KASHI RING-CUPPED OAKS MU

CLASSIFICATION: Beech Family, Genus Quercus, Section Cyclobalanopsis

GENERAL : The kashi comprise a group of evergreen oaks (Section Cyclobalanopsis )
native to the tropical, sub-tropical and warm-temperate zone forests of East Asia. About 80
species are recognized worldwide, but of these only 8 have made it all the way to Japan,
which situates at the very northern limit of their distribution. Along with chinkapins in the
genus Castanopis, these oaks are prominent canopy trees in many of the native evergreen
broad-leaved forests that once thrived west and south of the Kanto Region.

The characteristic feature of this group is the acorn cupule, which is marked by a distinctive
concentric ring pattern. For this reason, these trees are commonly referred to as ‘ring-
cupped oak’ in English. The generic Japanese term kashi is thought to have derived from
katai-ki’, meaning ‘hard tree’, referring to the hard, strong, wood. In the southern Kanto
lowlands, the most common species by far is the shira (white)-kashi (Q. myrsinaefolia),
followed by the aka (red)-gashi (Q. acuta) and the ara (rough)-kashi (Q. glauca). Hard aka-
gashi wood is used in top quality bokuto Kendo fencing swords.

SOFUKEI WOOD: The shira-kashi is very common in the wood, often mixed in with
cypress and cryptomeria. The largest specimen measures 330 cm in girth. Several mature
aka-gashi are found as well.

TRUNK/BARK: Both shira-kashi and aka-gashi can be easily distinguished by their bark.
The shira-kashi bark is black or very dark grey (the white in the name refers to the color of
the wood, not the bark), and often flakes off in tiny scale-like pieces. The aka-gashi bark
flakes off in larger pieces, and presents a bit of jig-saw puzzle appearance.

LEAVES: Varies by species. Although these trees are evergreen, they drop some of their
old leaves and put on a new set in late spring to early summer.

FLOWERS: Wind pollinated, with separate male and female flowers on each tree
(monoecious). The male flowers hang down in long catkins, but the female flowers are small
and inconspicuous.

FRUITS: Acorns rest in a distinctive ringed cupule. On the shira-kashi the acorns mature in
autumn of their first year, but those on aka-gashi and ara-kashi overwinter once, and don’t
mature until early autumn of their second year.

COMPARE: Leaves and bark are the best field marks for distinguishing among the ring-

cupped oaks.
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Evergreen broad-leaved trees add new leaves and drop some of their
old leaves in April and May.
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