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Mary Rutley, Brookside Gardens 
Chapter vice-president, pre-

sented the chapter's 2003 F.P. Lee 
Commendation to Don Voss of 
Vienna, Virginia, at their annual 
meeting on December 7, 2003, at the 
Brookside Gardens Educational 
Center in Wheaton, Maryland. The 
commendation in part reads: 

The Frederic P Lee Commendation 
for distinguished contributions to 
furthering the knowledge of and 

appreciation of Azaleas is awarded 
by the Brookside Gardens Chapter of 

the Azalea Society of America to 
Donald H. Voss. 

In recognition of your outstanding 
participation in the activities of the 

Brookside Gardens Chapter in 
advancing the propagation, care, and 

general appreciation of Azaleas. 
Presented with deep gratitude during 

the 24th annual meeting of the 

Brookside Gardens Chapter 
on the first day of December in the 

year 2003. 

Donald H. Voss is an economist by 
training, and an active gardener with 
a scholarly interest in azaleas and 
rhododendrons. He is an expert on 
the azaleas of Robert Gartrell (Robin 
Hill hybrids). Don says he has been 
interested in ornamentals since the 
1930s, but that he must attribute a 
preoccupation with azaleas to meet-
ing the Gartrells in late 1946, after 
which he became a frequent visitor. 
He is also a former chairman of the 
Society's board of directors and a for-
mer keeper of the Society's database. 
Don currently volunteers at the 
Herbarium of the U.S. National 
Arboretum. He has been a member 
of the Society since 1980 and is a reg-
ular contributor to The Azalean. In 
fact, since 1984 he has contributed 25 

articles to the journal, covering such 
wide-ranging topics as the definition 
of what an azalea is, Robin Hill 
hybrid names and origins, horticul-
tural nomenclature, the life cycle of 
the evergreen azalea, color percep-
tion, and horticultural information 
on the Web (with Bob Stelloh) and 
azalea-sporting research (with 
Richard West). 

My First Encounters with/ 
Azaleas icatd RitododelartHIS 

John Migas — Saugatuck, Michigan 
[With this article and the following one by the late Charles Mann, John Migas begins the story of how well azaleas do 

in Michigan, to prepare the Society for the ASA convention to be held in Holland, Michigan, in 2005, Ed.] 

It was the first weekend in May 1985. I had just closed on 
my home here in Saugatuck, Michigan. Being my first 

home, I was really excited. I had discovered this house in 
February when the weather was very cold, with a lot of 
snow cover. It wasn't until that warm spring day in May 
that I really could get a good look around the house. After 
moving in some furniture and having a late breakfast, 
Dad and I decided to take a walk around. 

"Wow," I thought. "I just bought a house in the country, 
with a wood-burning stove, almost two acres, and only 
one neighbor, who lived across the road." Having grown 
up in the city, I was on Cloud Nine. 

As we walked around, we noticed the grass—what little 
there was—needed cutting. We also noticed that there 
were a lot of weeds, brush, wild sumac, wild blackberry  

bushes, and sassafras. At the time I don't think I knew 
what I was getting myself into. As for my Dad, bless his 
heart, he started yanking some sassafras, sumac, and 
honeysuckle out and within a few hours we had the yard 
looking better already. 

I started to cut grass and Dad started the grill. After 
lunch it was back to clearing. We decided to clear out an 
area not too far from behind the house that had two 
bushes with big weird looking green leaves on them. We 
yanked and yanked and yanked and just couldn't budge 
this weird looking bush. As we attempted again and 
again, our first visitors arrived, my cousin Betty and her 
husband Joe. As they approached, she asked what we 
were doing. We told them we were clearing some of the 
brush away from the house and that this big green bush 
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Landscape view of Charles Mann's garden—The viburnum in the 
upper left is probably a V. plicatum, the doublefile viburnum.The 
lavender azaleas lower left are Gable hybrid 'Mildred Mae' and 

'Sherwoodi' (syn.'Sherwood Orchid'); the bright pink in the 
middle ground is Kaempferi hybrid 'Fedora', which Mann used 

frequently in his gardens. In the background are 'Purple 
Splendor' and 'Amoenum: (Photo by Tony Greco) 

Mann used native Michigan blue slate for some pathways 
and steps in his garden. Shown here are, left to right: 

'Sherwoodi'/Amoenum7Fedora; and '5 herwoodi: 

(Photo by Tony Greco) 

was giving us a hard time. Much to 
our surprise, Betty blurted out, "You 
idiots, that's a rhododendron. Don't 
tear it out! Wait till you see it in a few 
weeks. You'll be glad you didn't." 
Until that point I had never even 
heard of the word rhododendron. 
This was my first encounter with the 
rhododendron world. 

A few weeks later the bush 
bloomed, and it was awesome. It was 
pink and another was red. Once 
again Dad and I decided to take a 
walk around the countryside. The 
area is mostly wooded, with large 
oaks, maples, white pine, hickories, 
and a lot of apple and pear trees, 
which were also blooming at that 
moment. All this adds up to privacy 
that is priceless. While cutting 
through these woods, we headed 
toward the Kalamazoo River. 
Unexpectedly, we walked up on 
another neighbor's home, which 
caught us by surprise. The sight was 
breath-taking. Crabapples, dog-
woods, redbuds, rhododendrons, 
and, of course, azaleas were all in 
peak bloom. This was my second 
encounter with the world of azaleas 
and rhododendrons. I was totally 
floored. 

As we walked up 
the drive, a man 
approached from 
the house, and I 
quickly introduced 
myself as his new 
neighbor. He intro-
duced himself as 
Charles Mann and 
kindly took Dad 
and me for a tour 
of his garden. As 
we went around 
each corner the 
views kept getting 
better and better. 
Pathways of azal-
eas in peak bloom 
continued to go on 
and on. It was 
impossible to keep 
count of all the 
butterflies, birds, 
bees, besides all of 

the blooms of azaleas and rhodos. My 
view of life was changing, instantly, 
without my ever realizing it. 

That was May of 1985, and since 
then my interest in cars, motorcy-
cles, and sports have all been put on 
the back burner. Sad to say, my dad 
and Mr. Mann are no longer with us, 
but these two encounters with azal-
eas and rhododendrons will always 
be with me. Since Mr. Mann passed 
away, I've been very fortunate to 
continue to maintain his six-acre 
garden. Every time I 
walk through the gar-
den, I think of our 
many conversations. 
I drift off to the spots 
where he or my mom 
would pose for a pic-
ture. I often reflect on 
the azaleas he would 
point out and say, 
"Cross this one when 
you get a chance." So, 
I'll take pollen from 
his garden and cross 
it with a flower from 
my garden, usually 
one my dad helped 
plant, and just hope 
for the best. 

John Migas, from Saugatuck, 
Michigan, is working hard on the ASA 
convention for 2005, which will be 
held there in southwest Michigan. We 
hear he is also gathering prospective 
members to help the ASA grow in the 
upper Midwest. John has a harsh cli-
mate and short growing season to 
contend with when growing his 250 
varieties of azaleas and 150 varieties 
of rhododendrons. He has been a 
member of the Society since 1996, but 
has been growing azaleas for 10 years 
and hybridizing them for three. He 
runs both a general contracting firm 
and a primarily wholesale nursery. 
Most of his sales have been to land-
scapers and retail nurserymen in the 
area, who are very surprised to find 
the broad range of azalea cultivars he 
has successfully grown in his five-acre 
display gardens. He has found mem-
bership in the Society to be very 
rewarding and he has begun to 
increase interest in the ASA in his area 
by helping found the Lake Michigan 
Chapter, which was chartered in 
2003. 

John Migas, along with Lake 
Michigan Chapter members Charles 
Holly and Thomas Ksiezak, has just 
completed purchase of the Charles 
Mann property so that it can contin-
ue to be a beautiful azalea and rho-
dodendron garden. 
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