
Landon Azalea Garden Festival Marks 47th Year 
Ellen Marks — Potomac, Maryland 

This year Landon Azalea Garden Fes-
tival celebrates its 47th year! The Festival 
began in 1954 when Mrs. Paul Landon 
Banfield, co-founder of the Landon 
School, first invited the public to share 
the beauty of the spectacular azalea gar-
den that the school had recently ac-
quired. The first Festival took place on 
May 2, 1954, and was attended by 640 
people who visited Landon to view what 
The Washington Star called "one of the 
outstanding azalea gardens in the East," 
raising $1,297 for the Landon Scholar-
ship Fund. In 1999 the Festival attracted 
over 35,000 people to the campus and 
raised $415,000 for scholarships. 

How the Azalea Festival has grown 
and flourished over the years is the story 
of an extraordinary school-wide collabo-
ration involving parents, faculty, staff, 
students, and alumni in a common effort 
to provide scholarship assistance to de-
serving students by welcoming the com-
munity to Landon's campus at the peak 
of its springtime beauty. 

The Landon School is a private boys 
school in Bethesda, Maryland. In 1958, 
Landon boys took azalea plants to The 
White House as a gift for Mrs. 
Eisenhower to plant at Camp David. Na-
tional Geographic, The New York Times, and 
House Beautiful publicized the event, and 
orders were taken for the newly devel-
oped emerald Zoysia grass from Milo 
Perkins' Turfgrass Farm in Arizona, 
which was "flown in a special treated 
bag to arrive lettuce-fresh for display." 
The Festival report concluded that the 
event "...is rapidly becoming one of met-
ropolitan Washington's outstanding 
springtime attractions." 

During the 1960's and early '70s the 
Azalea Festival was championed by the 
wives of Washington's political elite. In 
1962 First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy 
served as the Festival's Honorary Chair 
and Lady Bird Johnson, wife of the Vice 
President, was invited to open the event 
by cutting the ceremonial ribbon. Landon  

students visited Mrs. Johnson at her 
home to present her with azaleas for her 
own garden. Mrs. Johnson subsequently 
served as Honorary Chair of the Festival 
for five years while her husband was 
President. 

Through the 1990s the Landon Aza-
lea Garden Festival has grown tremen-
dously, with its focus clearly on display-
ing and sharing the beautiful Perkins 
Garden with our surrounding commu-
nity of Bethesda, Maryland, in pursuit 
of the festival's major goal of providing 
educational opportunities to a diverse 
and deserving student body at Landon 
School. Held the first weekend in May, 
the annual Landon Azalea Garden Fes-
tival has afforded visitors, azalea ex-
perts, and hobbyists a most wonderful 
opportunity to visit and enjoy a mature 
azalea garden. Of course, the garden may 
be visited at other times by special ar-
rangement by contacting the school at 
301-320-3200. 

As area azalea fanciers already know, 
new types of azaleas have been intro-
duced at Landon's festival. Co-chair of 
the Azalea Festival in 1988 and a pri-
mary founder of the Friends of the Perkins 
Garden, Mrs. Bobbi McCeney tells how 
Dr. Jim Shanks of the University of Mary-
land and the late Andy Adams created 
and tested the Princess hybrids before 
introducing them at the Landon Festi-
val. One very lovely cultivar was named 
'Princess Mary Lee', after Landon's co-
founder Mrs. Mary Lee Banfield. More 
recently, from seven new azaleas pro-
duced by Bill Miller, a local azalea ex-
pert, one was selected and introduced at 
the festival as 'Landon Pride'. It is ex-
pected that local hybridizers will con-
tinue to use the Landon Azalea Festival 
as a mechanism for introducing new 
cultivars to the public. 

The festival azalea sale will offer a 
wide selection of field grown Glenn Dale 
azaleas, many taken from cuttings from 
the Perkins Garden. A complete list of  

azaleas and other plants for sale will be 
available April 27. Contact the festival 
headquarters, 301-320-1061, for more in-
formation. 

The Perkins Garden at Landon School 
The Perkins Garden covers two and 

half acres, offering a unique campus re-
source for the boys of Landon School for 
class meetings and visits throughout the 
year. The original owners of the Perkins 
Garden, Tharon and Milo Perkins, kept 
fastidious records of what was planted. 
It is now possible to view Rhododendron 
kaempferi , Kurumes, Satsuki, Gable, 
Mayo, Pericat, Southern Indian, and 
Glenn Dale azalea hybrids. This is all 
rather remarkable when we know 
through archival information that the 
first acquisitions were 15 hybrid azaleas 
from Mayo's Nursery and Orchard Com-
pany in Augusta, Georgia, in 1945. Many 
old varieties not in commercial produc-
tion still grow in the garden. 

Today the Perkins Garden has never 
been more splendid. Bobbi McCeney, the 
garden's horticultural historian, reports 
with pride that the 120 members of the 
Friends of the Perkins Garden assume 
the responsibility of maintaining and 
beautifying the garden. 

[Ellen Marks, Landon Azalea Garden Fes-
tival Publicity Co-Chair for 2000, provided 
the material and photographs for this article. 
Information was gathered from archival in-
formation and an interview with Bobbi 
McCeney, Festival Co-Chair in 1988 and 
current historian of Perkins Garden.] 

Photographs of these Azalea Gardens - Re-
flection Riding Arboretum and Landon Gar-
dens - are found on p.20 

March 2000/THE AZALEAN • 15 



Azalea Gardens cont. from p.15 

Reflection cont. from p.14 

the purpose of the gardens. More recently, Thomas Kane, a land-
scape architect from New York State, came to evaluate the Riding 
to formulate a long-range plan for its preservation and future 
development. 

The Riding has received prestigious awards. In 1967, Mr. 
and Mrs. John Chambliss received the Garden Club of America's 
award for conservation and education. In 1989, the American 
Horticultural Society (AHS) gave its Catherine Sweeny.Award 
to Susan Irvine, the Chambliss' daughter and heir, for her com-
mitment to the park, to recognize both the significance of Reflec-
tion Riding as a botanical garden and Irvine's devotion to it. 
The Riding is listed as an AHS reciprocal garden. Most recently, 
the Riding has been profiled in the Garden Club of America's 
archives at the Smithsonian Institution. 

Lovely path through the grove in the Perkins Garden during 
1999 Azalea Festival. 

Photography by Cindy Yavinsky. 

Native azalea, R. calendulaceum at Reflection Riding. 
Photography by Joe Schild. 

Some outstanding azaleas in Perkins Garden on the campus 
of Landon School. The lavender azalea is R. yedoense var. 

poukhanense. The brilliant orange is an unknown deciduous 
azalea planted in the 1940s or 1950s. 

Photography by Cindy Yavinsky. 

Early spring in Philp Garden during dogwood bloom. 	 Example of natural hybrids at Reflection Riding: 
Photography by Joe Schild. 	 R. canescens x R. alabamense. 

Photography by Joe Schild. 
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