Fireflare Orange® ‘FireDak’ Mollis Azalea:
A Northern Plains Survivor
By Todd West—Fargo, North Dakota

The deciduous azalea cultivar Fireflare Orange® (Rho-
dodendron x kosteranum ‘FireDak’) was released by
North Dakota State University (NDSU) in 2018, fol-
lowing more than four decades of field evaluation in
Fargo, North Dakota (USDA Hardiness Zone 4). This
single-plant selection originated from a hybrid Mol-
lis azalea seedling population purchased in 1975 from
Farmer Seed & Nursery (Faribault, Minnesota). The
parentage of the population is unknown' and Farmer
Seed & Nursery ceased operations in 2022.

Fireflare Orange® represents a unique survivor among
numerous azalea species, hybrids, and cultivars evalu-
ated over many decades at NDSU. It is the only azalea
to persist and perform reliably under Fargo’s challeng-
ing environmental conditions>—cold winters, high-pH
silty clay soils (pH 7.8), and periodic moisture stress.
Despite these limitations, the plant has demonstrated
exceptional vigor, consistent bud set, and winter har-
diness comparable to the University of Minnesota’s
Northern Lights series (Zones 3b—4). Notably, none of
the Northern Lights cultivars have survived long-term
in Fargo trials, underscoring the distinct resilience of
this selection.

The Mollis Azaleas are hybrids of Rhododendron
molle ssp. japonicum *x R. molle ssp. molle, neither of
which are considered hardy in Zone 4. Fireflare Or-
ange® challenges this limitation, combining ornamen-
tal merit with adaptability to conditions previously
considered unsuitable for azalea cultivation. After 40
years in the landscape, mature plants form dense, com-
pact mounds approximately 1.2 m (4 ft) tall and 1.5 m
(5 ft) wide—smaller than any of the orange-flowering
cultivars in the Northern Lights series.

Leaves are alternate, simple, and variably oblong-ob-
ovate with entire margins. Foliage is pubescent when
young, becoming glabrous to sparsely setaceous along
the veins beneath. Leaf size ranges from 1.3—11.4 cm
in length and 1.3-3.8 cm in width. Fall coloration is
consistently ornamental, typically developing yellow-
orange to reddish-purple tones by October in Fargo.
(See Figure 2.)

Flowering is annual, although flower abundance varies
with the previous year’s growth and environmental
conditions, including soil moisture, fertility, and light
exposure. Inflorescences consist of 3—7 florets per
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Fig. 1 Azalea Fireflare Orange® in bloom. Photo by Todd West.

bud, each averaging 6.3 cm (2.5 in) in diameter. The
brilliant fire-orange color is striking and has proven to
be a distinctive ornamental feature in early to mid-
spring. (See figure 1.) Optimal growth occurs under
partial shade (25-50%). Plants show no chlorosis
symptoms, even in alkaline soils.

So far we have not seen any issues with powdery
mildew. Plants were planted in a landscape where deer
issues are quite prevalent and did not have problems,
but that doesn’t mean that they won’t. We haven’t
seen lace bugs or petal blight issues in Fargo, so don’t
know how it would do, but that might mean we just
don’t have the insects or pathogen here.

Propagation of Fireflare Orange® is achieved via tis-
sue culture or softwood cuttings. Commercial avail-
ability includes tissue culture liners from Mountain
Shadow Nursery (Vancouver, WA) and Youngplants
Canada (Vineland Station, ON), and potted plants
from Pacific Crest Ornamentals, LLC (Woodburn,
OR).

Fireflare Orange® expands the environmental limits
traditionally associated with deciduous azaleas, dem-




Fig. 2 Azalea Firflare Orange® fall foliage. Photo y Todd West.

onstrating reliable performance in cold climates, clay
soils, and alkaline conditions. Current breeding ef-
forts at NDSU are utilizing this germplasm to develop
new cultivars capable of combining northern hardi-
ness with the vivid floral display and seasonal interest
characteristic of the Mollis Group. Breeding outcomes
are aimed at developing a new generation of Zone 4-
hardy, clay-soil-tolerant, high-pH-resilient deciduous
azaleas. Breeding efforts are focusing on other flower
colors and a more compact form.

Notes:

1. Seed was not purchased, seedlings were purchased
or at least the plants that were purchased were not
labeled as any cultivar back in 1975. So we list as the
original as unknown seedlings. Parentage is unknown
because they were bought from a local greenhouse
that is no longer in business. Nothing is known about
the parents, there are no records from the business that
they plants were purchased from.

2. ‘FireDak’ has not been grown in areas that are more
acidic or in a warmer environment. We have no data
on heat, humidity or acidic soil environments. The fo-
cus with this plant was being able to grow it in a 3b/4a
alkaline soil environment.
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Fall Means it’s Renewal Time!
By Pat Insley, Membership Administrator

The holiday season is coming up fast and before you
get swamped, please remember that it’s also time to
renew your Azalea Society of America annual mem-
bership for 2026. You can check your member page on
the ASA website (https://azaleas.org/) to see if you set
up a subscription or if you pay annually. You will also
be getting an email reminder for our members that
renew online.

If you have a subscription set up, then you don’t have
to worry about taking any action. Your membership
will renew automatically. If you pay annually—now
is the time to renew. Dues will remain at $30 per year.
As a reminder, when you login to the ASA website, go
to the JOIN/RENEW menu item. Your account infor-
mation in automatically linked so you can manually
renew from this screen. If you’ve forgotten about an
existing subscription, you will get a warning note on
the screen, so you won’t be duplicating a membership.

All purchases through our website automatically
include a processing fee based on the amount of the
purchase. This fee covers the costs of the credit card
processing fee which ASA is charged for each trans-
action. You can choose not to pay this small process-
ing fee, but paying it helps support ASA’s continued
operations.

Please let me know if your email has changed so that
I can make sure we are communicating. My contact
information is listed below. If you prefer to renew by
mailing in a printed renewal form, one may be found
in the envelope with this issue of The Azalean. You
can also print a form from the ASA website.

If you would prefer to not renew online, but would
like to use a credit or debit card, you can contact me
directly and I can process your payment information.

Please feel free to contact me if you have any ques-
tions about your membership and thank you again for
your continuing participation in the Azalea Society of
America.

My contact information is: Pat Insley, Membership
Administrator, Azalea Society of America, 13035
Farthingale Dr., Herndon, VA 20171, 703-597-7539,
membership@azaleas.org.
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