
New Ways With Wild Azaleas 
Mike Creel 	 Lexington, South Carolina 

Deciduous azaleas at large, American 
natives in particular, have acquired a 
negative reputation across this country 
as being less showy due to their bare win-
ter branches, more difficult to propagate 
than typical evergreen azaleas, and 
slower to come into flower than their 
cousins from China and Japan. Meth-
ods used to multiply desirable natives 
have included planting seeds of known 
and unknown parentage, division of the 
stoloniferous species, simple layering, 
stool layering, air layering, root cuttings, 
softwood cuttings and most recently, tis-
sue culture. But the production of de-
ciduous natives by every means has been 
greatly outdistanced by evergreen aza-
leas grown from hardwood cuttings. 

There are few, if any, regions across 
America where the beauty of local wild 
azaleas cannot be found. But far too 
many native stands have been destroyed 
in dormancy when clearing land for a 
home site, when maintaining a public 
roadside, or by admiring passers-by with 
distant admiration but a lack of ethics 
and often a brown thumb. Many natives 
will thrive outside their usual range if 
properly sited in the correct micro-
climate: I have 14 of the 16 species estab-
lished in my woodlands in central South 
Carolina, with the other two coming 
along. 

The four easiest species to propagate, 
along with their cultivars, are 
Pinxterflower (R. periclymenoides), Coast 
azalea (R. atlanticum), Alabama azalea (R. 
alabamense) and Swamp azalea (R. 
viscosum), which includes the 
Hammocksweet, formerly R. serrulatum, 
R. coryii, and R. oblongifolium. Beyond 
this, keen plantspeople are finding 
stoloniferous forms of a number of non-
spreading species like R. flammeum, R. 
arborescens, R. calendulaceum and others. 
I have been attempting hybridization of 
R. atlanticum with R. calendulaceum and 
R. flammeum by proximity planting to 
produce stoloniferous yellow and orange 
offspring. Results so far from this breed-
ing are one vivid tricolor I call Rainbow 
Flame, spreading habit unknown. Sister 
hybrids are seasons ahead. 

A great majority of wild-dug azaleas 
die after replanting from a loss of roots. 

So I recommend gardeners to rely on nurs-
ery-grown plants. Smaller plants adapt 
better than large ones. It is easy to find 
source nurseries on the Internet by 
searching specifically for the species or 
cultivar. 

Perhaps the greatest need is for im-
proved propagation techniques that can 
be shared gardener-to-gardener and pos-
sibly adapted to larger scale production. 
For native azaleas to become a mainstay 
of our gardens much work remains to be 
done to educate people and encourage 
greater appreciation of America's 16 spe-
cies, their selected cultivars, various color 
forms, and desirable hybrids. Work re-
mains to be done to learn to properly site 
and plant such azaleas. Most accepted 
propagation methods keep plants too 
wet, but quick drainage is critical. I have 
found that old tree stump holes — with 
rotted bark tilled in and left a few months 
— make prime planting sites, particu-
larly in clay soils. 

While a novice compared to many, I 
have experienced success in my ways 
with wild azaleas by trying often unor-
thodox propagation techniques, most 
using hardwood cuttings without the aid 
of a greenhouse or automated mist sys-
tem. The real secret to rooting these na-
tives seems to be to provide perfect drain-
age through choice of potting media and 
container and to incorporate soil mycor-
rhizae into the media for both cuttings 
and seedlings. Prevent heat buildup 
among cuttings while affording sunlight. 
And most importantly, be patient while 
nature works its magic! Remember that 
tree limbs in the Northwest and tropical 
rainforests have rooted after falling from 
heights and being impaled in the forest 
floor. 

Propagation Without a Greenhouse 
I do all my propagation "sans green-

house," using plastic drink bottles when 
it's warm outside and a Plexiglas-
covered pit as added protection for leafy 
cuttings when it's cold. Pots are always 
located under high shade, afforded by 
longleaf pines in my case. My rooting 
dome is a 2-liter clear soft drink bottle 
with labels removed and cap left on. It is 
just a bit smaller in diameter than a stan-
dard 1-gallon plastic pot and fits nicely  

inside the rim. Cut it in half or three-
fourths the height for taller cuttings, and 
use the top half pressed down into the 
media. Be careful in cutting the bottle. 
First make a slot with a knife, then cut 
around with heavy scissors. 

Once the cuttings are securely rooted 
in the pot (about late summer), you 
should remove the cap — but not the clear 
dome — and let the cuttings become ad-
justed to drier air outside the dome for at 
least two weeks before removal. Con-
tinue once-a-week watering if no rains 
come. The dome sans cap protects the 
cuttings but allows ventilation. This year 
I left the uncapped domes over some cut-
tings during the winter in some late-
rooted pots that were stuck in July. The 
domes kept our 6-inch snow off the dor-
mant cuttings but allowed snow and ice 
to melt and enter the pot between dome 
and pot edge. 

Media Plus Mycorrhizae 
Be sure to always test your potting mix 

after filling a plastic pot: water it heavily 
and make sure it drains quickly, leaving 
no puddles to percolate through. The 
medium I use is actually labeled soil con-
ditioner — just finely-milled composted 
pine bark with some accidental sand in 
it. It can be amended slightly by adding 
one-third or one-fourth (by volume) of a 
good non-soil medium like BACCTO 
Growers Mix. 

Sometimes when I am trying to explain 
my native azalea propagation methods, 
it seems to parallel "cold fusion," an ex-
periment no one has been able to dupli-
cate. But my methods do work, if you 
follow the procedures closely and don't 
substitute any part, particularly the 
"well-draining" growing media and ad-
dition of mychorrizal bacteria. When you 
take native azalea cuttings or plant seeds, 
remember to collect some leaf litter and 
humus from the source plant for 
mycorrhizae inoculation. Steep the ma-
terial in water for about 15 minutes and 
sprinkle over the planted pot or crumble 
about a tablespoonful over the pot and 
water in. For seedlings, I cover the pot 
with a cap of fine mesh hardware cloth 
and place outside in late fall, without the 
clear dome. 
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Dormant Cutting Method 
If you have any difficult-to-root native 

azaleas, you might try rooting them while 
they are dormant in late winter or early 
spring — before the leaves begin to 
emerge or in the summer after leaves 
mature. 

1) Use a tested and proven well-drained 
medium that will retain its perfect drain-
age after repeated natural and sprinkler 
watering. (I use a finely-milled 
composted pine bark.) Inoculate the me-
dium after planting with soil mycorrhizae 
by making a solution of one gallon of 
water mixed with one cup (minimum) of 
leaf litter and humus from beneath the 
source native azalea. 

2) Place the dome-covered pots outdoors 
in a location with filtered sun or half 
shade (so heat won't build up to a kill-
ing level) that will get weekly watering 
by rains or a sprinkler. 

3) Use last year's most vigorous shoots 
(with flower buds removed) — not brittle, 
twiggy growth that had flowers or seeds 
on it last season. Make 3- to 4-inch cut-
tings with just leaf buds (remove flower 
buds if present) of last year's strongest 
woody growth. Make a fresh angled cut 
at the base of the cutting and an inch-
long scrape down the side of the cutting 
to the base. 

4) Patiently observe the pots to assure 
they don't lose their domes, get too hot 
with the changing sun location, or get 
knocked over by squirrels or the 
neighbor's dog. (Press the domes securely 
down into the medium.) Water can enter 
the pot between the dome and the pot 
rim, which is important as I think that 
direct overhead watering kills as many 
plants as does over-watering that results 
in a constantly soggy medium. In areas 
colder than midlands South Carolina, it 
might be wise to place pots in a 2- to a-
foot-deep pit in the ground covered with 
Plexiglas. 

When collecting cuttings, be prepared 
with several freezer-strength Ziploc 
bags, a labeling pen that writes well on 
plastic bags, a small pair of pruners, a 
bottle of well water (nonchlorinated), 
some brown paper towels (as found in 
commercial bathrooms with no air dryer). 
I recommend using some smaller sand-
wich bags in which to stow a little leaf 
litter and humus (placed inside the ap-
propriate cutting bag). 

Heel Cuttings 
Taking heel cuttings is another of my 

methods for hard-to-root native azaleas. 
What I call a heel cutting takes longer to 
reach blooming size, but it is often the 
only alternative to acquire and establish 
a highly desirable form from the field 
when it is showing its colors, without 
harming the original plant. It has also 
worked for upper stem cuttings at bloom 
time, but is slow. Sometimes I will put 
immature heel cuttings that have leafed 
out into my ground pit before frost in the 
fall for winter protection. 

Heel cuttings can be taken in spring, 
summer, or fall. Spring gives you the ad-
vantage of the upcoming warm growing 
season and being able to see cultivars in 
bloom. This method is for non-
stoloniferous, non-seeding clones, such 
as some selections of R. flammeum. Don't 
collect cuttings from protected areas 
without first getting permission. 

On a desirable cultivar, find the lower-
most small stem with a base that touches 
the ground or is underneath the ground 
or moist leaf mold. A color or texture 
change should be noticeable where the 
bark touches the ground. Make a shal-
low cut between the mother plant and 
the stem taking care to get as much of the 
ground contact stem as possible. Take 
care not to disturb the mother plant or 
damage critical roots. Take just one cut-
ting. Place the cutting promptly in a plas-
tic Ziploc bag with a moist paper towel 
and tag or mark the bag as to color and 
form of cultivar and date. Transfer this 
information to a permanent tag for the 
pot. 

Plant the cuttings as soon as possible 
or refrigerate for couple of days. I plant 
cuttings in well-draining pots of mixed 
half peat moss and half dark sandy loam 
or in a mixture three-fourths to two-
thirds composted finely-milled pine bark 
with BACCTO Grower's mix. Remove all 
leaves. Cut back the top two-thirds of 
stem. Leave only one inch or less above 
ground. Do not cover. I keep the pots 
outside near the north wall of my house, 
a shady well-drained site. Keep the pots 
moist, but not soggy. If water appears to 
stand and not drain through promptly, 
repot. Leaf buds should start to appear 
along the bare stem in three weeks or so. 

I think that removal of all leaves from 
the heel cutting lessens the stress of sup-
porting these vestigial parts while roots  

are forming. It also forces bud formation 
and break. I believe that this cutting has 
an advantage over upper stem cuttings 
in that the stem has a "pre-rooting zone" 
and can get with the business of grow-
ing roots rather than transforming stem 
tissue to callus and then to root. It is sur-
prising how such a small cutting with 
no leaves and little stem will grow a plant. 

Using patience and rooting media with 
good drainage, I have now been able to 
root native azaleas virtually year-round 
without the aid of a greenhouse. The pit 
I use is less than three feet deep and in 
high shade under pines. From the con-
stant ground temperature the pit stays 
warm enough to keep Impatiens in bloom 
all winter in the South Carolina mid-
lands. 

A Unique Event? 
Finally, I must mention yet another 

rooting technique that has resulted in one 
living example, an azalea I tagged "Leaf 
Rooter." This two-and-a-half-foot aza-
lea — not blooming yet — was grown by 
rooting a leaf pulled from a native aza-
lea and placed in a closed, clear container 
filled with long-fiber sphagnum moss. 
Roots grew from both the leaf veins and 
base of the leaf petiole, and miraculously 
a stem emerged from the leaf base. The 
"leaf rooter" premiered. 

I do not know whether a hidden bud 
was attached to the leaf I pulled off the 
original stem or whether the new stem 
grew from undifferentiated tissue in the 
petiole. I repeated the experiment with 
leaves (cut in half at an angle) from na-
tive azaleas, Clethra, and Stewartia. Each 
leaf grew a large, vigorous callus at the 
petiole base, but I got in too much of a 
hurry, repotted the leaves outside in the 
wrong media, and lost the whole lot. The 
experiment bears repeating. The next 
time I will also intentionally leave a bud 
and short stem section at the leaf base, as 
well as use just the leaves, cut in half of 
course, to prevent too much water loss. 

Conclusion 
My techniques may not be appropri-

ate for "mass" production, but they are 
effective, particularly in rooting start 
point material of unique wild varieties 
without harming the mother plants. Fur-
ther refinement of the techniques could 
have wider application than backyard 
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There were some communications re-
cently on the Azaleas e-mail list concern-
ing the effect of juglone (from black wal-
nut trees) on plants, specifically, azaleas. 
It started with a message from Bob Stelloh, 
Treasurer of the Azalea Society of 
America. 

Bob was researching the topic of allel-
opathy (poisons put out by plants, either 
to kill other plants or to make themselves 
unattractive to insects) for a friend who 
has a lot of black walnut trees (known to 
put out "juglone" that kills competitive 
plants). He noted a few azaleas listed that 
are purported not bothered by juglone: 
Rhododendron periclymenoides, and the 
Exbury hybrids 'Gibraltar' and `Balzac.' 
For a list of other tolerant plants and more 
information on the topic, he referred to 
the website: http://www.anet-chi.com/ 
-manytimes/pagel8.htm . 

Barbara Bullock, Curator of Azaleas, 
US National Arboretum, Washington, 
DC, replied to the above message. She 
was reporting about the (10,000-plus or 
minus) 55-year-old Glenn Dales planted 
on the south slope of Mt. Hamilton in the 
National Arboretum. The black walnut 
is a native species on the hillside. Where 
there are old black walnut trees (about 
two), the Glenn Dale azaleas have died 
out. Where there are black walnut trees 
that have seeded in, and have not yet 
fruited, the azaleas still thrive. They [Ar-
boretum staff] try to remove the saplings 
as soon as they see them. There is an on-
going tree removal program, but the dan-
gerous trees get the higher priority for 
removal. The black walnuts [at the Arbo-
retum] are not dangerous to their visi-
tors. So...as far as Barbara can see, Glenn 
Dales are NOT tolerant of juglone. 

We (the Louers) have had considerable 
experience with the black walnut trees 
and the juglone effect on azaleas. When 
we bought our five acres 20 years ago,  

we had about 12-14 black walnut trees 
on the property. We innocently planted 
many azaleas near these trees, many va-
rieties including the Glenn Dale, Robin 
Hill, Satsuki, Gable, Girard, Kurume, and 
other hybrids. 

All of these plants within a radius of 
about 40 feet from each tree died over the 
years—a total of more than 200 plants. 
One particular plant, 'Big Joe' (Gable), 
lived longer than most, but not well. We 
moved it to a better location, and it has 
survived well. As far as other flowers are 
concerned, we did find that iris and gladi-
olus would grow all right under these 
trees. 

We have since reclaimed the areas by, 
first, removing every black walnut tree. 
About two to three years after each tree 
was cut down, we again planted azaleas. 
We dug the holes larger than the plant 
root ball, removed the dirt completely, 
refilled the hole with fresh dirt and com-
post, and then planted the azaleas. Our 
success rate with this restoration process 
is near 100% after five to 15 years. We 
have not lost any plants that we can trace 
to the juglone effect in the restoration area. 

[For the complete discussion on this topic 
on the Azalea e-mail list, subscribe to 
azaleas@azaleas.org, then use the archives 
feature described in the sidebar on page 38 to 
review all the e-mails contributed, Ed.] 

Philip Lauer has been a member of the Soci-
ety since 1979. Phil and his wife Frances 
have been active in the Northern Virginia 
Chapter. They opened their five-acre garden 
near Haymarket, Virginia, for one of the tours 
offered during the Society's annual conven-
tion in 1998. Their woodland garden collec-
tion contains over 2,000 varieties of azaleas 
intermixed with many interesting compan-
ion plants. Phil, for the past several years, 
has been editor of the chapter newsletter, "The 
Azalea Clipper." 
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use. The problem with most standard 
propagation — when dealing with na-
tive plants — is over-watering and poor 
drainage. 

I believe that each of these unorthodox 
propagation methods I am using has a 
future, at least among patient and caring 
gardeners seeking to grow and establish 
the choicest forms of America's native 
azaleas, thereby preserving a bit of natu-
ral heritage on their homestead. 

It seems more the rule than the excep-
tion for new native azalea and some 
rhododendron cultivars (mostly seed-
lings) to be named and then to never be 
propagated at all or to vanish after a year 
or two in a few catalogs. I wish there 
was an old living repository of past na-
tive azalea cultivars somewhere. 

I hope to improve native azalea propa-
gation techniques so that superior culti-
vars (not just seedlings) can continue in 
propagation by breeding and identifying 
a number of easy-to-propagate cultivars. 
I do not feel that tissue culture will al-
ways produce truly viable, long-lived 
plants. Another need is to create an in-
formative list of current and important 
past cultivars; a list of source nurseries 
and breeders; and to write a book on all 
the 16 species, which will enable more 
gardeners to grow and enjoy native aza-
lea cultivars hardy to their areas all 
across America. 

Mike Creel is the senior news writer for the 
South Carolina Department of Natural Re-
sources in Columbia. He is an avid native 
plant conservationist, photographer, and lec-
turer — as well as propagator — who occa-
sionally assists state botanists in field anti 
literature studies. He can be reached at:  
Phone: 803-734-3950; Fax: 803-734-3951, 
E-mail: creelm@scdnr.state.sc.us .  
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[The following is a reprint from the Northern Virginia Chapter 
"Azalea Clipper," Vol. 21(2), 1999, Ed.] 
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