
'Millie Mac' Misbehaves 
Donald H. Voss — Vienna, Virginia 

One of the surprises in my garden dur-
ing the spring of 1999 was an aberrant 
inflorescence on Rhododendron 'Millie 
Mac'. The winter had been mild and, af-
ter a temperature rise to 71' F. on March 
9, freezing nighttime temperatures (as 
low as 17°F.) occurred March 11-16. I at-
tribute the strange performance of sev-
eral plants to that weather sequence. 

The normal flower coloration of 'Millie 
Mac' (Photo 1.) is yellow axially along 
each lobe, with white margins on the lat-
eral edges. On the aberrant inflorescence 
(Photo 2.), the lobes are white, except for 
the yellow blotch on the upper lobe. The 
two pictured inflorescences were on two 
forks of a single branch. 

Photo 1. Rhododendron hybrid 'Millie Mac' 
in typical coloration. 

Photo by Donald H. Voss 

Galle identified 'Millie Mac' as a 
"... selection of wild austrinum" from 
Escambia County, Alabama. Did the ab-
normal inflorescence on my plant pro-
vide a useful clue to the lineage of 'Millie 
Mac'? To explore this possibility, I sent 
the slides and, later, a branch with leaves, 
capsules, and a flower to Dr. Kathleen 
Kron, author of the "Edinburgh 
Revision" of Rhododendron section 
Pentanthera . Portions of Dr. Kron's replies 
are extracted below, with her permission: 

"From the photos I would say that 
R. austrinum is a good likelihood for 
a parent (at least)...both R. austrinum 
and R. canescens occur in Escambia 
Co., Alabama and surrounding  

counties (in Florida pan-
handle as well). From the color 
variation and the fact that the 
leaf is apparently out, I would 
hazard a guess of R. austrinum 
x R. canescens (July 26, 1999)." 

"I have looked at the 
branchlet, fruits, and seeds of 
the sample you sent me. I am 
quite sure that your specimen 
of 'Millie Mac' has R. austrinum 
in its parentage. There are a 
few glandular hairs on the 
petioles and along the very lower-
most margin of the leaf. The twigs 
are very densely covered with mul-
ticellular gland-headed hairs, and 

the cross-walls of the testa 
[seed-coat] cells are not ta- 
pered. These characteristics 
indicate R. austrinum as a par- 
ent. However, the extent of the 
glandular hairs along the mar- 
gin of the leaves is very short 
in this plant—shorter than ex- 
pected for "pure" R. austrinum. 

"As for the other parent, it is 
a bit more difficult to be sure, 
but I would say that it is prob- 
ably R. canescens. Characters 

that support this are the dense uni-
cellular hairs on the twigs and 
leaves; the weakly glandular or non-
glandular multicellular hairs on the 
fruit; and the dense covering of uni-
cellular hairs on the vegetative bud 
scales. There are populations of 
other species, such as R. viscosum, 
that would also have these charac-
ters, but when flowering time is 
taken into consideration, along with 
geography, it seems most likely that 
R. canescens is the other parent (Sep-
tember 14, 1999)." 

The tentative identification of 'Millie 
Mac' as R. (austrinum x canescens) sug-
gests the origin of the white margining 
of the petal lobes. The corolla lobes of R. 
austrinum are normally a solid color in 
the yellow to reddish orange range, while 
those of R. canescens are pink to white. 

Photo 2. Aberrant inflorescence of 
R. 'Millie Mac' on same branch 

as flower in Photo 1. 
Photo by Donald H. Voss 

As to the aberrant inflorescence on my 
'Millie Mac', the one thing that can be 
said with certitude is: "Azaleas some-
times produce sports." Was the sport a 
result of the March freeze, the neighbor's 
stereo, or sunspots? Perhaps time will tell. 
My 'Satrap' has a branch on which all of 
the flowers have been solid red for the 
past five seasons. One year in the mid-
1970s, my 'Fawn' had solid purplish 
pink flowers but has had the normal 
margined flowers ever since. 

The sporting branch on my 'Millie 
Mac' was tagged to be watched. If the 
color pattern of the corollas on that 
branch returned to normal, I would con-
sider it a vote for a "sequence of abnor-
mal weather conditions" hypothesis for 
explaining the sport observed in 1999. 
Unhappily, perhaps because of the se-
vere drought during 1999, neither of the 
tagged branchlets set bud. Perhaps next 
year . . . 
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