Mississippi’s Rhododendron austrinum
By Ron Miller—Pensacola, Florida

A few days ago, Ralf Bauer and I were at last able to
boat on the R. austrinum-bearing streams at the west-
ern-most edge of the range of the species in Missis-
sippi. The plants there are anomalous in lacking the
most popular signature trait of austrinum—glandular
hairs on the new growth. This divergence is so surpris-
ing that the revision of the deciduous azaleas in 1993
referred to them as yellow R. canescens. Austrinum
has twice the genomic material as canescens. Tech-
nically, it is a tetraploid, canescens a diploid. These
western austrinum have, like canescens, glandular
hairs on the outside of their corolla tubes. The yellows
on the Escatawpa River often have a very few scat-
tered and wimpy glandular hairs near the leaf petioles;
those on Black Creek are almost entirely eglandular.
Readers may have heard of the best known austrinum
in the nursery trade, Tom Dodd’s ‘Escatawpa’, which
has glandular hairs, though, not many of them. Our
most often grown austrinum is atypical.

Over there, one can tell canescens bushes from aus-
trinum bushes when not in flower by a microscopic
study of their fine hairs and (in practice) by the fact
that the austrinum are surrounded by truly amazing
webs of runners, which canescens plants lack. None-
theless, if canescens and austrinum are not the same
species—and they are not—they are close, apparently
“kissin’ cousins.” John and Sally Perkins have been
finding more hybrids between the two species down
here than ever seemed possible.

Ralf and I found the pigments of the yellows most in-
teresting. They are very different from the pigments of
the austrinum on the east side of the Alabama River.
See the associated photos with this article. You will
notice the pink overtones in many of the flowers, yet
as far as we can tell, there are no austrinum that could
be called pink in the way that many austrinum to the
east can be. This difference probably tells us some-
thing about the evolution of the species. Austrinum
over this way in Florida are also very tolerant of moist
settings. These Mississippi marvels demand high, dry
ground. Some of the austrinum on Black Creek also
have rather surprisingly tomentose leaves.

As I like to insist, things get interesting when you rec-
ognize that what we for convenience call a single spe-
cies is often characterized by a significant and usually
adaptive geographical distribution of distinct forms.
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Stereotyping azalea species is as mindless and reduc-
tive as stereotyping categories of human beings. An
azalea species name is not a dictionary entry reflecting
scientific concept like a chemical element or a prime
number, though much of our literature, even academic,
treats it as though it was. Too much botanizing takes
place in the air conditioning.
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the author in early April 2024 and are of R. austrinum.
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So you want to learn more about the lovely
Glenn Dale Hybrid Azaleas?
The Azalea Works in Bethesda, Maryland,
has two books by Bill Miller and the late Dick West
which detail the fascinating story about B.Y. Morrison,
the 454 Glenn Dale cultivars, and the unpublished PI
and Bell Numbers by which they were managed. For
details, see the website at:
www.theazaleaworks.com
While you're at it, visit the extensive collection of
azalea, companion plant, and animal .jpg images.
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