Today, My Favorite First State Hybrid is ‘Nels Pete’
By William C. Miller III—Bethesda, Maryland

Note: This is the fifth in a series of “favorite” articles.
‘Ambrosia’ and ‘Opal’ were identified as my favorite Glenn
Dale and Linwood Hardy Hybrids respectively; cardinal
flower (Lobelia cardinalis) was identified as my favorite
perennial companion plant; and ‘Shinnyo-no-tsuki’ was
presented as my favorite Satsuki Hybrid.

In April 1983, Gorden Severe!, forwarded an informational
item to Dr. Charlie Evans, then the editor of The Azalean,
regarding a new hybrid group of azaleas known as the First
State Hybrids. This group was developed by Nels Nelson
of Millsboro, Delaware, who was interested in cascading
azaleas and groundcover azaleas with double flowers. The
announcement included descriptions of two cultivars, ‘Nas-
sau’, and ‘Nanticoke’, sister seedlings derived from ‘Cora
Brandt’ x ‘White Gumpo’. After obtaining Mr. Nelson’s
permission, the information was published in the ASA
“News and Views” section of the December 1984 issue of
The Azalean.

Nels Nelson

Actually, Nels was Nels Peter Nelson, Jr. and not to be
confused with the actor, Nels P. Nelson who is best re-
membered for his role as a “Munchkin” in “The Wizard of
0Oz.” Find a Grave®, a resource website which sometimes
contains useful biographical material, listed his father as
Nels Peter “Pete” Nelson who was born in Denmark in
1874. Nels was born in Bristow, Nebraska on May 7, 1922,
to Pete and Mollie Nelson. Pete, Nels’ father, was a farmer.
How Nels got to Millsboro, Delaware is unknown. Unfor-
tunately, several letters to members of Nels’ family went
unanswered.

I don’t remember precisely when I met Nels Nelson, but I
attended some of the Delaware chapter meetings where he
was a member, and I recall the many occasions he volun-
teered to serve as auctioneer at various national meetings
around the country. He was, after all, a retired professional
auctioneer. He was a founding member of the Delmarva
chapter and served as a member of ASA Board of Gover-
nors from 1990-1991.

My wife, Janet, and I visited his home in Millsboro, Dela-
ware, on May 11, 1986, on the occasion of the Delaware
chapter meeting where Polly Hill was the featured speaker.

Fig. 1. Nels Nelson
and Janet Miller
viewing his Mills-
boro, Delaware
garden which
overlooked the

\ Indian River. Photo
& by William C. Miller
1.
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Fig 2. ‘Nassau’,

the double flower,
sister seedling

to ‘Nanticoke’,
introduced by Nels
Nelson of Millsbhoro,
Delaware in the
early 1980s. Photo
by William C. Miller
111

We were amazed at his garden. It was beautiful, and it
overlooked the Indian River. There wasn’t a blade of grass
out of place. There were mature azaleas everywhere, and it
must have required an army to maintain it.

The Free State Hybrids

When I first looked into it, it was not entirely clear how
many Free State Hybrids there were. The ASA database list
which I believe is the definitive reference now, since it is a
product of a thorough review of multiple sources, includes
seven cultivars: ‘Fairmount’, ‘Henlopen’, ‘Millie’, ‘Mount
Joy’, ‘Nanticoke’, ‘Nassau’, and ‘Nels Pete’. The sources
of information include Azaleas by F. C. Galle, the Interna-
tional Rhododendron Register and Checklist (the IRRC)
published by the Royal Horticultural Society, Bill Steele’s
nursery plant lists, the 1940 United States Federal Census,
The US National Archives, the Find a Grave® website, and
a “mysterious” document from my files that [ appropriately
call “Page 70.”* I don’t remember how I came by Page 70,
but when it fell into my hands... I was smart enough at the
time to throw it in a physical file for future reference.

In reviewing the list of Free State Hybrids, there were a
couple of problems that had to be resolved. For example,
the early listing in the ASA database had both ‘Fairmount’
and ‘Fairmont’. Obviously, one was wrong and since
Nelson demonstrated a tendency to name his hybrids after
places in Delaware, that gave ‘Fairmount’, an unincorpo-
rated community 9.8 miles from Millsboro, the nod.

Secondly, ‘Mount Joy’ appeared in the ASA database with a
reference to the late Bill Steele, a nurseryman in Pennsylva-
nia who listed it in his plant list as ‘Mt Joy’ (synonym culti-
var name assumed) and attributed it to Nelson. But, it didn’t
appear on Page 70. Again, Mount Joy is a city in Delaware
three miles from Millsboro, so there was rationale for ac-
cepting ‘Mount Joy’ as a First State Hybrid. However, this
‘Mount Joy’, clearly an azalea judging from its attributed
formula, should not be confused with the ‘Mount Joy’ that
appears in the IRRC as an elepidote rhododendron hybrid-
ized by C. Herbert.

Finally, ‘Mollie’ appeared on Page 70 and Bill Steele’s
1997 plant list. The second point to note is that the formula
for ‘Mollie’ is given as ‘Violetta’ x ‘Hiawatha’ which is a



Fig. 3. ‘Fairmount’, a highly variable single flower, white with red stripes and
sectors, and named after a nearby Delaware town. Photo by William C. Miller
.

reversal of the formula that produced ‘Nels Pete’. That’s
when it dawned on me that ‘Pete’ and ‘Mollie’ were named
not for cities in Delaware... but for his parents.

‘Nassau’ and ‘Fairmount’

A small specimen of ‘Nassau’ was my first introduction

to the First State Hybrids. It had a double flower and gave
every indication of being a low and slow grower. The plant
was so small that it had very few flowers. Unfortunately,

a bulldozer got it when I sold the Ewing Drive property. A
subsequent owner, with zero interest in azaleas, replaced
the house that I grew up in with a small “McMansion”... the
footprint of which left precious little room for landscape.

After my positive experience with the ‘Nels Pete’ (my
second Free State Azalea) that I got at one of the Delaware
chapter meetings, | acquired my third Free State Azalea, a
very nice plant of ‘Fairmount’ from Ronnie Palmer.* The
‘Fairmount’ flower is single, white with reddish stripes,
sectors, etc, and blooms late May to early June in Bethesda,
depending on the year. Sometimes the blotch is reddish dots
and sometimes there is a little greenish yellow in the blotch
region. A small foliaceous calyx is present.

with a just a hint of purplish-red) and the anthers are dark.
The stigma is a yellowish-green and the style is almost
white and is readily distinguishable from the filaments.

A foliaceous calyx is present. At maturity (10 years) in
my garden, the plant was nearly six feet tall and showed a
tendency to put out lateral branches. It’s still about six feet
tall today. Happily, ‘Nels Pete’ has never failed to bloom
for me.

Notes and References:

1. The late Gordon Severe was a nurseryman, an ASA
member in Millsboro, Delaware, and the president of the
ASA’s Delmarva chapter that was chartered in 1986. One of
the Delmarva chapter’s contributions was the concept of the
Fall Mini-Convention that was held in early October, when
many members who were in the nursery business were less
pressed by business matters and could attend. They were
no-frill meetings, but the speakers were always interesting
(e.g., Polly Hill and Dr. Arthur Frazer) and it was another
opportunity for attendees to acquire more plants.

2. The Galle book, the IRRC, and Bill Steele’s plant list
need no real introduction. The 1940 Census and the US Na-
tional Archives are standard Federal information resources.
The Find a Grave® website sometimes provides biographi-
cal information and in this instance, in the absence of a
well-written obituary, it helped distinguish Nels Nelson
from all of the other many Nels Nelsons and revealed the
provenance of some of the First State cultivar names.

3. Ronnie Palmer of Pine Bluff, Arkansas, is a longtime
member of the ASA, and was chiefly responsible for the
establishment of the Arkansas chapter which was chartered
in 2018. He has been the chapter president for many years.

My plant never made it out of the pOta and Cultivar Formula Description Galle | IRRC | Page70
it died af‘Fer several ycars as a conSequence | . inount | pink Gumpo® x A low growing plant, very similar to its No No Yes
of my being away for several weeks one “Chikyu-no-haru’ | Gumpo parent, but with single white flowers
strikingly marked with red in many variations.
Summer. Excellent foliage and growth habit. Late
midseason.
‘Pete’ and ‘Nels Pete’
With all the foregoing as background ‘Henlopen® | ‘Pink Gumpo® x | Of same parentage as ‘Fairmount’ and also No No Yes
. 5 - . R ? ‘Chikyu-no-haru’ | low growing. 2-inch single flowers are a
Nels Pete’ is my favorite First State beautiful and unusual pink, hard to describe
Hybrid. In Bill Steele’s 1996 plant list and E“t POS?";‘S’IY tan-pink, with many variations.
. . . . \(
on Page 70, the cultivar is listed simply iz
as ‘Pete’. On the tag of the plant that I ac- ‘Mollie’ “Violetta’ x A medium-sized mounding plant with 2 1/2-3" | No No Yes
. ’ ‘Hiawatha’ single white flowers with a green throat. The
quired at one of the Fall Delmarva Chap- flowers have traces of yellow-cream on the
ter mini-meetings however, it was ‘Nels petals, W‘ruchdmll ;t;g mﬂ(li _ctl_lffwe‘ré;i "
B . . exposures ana we: T conditions. b eason.
Pete’so 1 SuggGSt we are deahng with Excellent dark evergreen foliage. Appreciates
synonyms. I prefer ‘Nels Pete’ over ‘Pete’ excellent drainage.
sinqe it is more distingtive, a bit more Mount Joy® | unknown No | No No
dempherable ona fadlng tag ora Crlnkled. ‘Nanticoke’ | “Cora Brandt’ x Compact plant habit, very much like the Yes Yes Yes
aluminum tag, and that was how my speci- “White Gumpo® | Gumgpos. Flowers are 1 %" double, white with
men was tagged' light purple flakes and specks and some
shadings of pink. Late. Dark green foliage.
‘Nels Pete’ is single, 2-2.5 -inch, purpliSh- ‘Nassau’ ‘Cora Brandt’ x Similar to ‘Namicolce" but double white Yes Yes Yes
red flower (I don’t see it as pil’lk) with “White Gumpo’ flowers have pink and violet markings in
. ¢ variations.
typically five petals and five stamen. The ey e
amount of off-white color in the petals ‘Nels Pete’ ‘Hiawatha’ x A semi-upright plant with 2" single pink and | No No Yes as
“Violetta’ white flowers. Midseason. ‘Pete’

varies from year to year and is probably

attributable to environmental factors. The
filaments are off-white (variably whitish

Table 1: The description and formulas in Table 1 came from Page 70, the single page from an unknown
source that discussed the First State Hybrids. The columns, left to right, are cultivar names, formula, a
description, and whether the names appeared in Galle, the IRRC, or Page 70.
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Fig. 4. ‘Pete’ or preferably ‘Nels Pete’ is an evergreen azalea named for Nels’
father. While the amount of white in the flower is somewhat variable from
year to year, probably attributable to environmental factors, the plant has
never failed to bloom. Photo by William C. Miller lil.

With his wife, Donna, Azalea Hill Garden & Nursery was
established in the early 1970s with the goal of producing
quality plants and providing information about plant selec-
tion and planting. He is an active participant in the ASA’s
Legacy Project and is the lead for the Glenn Dale, Huang,
Linwood Hardy, and Sommerville Azaleas.

About the Author:

William C. Miller 111 is a recipient of the Brookside Gar-
dens Chapter’s Frederic P. Lee Commendation (1988) and
is twice the recipient of the ASA’s Distinguished Service
Award (1995 and 2002). He was chairman of the ASA’s
Glenn Dale Preservation Project, and co-chairman of Dick
West’s Ten Oaks Glenn Dale Project. He is past president
of the Brookside Gardens Chapter, a former vice president
of the ASA, a past member of the ASA Board of Directors,
past co-chairman of the ASA’s Membership Committee,
past chairman of the ASA’s Public Information Committee,
the longest serving member of the ASA’s Editorial Advi-
sory Board, and a frequent contributor to The Azalean.

Advertising Manager Sought
for The Azalean

The ASA membership dues do not cover all the costs
for editing, layout, preparation, printing, and mailing of
The Azalean. The costs have been made up by generous
donations by a few members and a few advertisements
by our members with nurseries or gardens. We need to
seek out advertisements from other sources to remove
our dependence on donations. The reimbursement for
the ad manager is 10% of revenue for new ads, and 5%
of the cost for repeat ads. (The most recent Advertis-
ing Manager had waived her reimbursements.) Please
contact Paul Beck at treasurer@azaleas.org if you are
interested in the position of Advertising Manager for
The Azalean.
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When Does My Membership Expire?
By Paul A. Beck, Treasurer

That is the most often asked question, especially
around the end of the year. There are several ways for
you to determine the answer to this question without
having to call or email the Treasurer or Membership
Administrator (membership@azaleas.org). If your
membership expires at the end of the year, you will
be emailed a reminder in December, or sent a paper
reminder if you have no email address on file with the
ASA.

The address label on the mailing envelope contain-
ing each copy of The Azalean has “Expiration: XX”
printed above and to the right of your name. The date
your membership expires follows, or one of three key
words: Life, Subscr, or Gratis. If it says Subscr, that
means you have signed up for an automatically renew-
ing yearly subscription. If you would like to sign up
for a subscription, please see the Join Us, Renew or
Donate page on the ASA website.

Another way to determine your membership expira-
tion is to view your membership record on the ASA
website (you must be logged in to the website to view
membership data). Once you are logged in, open the
membership page from the About the Society/Mem-
bers menu item. Your chapter membership will be
displayed. At the end of the line containing your name
are two dates, (1) when you first joined the Society,
and (2) your membership expiration year, or one of the
three key words mentioned in the previous paragraph.
In January and February each year, the expiration date
is shown in red if you have not renewed for the current
year.

In addition, your own personal record has two links

at the end of the line, View and Edit. View is used to
display the details of your record, including a history
of dues payments, associate chapter membership pay-
ments, and any donations you may have made to the
Society. The Edit link will allow you to change any in-
formation in your record except for chapter affiliation
and expiration date. If you wish to change your chap-
ter affiliation, contact the membership administrator.

As a final note, if you move, please remember to no-
tify the membership administrator, or better yet change
your record yourself. If you fail to update your address
when you move, your copies of The Azalean will prob-
ably be returned to the Treasurer or possibly disposed
of.



