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California Nutmeg Torreya californica 
 
 
 
Trees of the genus Torreya are low-growing evergreens with large, flat needles 
and fleshy drupe-like fruits, found in the warm regions of North America and 
eastern Asia. The species most often cultivated in Europe is the California Nutmeg 
Torreya californica, a native of the mountain valleys of California. It attains a height 
of 30 to 50 ft and has a long, broad, conical crown. The bark is greyish-brown 
tinged with orange. The glossy, dark green leaves are 11/4 to 27/2 in. long and 
about 11/2 in. wide, terminating in a sharp point. There are two grey bands of 
stomata on the underside. The flowers are inconspicuous, of two kinds, male and 
female, growing on separate trees and appearing in May and June. The female 
flowers produce in the autumn of the second year fleshy red-tinged fruits about 1 
1/2 in. long. The fruit consists of a bony-coated seed surrounded by a thin fleshy 
aril. The California Nutmeg is a shade-living, slow-growing tree usually found in 
warm, moist coastal areas. It has very high quality wood, but in Europe it is 
cultivated only as an ornamental plant because of its slow growth and because it 
attains only small dimensions. The closely related Japanese Kaya T. nucifera is a 
native of Japan; its leaves are linear, about one inch long, and the fruit is narrower 
and more elongate. With their flat, pointed needles, the trees of the genus Torreya 
bear some resemblance to the Monkey Puzzle Araucaria araucana. The leaves of 
this tree are not arranged in two ranks but in a thick spiral, and the fruit is a cone 
about 4 in. long which disintegrates when ripe. It grows in the mountains between 
Chile and Argentina and attains a height of 130 to 160 ft. In Europe it is sometimes 
cultivated in parks in warmer regions with mild winters. It was introduced in Britain 
in 1795, and is commonly seen in suburban gardens. 
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