
Georgeson Botanical Notes No. 78 (1997) - Revised 2014

A Rose by Another Name . . .
by

Pat Holloway

Invariably, every spring.I answer a lot of questions about our “native” Sitka rose. “Where can I find it in the wild?” “Does 
it grow all over the state?”  “Does it come in any other colors than pink?” Local vendors such as Fred Meyer routinely sell 
Sitka roses to Fairbanks gardeners. l have always puzzled over why these flowers are called Sitka roses since they are native 
to China, Japan and Korea, not Alaska.  Sitka roses are Rugosa or Turkestan roses, Rosa rugosa, and have no connection to 
Alaska except for the fact that they thrive throughout the coastal and interior regions and are one of the best-loved perennials 
in Alaska’s gardens.

As I began my search of references to Sitka roses, I found that my curiosity was not new, and the legendary Sitka rose has 
been around for a long time. I located a transcript of a speech given by Phillip M. Gardner at the American Rose Society 
Pacific Northwest District Convention in Chehalis, Washington, on June 29, 1968.  As a member of the Alaska Rose Society, 
he too, wondered what the Sitka rose was, and he compiled an interesting record to show no such native rose exists.  Below is 
an excerpt from his presentation.

“Alaska, which is comparatively young in statehood 
and, as with all states, likes to identify itself with a roman-
tic past. With us, it is the gold rush, Robert Service, Jack 
London, the Russian occupation, Lord Baranoff, and the 
Russian missionaries. . . . I personally enjoy stories of the 
past, especially those concerning the legend of the rose, 
but it would be well to stop and choose now before fact 
has fallen before fancy. [The book], Modern Roses VI, 
defines the Sitka rose as follows:  ‘Sitka (origin unknown) 
said to have been raised from a rose brought from Russia 
and grafted to a local wild rose. Single or dougle, fragrant, 
pink, deep pink, purple-red, or white. Foliage wrinkled, 
gray-green. Very thorny, fruit large, round, red. Ht. 6-8 
feet. Resistant to cold, heat, dryness, poor soil and widely 
grown in Alaska.’

Now I ask you, is this description a little familiar? Could 
you recognize a Sitka rose? . . . Shortly after I arrived in 
Alaska, I saw . . . Rugosa roses blooming in Palmer, An-
chorage, Kenai and even up in Fairbanks. But, whenever 
I mentioned to home owners that they were Rugosas, I’d 
receive a shake of the head and, “No, these are Sitkas” . . 
. Was this a spontaneous sporting of the old Rugosa miraculously developed in Sitka perhaps due to a happy combination of 
cold, dampness and subarctic northern lights?

Let me digress a while - The Rugosa species is a rather recent arrival to the New World. It is a member of the group Cin-
namomeae and is native to North Eastern Asia, the Northern China, Korea and Japan. It was first recorded by Carl Thunberg, 
a naturalist and classifier, in 1784 in the gardens of Kyoto, Japan. From there it was called the Romanas or Hedgehog rose. 
E.A. Bunyard in his book, Old Garden Roses, relates how the Chinese portrayed this rose as far back as 1000 AD. It was 
introduced from Japan into Great Britain in 1796 by Lee and Kennedy of Hammersmith but was not very well received at that 
time. Then later on the Rugosa was again introduced by Siebold in 1845. This time it became accepted. In the United States, 
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