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Maarten van der Giessen Semmes, Alabama 

So, how did we get here? Statisti-
cally we're a group of retired garden-
ers with a passion for a plant sold in 
Wal-Mart every spring for 99 cents. 
Every spring. And every spring we see 
the same old thing: azaleas pink, red, 
white, (and occasionally) purple, 
$10.00 a dozen. I mean, that's it, isn't 
it? It's kind of like falling in love with 
a commodity, say... sweet potatoes. 
Sure, there's a website, but nobody 
admits going there. 

So how did we get here, we lovers 
of sweet potatoes? I'll tell you. At least 
I'll confess how I got here, and implic-
itly accuse you, and from there we'll 
get on to the core of this article. Be-
cause, you see, I believe how you got 
here is exactly the same thing as how 
we evaluate. Each and every person 
reading this particular periodical at 
this particular time is guilty of the 
same unspeakable vice. We looked, 
and we were amazed. So we looked 
some more. And pretty soon we got 
wrapped up into the whole sweet po-
tato spectrum of azalea, rhododen-
dron, Ericaceae, and worse. We ended 
up with a hundred-odd bushes that 
we insisted on petting, and feeding, 
and (for the most carried away of us) 
measuring on a cyclical basis. We kept 
voluminous notes, cataloged slides, 
and every spring dragged our unsus-
pecting but admittedly nervous neigh-
bors into our gardens to show them 
our prizes, our passion, our discovery. 
Sure enough, one in a hundred got 
infected. He made the primal error, the 
Pandorian error; he looked. And that's 
our starting point. 

We, as individuals and as a group 
are committed to a concept of beauty. 
We've passed the threshold of 
Kurume and Indica and have devel-
oped an aesthetic for the beautiful. 
Further, we are as a group committed 
to the concept that the beautiful re-
sides, in myriad permutations, in our 
azaleas. This, to the casual observer, 
makes us very, very strange. It also  

gives us darn few options. We can't 
take our azaleas, grow a beard and live 
in a loft in Greenvich Village of New 
York. There's not enough light, it's too 
cold, and poets hate anything requir-
ing that much attention. And we get 
real tired of the neighbors calling us 
names. So we seek solace, and we seek 
company. From Gable to Glenn Dale, 
and onward to Girard, Gartrell, and 
Greenwood, we've sought to share 
our experiences. We've collected, com-
pared, hybridized, hybridized, and 
hybridized. I dare say there's not an 
ASA member that can't roll off a list 
of his or her favorite ten, 20, or 30 hy-
brids. We've studied, learned, and fi-
nessed the aesthetic. Still, every 
spring, we're taken aback by how 
much more there is to know. And that 
brings me at long last to my point. 
That is how I got here, and that is how 
you got here. 

Last spring, right before I spoke on 
evaluating azaleas at the Charleston 
convention, a N.C. State student 
stopped me and thrust a paper in my 
hand: "Consumer Perceptions of Plant 
Quality." Later that evening I digested 
it, and sure enough, the author had a 
section on criteria for evaluation of 
azaleas. According to their focus 
group of "serious amateur to occa-
sional weekend gardeners," the pri-
mary characteristics for azalea evalu-
ation were: fullness, symmetry, and 
foliage quality. They did note that aza-
leas sell better when they have flow-
ers. They ran these criteria through an 
introductory statistical regime and 
discovered that, lo and behold, the 
average American wants a symmetric, 
green, squatty azalea. With flowers. 
This I swear. 

We have something in our hearts 
and in our minds that the average 
American cannot comprehend when 
we say "azalea". And I do not blame 
the average American. Azaleas are in-
credibly new plants to us. Realize that 
the western civilization has lived with  

the rose since the dawn of recorded 
time. Now think that Wilson essen-
tially introduced the Kurume to 
America in the 1920s. Realize that 
there isn't a single Satsuki dictionary 
available in the English language to-
day. Think that, if not for the fortuitous 
position of B.Y. Morrison, most of us 
would still never have experienced the 
incredible diversity that is the azalea. 
Now, only now, should we think about 
evaluation of azaleas. Evaluation for 
us should be a function of education. 
For me evaluation was a chance walk 
through Dr. John Giordano's garden 
in Chunchula, Alabama, and again at 
the ASA convention in Dallas talking 
to Pete Vines about hybridizing, and 
again meeting Freida Hill in Pavo, 
Georgia. I've been evaluating every 
spring since then, and I see no end. So 
what about evaluation? 

What are the proper criteria? My 
neighbor Bill "Boots" Finch pinned me 
down this way, "I suspect gardeners 
do have a much higher criterion for 
azaleas. They may have a hard time 
conceptualizing what it is they do and 
don't like (just as the average person 
has a hard time expressing what it is 
that they don't like about bad writing 
or bad music), but that's where you 
come in." So be it. In a nutshell, here's 
how I go about choosing new azaleas. 
I've adopted a personal preference 
that if the flower isn't as attractive up 
close as in a mass, then I'm not inter-
ested in having it in my garden. Our 
garden spaces are too small and pre-
cious to waste on anything as tedious 
as 'Snow' or 'Hinodegiri'. I look for 
enough variability that the flowers 
look like small paintings in my hand, 
yet do not present a washed out or 
mottled appearance from 20 feet away. 
Mrs. Margie Jenkins showed me how 
to look for the sepals and tell if an aza-
lea is going to hold onto its spent 
blooms, looking like the living dead 
far longer than it was ever beautiful 
(Simple: no sepals, no thanks). I look 
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NEW MEMBERS 
At-Large  
George Zelenka Nursery 
16127 Winans St. 
Grand Haven, MI 49417-9652 
616-842-1367 

Doley S. Bell, Jr. 
64 Lands End Rd. 
Hendersonville, NC 28791 
828-891-2728 

Sam Bolick 
2215 Trinity Church Rd. 
Concord, NC 28027 
704-795-3900 
srbolick@email.uncc.edu  

Caroline Dean 
606 India Rd. 
Opelika, AL 36901 

Ralph E. Ecklund 
8321 32nd Ave NW 
Seattle, WA 98177-3922 
206-783-3903 

Howard P. Fertig 
24 Berkeley Pl. 
Livingston, NJ 07039-3908 
973-992-9247 
howflo@aol.com  

Fry Nursery and Landscaping 
Services, Inc. 
1016 King Rd. 
Pisgah Forest, NC 28768 

James P. Holmes 
75 Farwood Ct. 
Flat Rock, NC 28731-6702 
828-698-9517 
holmes2@earthlink.net  

Brian Marks 
10 Taunton St. 
Doncaster, East Victoria 3109 
Australia 
98424221 
b.marks@telstra.com  

Mrs. Walter Montgomery, Jr. 
Forty Oaks Farm 
Campobello, SC 29322 

Glenn A. O'Sheal 
1408 Saluda Dam Rd. 
Easley, SC 29640 
864-855-5068 
rhodosheal@yahoo.com  

Loel Thompson 
6782 Evergreen Dr. 
Hudson, OH 44236-3223 
330-650-0554 
leolthomp@adelphia.net  

Valley Forge Chapter, ARS 
2065 Parkersville 
West Chester, PA 19382 
717-687-8188 

Paul Ware 
107 Teak Loop 
Ocala, FL 34472 
352-624-2315 
pa ul@d rawn byth elig ht.corn 

Charles Herschel Webb 
PO Box 9428 
Lee, FL 32059 

George Wood 
11120 Clements Rd. 
Northport, AL 35475 

Ben Morrison Chapter 
Tony Dove 
4684 S. Polling House Rd. 
Harwood, MD 20776 
doves-nest@worldnet.att. net  

Northern Virginia Chapter 
Nancy Arrington 
8388 Briarmont Ln. 
Manassas, VA 20112-2755 
703-368-8431 

Marc Colombel 
Kerneostic 
Menez-Rohou, Fouesnant 
29170 France 
33298562723 
marc.colombel@wanadoo.fr  

Oconee Chapter 
Mr. Lynn Marcy 
118 Detha Ln. 
Ringgold, GA 30736 
706-965-6973 
mrlynn118@aol.com  

Reinhold & Pat Mutzberg 
3218 Wood Valley Rd. 
Atlanta, GA 30327 
404-261-9517 

Carol Robacker 
Dept. of Horticulture 
1109 Experiment St. 
Griffin, GA 30223 
770-412-4763 
croback@gaes.griffin.peachnetedu 

Wesley & Pat Smith 
270 Tim Ln. 
Athens, GA 30601 
706-548-7393 

L. Clarence Towe 
PO Box 212 
Walhalla, SC 29691-0212 
864-638-4049 
clarencetowe@oconee.k12.sc.us  

Evaluation of Azaleas - continued 

for a plant that maintains attractive 
growth habits that complement its fo-
liage. I look for characteristics that are 
not well represented in the nursery in-
dustry (i.e. out of season bloomers 
have become all the rage). 

After picking out a group of distinc-
tive azaleas that I really like, I walk 
my unsuspecting subject through my 
test garden. I talk about what a rotten 
business the azalea market is, how 
much pot prices have skyrocketed, 
and then I wait for him to get bored 
and start looking at the flowers. Even-
tually, perhaps out of desperation, 
he'll stop somewhere and say "Wow, 
where did you get this one?" That gets 
the plant a point. If enough people 
stop at the same plant, that plant goes 
into production (unless I really don't  

like that one, in which case it has to 
get a lot of points). It's popular these 
days to call it "marketing", but in truth 
its the same old game: dragging the 
neighbors through the garden. 

I've found that the general public 
prefers strong colors, tending toward 
the blue end of red. They like huge 
flowers, or something floriferous 
enough to make a strong statement. 
They love novelty so long as it falls 
within the acceptable range of expec-
tations. For example Rhododendron 
`Koromo Shikibu' never fails to draw 
comments while R. linearifolium gets 
treated like a teenager with a safety 
pin in his nose...But what it all boils 
down to is this: evaluation is experi-
ence, and only experience. And in the 
end? After all the hype, after all the 
green, squatty, symmetric azaleas...  

there are few pleasures greater for me 
than seeing that 100th neighbor open 
his eyes, and begin to evaluate. 

Maarten van der Giessen is the vice-
president of van der Giessen Nursery, Inc. 
in Mobile, Alabama, a wholesale grower 
of azalea and woody ornamental liners and 
containers since 1990. A current ASA 
board member, Maarten was chairman of 
the 1999 ASA convention committee in 
Mobile, Alabama, and regularly emcees 
the annual ASA plant auctions. He is a 
past president of the South Alabama 
Nurserymen's Association and an active 
member of the International Plant 
Propagator's Society. Maarten and his 
father, Peter, have been working on azalea 
evaluations at their nursery since 1994 to 
provide new and exciting selections to the 
industry. 
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