
Expert Opinions: And That's the Truth! 
Barry L. Sperling — Alexandria, Virginia 

Finding the best way to grow aza-
leas could take years of experimen-
tation, so it would seem natural to 
ask successful gardeners for their "se-
crets" and read a lot of books. Un-
fortunately, contradictory advice is 
the norm, and one may be left as 
much in the dark on the details as be-
fore starting. With luck, however, 
broad outlines of an accepted proce-
dure do appear. 

Four years ago I stood by idly 
watching the last sprigs of a ne-
glected azalea slowly wither into dust 
and wondered "What would happen 
if I watered that thing?" A revolu-
tionary question for a horticulturally 
challenged middle-aged man! So for 
no known reason, I started watering 
the forgotten azaleas that were left 
over from a decades-old planting 
spree. 

After scientific study, I noticed that 
the plants didn't die (and actually 
looked a little better for the water-
ing). So I next conceived the question 
(completely on my own): "What 
would happen if I fertilized that 
thing?" 

Thus followed much reading of 
books and magazines and then a trip 
to the nearby American Horticultural 
Society (AHS), where I read some 
more and asked if there was an Aza-
lea Society. I had a million hobbies 
and learned long ago that joining a 
group was a great way to learn more, 
so it was a natural question. Actually, 
I had a head start since I had worked 
with [ASA member and current ASA 
board member] Don Hyatt, whose 
name is familiar to readers of THE 
AZALEAN; I remembered that he 
was involved with rhododendron 
and azalea groups, so I knew that such 
existed. When my wife and I moved  

into our house 22 years ago, he gave 
us an azalea that actually lived! 
People working at AHS thought that 
there might be such a group, but they 
couldn't find one. 

A call to Don put me in touch with 
the Northern Virginia Chapter of the 
ASA, and I was on my way! 

Then began a long sequence of 
questions for those I met at meetings 
and during visits to their gardens, 
centering around: "What is the best 
way to take care of the plants?" 

The answers ranged from a) do 
nothing, and they are fine, to b) the 
soil must be 	and the fertil- 
izer must be 	, and you must 
water regularly. Some people solve 
their problems by simply tearing out 
the poorly performing plants and try-
ing again. Others spray insecticide 
and mineral mixes. Some prepare 
their soil carefully down to a depth 
of three feet. Some dig a little hole 
and stick them in. Some only trans-
plant in the dead of winter, others 
any time. Some never prune, and oth-
ers shear regularly for dense flow-
ers. I sent some soil, from two beds I 
had mixed, to Virginia Tech for analy-
sis ($10 each), and the results came 
back with pHs of 7.1 and 6.1. Alumi-
num sulfate was recommended, so I 
rushed out, bought all I could find 
nearby, and threw it on. Then, 
thumbing through Galle's book, I 
read that this adds harmful salts to 
the soil and that ground sulfur is the 
proper treatment. 

What do the books say? Below is 
an interesting cross-section from 
Galle, Reiley, Ortho, and Fairweather. 
In keeping with my desire to provide 
a perfect situation, I checked them 
out for instructions on soil, planting,  

mulching, and fertilizer instructions. 
(See Table 1.) 

Well, I'm sure that "the truth is out 
there," and I'll keep asking questions, 
reading, and experimenting, trying to 
find the answers to the questions: 
"For Azalea X, what is the proper soil 
pH and content, lighting, wind-
shielding, color and blossom-time 
matching, watering schedule, and 
disease control?" "And how are 
these variables for Azalea X differ-
ent from those for Azalea Y?" Though 
I may never really know, it will still 
be fun finding out! 

Barry Sperling taught Mathematics and 
Computer Science in Fairfax County for 
33 years. He retired in June of 1999, and 
hopes to be able to put more time into learn-
ing and disseminating knowledge on the 
azalea e-mail list and Bob Stelloh's web 
site. 
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pH 5 - 6 
Amend alkaline soil with 5-% peat moss. For 
established plants add aluminum sulfate, fer-
rous sulfate, ammonium sulfate, or sulfur. 

Shredded peat moss, pine needles, aged wood 
chips, pine bark, 2-4". 

Ortho 

Table 1. Comparison of Expert Opinions 
Source 
	

Soil 
	

Mulch 

Galle 	 pH 4.5 - 6 
	

After hardening off in the fall. 
Add peat, leaf mold, and pine bark. 

Reiley 	 pH 4.5 - 5.5 
	

After soil freezes or growth has hardened 
Amend 4' in diameter. 	 off. 
Use coarse, not fine ground, peat moss. 

Fairweather 	pH 6 
	

In autumn 1-2" deep for 18" high plant. 
Add coarse peat moss, leaf mold, pine 
needles, bracken or fern. 

Source 
	

Soil 
	

Mulch 

Galle 

Reiley 

Ortho 

Low nutritional requirements. Hurt by mod-
erate to high applications. Soluable 10-6-4 or 
even 20-20-20 ok. 

Slow release nitrogen urea formaldehyde 
with planting and top-dressing. 

Use lightly around dripline, except in late 
summer or fall. February to mid-April use 
10-7-7. May not be necessary with good soil. 

Best in early spring, fall, and early winter. 
Top of root ball at surface or slightly higher. 
2 gal. - container in a hole 12" deep and 24" 
across, minimum. 

Plant in fall, > 1 month before soil freezes; in 
spring after hard frost and before flowering. 
Hole > 2X root ball. In poorly drained soil: 
4' wide, 12-18" good soil on top, raised bed. 
In good soil, amend to 8". Roots could go 
down to 11". Place root ball 1" above soil 
level. Spread roots if in soil-less container. 
3"-high circle berm, 6" from root ball for wa-
tering, add 2" mulch, but not within 2" of 
stem. 

Hole 1'-2' wider than root ball. Center of 
hole undisturbed to prevent settling. Use 1:1 
soil: peat moss or other organics. Top of ball 
slightly above soil level. Build a water basin 
around with extra blackfill. Transplant any-
time, except in extremely hot, cold, or dry 
weather. 

Fairweather 
	

Use sulfate of ammonia, 1/2 oz./sq. yd. light Root ball 1" BELOW surface, fill with dirt- 
top-dressing in spring. 	 peat mix to stem, making level, firm lightly. 

Table based on article printed in February 1999 issue of "Azalea Clipper." 
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