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In assessing Asian influence in our gardens, it is pretty tough to ignore 
the Kurume hybrid azaleas. Without even considering how the Kurume hybrids 
may have influenced subsequent breeding programs, who among us does not 
have a 'Coral Bells' somewhere in the landscape? Who has not marveled at 
the magnificent explosion of color which characterizes this important hybrid 
group? 

I am reminded of a wise old chemistry professor who, upon lighting a 
candle in the front of the laboratory, invited the students about the room to 
describe what they saw. All of the descriptions were as accurate as they were 
different. The people in the back of the room could not see the minute details 
of the quality of the flame and so their descriptions lacked such references. 
The people in the front however, went on about the red and blue hues at the 
heart of the flame and the droplets of melted wax that coursed down the side 
of the candle; in other words, they reported details that were not perceivable 
from far away. This is a long-winded introduction to say that it is very useful 
from time to time to share observations and experiences. We all have different 
perspectives, and there are a number of issues regarding the Kurume hybrids 
that I would like those of you "in the front" to consider. 

Donated to the First International Azalea 
Festival at Kurume by Tatebayashi City, 
this 350-year-old azalea provides one answer 
to the perennial question, "How long can 
azaleas be expected to last?" 

"What is a Kurume Hybrid and Who 
Says?" 

There are groupers and splitters. 
Groupers merge subgroups into larger 
groups while splitters seek to divide 
existing groups into multiple sub-
groups. Is it Rhododendron mucronatum 
or "Mucronatum"? Who makes these 
decisions, and once the opinions are 
rendered, can any of the pronounce-
ments be considered permanent? 

When Robert Gartrell introduced 
the Robin Hill hybrids, he specifically 
stated that only the 69 cultivars he 
named should carry the designation 
"Robin Hill Hybrid" with his others 
being referred to as "Gartrell Hybrids." 
Here the "groupers" are in trouble 
because there is no basis for anyone 
to suggest that there are any more than 
69 Robin Hill hybrids—the wishes 
of the hybridizer having been 
documented. The Kurume hybrids, 
however, present a different situation. 
Dating back to early 19th century 
feudal Japan, no recognized authority 
on either side of the Pacific Ocean has 
declared what is or is not a Kurume 
hybrid. One perfectly reasonable view 
is that a Kurume hybrid is a cultivar 
that was developed in or emanated 
from a geographical region known as 
the Kurume region. This could 
encompass the product of much 
interspecific crossing and reflect 
cultivars of widely varying charact-
eristics—much like the 454 Glenn Dale 
hybrids which are related by geo-
graphy rather than morphology. 
Under that notion, cultivars like 
'Koromo Shikibu' and 'Ho-Oden' 
could continue to be considered 
Kurume hybrids despite their distinc-
tiveness and dissimilarity from some 
proffered standard. Some individuals 
delight in talking about Kurume hybrid 
characteristics as though all Kurume 
hybrids necessarily must look like 
'Hinodegiri', 'Kirin' ('Coral Bells'), or 
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The Kurume-Azalea Forest Park on Mt. 
Kdra. A six-hectare government park 

containing 61,000 azaleas which provides 
a commanding view of Kurume and the 

Chikugo River system. 

Indoor floral exhibits simulating 
landscapes at the 1st International 
Azalea Festival at Kurume in 1989. 

'Christmas Cheer'. And, while it may 
well be later concluded that all Kurume 
hybrids really should look like 
'Hinodegiri', the fact has not been 
established. 

The origin of the Kurume azalea 
is attributed to Motozo Sakamoto, who 
lived in Kurume in the early 1800's. 
Kurume is on Kyushu, the most 
southern island of the big four that 
make up most of Japan. It is believed 
that the Kurume azalea is derived from 
R. kaempferi (R. obtusum var. kaempferi, 
after Wilson), R. kiusianum (R. obtusum 
var. japonicum, after Wilson) and R. 
sataense (1). In Sakamoto's time there 
were 80-some cultivars. At 
his death, Sakamoto's 
collection was acquired by 
Kijiro Akashi whose garden 
E. H. Wilson visited in 1918 
and from which "Wilson's 
Fifty" was obtained. The 
story of E. H. Wilson's dis-
covery of the Kurume 
azaleas in 1914 and his 
subsequent activities are 
well documented and will 
not be repeated here (2, 3). 
Since Sakamoto's time more  

than 700 Kurume hybrids 
have been produced, and 
while approximately 300 
can be found today in 
Japan, only 20 or so are in 
commercial production (4). 

To make matters more 
interesting, the develop-
ment of Kurume hybrids 
continues today. According 
to Dr. Satoshi Yamaguchi, 
breeders are seeking to 
incorporate the shiny leaf of 
the Satsuki; the cold 
tolerance of R. kiusianum 
and R. poukanensis; the heat 
resistance of R. sataense and 
R. scabruin; the early 

flowering of R. tosaense; and the 

evergreen habit of the Hirado hybrids, 
R. indicum, and R. eriocarpum (5). One 
can only imagine how these future 
Kurume hybrids will compare to 
'Hinodegiri'. 

Kurume Hybrids and Fertilizer 

A well known North Carolina 
nurseryman has repeatedly stated that 
Kurume hybrids do not like fertilizer. 
This seems to me to be a curious and 

counter-intuitive proposition. The 
presumption is that this is based on 
his many years of experience, and the 
message would seem to be then that  

you should not fertilize Kurume 
hybrids. Reluctant as I am to question 
people who know far more than I do, 
I cannot help but wonder why the 
Japanese recommend that Kurume 
azaleas be fertilized five times a year, 
February - March for flower feeding; 

May for recovery after flowering; July -
August for maintenance; September -
October for additional feeding; and 
November for winter feeding (6). 

Which Kurume Hybrids are the Best? 

I have always struggled with the 
question of which azaleas are the best. 
It would probably be possible for six 
world class experts to produce six 
different lists of "best" Kurume 
azaleas. This matter is much 
complicated by Wilson's suggestion 
that the Japanese were not very 
selective and had a tendency to name 
everything. 

The confusion is further fueled by 
the fact that most westerners have 
difficulty with Japanese names and 
many of the Kurume hybrids were 
given English names and in some 
cases several different names (e.g., 
'Kirin' was renamed 'Daybreak' and 
'Coral Bells'; 'Ima Shojo' was renamed 
'Fascination' and 'Christmas Cheer'). 
Today, even when we have the romaji 
(the English representation of the 
Japanese name) correct, there is a lot 
of variety to be found on tags. One 
might find 'Ima Shojo, 'Ima-Shojo', 
'Imashojo', 'Imashoujou', or 
'Imash-ofo' depending on who wrote 
it and when it was written. My 
suspicion is that it probably ought to 
be no hyphens, no spaces, and only 
initial caps. Therefore, even if we 
have a plant we like, we may not 
have it properly named or correctly 
spelled. 
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At the request of Wilson, Kijiro 
Akashi and Kyuichi Kuwano selected 
six, in Wilson's words, as "the pick of 
them all" 

`Takasago'(`Cherryblossom') 
pale pink, hose-in-hose (H-n-H) 

`Azumakagami' (Tink Pearl') 
deep pink, H-n-H 

`Kirin' (Daybreak') 
deep rose shading to silvery rose, 

H-n-H 

`Kumo-no-uye'(`Salmon Prince') 
pure salmon 

`Kurai-no-himo' (`Carmine Queen') 
carmine, H-n-H 

`Kure-no-yuki'('Snowflake') 
white, H-n-H 

Another opinion was rendered 
by Patrick M. Synge, an English 
horticulturist. In the early and mid 
1930's, an Englishman by the name of 
John Stevenson imported a collection of 
Kurume azaleas over and above 
Wilson's Fifty. Synge considered the 
following seven to be the best of 
Stevenson's Kurume collection (7). 

Tudetsukasa' 
clear rose pink 

`Gyokuko' 
salmon orange 

`Haru-no-akebono' 
vivid salmon rose 

`Iwatokagami' 
pale pink 

`Senju' 
pale rose, crimson spotting 

`Shinimiagagino 
deep rose, HnH 

`Shintsune' 
white 

In 1983, the U.S. National 
Arboretum distributed a new group of 
Kurume hybrids. A list of 33 cultivars 
was published in the September 1987 
issue of THE AZALEAN (8). Some of 
these had been obtained by Stevenson 
in the 1930's but had not vet been 
imported to the U.S. 

In 1989, I attended the 1st 
International Azalea Festival in 
Kurume, Japan, and saw first-hand the 
work in progress. It was a dream trip 
that I will never forget. I was 
particularly impressed by the genuine 
warmth and hospitality of the Japanese 
people. The festival was a huge 
success, our timing was perfect, and I 
had never seen a 350-year-old azalea 
before (9). 

If I had to declare my "favorite" 
Kurume, I would offer 'Mizu-no-
yamabuki' for its hint of yellow. 
Conversely, my all time least favorite 
azalea happens to be the Kurume 
'Snow' which today is still propagated 
by the zillions despite the negative 
tendency for the spent flowers to 
persist, turn brown, and look quite 
unattractive. 

In closing, what is there about 
the Kurume hybrids that makes them 
special? Perhaps, it is their tendency 
to bloom even at the rooted cutting 
stage. If I were playing a hybrid azalea 
word-association game and I drew the 
word "Kurume", "floriferous" would 
readily spring to mind. 
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