Remembering the Past: Our First Ten Years
The Azalea Society of America

By Aaron Cook—Hendersonville, North Carolina

This is a brief compilation of our history viewed through
the lens of our annual meetings and conventions. This
article is an edited compilation of pieces written primarily
by Charles Evens. The notable exception is the part about
the ninth meeting held in the Pacific Northwest. This part
was originally written by Otto E. Henrickson, Northwest
Chapter President.

OUR BEGINNING

On Friday, December 9, 1977, a small group of people met
at Brookside Gardens in Wheaton, MD, for the purpose of
forming an azalea society. By 1978, the society was well
organized with by-laws, national officers, and a board of
governors (now known as the board of directors). The first
public meeting was held in Silver Spring, Maryland, with
43 of the 100 society members present. In 1979, the first
annual meeting was held at the U.S. National Arboretum
in Washington, DC, with 75 of the Society’s 140 members
present.

Nathan Fitts, a founding member of the society and mem-
ber of the first board of governors, served as legal counsel
and briefly became the editor of the newsletter of the Aza-
lea Society of America.

FIRST ASA ANNUAL MEETING ~ 1979

The Azalea Society of America’s first annual meeting was
held March 25, 1979, in the main auditorium of the Na-
tional Arboretum, Washington, DC. At the business session,
the members elected a slate of officers and voted to adopt
the by-laws of the Society as presented at the October 28,
1978, meeting.

The first officers and board members were: Dr. Neil Camp-
bell (board member), Emile Deckert (president, see figure
1), Nathan Fitts (legal counsel), Judith Groomes (member-
ship chairwomen), George Harding (board member), Alice
Holland (recording secretary), William Parsons (treasurer),
Marie Thais Spencer (board member), Nancy Swell (board
member), and Frank White (vice president).

Emile Deckert requested that he not be considered for a
second term but agreed to serve as a member of the Board.
Following the business meeting, Frank White presented a
talk and conducted a discussion with the audience on prac-
tical aspects of successful azalea gardening.

SECOND ASA ANNUAL MEETING ~ 1980

There appears to be some confusion about the second annu-
al meeting. It is advertised in Volume 2, Number 2, of the
Azalea Society Newsletter as the “First Annual Meeting.”
However, in the July 1980 Special Edition of The Azalean,
it is referred to as the Second Annual Meeting. It was held
at a 4-H Center on May 18th in Chevy Chase, Maryland.
During the business meeting, five chapters were chartered.
Those five chapters were: Brookside Gardens (the original
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Fig. 1 Emile Deckert was a founding member, the first ASA president (1978),
and was considered the “Father of the Azalea Collection” at Brookside
Gardens in Wheaton, Maryland. While he dabbled in the breeder’s art and
introduced the Deckert Hybrid Azaleas, he also was interested in hosta and
introduced ‘Blue Mouse Ears’.

chapter), Richmond (Virginia), Ben Morrison (Maryland),
Robert D. Gartrell (New Jersey), and Northern Virginia.
After the business meeting, George Ring gave a presenta-
tion on the Gable Hybrids.

THIRD ASA ANNUAL MEETING ~ 1981

The third annual meeting was held Saturday, May 2,

1981, at the Nature Center building adjacent to Brookside
Gardens in Wheaton, MD. After a short business meet-
ing, including the election of new Governors, Mr. Donald
Hager, a nurseryman specializing in azaleas, presented

a talk on “Propagation of Azaleas.” By this meeting, the
Society had expanded by 106 more members and two more
chapters. The two new chapters were both in the south.
The Louisiana Chapter, located in Franklinton, Louisiana,
and the Ralph W. Pennington Chapter, in Anderson, South
Carolina.

FOURTH ASA ANNUAL MEETING & CONVENTION
~1982

The fourth ASA national meeting and convention was held
in Richmond, VA, from April 30 through May. This was
the first multi-day convention and set the precedent for all
future ASA annual meetings. The convention was a joint
effort by the Richmond chapter, ASA, and the Middle
Atlantic Chapter of the American Rhododendron Society



(ARS). The program included lectures, a flower show, and
a plant sale. This conference also included tours of eight
private gardens. It would appear that most of the attendees
were housed by ASA and ARS members in their homes.

FIFTH ASA ANNUAL MEETING & CONVENTION ~
1983

The 1983 national convention and meeting of the ASA was
held at the National 4-H Center, Chevy Chase, Maryland,
April 29 to May 1. The convention was hosted by the Ben
Morrison, Brookside Gardens, and Northern Virginia chap-
ters and featured the Brookside Gardens azalea show and
plant sale. Tours were conducted of the McCrillis Gardens
(Bethesda, MD), Brookside Gardens (Wheaton, MD), and
Frank White’s Azalea Acres (see figure 2). There was also
a special tour of the Plant Introduction Station of the U.S.
Department of Agriculture at Glenn Dale, Maryland, where
Ben Morrison developed the Glenn Dale Hybrids. Lectures
were presented on azalea hybridizers/hybridization, land-
scaping and disease control with a keynote address entitled,
“Our Beautiful Native Azaleas,” given by Martha Prince.
Lodging for the weekend was available at the National

4-H Center or with local chapter members. The charter for
our ninth chapter, the Mobile Chapter, was presented to its
convention delegate.

SIXTH ASA NATIONAL CONVENTION ~ 1984

The Azalea Society of America held its sixth annual meet-
ing and convention on May 11-13, 1984, in Fredericks-
burg, Virginia. The Richmond Chapter hosted the conven-
tion jointly with the Mid-Atlantic chapter of the American
Rhododendron Society. Weekend activities included a
flower show, garden tours, a plant sale, and speakers. Polly
Hill, developer of the North Tisbury azaleas was one of the
featured speakers (see figure 3), along with Rosalie Nach-
man who talked about “Shady Gardens.” There was also a
lecture by Barry Yinger, horticulturist, and Curator of the
Asian Collection at the U.S. National Arboretum. The an-
nual business meeting included elections, and the adoption
of amendments to the by-laws. At the conclusion, Chapters
were given the opportunity to bid on hosting future ASA
conventions.

Beginning with Volume 6, Number 1, in March 1984, under
the direction of editor Dr. Charles Evans, The Azalean took
on a completely new look and design. It became The Aza-
lean, the Journal of the Azalea Society of America. A cover
was added and beginning with this edition national officers
and chapter officers were listed inside the cover. Dr. Evans
also began the tradition of publishing a post-convention
highlights article.

SEVENTH ASA NATIONAL CONVENTION ~ 1985
The seventh national convention was different in a lot of
ways. It appears to be the first with a theme: “Come Alive
in 85.” It was also the first outside of the general Washing-
ton, Maryland, and Virginia area... and the first in the deep
south.

The Seventh ASA National Convention was held at the
Ramada Inn—Airport in Mobile, Alabama. Co-chaired by

Fig. 2 Frank White was a founding member, the first ASA vice president
(1979), the operator of Azalea Acres Nursery in Lanham, Maryland, and a
major factor in the promotion of azaleas in the Washington Metropolitan Area
for many years.

Pat Ryan and Russell Scott, the event welcomed 110 regis-
trants, each provided with a personalized name badge. The
convention coincided with Mobile’s annual azalea festival,
offering attendees a vibrant display of azaleas despite a
recent freeze.

President John Rochester opened the convention by in-
troducing society officers and governors, and reviewing
the organization’s ongoing growth. Saturday began with
a continental breakfast, followed by a tour of Bellingrath
Gardens, where attendees viewed thousands of blooming
Kurume and Southern Indian azaleas, including notable
varieties such as ‘Christmas Cheer’, ‘Hinode-giri’, ‘Coral
Bells’, and the “Southern Indian Famous Five.”

The group then visited the Mobile Botanical Center for
lunch and networking, before touring major commercial
nurseries in Semmes, one of the largest azalea production
areas in the U.S. The tour included Paul Dodd Nursery,
Tom Dodd Nursery, and Blackwell Nursery, each special-
izing in different aspects of azalea cultivation. Collectively,
these nurseries propagate approximately three million cut-
tings annually and ship plants nationwide.

Saturday evening featured a plant sale, social hour, and the
annual convention dinner. Society officers were reelected,
and amendments to the by-laws were unanimously ap-
proved. Sidney Meadows, manager of Flowerwood Nurs-
ery, delivered the keynote address on the development

of commercial azalea production in Mobile. The evening
concluded with a spirited auction led by Nels Nelson, and
the distribution of azalea centerpieces and books on Bellin-
grath Gardens.

Sunday included a tour of the Mobile Azalea Trail and
historic districts guided by Sue Lyons. Highlights included
visits to notable gardens and historic homes, with memo-
rable moments such as Ruth Caldwell’s piano performance
at the Richards-DAR House.

The convention concluded with an invitation to Mary and
Russell Scott’s home and nursery, where attendees enjoyed
refreshments and selected plants from over 500 varieties.
The event was marked by excellent organization, engaging
activities, and strong fellowship among members.
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Fig. 3 Polly Hill was a speaker at the Sixth ASA national meeting in Freder-
icksburg, Virginia. Not a hybridizer, she obtained seeds from different sources
especially Rhododendron nakaharae and is specifically noted for her
introduction of the North Tisbury Hybrids.

EIGHTH ASA NATIONAL CONVENTION ~ 1986
(Theme: Garden State Party)

One hundred ASA members and their guests gathered in
Morristown, New Jersey, from May 16—18, 1986, for the
eighth ASA annual meeting and convention. Centered at
the Headquarters Plaza Hotel, the convention offered a
weekend of lectures, plant sales, garden tours, and informal
gatherings. The Friday evening opening ceremonies began
with welcoming remarks from Jerry Goodman, president of
the Robert Gartrell Chapter. ASA president John Rochester
next discussed the continuing spread of ASA conventions
from the Middle Atlantic chapters to Alabama, New Jersey,
and next to Oregon.

Allan Anderson introduced Dr. Joseph Peterson of Rutger’s
University, who spoke on petal blight and other disfiguring
diseases of azaleas. After an informal gathering for conti-
nental breakfast, members and guests boarded buses for the
Leonard J. Buck Garden which is situated about one-half
hour west of Morristown in Far Hills, New Jersey. Created
in a glacial age valley by Mr. Buck in the first half of the
20th century, this unique rock garden has been administered
since 1976 by the Somerset County Park Commission.
Under the guidance of landscape designer Zenon Schreiber,
a dam was built, paths were laid, and outcroppings were
exposed or reconstructed until the valley had been trans-
formed with native and imported plants into an impressive
garden.

After the Buck Garden, the buses traveled to the Freling-
huysen Arboretum, which is just minutes from the center of
Morristown. Upon arrival at the arboretum, ASA members
were treated to a marvelous buffet luncheon prepared and
served by members of the Robert Gartrell Chapter on the
porch of the Frelinghuysen home. After a leisurely repast in
the adjacent formal gardens with their spectacular ‘Racca-
til” tree peonies in full bloom, the arboretum horticulturists
led the members through the various areas of the arboretum
which included a number of fully mature rhododendrons as
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well as deciduous and evergreen azalea hybrids. The annual
business meeting opened with remarks by Jerry Goodman
and Mal Clark following which John Rochester presented
the Charter to the newly formed Delmarva Chapter. Bob
Carlson, the speaker for the evening, was introduced by
Mal Clark and Polly Hill. Bob’s talk, “Northern Grown
Azaleas,” was a delightful mixture of his now famous
rhymes and a historical commentary describing the devel-
opment of growing hardy azaleas up north with his wife
Jan. He illustrated many of his favorite old and new variet-
ies with slides,

The annual meeting concluded with the unanimous adop-
tion of the proposed changes to the society’s by-laws and
election of society governors. Ryon Page was introduced
as president and Mal Clark as chairman of the Board of
Governors for the next year. The final event was presenta-
tion by John Rochester of the Society’s first Distinguished
Achievement Award accompanied by a framed calligraphy
certificate to past governor and founding member George
W. Harding. The Ninth ASA Convention and Annual Meet-
ing was announced for late April 1987 in Eugene, Oregon.

NINTH ASA NATIONAL CONVENTION 1987
(ASA’S Introduction to the Northwest)

This convention marked several milestones in the ASA. It
was the first and only one to be held on the West Coast. It
was also the only traveling convention, where the conven-
tion moved each day to a new location.

The Northwest Chapter hosted the ninth annual meeting
and convention. The first group of about 45 delegates ar-
rived at Nendels Motor Inn in Portland, Oregon, on Mon-
day, April 27, 1987. Chapter President Otto Henrickson
made welcoming comments. Eleanor Stubbs introduced the
featured speaker, Bob Badger, who gave a talk entitled “In
Search of the Yellow Evergreen.” Tuesday’s tours included
Ivan Arneson’s and Bill Guttormsen’s Nurseries in Canby,
and a lunch stop at Stubbs Shrubs in West Linn.

The next stop on the Tuesday tour was the Cecil and Molly
Smith Garden. Developed by Mr. and Mrs. Smith, the
gardens are now owned and maintained by the Portland
Chapter of the American Rhododendron Society.

By early afternoon, the bus arrived at the Valley River Inn
in Eugene. Attendance at the evening program at Valley
River Inn swelled to nearly 70 delegates as others joined
the festivities. The speaker for the evening was Eleanor
Stubbs, who outlined the history of the Greenwood azaleas.
Her presentation, augmented by slides, revealed the pur-
pose and methods of development of these beautiful and
unusual evergreen azaleas.

On Wednesday morning, over 60 delegates boarded two
buses for the second tour. The first stop was made at the
home and gardens of Mrs. Helen Schroyer, where partici-
pants were welcomed and provided refreshments under
towering oak trees adjacent to the house. From this patio
area, the panorama of her garden was delightful. Several
acres in size and intersected by a large stream, the rolling
landscape had lawned paths separating the plantings. Fea-



tured in the garden were many varieties of conifers, decidu-
ous trees, lilacs, roses, azaleas, rhododendrons, fuchsias,
bulbs, and numerous other plantings.

The next tour stop was at Hass Nursery. The setting with
rolling hills, tall Douglas firs, wild ducks on the pond, and
a creek was a perfect place to explore. Twenty-acres in
size, the nursery featured many large shade houses, smaller
greenhouses, and large open spaces to accommodate the
azalea and rhododendron plantings. The hospitality of Hen-
rietta and Dallas Hass was a fitting conclusion to the tours
in the convention program.

That evening a short business meeting was held in which
the new officers for the forthcoming year were announced
and introduced. They were Malcolm Clark (president),
Bob Hobbs (vice president), Valerie Lorenz (secretary),
and Glenn Taylor (treasurer). The speaker for the evening
was Britt Smith, who described explorations of the native
habitat of R. occidentale in the coastal areas of Northern
California and Southern Oregon.

After acknowledgements and parting remarks were made,
Bill Miller rose to issue a formal invitation for all members
to attend the 10th National Meeting of the Society to be
held next May in Bethesda, Maryland.

THE REHOBOTH MINI CONVENTION FALL ~ 1987
While not a regular national meeting and convention, it was
a two-day program, October 3—4, a mini-convention so to
speak, sponsored by the Delmarva and Ben Morrison chap-
ters. It was a unique event as it was held in the fall, when
many ASA members who are part of the horticultural indus-
try had more discretionary time. It was very much a social
event, but it provided a major opportunity to learn about
and acquire new plants. The location was the Rehoboth Art
League, Henlopen Acres, Delaware. Opportunities for ac-
commodations and major meals were identified in advance.
Speakers included Mal Clark (then ASA president), who
discussed the 1983 U.S. National Arboretum Kurumes, and
Dr. Arthur Frazer of Columbia Nursery, who spoke on his
experiences with the Glenn Dale and Back Acres Hybrids.

TENTH ASA NATIONAL CONVENTION ~ 1988
More than 120 members and guests attended the 1988 ASA
convention during May 5-8, 1988, in the Washington, DC
area. The activities began on Thursday, May 5, with regis-
tration under the direction of Mary Rutley at the Bethesda
Hyatt Regency headquarters hotel. The azalea plant sale,
headed up by Warren Groomes, and the convention exhib-
its, arranged for by Bill Miller, opened in the early evening
while members were setting up the azalea flower show
and receiving early entries. Friday’s tours journeyed to
Hillwood, the Washington, DC, home of the late Marjorie
Maryweather Post, to tour the splendid gardens and view
the marvelous collection of Russian art inside Hillwood.

The convention then moved on to the opening of “Aza-
leas-A Capital Idea,” the ninth Brookside Gardens Chapter
azalea flower show. The azalea show, chaired by Denise
Stelloh, was the largest to date with several hundred aza-
lea specimens and a number of artistic floral designs on

display. Bob Stelloh’s entry of ‘Refrain’ was judged best
azalea in the show and Nancy Swell received the Sweep-
stakes award. Later in the evening after the opening, Fred
Galle presented “The Natives are Wild.” On Saturday, the
tours continued to the home of the late Virginia and Bill
McCrillis. The convention next moved to the U.S. National
Arboretum (USNA) in Washington, DC. After a welcoming
address by Dr. Marc Cathey, then the USNA Director, and
a talk by Dr. Frank Santamour, the members proceeded to
tour the azalea and rhododendron collections.

On Saturday evening everyone celebrated our tenth an-
niversary at the host hotel. The evening featured a talk by
John L. Creech, a special award to azalea hybridizer Robert
Pryor, and presentation of the sixth Frederic P. Lee Com-
mendation for furthering the knowledge and appreciation
of azaleas to William C. Miller III. Another highlight of the
evening was the presentation of a plant of ‘Pocono Pink’,
grown by Roger Brown to each person in attendance and
table prizes of azalea plants provided by Bob Stewart and
Pete Vines as well as several specimens of the new azalea
variety ‘Williamsburg’ donated by Sandra McDonald, who
developed and introduced the plant. Special awards of ap-
preciation were presented to the founding members of the
Society by President Mal Clark. Ruth Amos, Fred Galle,
Alice Holland, Bob Stelloh, and Don Voss were elected

to two-year terms as Society Governors. Bob Hobbs was
elected Society President for 1988—1989. The other offi-
cers for 1988—1989 were: Bob Stelloh (vice president), Val
Lorenz (secretary), Glenn Taylor (treasurer), and Don Voss
(chairman of the board).

Sunday morning, following a breakfast social, the conven-
tion visited Brookside Gardens in Wheaton, Maryland,

for a tour arranged by Brian Barr. This was followed by a
luncheon visit to Oak Hill Nursery, the home of Denise and
Bob Stelloh in Darnestown, Maryland. After the visit to
Oak Hill, members were given the opportunity to visit other
gardens of Brookside Chapter members.

THE REHOBOTH MINI CONVENTION FALL ~ 1988
The Delmarva and Ben Morrison chapters sponsored a
second mini-conference on October 8-9, 1988, at the Re-
hoboth Art League. The formula was the same as the 1987
event. Speakers included Ed Collins on the Dexter Hybrids;
a round table with Weldon Delp; Tony Dove, the curator of
Londontown Gardens, Weldon Delp again on his experi-
ences with breeding of deciduous azaleas, lepidote rhodo-
dendrons and elepidote rhododendrons; and Nels Nelson
on his new evergreen azalea introductions (The First State
Hybrids).

Part 2 of this series will be in the Spring 2026 Azalean
and will cover the second decade of the Azalea Soci-
ety of America. We will cover the rest of the decades
throughout each of the 2026 Azalean editions to mark
the 50th anniversray of the Society in 2027.

About the Author
Aaron Cook is the current president of the Azalea Society
of America.
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