
Getting New Azaleas Into the Retail Trade 
Jim Berry — Loxley, Alabama 

[Jim Berry was the featured speaker after 
the Friday night banquet. He discussed 
the development process and pitfalls of pro-
duction and marketing of new introduc-
tions, including the still new "Encore 
Series." As an added bonus, he also showed 
slides of Japanese Kurume azaleas taken 
by a Japanese breeder.] 

My primary love is evergreen aza-
leas, and like the ASA members, I love 
a great plant. My second love is de-
ciduous azaleas. But there is a very 
narrow window for making decidu-
ous azalea cuttings, and selections are 
very difficult. When I entered the 
business, I had noble dreams of beau-
tification of the world and present-
ing the world with environmentally 
responsible plants that needed no 
spraying. This talk presents the com-
mercial perspective of the ups and 
downs of the evergreen azalea busi-
ness. 

In 1940 Kiyone Nursery, the larg-
est wholesale nursery in Mobile 
County, had been built by a Japanese 
man who returned to Japan. The 
owner had 66 cultivars of azaleas. 
When he left the business, his former 
workers spawned the evergreen aza-
lea business in the area. I came to 
Flowerwood Nursery in 1980; in 1981 
they had 48 cultivars. The most 
popular were 'Christmas Joy', 
'Hershey Red', the Formosas such as 
'Pride of Mobile' and the larger-flow-
ering Satsuki. 'Gumpo Pink' and 
'Gumpo White' were the two biggest 
sellers. From west and east coast 
nurseries we bought 57 cultivars, 
mainly the later blooming ones such 
as 'Amagasa', 'Girard Hot Shot', 
'Watchet', 'Red Slippers', 'Magic Lily', 
and ' Gulf Ray' from the Mississippi 
Experiment Station. From 1990-1996 
we watched material in Baltimore 
garden centers. If the plants bloomed 
in mid-summer, and were varieties  

not produced in the South already, 
we wanted them. We bought 96 cul-
tivars, including 'Betty Anne Voss', 
'Everest', and 'Pleasant White'. We 
tried the Satsuki, Robin Hill, and 
Girard groups for 15 years with lim-
ited success. Since 1980 we have tried 
180 new cultivars; only ten to 12 have 
stuck. Examples are 'Amagasa', 
'Watchet', 'Higasa', 'Robin Hill 
Wendy', 'Nancy of Robinhill', and 
'Dorothy Rees'. 

Meanwhile, the evergreen azalea 
was rapidly reaching commodity sta-
tus in the retail nursery industry. I've 
really tried to raise public awareness 
about azaleas with longer bloom pe-
riods. However, the dream of bloom 
from March to June is still not true. 
And it seems that what some people 
accept in March, they get "tired of" 
in May and June. 

Following David Letterman's lead, 
here are 11 reasons why my dream 
has not come true: 

11. Landscapers always plant the 
wrong color shades to please one 
of the homeowners. 

10. There is increasing color from an-
nuals and perennials later in the 
season. 

9. Lacebugs are increasing in num-
bers. 

8. Azaleas need extra care for the 
first year or two to become estab-
lished. 

7. The demand for low prices causes 
growers to produce lower qual-
ity plants with less chance of sur-
vival. 

6. Many growers are very efficient 
and specialize, therefore it is dif-
ficult for the diversified growers 
to compete. 

5. Consumers always look for the 
cheapest azaleas, but many can-
not distinguish between price and 
quality 

4. Retailers love to advertise the 
cheapest azaleas to sell overpriced 
fertilizers to their customers. 

3. Retailers look to azaleas to "an-
nounce spring" and so won't ac-
knowledge or sell to the advan-
tage of flowering for 90 more 
days. 

2. Azaleas are dated with an expi-
ration date, that is their bloom 
date, which drives the price 
down, and retailers know the 
later they buy from the growers, 
the cheaper they can buy them. 

1. The most easily produced azaleas 
are often over-produced. 

These factors have led growers to 
cut standard azalea production by 40 
percent, since there has been an 80 
percent drop in sales in the past five 
years. The bottom line seems to say 
there's no money to be made in pro-
ducing azaleas. 

As for growing conditions in the 
Mobile area, the climate is warm but 
not hot, and the water quality is 
good. Nurserymen can improve 
their cultivars. Van der Giessen Nurs-
ery has. 

Now for the background on the 
"Encore Series" azaleas, based on R. 
oldhamii breeds. I met Buddy Lee, 
who created these breeds, at a Loui-
siana Association of Nurserymen 
meeting. He had some R. chapmanii 
seeds. Two years later he had de-
veloped 40 different hybrid crosses, 
some blooming in spring or summer 
or fall. He has 7,000-8,000 azaleas in 
his back yard. Germination from the 
seeds over a 10-year period was 
30,000 liners to get to the 7,000 hy-
brids. We signed an agreement with 
Buddy Lee to purchase 50 percent of 
his crop each year and to evaluate 
their commercial potential. Buddy is 
a partner with rights to intellectual 

September 1999/THE AZALEAN • 49 



property of the Encore Azalea Hy-
brids. 

So then began the "beauty contest" 
for those 7,000. From a commercial 
perspective, we selected 100 hybrids, 
using the criteria of ease of propaga-
tion, disease resistance, interesting 
color, and good looking flowers. 
From 1994 to 1996 the plants moved 
from 1 gallons to three gallons, and 
30 selections were ultimately made. 
PDSI staff and customers were very 
interested in 300 clones in all. But a 
13-degree freeze in 1996 caused a 
number to split or die. The survi-
vors made selection easier. Finally, 
six varieties were introduced in 1997 
as the "Encore Autumn Series." Two-
year studies by the University of 
Georgia evaluated tissue cold hardi-
ness, producing a 15-page research 
analysis. Some other clones have been 
shipped to Florida nurseries to 
evaluate both cold and heat hardi-
ness. These are the future "Southern 
Series" azaleas. 

To sell azaleas at $10 each in a mar-
ket that expects to buy low, some se-
rious marketing is needed. The first 
target market was metropolitan At-
lanta, and Jim Thornton from the ASA 
helped. Through spring sales, do-
nated plants were placed in public 
gardens two to three years before the 
Encores hit the retail nurseries. This 
approach was good public relations 
and allowed the plants to get to good 
size when the media got the public 
interested. Follow-up marketing in-
cluded press releases to the Garden 
Writers Association, direct advertis-
ing in Southern Living and on radio, 
specially designed point-of-purchase 
tags, banners, and upgraded packag-
ing with a logo label and a green con-
tainer. The label was to act like a 
dress label, and the photo tag helped 
in product identification. 

Notes on Japanese Slides Taken 
Tokyo Botanic Garden 

The weather is similar to Jackson-
ville, Florida, so there are hedges of 
azaleas, very precisely trimmed, and 
tuberous begonias and hydrangeas 
grow wild. The Japanese are very 
horticulturally savvy; even industrial 
chemical plants are well-
landscaped.Yakushima is a small 
island and a national treasure. Very 
big Stewartias grow in the mountains 
there, and this is the native area for 
Satsuki and Indicum azaleas. Pieris 
japonica was growing in an alpine bog. 
Many other ornamental species are 
native to this island, including the 
Cryptomeria japonica (Japanese Cedar). 
Some half a dozen specimens are 
3,000 to 8,000 years old. 

My guide was Dr. Yamaguchi, a 
breeder who collected seed for the 
R. indicum and Satsuki azaleas. 

The Japanese have a great appre-
ciation for gardens. Nature is the in-
spiration for the combination of rock, 
water, and plants. A current rage is 
English cottage gardening. A staple 
of all gardens is trimming, every-
thing, including manicuring a hedge 
with tiny scissors. 

Jim Berry manages Plant Development 
Services, Inc. (PDSI), a division of 
Flozverwood Nursery. He is also the In-
ternational President of the International 
Plant Propagators Society, a past presi-
dent of the Alabama and South Alabama 
Nurserymen's Association. He has been 
in the nursery business for 19 years. 

ASA members Lisa and Jeff 
Beasley, owners of Transplant Nurs-
ery in Lavonia, Georgia, recently in-
troduced eight new native hybrids 
at the Southern Nurseryman's Show 
in Atlanta, July 31 - August 2 . Their 
exhibit won "best in show" in a field 
of 1500 exhibitors. Their new "Maid 
in the Shade Series," features delicate 
pastel cultivars that bloom in the 
shade and are fragrant. Several ex-
hibit the same strong R. austrinum or 
R. canescens parentage the Mobile 
area nurserymen have been using in 
their cultivar development process: 

• 'Camilla's Blush' - R. canescens 
• 'Kelsey's Flame' - R. calendulaceum 
• 'Lavender Girl' -

R. pericylmenoides 
• 'Lisa's Gold' - R. austrinum 
• 'My Mary' - (R. atlanticum x R. 

periclymenoides) x R. austrinum 
• 'Nacoochee Princess' - R. atlanticum 

x R. periclymenoides 
• 'Rosy Cheeks' - R. atlanticum x R. 

periclymenoides 
• 'Summer Lyric' - R. prunifolium x R. 

arborescens 

Contact the Beasleys at Transplant 
Nursery, Inc. (706-356-8947) for more 
information. 

Purchase by mail order through 
Blue Creek Nursery, Cleveland, 
Georgia (706-865-2849), or WeDu 
Nurseries, Marion, North Carolina 
(828-738-8300). 

at  More New Hybrids 

Members, get great information and renew your membership 
at the Society's developmental website: 

www2.azaleas.org  
[See page 59 for details.] 

To share information or ask questions of azalea enthusiasts 
online subscribe to the ASA maillist (also known as the listserv). 
Send an empty e-mail to: 

azaleas-subscribe@azaleas.org  

50 • THE AZALEAN/September 1999 


