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The ancient Yakusugi trees of Yakushima are 
amongst the very oldest and largest of 

Asia’s living things. These evergreen cedars can be 
found on the circular island of Yakushima, lying near 
the southern tip of the Japanese archipelago with a 
mountainous interior that is mostly forested wilderness. 
These World Heritage-listed groves, called Cryptomeria 
japonica, are the national tree of Japan and are nestled 
within the valleys of these hills.

These World Heritage-listed groves, 
called Cryptomeria japonica, are 

the national tree of Japan

Other places tO see sugi

DARJEELING
The British Empire were well aware of the military and 
economic value of the botanical world, and beginning 
in 1845, planted extensive areas of Sugi trees in the 
mountains of West Bengal. This activity intensified 
in the 1930 for use as tea boxes, and now, as one 

travels up from the plains into the hills at Darjeeling, 
there are thick forests of 85-year-old trees.

TIANMU SHAN
The sacred Chinese mountain Tianmu Shan has a 
famous grove of Cryptomeria trees that are 1,000 

years old. Because of their ancient stature, they are 
long-believed to be native to the region and were 
assigned the species name Cryptomeria fortunei. 

However, Cryptomeria only grows naturally in Japan, 
so this isolated colony of trees must have been 

brought over by humans.

NIKKO TOSHO-GU
Tokugawa Ieyasu, the unifying Shogun of Japan’s 

Edo Period (1603-1867), is buried at this temple in 
Nikko. At his funeral, a long line of Sugi trees was 

planted. This avenue, Nikko-suginamiki-kaido, is now 
a National Natural Monument.

KAYANO
A giant twin-trunked Cryptomeria tree more than two 
millennia old grows at the Yamanaka Hot Springs on 

the west coast of Japan.

THE AZORES
This volcanic island archipelago off the shores 
of Portugal has a diverse ecology that has been 

impacted by the widespread forestry plantations 
of Cryptomeria. While it is a useful and important 
resource for timber, it is too dense and shaded for 

native plants and animals to live under.

Known locally as Sugi, the colossal trees on 
Yakushima are given the additional honorific of 
Yakusugi. These ancient conifers, lasting for millennia, 
have witnessed and survived immense changes of 
history from their isolated island home. In a country 
known for its gleaming skyscrapers and electronic 
industry, they provide a living link to a lost wilderness 
past and are the pillars of the archipelago’s most 
magnificent forest.

left  The moss-covered  
forest of Yakushima is  
the inspiration behind the  
Studio Ghibli anime  
Princess Mononoke (1997)

Opening spread  The  
Nidai-O Sugi tree located 
along the Shiratani Unsuikyo 
hiking trail
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The Yakusugi are 
tall trees with a 

rich brown
bark, deep green 

needles and a 
crisp smell

belOw  The Okina Sugi  
is a 2,000-year-old 
Cryptomeria that fell in 2010 
near Wilson’s Stump

left  The Daio Sugi tree, 
stretching 24.7m tall and 
11.1m in girth. Daio, which 
means ‘King of Cedar’ is a 
3,000-year-old tree

An evergreen interior
One arrives in Yakushima by boat from the southern 
port of Kagoshima, passing close by the active 
volcanoes of Sakurajima and Kuchinoerabu-jima to 
arrive at the northern coast. The mountain peaks tower 
two kilometres above, and are almost always clad in a 
thick veil of cloud. Exposed on their slopes are sculpted 
sweeps of weather-worn granite – continental rocks 
uplifted from below. These are quite young in geological 
time – only 15 million years – but still far older than the 
restless volcanoes nearby.

Yakushima is one of Japan’s wettest places; the wet 
valleys of the mountain slopes are drenched with 10 
metres of rainfall annually and autumn brings powerful 
typhoons. The forests have the dark emerald colour of 
cedar scales, moss and ferns. This evergreen interior lies 
between the alpine fields of the high plateau and the 
lush coastal jungles, and taken together they represent 
the best remaining example of Japan’s altitudinal 
ecological gradient.

As you walk, bike or drive up into the hills from the 
coastal palms, banyans and sugarcane the subtropical 
jungles become cooler and mistier. You’ll soon get your 
first views of the Yakusugi – tall trees with a rich brown 
bark, deep green needles and a crisp smell.

Like the true-cedar trees of the Himalaya or the red-
cedars of Taiwan, they are the most recognisable forest 
giants in a region of remarkable biodiversity. While 
sometimes confused with the true pines, the Pinaceae, 
the Yakusugi are part of the cypress family Cupressaceae. 
This group includes the very tallest and oldest living 
trees on earth, and is found from coastal deserts to 

Ernest Henry Wilson 
(1876 -1930)

Ernest Henry Wilson was one of 
the first Western botanists to study 
Yakushima and to write eloquently 
of its global biological value. He is 
remembered fondly in Yakushima 
for encouraging a widespread 
appreciation of the island. In 
Conifers and Taxads of Japan 
(1916), he writes:

“The Cryptomeria, or Sugi as it as 
called in Japan, is the noblest of 
the Japanese conifers and many 
famous places in Japan owe much 
of their charm to stately avenues 
and groves of this impressive tree. 
There is a solemnity and a dignity 
about it, with its perfectly straight 
trunk towering heavenward and 
topped with a conical dark green 
crown, as befits a tree used for 
enshrouding temples, shrines and 
sacred places generally....”
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right  Yakushima’s forests 
have the dark emerald colour 
of cedar scales, moss and 
ferns

left  The Jomon Sugi is the 
oldest, largest and most 
famous specimen of the 
Cryptomeria japonica

value for tourism, conservation, history and culture. 
Because of its rarity in its natural forests, Cryptomeria 
japonica has been listed as Near-Threatened on the 
International Union for Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN) Red List. 

In the popular anime film Mononoke-hime, or 
Princess Mononoke (1997), the cool forests of 
Yakushima were portrayed as a magical forest of gods, 
beasts and spirits. In Japanese, the spirit of the tree is 
known as kodama and in the ancient Sugi forests of 
Yakushima, they are protected and revered as a pillar of 
the Japanese natural world.   ag

high mountains. In a world where things change at 
ever-increasing speeds, these evergreens remind us of a 
slower, more methodical way of life. 

Elders of the forest 
This species – Cryptomeria japonica – is familiar to 
citizens of the country as a beloved tree of temples 
and plantations. Across the country and eastern Asia, 
Cryptomeria trees are grown for their aromatic, rot-
resistant timber and are known to bring solitude and 
serenity. Unfortunately, the vast quantities of pollen 
have brought misery to many Japanese in the form of 
allergic reactions. The swollen eyes and hay fever of 
kanfusho afflict one in five Japanese people.

On Yakushima however, people come to see the 
remaining elders of the forest. Many of these have been 
given names and are well-known across the country. 
The most famous of these, Jomon Sugi, is named for the 
prehistoric period of Japanese archaeology beginning 
100 centuries ago through to 300 BC. This tree is widely 
recognised as Japan’s oldest, and various estimates 
range from 3,000 through to 7,200 years. Other giant 
Yakusugi, such as Yayoi Sugi and Kigen Sugi, are more 
reliably estimated to be three millennia old, making 
these amongst the very oldest of living things on earth.

Protecting a national treasure
The Yakusugi trees have not always been protected. In 
the 1500s, harvesting of these trees began and timber 
was shipped to the mainland as a valuable commodity. 
The rot-resistant wood was highly prized for roofing 
shingles, temple structures and boat-building. In those 
days, immense effort was required to fell and transport 
a tree and despite constant demand, there were still 

The scientific classification of the Sugi trees of YakushimaglOssary and taxOnOmy

Species:Genus: Subfamily:Family:Order:Division: Sub-kingdom:  Kingdom: 
C. japonica – meaning 

“species of Japan”
Cryptomeria – meaning 

“hidden parts” as 
the seeds are hidden 

within the cones

Taxodioideae – a grouping once assigned as its own 
family, including the redwoods and sequoia trees of 
California, the bald cypress trees of Mexico and the 

Athrotaxis  coniferous trees of Tasmania

Cupressaceae – The cypress 
family, which includes 

junipers, cypresses, arbor-
vitae and all Taxodioideae

Pinopsia – all living conifer 
trees, including true pines, 

larches, spruces, yews, 
podocarps and Araucarias

Pinophyta – all living 
conifer trees and several 

extinct lineages known only 
from fossils such as the 

Cordaitales and Voltziales

Spermatophyta – all of the 
“higher plants”, including 

the flowering plants, 
gingkoes and the Pinophyta

Plantae – the green plants 
which generate biological 

energy from sunlight, 
including ferns, mosses and 

green algae.

some areas of uncut forest remaining by the start of the 
20th century. In 1923, large parts of forested interior 
were declared a National Monument, and in 1964, a 
National Park. 

However, the forests remaining outside of the 
Park were then threatened by the most dangerous 
technology yet – the chainsaw. Only a fifth of the 
forest remained uncut. In 1979, a typhoon triggered 150 
landslides across the island – all of them occurring at 
areas that had been cut. This clear linkage of cause and 
effect triggered local public outcry against clearing of 
the virgin forest, but it would be another three years 
before the Tokyo-based National Forestry Agency 
would be convinced. In 1982, the remaining old forests 
were set aside as a scientific reserve, and in 1993, 
Yakushima’s forest became the first of Japan’s World 
Heritage listed properties. It is now the premiere eco-
tourism destination within Japan, and the standing 
trees are valued highly as living things.

Yakushima holds a special place in the fabric of 
modern-day Japan and the global forest, and is of great 


