
Scientists Cliffs and Beltsville Azaleas 
George S. Switzer 
Port Republic, MD 

The Calvert Cliffs, from 100 to 130 feet high, extend along the west side of 
the Chesapeake Bay for a distance of 25 miles, including the area now known as 
Scientists Cliffs, Calvert County, Maryland. They are world renowned for their 
abundance and variety of Miocene fossils (10 to 16 million years old). However, 
that is not how Scientist's Cliffs acquired its name. 

In 1935, G. Flippo Gravatt and his wife Annie, both plant pathologists in the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture, were seeking a suitable site for establishment of 
a summer colony for scientists and other professional people of common inter-
ests. In 1935 they purchased 238 acres and later additional acreage for a total of 
752. Then the colony was named Scientist's Cliffs and slowly grew, until by 1988 
it had developed into a mostly year-round residential community of 450 mem-
bers and 228 homes. 

Henry E. Allanson became the first year-round resident. He had retired 
from the Plant Introduction Station of the U.S. Department of Agriculture at 
Glenn Dale, Maryland, was a friend and colleague of Ben Morrison, and an azal-
ea enthusiast. We built our summer cottage at Scientist's Cliffs in 1952, near Al-
lanson, who quickly indoctrinated us into becoming azalea collectors and taught 
us how to propagate them. Others who followed Allanson included Eugene Hol-
lowell, who introduced 'Dorsett', and August Kehr. Kehr owned property at Sci-
entist's Cliffs for a time, but on retirement chose to go to Hendersonville, NC. 

Flippo Gravatt died in 1969. The G. Flippo Gravatt Memorial Garden was 
established in his honor, and consists of a collection of Beltsville Hybrid Azaleas. 
The collection was originally complete, but unfortunately this is no longer so—
many have died for one reason or another. The dwarfs especially suffered, for 
they were in two front rows alongside a heavily traveled road. 

I am indebted to Dr. August Kehr for a detailed account of how the Belts-
ville collection went to Scientists Cliffs, in his letter to me of 8 February 1992. I 
would like to quote that letter to you, for it contains detailed information not pre-
viously known to me. 

Hendersonville, NC 28739 
240 Tranquility Place 

8 February 1992 

Dear Dr. Switzer: 

I note you are giving a talk on the Beltsville hybrids and the Flip- 
po Gravatt Memorial Garden at Scientists Cliffs. Perhaps I can give 
you a little help re the origin of the latter. 

In the late '60's during the early period when I was Chief of the 
Vegetables and Ornamentals Research Branch, the Ornamentals Inves-
tigations of that Branch was having great financial difficulties. The 
thinking in Congress at that time was "if you can't eat it, wear it, or 
feed it, forget it." Consequently funds appropriated for ornamental 
plants simply did not cover the expenses of the greenhouses in Belts-
ville, staff salaries, and maintenance of field plantings. "Vegetable 

funds" made up many de-
ficiencies, because I had authori-
ty to transfer up to 20% of the 
budget between projects. 

As a result the Beltsville azal-
ea collection suffered from lack 
of maintenance. They were 
gradually becoming overgrown 
with trees, brush, and briars in a 
plot back of the National Agri-
cultural Library. I discussed this 
problem with Dr. Holly Hollow-
ell who was then intensely inter-
ested in rhododendrons and 
azaleas. He in turn discussed it 
with Annie Gravatt who had re-
tired from Beltsville where she 
had been editor of Beltsville 
Publications in the Plant Science 
Division for several years. An-
nie agreed to set aside property 
for moving the collection to Sci-
entists Cliffs. 

Holly prepared the ground, 
brought in loads of sawdust and 
smoothed up the property. 
Meanwhile I arranged to have 
the plants dug and properly la-
belled at Beltsville. The plants 
were to be turned over to the 
Gravatt Garden gratis, provided 
the plants would be available to 
nurserymen and plantsmen for 
propagation purposes. 

As I recall, Mrs. Gravatt pro-
vided funds for the land prepar-
ation and planting of the plants. 
Holly Hollowell supervised the 
planting and for the rest of his 
life he supervised the caretaking 
of the garden. Meanwhile I sent 
out large quantities of cuttings 
to all who requested them also I 
believe Holly did likewise. 

I had a complete collection of 
the releases of each and all of the 
azaleas released from Beltsville. 
I think that collection is in the ar-
chives of the University of Vir-
ginia Alderman Library, along 
with my letters, papers, and 
writings making up eight Hol-
linger boxes there. 
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At the initiation of the garden 
collection there were many culti-
vars of the Beltsville azaleas that 
were missing from the collec-
tion. I spent at least two years 
going through the records of the 
Ornamentals Investigations (as it 
was then called) to learn the 
names of the recipients of plants 
when they were released. By dil-
igent and persistent searching I 
located plants of every single 
cultivar including all of the origi-
nal 19 dwarf cultivars. 

At one time Holly and I had 
the maps that located and identi-
fied each plant. I don't know 
where Holly's map went to, but I 
do know where mine went. 

When I left Beltsville and re-
tired here in western NC, there 
was absolutely no one interested 
in the garden. Holly had died 
and Mrs. Hollowell was not 
mentally able to do anything. I 
believe the grandson had a mild 
interest. Only one person ex-
pressed much interest and that 
was the owner of the Marshy 
Point Nursery near Baltimore (I 
do not recall his name). There-
fore I gave him my copy of the 
map of the plots with the hope 
that he would propagate and 
continue to distribute the plants. 
Perhaps he still has that map. 
However, all the plants were 
carefully labelled with a good 
quality label. Hopefully they 
maintained identity. 

1. Harry Weiskittel. William C. Miller III also 
has a list by row and number in the row, sent to 
him by Dr. Kehr in 1985. 

When I left the Washington 
area, all the collection was doing 
well and was all complete. How-
ever, there was one plant near 
the back of the plot which repre-
sented the sole surviving culti-
var (that I knew of) that was still 
languishing. I do not recall the 
name. (It was `Mithra'2.) I took a 
few cuttings once but failed to 
root them. It is possible that this 
is the sole cultivar that is lacking 
from the collection. 

Many of the missing cultivars 
came from the azalea collection 
at the North Carolina State Uni-
versity Department of Horticul-
ture. 

The Beltsville azaleas were 
also known as the Yerkes-Pryor 
hybrids. Guy Yerkes is the per-
son primarily responsible. Dur-
ing the time I was in charge at 
Beltsville (I came in December 
1958) Bob Pryor was not very ac-
tive in the breeding work. The 
collection in the woods certainly 
antedated 1958 when I came to 
Beltsville. Bob did introduce 
some later cultivars, especially 
those that were cream colored. I 
used some of the latter in my 
program of breeding yellow 
flowered azaleas. This program 
is still going on. 

Hope the above will be help-
ful to you. 

Sincerely, 
August E. Kehr 

2. There are now two plants of 'Mirtha', both 
doing well. 

Later: 
I have found the file on the 

Beltsville azaleas, including 
sources where I found missing 
clones, persons who received 
nearly complete collections (sent 
out at my expense—not the gov-
ernment). This is valuable his-
torical data. Can the Azalea Soci-
ety preserve it? If so, I will send 
it to the designated person. 

During the convention we visited 
the Gravatt Memorial Garden. It is 
small and the visit was brief. The 
plants have no visible labels, al-
though I had with me a map made in 
1980, at which time we found labels 
on 56 plants-12 of the original 19 
dwarfs had survived, and 44 of the 47 
others. Since that time there have 
been further losses but we have not 
updated the map. Unfortunately 
none of the lost plants have been re-
placed and the collection continues to 
deteriorate. Our main reason for see-
ing the garden was for you to know 
of its existence and, if you wish, to 
take advantage of the stipulation stat-
ed in Dr. Kehr's letter that "the plants 
would be available to nurserymen 
and plantsmen for propagation pur-
poses" If anyone wishes to take 
cuttings please contact me and I shall 
be happy to make the necessary ar-
rangements. 

Dr. George Switzer is the former cu-
rator of the Mineral and Gem Collection 
at the Smithsonian Institution inWash-
ington, DC. He is past president of the 
Ben Morrison Chapter, and maintains a 
large collection of azaleas in Southern 
Maryland. ❑ 

THANKS to all 
who attended the 1992 Convention and Annual Meeting 

of the Azalea Society of America 
hosted by the Ben Morrison Chapter 

at Solomons, Maryland 
May 14-16, 1992 
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