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What are lychees and where do they come from? What are lychees and where do they come from? 
Red or amber in colour, oval in shape and with a warty scale-like skin, lychees (or litchis as they are 
sometimes known) are a colourful addition to the fruit bowl. They are the fruit of Litchi chinensis, 
an evergreen tree native to southern China. To the Chinese the lychee is traditionally a symbol of 
romance. This dates back to the days of an emperor's concubine who had a passion for this fruit; the 
emperor caused them to be carried hundreds of miles by relays of horses for her delectation. Today 
the main areas of production are China and India, although lychees are also grown in Pakistan, 
Japan, Australia, Madagascar and America amongst others. The tree thrives in regions with warm 
humid summers and plenty of rain, but it requires a cool dry period prior to flowering and will not 
tolerate frost. 
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What does the lychee plant look like? What does the lychee plant look like? 
The lychee is a handsome tree, sometimes grown as an ornamental, with a dense round crown which 
may reach some 30 m in height. Its compound leaves havetwo to four pairs of pointed leaflets. 
Flowers are borne in clusters (each cluster being up to 75 cm long) at the ends of the branches. 
Although they lack petals and are an insignificant greenish-white or yellow in colour, the flowers are 
pollinated by bees, which are usually attracted to brightly coloured flowers. Honey made from nectar 
collected from lychee flowers is considered to be of very high quality. 
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What are the fruits like? 
When the brittle leathery skin is broken and rolled back, the 
translucent white or pinkish flesh is revealed. This flesh is in 
fact an aril, which is an outgrowth of the seed (as in the red 
casing round yew seeds). Lychee flesh is aromatic and has a 
distinctive flavour, thought by some to resemble that of the 
muscat grape. The seed inside the aril is variable in size and 
shape, with a brown coat around a white interior. In many 
lychees faulty pollination results in malformed seeds. 

How are lychees used? 
Lychees are usually peeled and eaten fresh. At room 
temperature, they deteriorate after only 3 days but they can be 
stored for longer periods in the fridge. They can also be canned 
or frozen; the deseeded canned arils are probably the most 
familiar form in this country, and area a favourite dessert in 
Chinese restaurants. In their dried form, peeled lychees are 
called 'lychee nuts' and are eaten like raisins. The Chinese use 
lychee flesh as a cough remedy and the ground seeds as an 
analgesic. 
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Can lychees be grown in Britain? 
Lychee seeds are extremely short lived; once removed from the fruit they must be planted within 3-4 
days. Even inside the fruit, the seeds only remain viable for 3-4 weeks. They should be sown in 
peaty compost and require constant warmth and moisture for germination. The seedlings are 
susceptible to rapid changes in temperature and, ideally, they should be kept in light shade. If the 
humidity is too low, the leaves will turn brown, but this can be prevented by spraying daily with 
tepid water or by standing the pot on a tray of damp gravel. Artificial fertilisers can be applied 
during the summer. In this country, it is very unlikely that lychees will produce flowers or fruit, but 
they do make handsome house or conservatory plants. 

Related plants 
Litchi chinensis is in the family Sapindaceae. Other members of the same family with edible fruits 
include longan (Dimocarpus longan), rambutan (Nephelium lappaceum) and akee (Blighia sapida). 

The longan is very similar to the lychee, with a yellowish or reddish brown fruit and a gummy white 
aril. Its flesh, which is less aromatic than that the lychee, surrounds a round shiny jet-black seed with 
a circular white spot at the base. The appearance of the seed has given rise to one of the longan's 
other names - the dragon's eye. Sometimes these seeds, which have a high saponin (a soap-like 
compound) content, are used as a hair shampoo. 

Unlike the lychee and longan, rambutans originate in the humid tropics. The name rambutan derives 
from the Malaysian word rambut meaning a hair and has arisen from the 'hairy' surface of the fruit 
which consists of numerous soft red spines covering a pinkish red or yellow skin. Inside the skin, the 
edible fleshy white aril is juicy and sweet. 

The akee, which originated in west tropical Africa, has become the national fruit of Jamaica, having 
been taken there by Captain Bligh (of Mutiny on the Bounty fame) as a food for slaves. Inside the 
pear-shaped capsule, which is yellow in colour deeply flushed with red, the three large black seeds 
are surrounded by fleshy cream-coloured arils attached to the fruit by pink or orange membranes. If 
eaten unripe, the arils are poisonous but the toxins are destroyed on exposure to light as the ripening 
capsule splits open. Akee seeds are always poisonous. The arils are parboiled and fried before being 
used in meat or fish stews. 

Where are lychees grown at Kew? 
Lychees are amongst the tropical fruit trees that can be seen in the Palm House. 
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