Administrative Committee to pro-
tect the area’s many ancient trees.

As China’s first UNESCO World
Cultural and Natural Heritage Site
listed in 1987, Taishan Mountain is
home to 18,195 ancient trees across
39 species. Among these are 23 indi-
vidual trees that hold the rare dis-
tinction of being listed as World
Heritage elements, serving as living
monuments to China’s ecological
and cultural legacy.

A key element to the preservation
of the mountain’s ancient trees has
been human devotion spanning
generations. For decades, dedicated
people in the local community have
worked to protect these living mon-
uments, ensuring that each of the
mountain’s ancient trees receives
the care it needs to thrive for centu-
ries more.

In recent years, the scenic area’s
committee has established a com-
prehensive and scientifically driven
management system, which has
transformed the mountain into a
global model for conserving heri-
tage trees.

The management system aims to
ensure light penetration through
the canopy, optimal airflow around
the trunk, and efficient oxygen in
the root zone through loose and
porous soil, said Shen Weixing,
director of the committee’s heritage
protection department.

“We also need to pay detailed
attention to the trunk and roots, as
well as control pests and diseases
and prevent fire,” he said.

“This system optimizes the trees’
growing conditions — balancing soil
nutrients, water, air and light — so
they can live longer and healthier;,”
he said, adding that each tree has its
own unique needs.

Old trees, new life

“When a tree declines, its roots fail
first,” said Ma Shengping, who has
worked in the committee since 1985

after graduating from Shandong
Agricultural University’s pomology
program, which focuses on the study
and cultivation of fruit-bearing
plants.

In 2012, they noticed the leaves of
a300-year-old ginkgo tree at the Dai
Temple were turning a sickly yellow-
gray months before autumn, not the
usual vibrant gold of seasonal
change.

“After fact-finding and research
work, we found the root system was
collapsing like a failing heart,” said
Ma.

In April 2013, they planted 21
four-year-old ginkgo saplings
around the ailing tree. Then, using
precision grafting techniques, they
connected the saplings to the
ancient trunk.

“It’s like attaching life support,”
said Ma, who added that the young
trees became auxiliary roots, pump-
ing nutrients to their elderly host.

By that September, new emerald
leaves had replaced the withering
foliage.

Using this method, they have
since saved two other ancient gink-
g0s.

“Initially, nobody dared try this on
heritage trees,” said Ma. “But when
you see leaves returning to health,
you know it’s worth the risk.”
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untain in Taian, Shandong province. CHEN AIGUO / FOR CHINA DAILY

Cao Guiping (left) and a colleague check seedlings cultivated on

it

Taishan Mountain. zZHAO RUIXUE / CHINA DAILY

Seedling cultivation

At Colorful Stone Creek, also at
the foot of Taishan, Cao Guiping and
her team are cultivating the seed-
lings of the mountain’s rarest spe-
cies — the Taishan mountain ash, a
tree species unique to the mountain.

Found 1,120 meters up the moun-
tain’s northwestern cliffs, this unas-
suming tree was first spotted in
1984 by Li Fazeng, a professor at

Shandong Normal University, while
he surveyed the botanical inventory
of the mountain.

Its serrated leaves and ruby-hued
berries distinguished it from com-
mon mountain ash, leading to its
classification in 1986 as a species
unique to the mountain, which was
also the only one of this species in
the world, Cao said.

“It’s not easy for its seeds to sprout
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where they fall, so if we want to have
more trees of this species, we need
to nurture seeds into seedlings,” she
said. To rescue the species, the team
collected its seeds and started to cul-
tivate the seedlings.

“Every November, we ascend the
mountain to collect seeds — the tim-
ing is critical, as even slight varia-
tions can significantly impact seed
quality.”

Cao recalled the first expedition
in 2022, where colleagues had to be
lowered down to the tree by rope in
the deep snow. The team spent an
entire day collecting precious seeds.

“The seeds collected in 2022 have
shown particularly strong growth,
with aseedling survival rate of at least
65 percent. Seed viability fluctuates
year toyear;” she said, adding that last
year’s collection yielded seeds with
much lower germination rates.

As the cultivation base for these
trees is located at a relatively low
altitude of around 200 meters,
which is much lower than the alti-
tude where the wild Taishan moun-
tain ash lives, the cultivation team
must maintain strict control over
growing conditions to ensure the
survival of the seedlings.

The team is cultivating over 500
Taishan mountain ash seedlings,
Cao said.

rooted

“When these seedlings are 5 years
old and grow to 1 meter in height,
we will attempt to transplant them
into the wild to expand the popula-
tion of Taishan mountain ash,” she
said.

‘We also hope to gradually reintro-
duce them around the mother tree,
reuniting the “children” with their
parent, she added.

Not far from the Taishan moun-
tain ash seedlings at the creek base
are rows of seedlings grown from
the seeds of millennium-old trees —
each a tiny body bridging past and
the present.

These young plants represent the
latest success of the efforts made by
the Taishan management commit-
tee in protecting ancient trees. The
project has collected seeds from 30
heritage trees, including the 16
UNESCO-listed specimens, to safe-
guard their genetic legacy.

In the courtyards of the Dai Tem-
ple, there are five towering
cypresses, recorded by ancient
books as being planted by Emperor
Wu of the Western Han Dynasty
(206 BC-AD 24) during one of his
visits to the mountain. The five
cypresses are named Han cypress
after the dynasty when they were
planted.

Today, they stand surrounded by
their own “children’, seedlings culti-
vated from their seeds.

One of them, known as the Inter-
locked Han Cypress, tells a story of
resilience. Its twin trunks, one 10
meters tall and the other 12.5 meters
tall, spring from a single root. The
cypress has survived lightning
strikes and fires for over 2,100 years.
Emperor Qianlong of the Qing
Dynasty (1644-1911) sanctified it
with a painting and inscribed it in a
poem.

“We collected its seeds in autumn,
nurtured the seedlings at the culti-
vation base, and brought them back
at a proper time,” said Li Xiufen,
pointing to a seedling planted close
to the Interlocked Han Cypress.

Last year, eight seedlings of Han
cypresses cultivated by the commit-
tee were sent to Maoling Mausole-

um in Shaanxi province — the
resting place of Emperor Wu of the
Han Dynasty.

“It is a homecoming,” Li said.

“These trees he originally planted
will now guard his tomb anew,” she
said.

To encourage global participation
in protecting Taishan Mountain,
one of China’s five sacred moun-
tains, the committee has launched a
digital platform through which the
public can adopt a tree.

“We protect the mountain, as well
as the trees on it, like we take care of
our children, but we benefit more
from it,” said Li.

“You see, when visitors look up
into the big ginkgo, they can feel the
history and the culture of our
nation,” she said.

Duan Zhuoyan contributed to this
story.

Decades of replanting forests on revered peak hides scars of war

By ZHAO RUIXUE

The lush forests that carpet Tais-
han Mountain in Shandong prov-
ince are taken for granted by most
visitors to one of China’s five most
sacred peaks.

However, these verdant slopes
were once near barren, caught
between the crosshairs of violent
struggle.

At the Hongmen entrance of
Taishan stands a statue of a slender
man surrounded by a group carry-
ing hoes and buckets of water. This
monument commemorates the
efforts to reforest Taishan during
the 1950s and 1960s. The man in
the center is Zhang Yaonan, the
fifth director of the Taishan Forest
Farm, who dedicated his life to this
cause.

The inscription reveals that
despite being historically forested,
Taishan had just 200 hectares of
trees left by 1949 due to wartime
destruction.

Reforestation initiatives began in
1948, and carried on through the
1950s, with farm workers and locals
persevering through harsh condi-
tions to expand the tree coverage to
12,000 hectares.

“Workers lived in stone huts and
drank from mountain springs,’
reads the monument’s inscription.
For many years, teams braved
landslides and storms to plant mil-
lions of pines, many of which now
stand towering at heights of 30
meters.

Today, Taishan boasts an impress-
ive 95.8 percent forest coverage rate,
providing a habitat for nearly 4,500

species of flora and fauna.

Bird diversity has surged dramati-
cally, with the number of recorded
species increasing from 148 in 1995
to 374.

“Taishan has achieved a remark-
able transformation from barren-
ness to lush greenery, and the
efforts in ecological conservation
continue,” said Shen Weixing,
director of the heritage protection

department of the Taishan Moun-
tain Scenic Area Administrative
Committee.

The scenic area has the goal of
nurturing healthy forests, with a
focus on preserving ancient trees
and strengthening biodiversity
monitoring and research.

Taishan Forest Farm has evolved
into an ecological public welfare
institution, integrating production,
teaching and field practice, scientif-
ic research, technology demonstra-
tion and forest tourism into a
comprehensive model.



