In Memoriam:

Lonnie “Clarence” Towe
By Ken Gohring—Marietta, Georgia

Many have heard of Lonnie “Clarence” Towe because
of his book American Azaleas, which was written
several years ago (published in 2004 by Timber Press).
Some recall him as a local chapter member who pre-
sented programs for a time and remember the numer-
ous articles he wrote for Journal of the American
Rhododendron Society. 1 first learned of him through
those many articles he wrote. Later, as I became a
more active member, | helped arrange some of his
speaking programs.
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The official obituary for Towe indicates that he
graduated from Walhalla. SC high school in 1962 Fig. 1 and 2 Lonnie “Clarence” Towe is pictured at left. The cover of his book,
and continued his education at three colleges before American Azaleas,” Is shown at right.

receiving a Ph.D. from Clemson in 1990. He worked  geveral sites where the species was growing. Two of
as a teacher, school principal, and school administra- Towe’s associates, Dr. Ewin Jenkins and Nick Anas-
tor 1n.the Oconee County, SC, school systgm. He was tos, were part of that trip. Towe, Jenkins, and Anas-
a dedicated educator—well respected by his students tos continued on to another site, but Coleman and I

and associates. returned to Georgia.

His obituary describes his mantra as: “In the Moun- Clarence had a close relationship with Jenkins and
tains We Forget to Count the Days. _Thls Japanese Anastos. Anastos participated in much of Clarence’s
proverb describes his pleasure in hiking, fishing, and  fieldwork and is listed on many of Clarence’s regis-
studying native plants, in particular, native azaleas. tered azaleas.

Towe not only discovered native azaleas in the wild, Clarence received the ARS Azalea Chapter’s bronze
he was a hybridizer who developed several attractive medal in September 2004. Over the years, Clarence
azaleas. developed working relationships with many authori-

ties who worked with native azaleas. These include
academics at leading universities and others who con-
ducted research. One notable authority is azalea expert
Ron Miller who credits Towe as being an influence in
In his later years, he developed an interest in turning his life.

wood, producing useful objects, which he generously
shared with others.

He was also a gifted craftsman, who designed and
built the family home that has been occupied for 53
years.

Former ASA President Charlie Andrews’ favorite
Towe quotes is: ‘If it quacks like a duck, it is probably
I had occasion to get to know him better at the 2002 mostly duck.’ This phrase was used when trying to
national ARS/ASA convention. Towe was the keynote  identify native azaleas.

speaker for the convention. I don’t recall details of his
speech, but I do remember he made jokes about Earl
Sommerville, who was the leader for the convention.

Note: This text was adapted from a story originally run
in the Azalea Blooms newsletter for the Azalea Chap-
ter of the American Rhododendron Society

One of the items that was quite popular at that time

was Rhododendron eastmanii, which had been recog-

nized as a new azalea species a couple of years before

the convention. Towe agreed to take Joe Coleman and

me to sites in South Carolina where the species was

found. He took us to Lynch’s Woods Park in Newbury.

We spent several hours at the park, where we located
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