
Mastering Azaleas 

Part 28. Azalea/ Propagation/ Prow/ 
Seed Pianthig and Seedling Cave 

Joe Schild — Hixson,Tennessee 

To refresh your memory, we last 
discussed the issues of pollina-

tion, seed collection, cleaning, and 
storage in the Summer 2003 issue of 
The Azalean. Now that you have seed 
carefully stored and properly labeled, 
what do we do next? As before, my 
disclaimer about methods still 
stands, for no one process is better 
than any other if it works for you. 

Equipment Preparation 
For my location in the mid-South 

or Southeastern Tennessee, my prop-
agation program begins in late 
October through early December. I 
will spend some time making sure all 
the containers I plan on using are 
cleaned and sterilized with a solution 
of one part bleach to nine parts water. 
As with any chemical, use caution by 
wearing rubber gloves, chemical-
proof apron, and eye protection. This 
is not a time for a disabling accident. 

Containers of many sizes and types 
may be used for starting our seeds, 
but perhaps the greatest concern is 
that they have good drainage holes. 
In the past, I have used plastic flow-
erpots, egg cartons, plastic freezer 
containers with lids, tin cans, and 
one time, to my wife's chagrin, her ice 
trays. The latter did not work, and I 
had to buy her new trays and a bou-
quet of flowers to make up. 

For the past 15 years, my preferred 
containers are the plastic inserts that 
fit the number 10-20 flats one finds at 
garden centers or nurseries. These 
are about 2-1/2" in depth. I prefer the 
ones that take six or eight to fill a flat. 
After cleaning these inserts and flats, 
I store them in large plastic bags to 
keep them clean until I need them. 

Seed-Start Soil Mix Preparation 
The next chore is deciding upon the 

seed starter soil mix to use. There are a 
number of commercial mixes on the 
market, but I still prefer to make my 
own. The main ingredients of soiless 
mixes are milled sphagnum peat moss, 
Perlite' for drainage, and perhaps 
some composted pine bark fines. Some 
of the commercial mixes will also have 
a starter fertilizer and a wetting agent. 

My mixture is 50% Perlite' , 25% 
shredded or screened sphagnum 
peat moss, and 25% pine bark fines. I 
screen the peat through 1/2" wire 
mesh over my wheelbarrow, add the 
Perlite and the pine bark fines, and 
then mix with a shovel. Of late, I put 
my small garden cultivator in the 
mixture and go at it for 5 minutes or 
so to save my aching back. Thirty-
gallon trash cans work well to store 
the finished mix, keeping it moist 
and contaminant-free. 

Before I go further, I do use a secret 
starter fertilizer in my mixture; it is a 
formula given me many years ago by 
Clifton Gann. It provides nutrients at 
low levels, stimulates rapid root for-
mation, and keeps the mixture acidic. 
The formula is: 4 oz. potassium 
nitrate, 4 oz. potassium sulfate and 2 
lbs. superphosphate, all mixed well. 
The 40 ounces of mixture will supply 
a cubic yard of soil mixture. For small 
volumes of mix, 1.5 oz of the formula 
will work in a cubic foot. I purchase 
the potassium nitrate at my pharma-
cy, and most of the time the pharma-
cist must order it. The other compo-
nents may be purchased at most gar-
den centers or a co-op. 

Propagation Bench 
Okay, we have the soil mixture, the 

containers are clean, and now we 
must provide the environment for 
propagation. We will need a light 
source, plastic bags, a source of bot-
tom heat, labels with marker, and a 
flat surface, perhaps a bench or table. 
One more key component is milled 
sphagnum moss, not peat. This item 
may be purchased in small volumes 
from some garden centers; but, in a 
pinch, use the long fiber type and 
screen it through 1/4" wire mesh. 
Wear a dust mask if you screen your 
moss, for the dust is quite aggravat-
ing to the nose and lungs. 

Since I have grown as many as 15,000 
seedlings in a year, I built a propaga-
tion frame in my potting room for 
starting seed. There are four shelves 
with thermostat- controlled heat mats 
with timer-controlled fluorescent light 
strips over them. On a smaller scale, a 
two-lamp fluorescent shop light works 
very well and is cheap to purchase and 
operate. If you will be using a single pot 
or tray slipped into a plastic bag or one 
of the plastic freezer storage boxes, a 
single 75-watt incandescent light will 
work as well. 

Seed Planting 
Nov we are ready to fill our propa-

gation pots or inserts with the soil 
mixture. Firm the soil mix level to 
within 1" of the top. On top, add 1/4-
1/2" of pre-moistened milled sphag-
num moss and firm it down. To pre-
moisten the sphagnum moss, I like to 
put it in a plastic bag and spray it 
with a mixture of water and dish-
washing detergent, the latter acting 
as a wetting agent. (Use two or three 
drops of detergent per gallon of 
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Cumberland Spring - continued 

ness, and beautiful white flowers. 
Buddleja lindleyana, a butterfly 

bush that does not need the 
excessive pruning of B. davidii 
and rewards the gardener with 
dark green leaves and purple-
violet flowers. 

Here, we also saw Kalmia latifolia 
blooming as well as species decidu-
ous azaleas mixed with Knap Hill 
and Exbury hybrids. For example, 
the Native Azalea Collection in Area 
#18 included R. austrinum, R.aus-
trinum Escatawpa', R. prunifolium, 
R. flammeum (formerly R. specio-
sum), R. calendulaceum, while Area 
#19 included 40 miscellaneous vari-
eties of evergreen azaleas. 

Barbara Stump has been editor of 
The Azalean since June of 1998. She 
currently works as a Research 
Associate for Development at the 
Stephen E Austin State University 
Mast Arboretum, where she makes 
sure there are continual improve-
ments to the garden she designed as 
part of her Master's project, the Ruby 
M. Mize Azalea Garden. 

water.) By shaking the bag and work-
ing it like dough, it soon is wetted. 

I use a large mortar-mixing tub that 
is 2' by 4' to soak the filled trays. To 
the water in the tub, I add more dish-
washing detergent to aid the drench-
ing. Once the filled trays are 
drenched fully, I let them drain for 72 
hours before sowing the seed. 

Keep in mind, we will sow the seed 
on top of the sphagnum and will not 
cover them with soil mixture. It mat-
ters little what type of light source 
you choose to use as long as the seed 
and seedlings receive about 600 foot-
candles of light intensity. Less light 
will mean spindly seedlings. Be sure 
to label the containers for the correct 
plant names. 

The first batch of seedlings I grew 
over 35 years ago looked more like 
grass, for I sowed them too thickly. In a 
4"-square pot, sow about 100 seed as a 
starter. The seedlings' health depends 
upon consistent moisture levels. If you 
use small pots or trays, sow the seed 
and slip the container into a bread bag 
or other plastic bag you can seal. Place 
it under a light source with bottom heat 
to keep the soil temperature between 
67°F and 72°E In about nine to twelve 
days, you should see the seed germi-
nate. Some rhododendron may take up 
to six months to germinate. If you 
choose my method with the 10-20 flats 
and inserts, I use the humidity domes 
to keep the seedlings from drying out. 

Thinning and Transplanting 
Between the time the seedlings are 

pricked out and transplanted, do not 
allow them to dry out, or they will die 
quickly. Once they have established 
two sets of true leaves, they may be 
transplanted into flats or pots. 
However, seven days prior to trans-
planting, I give them a low-dose feed-
ing of liquid fertilizer at 25% strength, 
to reduce transplant shock. I use the 
same soil mixture as in the propagation 
containers. A table fork works well for 
pricking out the small seedlings. 

Here again, any containers will 
work. Flowerpots, flats, trays, peat 
pots, and plastic or Styrofoam cups 
will do nicely, as long as good 
drainage is provided and the  

seedlings are not allowed to dry out. 
A light source should still be provid-
ed if you want stocky plants. At this 
young stage, do not allow the 
seedlings to freeze or become too 
cold. A heated basement or heated 
garage will provide the protection 
needed. On a larger scale, a green-
house is preferred. 

Once all chances for freezes or frost 
have passed, move the potted 
seedlings to a protected location out-
side under shade. Keep them 
watered, but not drowned. Feed 
them a liquid fertilizer twice per 
month. By July or early August, trans-
plant them again to larger containers 
in a pure pine bark mix. They should 
be about 6"-10" tall by fall when it is 
time to mulch the entire pot with 
pine needles or other mulching 
material for the coming winter and 
dormancy. A deep cold frame also 
works well for winter protection. The 
following spring they will be ready to 
plant in the garden or grow another 
season in the pots. 

Some of our native azaleas will put 
on flower buds in the first year, but 
most will not until they are two or 
more years old. Evergreen azaleas 
need more time for growth, so I like 
to pinch out the flower buds to pro-
mote root and top growth. At this 
point we are starting to delve into 
another topic for discussion. So I will 
close by saying, keep things clean, 
provide good drainage, provide even 
moisture levels and good air circula-
tion, label those plants, and have fun. 

Joe Schild has been an avid grower, 
propagator and breeder of azaleas for 
nearly 35 years. He has owned and 
operated a niche nursery specializing 
in the species for over 14 years. Joe is 
the current president of the Tennessee 
Valley Chapter-ARS, immediate past 
president of the ASA (2001-2003) and 
a member of the Tennessee Nursery & 
Landscape Association. He says he is 
better known as an azalea nut and 
chases the natives as they bloom each 
year with many fellow enthusiasts. 
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