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Anticipation is the yeast that makes gardening such a pleasure. Whether prince 
or pauper (or something in between) we savor the anticipation of waiting for new life 
to burgeon from an inanimate seed, of seeing new sprouts thrust from the earth after a 
long winter's sleep or of watching a bud as it opens into an extravaganza of beauty. Too 
often, though, we miss the greatest pleasure of all, that of being involved in the 
development of a new generation. 

If you've never had the joy of watching a plant grow that you designed and 
brought into being, then you've missed a supreme pleasure. New life springing forth 
from a dry, brown seed is a miracle. But when, as a result of your efforts, that life is 
unique, new to the world, then the miracle, and thus the pleasure, is beyond compare. 
And who is there among us who will deny the pride and pleasure in knowing "This is 
the result of my handiwork?" 

Before going any further, perhaps I should tell you that this is not an article on how 
to hybridize. There are plenty of such articles—and written by the experts too. Instead 
of telling you how to hybridize, let me tell you some of the joys and pleasures. Also let 
me pass on a few tips, some of which I've learned the hard way and some of which I've 
picked up from real experts. 

The truly wonderful thing about hybridizing is that it brings pleasure, not just 
once, but throughout the year. After pondering your objectives all winter, comes the 
search for appropriate parents. Having selected the parents you pollinate in the spring, 
you wait in suspense to see if seed pods form. After hovering over them all summer, seed 
is finally collected and planted. Now comes your real vigil, watching day-by-day to see 
them spring into life—and what better Christmas present than a flat of your very own 
new seedlings? After anxiously watching over them through winter's cold, summer's 
heat and drought, the onslaught of insects and disease, finally comes that wonderful, 
joyous day when flowers are produced. Whether or not bells truly ring or whistles really 
blow you'll never know, because you'll have heard them all the same—truly an 
adventure, an incredible journey; one that is new and unique each time you take it. 

Determination of objectives is no minor consideration. For, as with most endeav-
ors, without objectives you are depending on pure luck. Without objectives you will find 
too late that after a long journey you've arrived nowhere. While bound on such a journey 
to nowhere, there is of course no way to get lost, but you'll find that to be poor 
recompense for years of work with little return. So give careful thought to your 
objectives. 

Objectives are also important for other reasons. There are already too many 
azaleas with little reason for existence; there is an excess of plants that bloom at the same 
time; far, far too many deciduous hybrids plague the landscape, either bare or diseased, 
for much of the year. Put another way, there is a need for hybridizers—and the world 
is their oyster—whose objectives are plants with increased hardiness, year-round 
beauty, disease resistance, or flowering times that extend the season. 

Having decided on your objectives, next comes the planning of the crosses to 
achieve those objectives. For this you need to look at the characteristics of the proposed 
parents. At least one of them had better display the characteristics you want in the 
progeny. On the other hand, you should be aware that the parentage of most cultivars 
is so involved (with parentage sometimes misquoted) that if you grow enough seedlings 
of any cross you'll have some surprises, i.e., unusual plants. 

The problem with this approach is 
that few of us have enough time or space 
to grow the hundreds of plants needed to 
get the surprises. I think the best ap-
proach for the amateur is to stick with 
parents that possess most of the virtues 
desired in the progeny. It's a simple fact 
that what you see in the parents is likely 
to be found in the children. If you wish to 
know parentage, Azaleas by Fred C. Galle 
is an excellent reference. 

Without getting into the complexities 
of genetics, it will be helpful for you to 
remember a few facts: (1) every plant 
indudes in its makeup all of the genes of 
each of its parents; (2) in a cross, the genes 
of one plant mix with those of the other; 
(3) some of the characteristics controlled 
by these genes will be displayed, others 
will be hidden; (4) the displayed charac-
teristics of the parents tend to also be 
displayed by the children—but the more 
seedlings you have, the more likely you 
are to see some of the hidden characteris-
tics of the parents displayed by the chil-
dren. If you become really serious about 
hybridizing, I suggest you read a book on 
genetics—but I want to emphasize, you can 
have fun and make progress without it 

Of course, you know that pollen can-
not be collected and used "willy-nilly," 
i.e., camellia pollen cannot be used to 
fertilize an azalea. What is not so well 
known is that some azalea (rhododen-
dron) species and cultivars will usually 
not, or are very difficult to, cross with 
others; for example, deciduous with ev-
ergreen types. The fun, though, is in the 
trying. Neither the advice of experts nor 
old wives' tales always prove to be cor-
rect. Or, perhaps nature just insists on 
showing who really is boss. True, too, is 
the fact that if there were no mistakes—
if, in all our endeavors, we always fol-
lowed the rules exactly and never did 
something differently—there would be 
little progress in the world. Amateurs, 
because they have never learned that 
such and such "won't work" often suc-
ceed simply for that reason. 

Here are a few things I've learned 
about selection of parents and the results 
you might expect—please notice I said 
"might expect" not "will get." Some of it 
I learned the hard way and some from 
those with more experience. 
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Parent Choice: Incredible arguments 
rage over which of the two parents should 
be chosen for the seed (female) parent. 
Often I do not have a choice, having 
obtained pollen from somewhere else, 
but if I do have a choice, I prefer the seed 
parent to be the one whose characteris-
tics are the most desired. 

Flower Color: Don't waste your time 
trying to breed for pastel colors. Always 
try for dark colors. Regardless of how 
careful you are in selection of parents, 
there will always be plenty of pastels 
amongst your new plants. Also you 
would be most wise to not choose par-
ents based on flower color alone. There 
are far too many azaleas whose only 
desirable attribute is beautiful flowers—
which last only two weeks. The one ex-
ception to this rule would be when you 
have a planned breeding program in-
volving several crosses in succession. 
Here is a list of parent flower combina-
tions most likely to produce a given color 
in the progeny: 

Purple: 
1st choice: both parents purple 
2nd choice: one purple, other red* 
3rd choice: one lavender or mauve, 

other red or purple* 

Red: 
1st choice: both parents red 
2nd choice: one purple, other red* 
3rd choice: one lavender or mauve, 

other red or purple* 
*also likely to produce mauves and reds 

White 
1st choice: both parents white 
Other: 	very light pastels 

Note: "White" flowers often are actually a 
mauve that fades. Mauve will likely dominate 
in the progeny in such cases. 

Yellow: 
1st choice: elusive (except for decidu-

ous azaleas) as other col-
ors tend to dominate in 
the progeny. 

Hardiness: An elusive, apparently 
cross-linked factor. It appears that the  

darker the flower color, the more tender 
the plant is likely to be. It is well worth the 
effort to try to defeat this apparent cross-
linkage between color and tenderness by 
using a hardier species such as poukhanense 
as one of the parents. 

Leaves: Attractive leafage is a very 
important attribute for which to work Far 
too often, leaves are ignored because the 
flowers are desirable. However, remember 
that leaves dothe the plants year-round, 
while flowers last only a week or so. 

Compactness: A desirable trait that is 
not always easy to achieve. One way is to 
watch for runts among your seedlings. 
Sometimes these are simply slow start-
ers; others may be true dwarfs. I think it 
wise for anyone who grows azaleas from 
seed to take particular care of any and all 
runts. Even if they do not turn out to be 
particularly desirable, they can be useful 
for further breeding. 

Another approach is to use a compact 
plant as one parent. This may compro-
mise some of your other objectives but 
could well be the first step in a long-term 
project. Some seedlings do break out of 
the pattern though with delightful re-
sults. Creating an F2  generation by cross-
ing the best of the compact progeny with 
itself (or siblings) could bring out the 
desired characteristics. 

Disease And Insect Resistance: With-
out doubt, the most important hybrid-
ization work that can be done today is 
that which will provide better disease 
and insect resistance. We all are aware of 
the push to stop use of insecticides and 
fungicides. This could well mean that in 
coming years (sooner that we think) we 
will have few remedies for the problems 
affecting our plants. 

Probably the best solution (maybe the 
only one) is to develop insect and disease 
resistant plants. Certainly neither dis-
ease nor insects are going to quit enjoy-
ing our plants just because we ask them. 
Although there is plenty of evidence 
around, we hear little about the many 
azaleas that are insect and disease resis- 

tant. I suspect a determined review would 
find plants that are resistant to one or 
more of all the problems affecting aza-
leas. Though there are means of trans-
mitting resistance other than through 
hybridization, I suggest that our hybrid-
ization work should also recognize the 
importance of this resistance factor. 

A number of deciduous azalea spe-
cies, for example, display substantial re-
sistance to mildew. There is also resis-
tance to insect damage among various 
species and cultivars. For example, R. 
arborescens and R. viscosum var. glaucum 
are highly resistant to both disease and 
insects. This resistance is transmitted to 
many of their progeny. 

White flies invade some cultivars in 
clouds; on others none appear. Some 
plants seem to have every leaf notched 
by black vine weevils; others show little 
or no damage. I have heard of plants that 
are resistant to phytophthora and petal 
wilt. A careful observer should be able to 
find species and cultivars that are resis-
tant to most of the problems affecting 
azaleas. By using these for breeding we 
should be able to reduce the many insect 
and disease problems. 

The finest, most beautiful azalea has 
yet to be developed; there are too few late 
flowering azaleas and too little attention 
has been paid to development of disease 
and insect resistance. Clearly, the field is 
wide open and you have as much oppor-
tunity as anyone else to make a signifi-
cant advance. The opportunity for you to 
improve the genus is limited only by 
your imagination. Moveover, there is no 
gardening pleasure that exceeds that of 
seeing your own hybrids in bloom. Try 
hybridizing. You'll never regret it!! 

A hybridizer, gardener and author, Joe 
Parks hybridizes azaleas and rhododendrons 
in New Hampshire (Zone 5A); his next ar-
tick will appear in the January (1994) issue of 
Fine Gardening. Joe also maintains the 
hardiness database on New England azaleas 
and rhododendrons. 	p 
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