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THE GROWING POPULARITY OF DECIDUOUS AZALEAS

Judson H a r d y

S i l v e r  S p r i n g ,  M a r y l a n d

To t h e  g e n e r a l  p u b l i c ,  " a z a l e a "  means a n  e v e r g r e e n  s h r u b  o f  medium h e i g h t
w h i c h  f o r  a n  a l l  t o o  b r i e f  p e r i o d  i n  e a r l y  s p r i n g  i s  c o v e r e d  w i t h  a t t r a c t i v e
f l o w e r s ,  u s u a l l y  r e d ,  b u t  some t imes  p i n k  o r  w h i t e .

Up u n t i l  t h e  l a s t  d e c a d e ,  e v e n  r e l a t i v e l y  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  g a r d e n e r s  knew v e r y
l i t t l e  a b o u t  d e c i d u o u s  a z a l e a s - - s p e c i e s  o r  h y b r i d s - - o r  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  m o s t  o f  t h e
s p e c i e s  a r e  n a t i v e  t o  o u r  own c o u n t r y  a n d  t h a t  t h e  m a g n i f i c e n t  E u r o p e a n  h y b r i d s
have m a i n l y  b e e n  d e r i v e d  f r o m  o u r  n a t i v e  s p e c i e s .

T h i s  s i t u a t i o n  h a s  c h a n g e d  v a s t l y  i n  r e c e n t  y e a r s .  W h e r e a s  2 0  y e a r s  a g o ,
o n l y  o n e  o r  t w o  n u r s e r y m e n  s o l d  d e c i d u o u s  a z a l e a s ,  n o w  a t  l e a s t  h a l f  a  d o z e n
m a i l  o r d e r  f i r m s  c a n  f u r n i s h  a  w i d e  v a r i e t y  o f  s p e c i e s  a n d  h y b r i d s ;  a n d  s c o r e s
o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  a n d  a m a t e u r  h y b r i d i z e r s  a r e  d e v e l o p i n g  new h y b r i d s  w h i c h  p r o v i d e
a w i d e r  r a n g e  o f  f l o w e r  c o l o r  a n d  s i z e  t h a n  t h e  e v e r g r e e n s .  T h e y  a l s o  p o s s e s s  a
d e l i c i o u s  f r a g r a n c e ,  a n d  t h e  b l o o m i n g  s e a s o n ,  w i t h  v a r i o u s  s o r t s ,  c a n  l a s t  f r o m
e a r l i e s t  A p r i l  t h r o u g h  A u g u s t .  S o m e  a l s o  p o s s e s s  c o l o r f u l  a u t u m n  f o l i a g e .

One r e a s o n  f o r  t h e  g r o w i n g  p o p u l a r i t y  o f  d e c i d u o u s  a z a l e a s  i s  t h a t  p l a n t
s c i e n t i s t s  a n d  s k i l l e d  a m a t e u r s  h a v e  d e v e l o p e d  methods  f o r  p r o p a g a t i n g  t h e m  f r o m
c u t t i n g s ,  t h u s  p e r m i t t i n g  s u p e r i o r  f o r m s  t o  b e  r e p r o d u c e d  i n  q u a n t i t y .  A n o t h e r
reason  i s  t h e  i n c r e a s i n g  a t t e n t i o n  g i v e n  t o  t h e m  b y  s p e c i a l t y  g a r d e n  s o c i e t i e s ,
a r b o r e t a ,  a n d  t h e  g e n e r a l  g a r d e n i n g  a n d  home- d e c o r a t i n g  m a g a z i n e s .

D r.  H e n r y  T .  S k i n n e r ,  r e c e n t l y  r e t i r e d  f r o m  t h e  d i r e c t o r s h i p  o f  t h e  U . S .
N a t i o n a l  A r b o r e t u m ,  i s  p e r h a p s  t h e  l e a d i n g  p i o n e e r  i n  t h e  f i e l d  o f  d e c i d u o u s
a z a l e a s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e  s p e c i e s  n a t i v e  t o  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .

A p a s s a g e  e x c e r p t e d  f r o m  a n  a r t i c l e  b y  D r .  S k i n n e r  i n  t h e  B r o o k l y n  B o t a n i c a l
Garden ' s  Handbook  2 7 ,  Number  2 ,  we lcomed  t h e  e a r l i e s t  u p s u r g e  i n  g a r d e n  usage  o f
t h e  n a t i v e s :

"Perhaps  t h e  b r i g h t e s t  a s p e c t  o f  t h i s  reawakened  i n t e r e s t  i n
Amer i can  w i l d  a z a l e a s  ( i s )  t h e i r  i n c r e a s e d  r e u s e  i n  b r e e d i n g
p r o j e c t s  . . .  t h e  l o v e l i e s t  E u r o p e a n  h y b r i d  may amoun t  t o
l i t t l e  i n  t h e  g a r d e n s  o f  Wa s h i n g t o n ,  D . C . ,  P h i l a d e l p h i a ,  o r
New Yo r k  . . .  ( b u t )  r e c o m b i n i n g  t h e  b e s t  p e r f o r m e r s  o f  E u r o p e ' s
h y b r i d s  w i t h  t h e  b e s t  o f  o u r  w i l d  s p e c i e s  c a n  e v o l v e  new r a c e s
o f  g a r d e n  a z a l e a s  e q u a l  t o  t h e  f i n e s t  f r o m  o v e r s e a s ,  w i t h
a t t r a c t i v e  h a b i t ,  f l o w e r s  o f  g o o d  q u a l i t y ,  a n d  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o
p e r f o r m  w i t h  m i n i m a l  c a r e . "
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By " E u r o p e a n  h y b r i d s " ,  D r .  S k i n n e r  i s  r e f e r r i n g ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  t o  t h e  l a r g e -
f l o w e r e d  G h e n t ,  K n a p h i l l ,  E x b u r y ,  a n d  I l a m  g r o u p s  n o w  b e i n g  g r o w n  w i d e l y  i n  t h e
A t l a n t i c  s e a b o a r d  a r e a  f r o m  M a s s a c h u s e t t s  t o  n o r t h e r n  G e o r g i a .  U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,
these  l o v e l y  p l a n t s  a r e  d i f f i c u l t  i f  n o t  i m p o s s i b l e  t o  g r o w  i n  t h e  wa rmer
Sou the rn  s t a t e s .  A l s o ,  many  o f  t h e  b e s t  c u l t i v a r s  a r e  h i g h l y  s u s c e p t i b l e  t o
powdery m i l d e w,  w h i c h  t u r n s  f o l i a g e  t o  a n  u g l y  s h a d e  o f  g r e y .

The s e c r e t  o f  o b t a i n i n g  b e a u t i f u l  n a t i v e s  i s  t o  g r o w  t h e m  i n  l a r g e  q u a n -
t i t i e s  f r o m  s e e d ,  a n d  s e l e c t i n g  t h e  b e s t  f o r m s  f o r  r e t e n t i o n ,  t o  u s e  t h e s e  a s
woodland g a r d e n  o r n a m e n t s  o f  s u p e r b  g r a c e  a n d  b e a u t y .  A  s e c o n d  u s e  i s  f o r
h y b r i d i z i n g  p u r p o s e s .

The a u t h o r  p r o p o s e s  t o  s u b m i t  f u t u r e  a r t i c l e s  t o  T h e  A z a l e a n  o n  o b t a i n i n g
good n a t i v e  s e e d  a n d  g r o w i n g  t h e  p l a n t s  t o  f l o w e r i n g  s i z e ;  r e p o r t s  o n  some r e -
s u l t s  o f  h i s  own  a n d  o t h e r  h y b r i d i z i n g  w o r k ;  a n d  d e s c r i p t i o n s  o f  t h e  u s e  o f  d e -
c iduous  a s  w e l l  a s  e v e r g r e e n  a z a l e a s  a s  m o d i f i e d  B o n s a i  s u b j e c t s  f o r  d i s p l a y  o n
p a t i o s ,  b r i c k  s t e p s  a n d  w a l k s ,  a n d  t h e  l i k e .

B a s i c  k n o w l e d g e  o f  t h e  n a t i v e  s p e c i e s  t h e m s e l v e s ,  h o w e v e r ,  i s  n e c e s s a r y  a s
a p r e l i m i n a r y  t o  t h e s e  r e f i n e m e n t s .  T h e  f o l l o w i n g  d e s c r i p t i o n s  a r e  d e r i v e d
f rom t h e  a u t h o r ' s  o w n  o b s e r v a t i o n s ,  p l u s  e x t e n s i v e  r e a d i n g  o f  s u c h  a u t h o r s  a s
F r e d e r i c k  L e e ,  D r .  C l e m e n t  B o w e r s ,  S k i n n e r ,  a n d  D r .  F r e d  G a l l e .

A t  t h e  o u t s e t ,  o n e  m u s t  u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t  m o s t  o f  t h e  U . S .  s p e c i e s  a r e
h i g h l y  v a r i a b l e - - i . e . ,  m i x e d  u p  t h r o u g h  i n t e r b r e e d i n g .  B o t h  t h e  s p e c i e s ,  a n d
i n d i v i d u a l  p l a n t s  w i t h i n  a  g i v e n  s p e c i e s ,  v a r y  g r e a t l y  i n  q u a l i t y .  T h e y  a r e
i n  w h a t  m i g h t  b e  c a l l e d  a  s t a t e  o f  g e n e t i c  f l u x .  T h i s  makes g r o w i n g  t h e m  f r o m
seed a l l  t h e  m o r e  i n t e r e s t i n g .  Y o u  n e v e r  know  b u t  w h a t  t h e  n e x t  s e e d l i n g  may
be s o m e t h i n g  r e a l l y  g o o d .  A n d  t h i s  p r o s p e c t  i s  enhanced  when  y o u  s t a r t  h y -
b r i d i z i n g  t h e  v a r i o u s  s p e c i e s  w i t h  e a c h  o t h e r ,  o r  w i t h  t h e  E u r o p e a n  h y b r i d s ,
a l l  o f  w h i c h  h a v e  e x t r e m e l y  c o m p l i c a t e d  a n c e s t r y .

A l t h o u g h  t h e r e  i s  some d i f f e r e n c e  o f  o p i n i o n  a s  t o  t h e  number  a n d  c a t e g o -
r i z a t i o n  o f  n a t i v e  s p e c i e s ,  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  l i s t  i s  m o s t  g e n e r a l l y  a c c e p t e d  among
t h e  a u t h o r i t i e s .  I t  c o n t a i n s  a l l  o f  t h e  m o s t  i n t e r e s t i n g  a n d  a t t r a c t i v e
examples o f  t h e  n a t i v e  s p e c i e s .

ALABAMENSE i s  a  r a r e  a z a l e a  f o u n d  i n  o p e n  wood lands  o f  n o r t h e r n  A l a -
bama a n d  c e n t r a l  G e o r g i a .  L o w  t o  medium i n  h e i g h t ,  i t  b l o o m s  i n  t h e
Wash ing ton ,  D . C .  a r e a  i n  e a r l y  M a y .  T h e  f l o w e r s  a r e  d i s t i n c t l y  t u -
b u l a r ,  p u r e  w h i t e ,  u s u a l l y  w i t h  a  y e l l o w  b l o t c h ,  a n d  p l e a s a n t l y  f r a g -
r a n t .  I t  i s  h a r d y  t o  m i n u s  5  d e g r e e s  ( F . )  a c c o r d i n g  t o  S k i n n e r ,  w h o
a l s o  r e p o r t s  t h a t  i t  r o o t s  e a s i l y  f r o m  c u t t i n g s .

ARBORESCENS, a l s o  S w e e t  A z a l e a ,  i s  n a t i v e  t o  m o i s t  u p l a n d s  f r o m  A l a -
bama a n d  K e n t u c k y  n o r t h w a r d  t o  New Yo r k .  T h e  p l a n t  i s  t a l l  a n d  u p -
r i g h t ,  f o l i a g e  a  d e e p ,  g l o s s y  g r e e n  w h i c h  c o l o r s  n i c e l y  i n  t h e  f a l l .
I t  b l o o m s  i n  t h e  Wa s h i n g t o n ,  D . D .  a r e a  i n  J u n e  a n d  J u l y .  F l o w e r s
a re  u s u a l l y  w h i t e ,  s o m e t i m e s  p i n k  f l u s h e d ,  a n d  o f t e n  w i t h  a  y e l l o w
b l o t c h .  T h e y  a r e  f r a g r a n t  a n d  v e r y  h a r d y .  J u d g e d  b y  many a s  t h e  b e s t
n a t i v e  w h i t e ,  i t  i s  w i d e l y  u s e d  i n  h y b r i d i z i n g  p r o g r a m s .
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ATLANTICUM, o r  Coas ta l  Aza lea ,  i s  found  i n  damp c o a s t a l  areas f r o m
Pennsylvania sou th  t o  t h e  C a r o l i n a s .  I t  i s  l o w  t o  medium h e i g h t ,
w i t h  t i d y ,  i n s e c t - p r o o f  f o l i a g e  which c o l o r s  a t t r a c t i v e l y  i n  t h e
f a l l .  I n  t h e  Washington, D.C.  a r e a ,  i t  blooms i n  e a r l y  May, p u r e
wh i te  t o  p a l e  r e d d i s h  f l u s h ,  sometimes w i t h  y e l l o w  b l o t c h .  I t  i s
no t i ceab ly  f r a g r a n t .  S k i n n e r  r a t e s  i t  v e r y  h i g h l y  among n a t i v e
whi tes and r e p o r t s  t h a t  i t  r o o t s  e a s i l y  f r om c u t t i n g s .  V e r y  ha rdy.

AUSTRINUM i s  n a t i v e  i n  t h e  l o w  c o a s t a l  p l a i n  b e l t  i n  n o r t h e r n  F l o -
r i d a  and s t r a i g h t  westward t o  sou the rn  Alabama and M i s s i s s i p p i .  I t
i s  medium t o  t a l l .  T h e  f l o w e r s ,  w h i c h  open i n  May i n  t h e  Washing-
ton, D .C .  a r e a ,  a r e  v e r y  s m a l l  b u t  i n  l a r g e  c l u s t e r s  wh ich  i n  t h e
darker shades o f  y e l l o w  can be r a t h e r  a t t r a c t i v e  and w i t h  good
fragrance.  I t  i s  hardy  t o  Zone 7a ,  and  Sk inner  r e p o r t s  t h a t  i t
roots  e a s i l y  f r o m  c u t t i n g s .  C r o s s e s  w i t h  E ibu rys  have produced
a t t r a c t i v e  f l o w e r s  o n  p l a n t s  which have t h r i v e d  f o r  t e n  years  i n
south M i s s i s s i p p i .

BAKERI, a l s o  Cumberland Aza lea ,  i s  found  i n  open woodlands o f  Ken-
tucky eastward t o  n o r t h e r n  Georgia.  I t  i s  a  medium t o  t a l l  g rower,
w i t h  l o w,  sp read ing  fo rms a l s o .  A n  example o f  t h i s  l o w  f o r m  i n  my
own garden has s m a l l ,  deep g reen  f o l i a g e  a lmos t  t o t a l l y  r e s i s t a n t
to i n s e c t s  and f u n g a l  d isease .  B a k e r i  f l o w e r s  i n  t h e  Washington,
D.C. a r e a  i n  June and e a r l y  J u l y .  I t  i s  y e l l o w  t o  deep r e d ,  b u t
most ly shades o f  orange.  T h e  f l o w e r s  a r e  q u i t e  s i m i l a r  t o
calendulaceum b u t  s l i g h t l y  s m a l l e r .  V e r y  h a r d y,  t h i s  n a t i v e  i s
badly neg lec ted  s i n c e  i t  i s  one o f  o u r  b e s t  garden shrubs and a
good p a r e n t  f o r  h y b r i d i z i n g .  T h e  a u t h o r  has had many seed l ings
bloom two years  a f t e r  ge rm ina t i on ._

CANESCENS, o r  Piedmont Aza lea ,  i s  found  i n  mo is t  c o a s t a l  p l a i n s
from Nor th  C a r o l i n a  t o  F l o r i d a  and westward t o  Texas.  T a l l ,  v i -
gorous, i t  i s  hardy  t o  P h i l a d e l p h i a .  F l o w e r s  appear  i n  l a t e  A p r i l
and range f r om  w h i t e  t o  p i n k ,  o f t e n  w i t h  a  ye l l ow  b l o t c h .  T h e  l o n g
tube o f t e n  i s  p i n k ,  a n d  i t  has a  d i s t i n c t i v e  f r a g r a n c e .  G o o d  forms
are a t t r a c t i v e  garden s u b j e c t s .

NUDIFLORUM, commonly known as P inx te rb loom,  i s  found  a t  l o w e r  e l e -
va t ions  f r o m  Massachusetts s o u t h  t o  Tennessee. M e d i u m  t o  t a l l  i n
he igh t ,  i t  i s  v e r y  h a r d y,  and  blooms q u i t e  e a r l y  i n  t h e  Washington,
D.C. a r e a - - m i d - t o - l a t e  A p r i l .  T h e  f l o w e r s  a r e  s m a l l i s h  b u t  i n  l a r g e
c lus te r s  w h i t e  t o  p i n k ,  o f t e n  w i t h  b r i g h t  p i n k  tubes .  T h e  books say
i t  i s  s t o l o n i f e r o u s  and  f r a g r a n t ,  b u t  t h e  a u t h o r ' s  p l a n t s  a r e
n e i t h e r  (and  t h e r e f o r e  may be  h y b r i d s  o f  some k i n d ) .  O l d  bushes can
be q u i t e  a t t r a c t i v e  i n  a  woodland s e t t i n g .

OCCIDENTALE i s  a  b e a u t i f u l  aza lea  which t h r i v e s  a l ong  c o a s t a l  h i l l s
from Oregon sou th  t o  sou thern  C a l i f o r n i a .  F o r  no known reason,  i t
refuses t o  grow i n  t h e  midwestern and eas te rn  s t a t e s .  T h i s  may be
changed th rough  h y b r i d i z i n g  w i t h  eas te rn  n a t i v e s ,  and  those  e x p e r i -
ments a r e  now i n  progress a t  many l o c a t i o n s .
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