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Over the centuries nurserymen in the Land of the 
Rising Sun have created a bewildering variety of 
named garden cherries, each one with its own merits. 
One day a single plant from among chance seedlings 
caught the eye of the gardener, was picked up and 
received a name to enter the world of nurseries, 
propagation, and sales. The most popular cherry in 
Japan is without any doubt the ‘Somei-yoshino’ or 
Tokyo Cherry. The masses of Japanese one may see 
celebrating the end of winter under massive clouds 
of pink, will usually have spread their picnic sheets 
under a stand of Tokyo Cherries. In spite of its fame, 
there is still some confusion over the exact origin and 
identity of this cherry. It is around as a true clone, 
but the crossbreed seedlings grown from fruits of the 
Tokyo Cherry bring in ambiguity. Also, its naming is 
a source of confusion as we find several uncertain 
synonyms, such as “Yoshino Cherry”.

Indeed, “Yoshino” was a top cherry in feudal Japan. 
It began with various seedling forms but spread 
through Tokyo after the collapse of the shogun’s 
government as a single clone, released from a 
nursery in the village of Somei (Kuitert 2022b). 
This particular clone, now known as the Tokyo 
Cherry, became a most widely used symbol of the 
modern nation Japan and served as type specimen 
for the scientific naming of the Prunus yedoensis 
(Matsumura 1901). The Tokyo Cherry is simple to 
propagate from root suckers, and is also easily 
grafted or oculated, while quickly growing into a 
proper tree with a spectacular flower show just 
above one’s head. That is why it has spread fast 
and vastly in the gardening market. Though self-
sterile, when receiving pollen from a nearby cherry 
of a different breed, it produces large fruits in great 
numbers that easily germinate and grow into a 
tree almost always as good as the mother parent. 
Largely true to seed (Russell 1934), it means that 
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away and famous pilgrimage site at the village 
Yoshino in the mountains at Nara. These yoshino-
zakura cherries were, botanically speaking, wild 
Japanese Mountain Cherries (Prunus serrulata 
var. spontanea). Said to be from the well-known 
pilgrimage site Yoshino they carried heartfelt 
aesthetics that re-inforced the prestige of the 
shogun’s government. Wild Japanese Mountain 
Cherries therefore, although many of them not 
from the far away mountains of Yoshino but locally 
grown from seed, came to be planted deliberately 
at various sites in the city. Throughout the Edo 
period we find planting actions along strategic 
rivers and irrigation canals and also at the tombs 
of the shogun’s family in the Kan’ei-ji Temple, 
north-east of the shogun’s main castle. By the end 
of the nineteenth century most of the cherries in 
the city were venerable, centuries-old trees, as we 
can see in the first photographs taken around that 
time (Figure 1). 

After the last feudal shogun stepped down in 1867, 
Edo became modern Tokyo and Japan entered 
an age of revolutionary industrial modernization. 
The Kan’ei-ji Temple grounds were, under modern 
Tokyo administration turned into a public space, 
the Ueno Park. A park survey of 1885-1886 brought 
different cherries – not Japanese Mountain 
Cherries – in focus; these had recently been 
transplanted by a gardener from the Somei Village 
and were called “Yoshino” cherry. At the time it 
served as a commercial name, falsely suggesting 
that they came straight from the famous Yoshino 
Mountain. This business strategy hit the target, 
but the gardener’s shrewd marketing was not 
ignored in the park survey (Kuitert 2022b). As the 
trees had been brought from Somei, the cherries 
were registered as ‘Somei-yoshino’. Today ‘Somei-
yoshino’ is a true meme in journalism and on social 

Figure 1: Centuries-old Japanese Mountain Cherries along 
the waterduct at Koganei in Tokyo around the turn of the cen-
tury. Young Tokyo Cherries are planted here and there. (‘View 
from the Koganei Bridge, Koganei’, photo by Ogawa Kazumasa, ca. 
1892-1897, from Takashima 1897, collection Rijksmusem, Netherlands).

variant hybrid forms that are similar to the Tokyo 
Cherry but differ in smaller details easily appear, 
as seen at the Potomac Tidal Basin in Washington 
DC. (Pooler 1999). Also, in Japan one may come 
across variant forms, including even weeping 
ones (Iketani 2007). The following pages intend to 
clarify the whereabouts of the Tokyo Cherry and the 
“Yoshino” cherry with a short history and a detailed 
description of the clone. One outcome is that 
“Yoshino” is an incorrect name, whence it is written 
here with double quotes.

The “Yoshino Cherry”
A new feudal dynasty of Japanese shoguns 
was founded in 1603 and the government was 
established in a village called Edo; the shogun’s 
dynasty is often referred to as the Edo Period. In 
the urban planning of quickly expanding Edo, the 
shogun wanted to introduce cherries from a far 
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photos (see for example Figure 1) also show new 
trees in front of the old Mountain Cherries; these 
were planted in 1880-1881 (Koganei 2019). Judging 
from shape, trunk, branching, and flowering these 
new ones must have been Tokyo Cherries. Strikingly, 
in later photos of Koganei these are not seen any 
longer. It must have been felt as diminishing the 
prestige of the venerable Mountain Cherries that 
were finally designated as a National Site of Scenic 
Beauty in 1924. But by that time the famed Koganei 
cherries were old and collapsing. Koganei gives a 
rare example where the Tokyo Cherry lost the battle 
because of a conservative attitude favouring the 
Mountain Cherry with its natural variability over 
the clonal-monotone, sterile-pink Tokyo Cherry. 
Popularity, spectacle and glitter tend to blur more 
refined emotions.

The Tokyo Cherry, not “Yoshino”
Matsumura Jinzō (1856-1928) had been working 
in the Koishikawa Botanical Garden in Tokyo for 
many years before he became the first official 
director in 1897. He proved to be a prolific writer of 
scientific species descriptions in Latin, describing 
twenty-eight plant species – an average of more 
than two per month – in 1901, and among these 
we find the Tokyo Cherry. Matsumura gives it a 
new Latin name as Prunus yedoensis, suggesting 
it to be a wild species (Matsumura 1901). With 
Linnean binominal nomenclature he thus indexed 
a gardeners’ clone from a feudal village Somei 
under the scientific Prunus umbrella of modern, 
international taxonomy. Befitting the new capital 
with a new species, he adorned it with an epithet 
yedoensis – which means that it is a cherry from 
feudal Edo, also spelled as Yedo. ‘Tokyo Cherry’ 
then, is the correct English translation for Prunus 
yedoensis. Matsumura described his cherry from 
trees in his botanical garden; these are from the 

same Somei Village clone found elsewhere in 
the city. Indeed, the oldest known Tokyo Cherry 
in Japan still stands halfway up the slope at the 
entrance of Tokyo’s Koishikawa Botanical Garden 
and it is in good health (Iketani 2013). 

Figure 2: Tokyo Cherries were planted by the thousands in the 
Ueno Park. (‘A Happy Family Group', photo by Ogawa Kazumasa, ca. 
1892-1897, from Takashima 1897, collection Rijksmusem, Netherlands). 

media in Japan, pointing at the Tokyo Cherry 
including its seedlings; in academic writing though 
‘Somei-yoshino’ refers usually to the clone only.

The Tokyo Cherry was planted profusely all over 
Tokyo since the 1880’s and nationwide after the 
turn of the century (Figure 2). The rest of the world 
followed soon. In Sheffield for example, the Tokyo 
Cherry was planted as a roadside tree in the 1930s 
(Kuitert 2022a). But its triumph faced a minor flaw 
at the village Koganei along a major waterduct 
bringing household water to the capital. In feudal 
times numerous Mountain Cherries had been 
planted and singular specimens had received 
Japanese names given by the locals, enhancing the 
experience for cherry blossom day-trippers bringing 
in some business. Thirty eight particularly deviating 
old trees received even a scientific Latin name 
when modern botany came in (Miyoshi 1916). Some 

Figure 3: The oldest Tokyo Cherry is a centuries-old stub with 
several leader trunks: these have regrown after the devastat-
ing air raids of 1945 or more recent. Root suckers appear here 
and there around the tree. Koishikawa Botanical Garden, 
Tokyo; photo by author, March 31, 2019. 
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Toyko Cherry… continued

British plant hunter Ernest Henry Wilson (1876-1930). 
The other parent, according to Wilson was a Higan 
Cherry, a judgement that he backed up with botanical 
details, such as pubescence, growing habits and the 
like (Wilson 1916, 15-17). Wilson was well-informed 
on Japanese flowering cherries through various 
local experts, including gardeners, nursery men, and 
horticulturalists. Likely he had been given a clear hint 
about its parentage by one of the cherry specialists 
in Tokyo. Modern genetic research in Japan has 
confirmed that Matsumura’s clonal Tokyo Cherry is 
indeed a hybrid of the Ōshima Cherry and the Higan 
Cherry (Iketani et al. 2007, Kato et al. 2014). 

The name “Yoshino” has become somewhat 
ingrained by now in the UK and the US. But the above 
shows that this was considered confusing and even 

had to be refuted in botanic science. 
In comparison and in conservative 
aesthetics, the Tokyo Cherry even 
fell short of the Mountain Cherry 
as the Koganei case illustrates. 
In conclusion we must follow this 
discourse and say that “Yoshino” 
should not be used as a name for the 
Tokyo Cherry or for Prunus yedoensis. 
“Yoshino” cherry, Yoshinozakura in 
Japanese, is not correct because 
it will refer to the wild Japanese 
Mountain Cherry (Prunus serrulata 
var. spontanea) hinting at the 
pilgrimage site in Yoshino. The clone 
is in English correctly named as the 
Tokyo Cherry, for practical reasons 
we may include similar seedlings in 
popular conversation. For a stricter 
and scientific identification on the 
clonal level we have to rely on closer 
observation. 

This old tree was a precious asset dating from the 
earlier garden of feudal times that formed the core 
of the modern Botanical Garden, and in 1875 the 
head gardener procured a set of root suckers and 
planted them in rows on a lawn higher up the slope, 
deeper in the garden to assure that it would not be 
lost (Nakai 1935). Matsumura made his description 
from this set of Tokyo Cherries and notes indeed that 
it is extensively cultivated in the gardens of Tokyo. 
In his Latin description he distinguishes it clearly 
from the wild Japanese Mountain Cherry pointing 
to morphological details, and adds that its origin 
is unknown but said to have been brought from the 
island Ōshima in the province of Izu. His suggestion 
that this was a wild Ōshima Cherry was not entirely 
wrong, as this species was indeed understood as one 
of the parent species of the hybrid Tokyo Cherry by 

Field description of the clonal Tokyo Cherry
The clonal Tokyo Cherry can be discerned from its 
seedlings with genetic research, but when money is 
tight field observation may solve the problem with 
the below description at hand. Botanical details are 
splendid indicators, but one needs to invest some 
time to sort things out.

Figure 4: A set of root suckers from the tree in Figure 3 was planted in rows on a 
lawn in 1875. Regrowths after the devastating 1945 air raids were trained as single 
stem specimens. Tokyo Cherry, Koishikawa Botanical Garden, Tokyo; photo by 
author, March 31, 2019.

Figure 5: Some English terms used in cherry determination 
(from Kuitert 1999).

An eminent field researcher of Japanese flowering 
cherries was Kawasaki Tetsuya (1929-2002). 
Departing from his description (Kawasaki 1993, 
p. 160-161) my more extensive field observations 
focus on characteristics that are typical, as for 
growth characteristics, seasonal aspects and visible 
botanic details. Samples could be taken from the 
Tama Forest Science Garden, Tokyo; the Kyoto 
Prefectural Botanical Garden, both in Japan and the 
Seoul National University Campus in South Korea. 
Results were checked and confirmed with the Tokyo 
Cherries in the Koishikawa Botanical Garden, Japan 
at visits in November 2011 and March 2019.
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hairs on or along veins are prominent; no hairs on 
the upper side (see Figure 9).

Hairs and pubescence on the backside of the leaf 
blade have mostly gone, when mature, though 
some hairs may still be found (Figure 10). Serration 
is double or single, with short acute tips (some 
with tiny glands). Leaf size is 7–11 × 4–6 cm; the 

When standing on its own roots it has root suckers 
around the stem. These easily develop into a new tree 
if the old one collapses, a characteristic that is helpful 
in managing veteran trees (Aiello 2012). Such a 
second generation, if left unattended by the gardener, 
is usually a multi-stemmed tree (Figure 3).

3 – Bark
Branches have horizontal corky lenticels on a purplish 
brown, smooth bark. The bark on older trunks is deep, 
dark brown or grey, with rough textured plates, and 
vertical splits that appear with age. 

4 – Twigs and buds
One-year old twigs are beige on the under- (shadow) 
side, while dark, purplish brown on the upper side 
towards the sun. Lenticels are whitish. Twigs of young 
sprouts show hairs that disappear during the year; 
bud scales are pubescent in winter.

5 – Leaves
Young foliage: green or with a slight bronze-green 
shade, appearing after the flowering. Young, 
unfolding leaves are pubescent on the back side, 

1 - Tree
Tree is umbrella-shaped, to 10 m high or more, with 
heavy ascending branches, often with one or two low 
on the stem that spread horizontally. It is spreading 
broadly when free-standing (Figure 6).

When young, the tree shape is ascending (see Figure 
2), remaining as such when in between other trees 
or buildings. Growth is quick when early summer is 
sunny and warm, and soil and water are fresh and 
abundant; the trunk of a fifty-year old tree may have 
a breast-high circumference of well over two metre in 
Korea or Japan. The lower stem of such an old tree is 
usually somehow split and has a slight right-handed 
twist, in the direction of a cork-screw driven in the 
ground (see Figure 4). 

2 – Roots and regeneration
Root growth is strong and healthy. Old, collapsing 
trees will root within molding parts of the trunk, 
developing new, healthy leaders. When grafted low 
on the stock it quickly overgrows the stock’s roots. 

Figure 6: Older Tokyo Cherries develop a wide and spread-
ing crown when free standing. The thin covering with flowers 
reflects the weakened constitution of this specimen. Shinjuku 
Gyoen Park, Tokyo; photo by author, March 29, 2019.

Figure 7: An old tree may surprisingly show a single, adven-
tive bud with an umbel of fresh flowers in a most unexpected 
mossy place in the withered bark; photo by author. 

Figure 8: Fast growing suckers in winter have a few hairs left 
at the very end of the branch; developing buds have a tuft 
of whitish hair in the center of the bud scale. This is easily 
observed on moving, non-flowering shoots; photo by author.

Figure 9: Young leaves in unfolding sprouts are pubescent on 
the outside; photo by author.
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Tokyo Cherry… continued

blade is elongated oval. Petiole is pubescent, 
often with a reddish shade later in the season on 
one, sun-facing side. Often one or two nectaries 
develop on the petiole close to the base of the leaf; 
stipules are usually linear, not much divided, with 
glands (Figure 10) and drop off quickly when leaves 
develop.

Only when growth is vigorous stipules are incised 
(bifid or trifid). When weather is favourable, 
autumn colours develop, and appear in different 
stages per leaf: green, yellow, and reddish leaves 
are seen at first low in the crown while all leaves 
in the top might already be deep red. Colouring of 
red and orange is seen first on the upper side of the 
leaf, while the backside remains matt yellowish for 
some time (Figure 11).

6 – Bracts and bractlets
Bracts (0.8–1.2 cm) have a glandulose, regular 
serration at the upper edge (Figure 12), are 
elongated, oval, entire or slightly trifid; the outer 
side is pubescent with hairs adpressed, more 
standing towards the tip; the inside is even more 
pubescent, like fur (Figure 13).

Figure 10: Downy leaf stalks and linear stipules in developing 
leaves; photo by author.

Figure 11: Fall color: upper row shows the upper side of leaves, 
lower row the backside; photo by author.

Figure 12: Calyx, sepals with teeth, downy pedicels, all sprouts from downy bracts with regular 
teeth, and winter bud scales with a tuft of whitish hair; photo by author.

Bractlets are wedge shaped or elongated, trifid 
with glandulose serration at the tip. Inner side is 
pubescent, outer side has hairs (use lens to verify).

7 – Inflorescence
An umbel may carry 3 – 4, sometimes up to 7 
flowers. Umbels appear to be corymbs with a short 
peduncle, if one removes bud scales, bracts, and 
bractlets.

8 – Pedicels and peduncle
Flower stalks, called pedicels, are pubescent 
(Figures 12, 14, 15). In favourable, sunny, not too 
warm and not too wet spring seasons pedicels are 
2.0–2.5 cm. However, pedicels are extending during 
the flowering season in colder and wetter seasons, 
and certainly in Northern Europe they grow much 
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longer. Also in Japan, if a sudden burst of spring 
weather with temperatures above 20 degrees 
follows directly after a wet and cold early spring, 
the Tokyo Cherry bursts into flower with pedicels 
that are soon as long as, or longer than the flower 
diameter. The peduncle, from which the flower 
stalks sprout, is so short to be almost absent when 
the flowers appear, but it develops a little in the 
course of the season, easy to observe when having 
set fruits (Figure 16).

Figure 14: Umbel on a very short peduncle, in this case with 
an unusually large number of six flowers; photo by author.

Figure 13: Bracts are hairy on the inside (left), also on the 
outside (right); photo by author.

Figure 15: The lower part of the style typically has hairs; 
photo by author.

Figure 16: (One), two, (three) stalked fruits appear on a short 
peduncle; photo by author.

9 – Flowers, petals and pistil
Flowers in bud have a light shade of pink (RHS 56-B), 
expanded flowers are almost white (RHS 155-D) 
referring to the Royal Horticultural Society’s Colour 
Chart. Flower diameter is 3.0–3.5 cm. The five petals 
are indented at the tip and oval to ovate, 1.6–1.9 × 
1.2–1.6 cm. There is one perfect (that is: not phylloid) 
pistil; the lower part of the style has hairs. 

The bottom line
Flowering cherries are highly valued by the Japanese. 
Wherever they are settling in the world, almost 
inevitably the sakura will follow (Kuitert 2022a). By 
now, Japanese cherries are found all over the world, 
numerous collection gardens can be visited, raising 
an awareness about the intricacies of cherry blossom. 
All forms of garden cherries can be quite variable in 
outlook, according to weather, habitat, and growth 
conditions; the Tokyo Cherry is no exception. To be 
able to reach a fully conclusive determination it is 
necessary to check botanical details throughout 
the year and confirm observed characteristics in 
a second year. In case of an extreme habitat or a 
doubtful planting condition – for example a tree 
standing in a tight concrete pavement – it might be 
necessary to acquire a new cloned plant, preferably 
on its own roots, to compare on the nursery with 
other properly identified specimens. 

Once such problems have been cleared, seedlings of 
the Tokyo Cherry can be sorted out from the clone. If 
you catch the right moment with a budding sprout, 
the photo in Figure 12 will make a handy start of your 
identification. Non-clonal, seedling offspring usually 
miss one or more of the distinctive characteristics, 
having either a long peduncle, missing the tuft of hair 
on the outside of winter bud scales, having no hairs 
on the pistil or no pubescence on the outside of the 
bracts, to give some commonly seen peculiarities. 
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Tokyo Cherry… continued

A most pressing question the reader may have is the 
importance of correct identification. Well, almost all 
cherries derived from seed of the clonal Tokyo Cherry 
perform as a good or even a spectacular garden 
plant. Please, enjoy your cherries of whatever breed! 
The reason to possess a true clone lies in historic 
authenticity and is valid for gardens that have a 
scientific collection ambition, where identification 
and provenance is the key to credibility. After all the 
clonal Tokyo Cherry is the single element on which 
the description of Matsumura publishing his Prunus 
yedoensis as a name was based. 

It is hoped that the above detailed description will be of 
help to the managers of a collection that can not afford 
the time or money to sort out provenance with genetic 
technology. Readers with a more general interest will 
discover the joy of observing cherries more closely!
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