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WHEN IS A RHODODENDRON AN AZALEA?

By Peter Valder, Australia

“Look at that lovely blue azalea”,
they say, “I’ve never seen one that colour
before”, How on earth can one begin to
explain that Rhododendron augustinii,or
‘Blue Diamond’, or another blue variety,
isn’t an azalea. It certainly looks like one
and bears little resemblance to most
people’s concept of a rhododendron. Any-
way what is an azalea? After all, the de-
ciduous and evergreen azaleas look as
different from one another as they do
from most rhododendrons. Unfortunately
there isn’t an easy answer, so you must
either stop reading now or be prepared to
put up with a bit of botanical history.

In the 18th century the Swedish
botanist Linnaeus devised a system of
classification of plants based on, among
other things,the number of stamens. This
system of classification, which turned out
not to be a good one, was known, rather
awkwardly. as Linnacus’s Sexual System.
Following this system he divided the
rhododendrons known to him between
two genera. In his genus Rhododendron
he placed the species with ten stamens
(R. ferrugineum, R. hirsutum, R.
dauricum and R. maximum) In the genus
Azalea he placed those with five stamens
(A. indica, A. ponrica, A. viscosa, A.lutea,
A. lapponia, and A. procumbens). Their

modern names are:

Linnaeus’s names| Modern names

A. indica R.indicum

A. pontica R.luteum

A. viscosa R.viscosum

A. lutea split between R. calendulace-

um and R.periclymoides

A. lapponia R.lapponicum

A. procumbens. Loiseleuria procumbens

Of these the first is an evergreen
azalea,the next three are deciduous

azaleas, the fifth is a scaly rhododendron
that happens to have only five stamens,
and the last is a prostrate shrub from
Lapland, which is now not included in
Rhododendron at all and is called
Loiselenria procumbens. This is ironic
because Linnaeus based the genus on this
last plant, deriving the name Azalea from
the Greek word ‘azaleos’, meaning ‘dry’,
in allusion to its occurrence in dry, places.

In spite of the fact that botanists have
transferred Linnaeus's species of Azalea
(other than A procumbens) to the genus
Rhododendron, where they properly
belong, the name has stuck As a result
this distinctive group of rhododendrons
are kept apart by gardeners and often by
nurserymen.

Unfortunately this is a little awk-
ward since there are other equally distinc-
tive groups, However what it amounts to
is that all azaleas are rhododendrons but
only some rhododendrons are azaleas.

Well then, I can hear you asking,
how do you decide which is which? The
number of stamens certainly isn’t a reli-
able guide. In fact telling the difference
isn’t at all easy.

First of all you should look at the
leaves, particularly the under-surfaces,
with a microseope or magnifying glass
and see whether or not scales are present.
If they are present then it is not an azalea
but one of the 600 or so scaly rhododen-
dron species, none of which fits the popu-
lar concept of a rhododendron either. R.
augustinii and most other azalea-like
rhododendrons have seales.

If scales are absent then it is either
an azalea or an ‘ordinary’ rhododendron.
From this point on you can usually tell
the difference by using commonsense.
But, if you really want to go all botanical,
then you'll need a microscope to look at
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the hairs these plants usually bear. The
‘ordinary’ rhododendrons produce some
hairs which branch, the azaleas never do.

Whereas most of the ‘ordinary’
rhododendrons bear a considerable simi-
larity to one another, this is not true of
the azaleas, a group into which have been
placed unrelated types. The deciduous
azaleas seem very distinct from the ever-
green azaleas, for instance. And there are
some odd subtropical rhododendrons
which seem more closely related to the
azaleas than to other types of
rhododendron. It will be some time be-
fore the botanists get the whole thing
sorted out.

In the meantime you won't be far
wrong if you recognise four main groups
within the genus Rhododendron-
ordinary, non-scaly rhododendrons (e.g.
R. ponticum, and the hybrid ‘Pink Pearl’,
ete.); tropical scaly rhododendrons (the
vireyas, e.g. R. lochiae); ‘ordinary’ scaly
rhododendrons (e.g. R. augustinii, R.
nuttallii); and the azaleas. And if you are
a hybridist you will find that, while
crosses between species within each of
these groups are often successful, crosses
between species from different groups
rarely are. So it will probably be some
time yet before we see a real azalea which
is blue.

Within the azaleas themselves,
crosses hetween distinct types are rarely
successful either. As a result breeders
aiming to produce yellow evergreen aza-
leas have been making slow progress too.
Even so there have been crosses between
deciduous azaleas and ‘ordinary’ rhodo-

dendrons which have produced useful
garden plants, These are the so-called
‘azaleodendrons’, of which ‘Broughtonii
aureum’ is a well-known example. These,
however, seem to be sterile, and thus have
not been used in further breeding.

Peter Vaider graduated BScAgr from the
University of Sydney with first class honours
and the University Medal before going on to
Cambridge to study for his PhD. On his retum
he worked for some years as a plant patholo-~
gist with the NSW Department of Agriculture
before joining the School of Biological Sci-
ences of The University of Sydney as a
mycologist.

Brought up in the bush, his interest in the
Australian flora had been stlmulaled by lo-
cal amateur botanists. Thus he was pleased
to become involved in the teaching of generai
botany in addition to his mycological work.
He has also been an office bearer of the Lin-
nean Society of NSW and of the Australian
institute or Agricuitural Science. As well as
this he has drifted into the popularising of
Austraeian botany and horticulture, making
appearances on television the ABC Science
show and Science Bookshop, writing for
magazines and addressing meetings of
organisations interested in plants and gardens.

He both wrote and narrated the fllm ‘A
Curious and Diverse Flora’, first shown at the
1981 International Botanical Congress held in
Sydney in 1984 he undertook a lecture tour of
universities and botanic gardens in Canada and
the United States, speaking about the Austra-
lian flora, He thus has had considerable expe-
rience in making known the extraordinary flora

of this isolated continent.

As well as this he took a great interest in
his family’s gardan, Nooroo, Mount Wlison,
N.S.W. which became one of Australia’s most
admired gardens This property was estab-
lished in 1880 and was bought by his grand-
father in 1917. His father lived there from
the time of his return from the First World
‘War until his death in 1976, following which
Peter Valder shared with his mother the re-
sponsibility of maintaining the property un-
til its sale in 1992.

His interest in gardening has taken him to
Indonesia, Malaya, Thalland, Laos, Burma and
China looking for plants suitable for the Aus-
tralian climate, in addition he has visited gar-
dens in Britain, North America, France, Italy,
Spain, China, Japan and Korea, accumulating,
photographs with which to illustrate his lec-
tures and writings.

In 1995 he wrote the first book in any Eu-
ropean language about the genus Wistana,
resolveing many of the nomenclatural prob-
lems associated with the species and cultivars,
having visited North America, China and Ja-
pan to carry out the necessary research. His
latest book deals with the garden plants of
China.

In recognition of his gifts of plants to, and
voluntary work for. the Royal Botanic Gar-
dens Sydney, he was made their first Honor-
ary Horticultural Associate in 1995, and in
1996 was awarded the Medal of the Order of
Australia in recognition of his contribution to
botany and horticulture in this country.

Peter Valder is a Life Member of the Aus-
tralian Rhododendron Society, and in 2000
was awarded the Sociaty’s Gold Medal for his
distinguished contribution to the work of the

Society and the pursult of its objectives.
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What is the Difference between a Rhododendron and

an Azalea?

By Harold E. Greer, Eugene, Oregon, U. S. A

First and foremost, all azaleas be-
long to the Genus Rhododendron. They
are simply a group (actually two groups,
evergreen and deciduous) of rhododen-
drons that do not hybridize readily with
other rhododendrons.

The entire Genus Rhododendron can
be divided into two groups of plants, the
lepidotes (plants with scales on their
leaves) and the elepidotes (plants that do
have scales on their leaves). The plants
we commonly call azaleas, are always
elepidotes.

As mentioned above, there are two
groups of azaleas, the deciduous and
evergreen, those that lose their leaves in
the winter, and those that do not, though
even the “evergreen’ azaleas lose a large
percentage of their leaves in the winter,
losing all those grown in the early spring
and only keeping those that grew in
summer. This is described as having di-
morphic leaves, or spring and summer
leaves. The spring leaves are thinner, lighter
green and general larger and scattered along
the stem. The summer leaves which unfold
in early summer are thicker, darker green
and are clustered on the end of the stems.

The plants commonly called azaleas
belong to two subgenera in the Genus
Rhoddendron. The Subgenus
Pentanthera, which are the plants we
generally call “deciduous” azaleas, and
the Subgenus Tsutsusi which are the
plants we generally call “evergreen”
azaleas. All other rhododendrons are
placed in six other subgenera; most im-
portant being the Subgenus
Hymenanthes, these are the generally
larger leaved “typical” rhododendrons
and are elepidote (not scaly), and the Sub-
genus Rhododendron, which are gener-
ally smaller leaved and are lepidotes
(scaly). Plants in the Subgenus Rhodo-
dendron look like and are often confused
with azaleas, with their small leaves, but
they are lepidotes (scaly) which separates
them from azaleas which are always
elepidotes (non scaly).

While there are many species in the
two subgenera called azaleas that have
more than five stamens in the flower,
many plants we commonly call azaleas
have five stamens, while other rhododen-

drons generally have 10 or more stamens,
two for each lobe (petal) of the flower.
While this is certainly not a fool proof
method of telling whether a plant is an
azalea, having five stamens is most
common, especially if the leaves are
elepidote (non scaly). Most azaleas with
single flowers also have five lobes in the
flower, but not always. Also there are
many double azalea flowers or what is
called hose-in-hose flowers (a flower
within a flower), while we see very few
double rhododendron flowers.

Plants we commonly call azaleas
generally have thinner leaves than those
we know commonly as rhododendrons
and most (though not all) rhododendrons
are evergreen.

Azaleas tend to have adpressed hairs
(hair that grows parallel to the surface of
the leaf). This is particularly true along
the midrib of the undersurface of the leaf
and is easily seen on many of the “ever-
green” azaleas. While the hairs are vis-
ible to the naked eye, you would need a
magnifying glass or hand lens to see that
the hairs are never branched and are flat-
tened or laminated and not cylindrical as
is seen in other rhododendrons.

The plants we call azaleas tend to
tolerate hotter climates than
rhododendrons. This is true because of
the areas where they are generally native.
The Subgenus Pentanthera is mostly na-
tive in southeastern North America where
the summers are warm and wet. The Sub-
genus Tsutsusi is mostly native in south-
ern China, Taiwan, and Japan, again an
area where there are hot, wet summers.
The plants wet call rhododendrons tend
to be native in areas with cool summer
temperatures. While this is not always
true, it is the reason why azaleas have
been grown in gardens for centuries in
the warm parts of China and Japan and
for a lesser length of time in the warm
southern United States.

Harold Greer is the former president of
the American Rhododendron Society.He has
published many books and articles on the
rhododendrons,best known among these is his
Guidebook to Available Rhododendrons Spe-
cies and Hybrids.
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