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Azaleas: Ernest Stanton Hybrids 
Tadeusz Dauksza - Orland Park, Illinois 

We in the United States not only have the East 
Coast, West Coast, Gulf Coast, but also what 

I, and some others, would call the "North Coast." Our 
Canadian friends might call it the "South Coast." I am 
speaking of the Great Lakes, which contain 21% of 
the world's fresh surface water and could cover the 48 
contiguous states to a uniform depth of 3 meters (10 
ft). Their names are: Lake Erie, which comes from the 
Erie Tribe and is a shortened form of the Iroquoian 
word erielhonan (long tail); Lake Huron, which was 
named by French explorers for the inhabitants in the 
area, Wyandot or "Hurons;" Lake Michigan, which 
likely comes from the Ojibwe word mishigami (great 
water); Lake Ontario, which comes from a Wyandot 
(Huron) word ontario, lake of shining waters; and Lake 
Superior, which is an English translation of the French 
term Lac Superior (upper lake)—the Ojibwe people 
called it gitchigumi. 

Climate 

The Great Lakes have a humid, continental climate 
influenced by air masses from other regions. These 
include arctic; dry, mild Pacific air masses; and warm, 
wet tropical systems from the Gulf of Mexico. The 
lakes themselves also have a moderating impact on the 
climate. They can also increase precipitation totals and 
produce lake-effect snowfall. 

Lake Effect 

The most well-known winter weather of the Great 
Lakes is the lake effect. Late in winter, lakes often have 
no icepack in the middle. As a result the prevailing 
winds from the west pick up the slightly warmer air and 
moisture from the lake surface. As the slightly warmer, 
moist air passes over the colder land surface, the 
moisture often produces concentrated, heavy snow fall 
that sets up in bands or "streamers." This is similar to 
the effect of warmer air dropping snow as it passes over 
mountain ranges. During freezing weather with high 
winds, the "snow belts" receive regular snow fall from 
this localized weather pattern. Snow belts are found in 
Wisconsin, Michigan, Ohio, Pennsylvania, New York, 
and Ontario. 

• The Great Lakes 

The lakes also moderate seasonal temperatures to 
some degree by absorbing heat and cooling the air in 
summer, then slowly radiating that heat in autumn. 
They protect against frost during the transitional 
weather, but also keep summer temperatures cooler 
than farther inland. This effect, however, can be very 
localized and overridden by offshore wind patterns. The 
temperature buffering produces areas known as "fruit 
belts," where fruit, typically grown much farther south, 
can be produced. Western Michigan, for example, has 
apple and cherry orchards, and vineyards adjacent to 
the lake shore. The Great Lakes have been observed 
to intensify storms, such as Hurricane Hazel in 1954, 
and the 2011 Goderich, Ontario tornado, which moved 
onshore as a waterspout. Tucked away in this north 
coast, on the Detroit River, is an island called Grosse 
Ile, "Big Island" in English. Visitors to the island 
are welcomed by gorgeous azaleas, rhododendrons, 
dogwoods, and other flowering trees and shrubs, all 
blooming at Westcroft Gardens, Michigan's oldest 
farm still owned by the same family. The gardens cover 
51/2 acres on the island and are attributed to one Ernest 
Newman Stanton. 

Westcroft Gardens 

The island of Grosse Ile, along with what is now 
Westcroft Gardens, was purchased July 6, 1776 by 
brothers William and Alexander Macomb from the 
Pottawatomie Indians. The Pottawatomie camped here 
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♦Ernest Stanton in his early 20's 
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to hunt, fish, and gather wild fruit. Over the years, many 
Indian artifacts have been found in Westcroft. 

In 1791 William purchased Alexander's share for 
£200 because Alexander had moved east, where he 
purchased 6,620 square miles of New York state. In 
1811 the "treaty" between the Macomb brothers and the 
Pottawatomie Indians was finally ratified by President 
Madison, and William's three sons were recognized 
as the owners of Grosse Ile. A photocopy of the deed, 
or treaty as such land transactions with the Indians 
were called, is in the Westcroft office. The original is 
in the Burton Collection of the Detroit Library. David 
Macomb owned the central part of Grosse Ile, which 
included Westcroft, but he got into debt and sold it to 
his cousin John Anthony Rucker II. Rucker's wife did 
not want to live on "wild" Grosse Ile, thus J.A. Rucker's 
cousin, Robert Lee Stanton, purchased the farm and 
house in 1873. Robert Lee Stanton (the godson of Civil 
War General Robert E. Lee) farmed Westcroft as a 
diversified farm, but the main product was hay for the 
horses that pulled the Detroit trolleys. However, Henry 
Ford's automobile made hay for trolley horses obsolete. 
So it was up to Robert Lee Stanton's son, Ernest 
Newman Stanton, to take over Westcroft and remake it. 

Ernest Newman Stanton 

Ernest Newman Stanton was born in May 1892 and 
passed away on September 18, 1984 on Grosse Ile. While 
studying horticulture at Cornell, Ernest volunteered 
for field service in the Great War. The American Field 
Service (AFS) was a volunteer ambulance corps serving 
with the French Army during World War I. 

AFS ceased to exist as an independent entity and was 
absorbed by the U.S. military when the United States 
entered the war in 1917. While serving for eight months 
from 1915-1916, Ernest was gassed. Doctors told him 
that in order to recuperate and live a semi-normal life 
he needed to work outside. Ernest, however, continued 
to serve in the infantry and he ultimately obtained the 
rank of captain. 

Upon returning from World War I, Ernest started to 
change Westcroft into a nursery, specializing in acid 
soil plants such as azaleas, rhododendrons, laurels, and 
dogwoods. As a result of this new endeavor, 5 'A acres 
of previous hay fields became the Botanical Gardens. 

Due to severe 
climate in Grosse 
Ile, Ernest was 
always interested 
in the produc- 
tion of better and 

!more reliable aza- 
leas. In the early 

01930's he be- 
gan hybridizing 

'8 azaleas for cold 
3 hardiness. Utiliz-

ing ging his breeding 
..gstock of Rhodo- 

dendron yedoense 
var. poukhanense 

and R. kaempferi, Ernest soon produced hardy and per-
sistent foliaged hybrids, but history once again inter-
vened. During World War II he was asked to produce 
food for the armed services. As a result Ernest Stanton 
and his family raised thousands of turkeys until VJ Day, 
after which Ernest said he never wanted to see or hear 
another live turkey on the farm again. After World War 
II Ernest turned his attention back to the hybrids that 
he had created, and the Great Lakes Azalea Series was 
born. 

Great Lakes Series 

In the 1950 catalog of Westcroft Gardens the new R. 
kaempferi hybrids are listed as: 

Westcroft Cerise' - upright growing plant with single 
cherry colored flowers in mid season. 

`Gloskey Pink' - medium rose pink, partly double 
flowers of good size produced on well formed 
bushy plants. 

`Westcroft Myrtle Leafed' - Myrtle-like foliage that 
persists most of the winter. Light coral pink. 

♦ R. yedoense var. poukhanense — Dauksza garden 
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`Westcroft Shell Pink' - double shell pink flowers on 
glossy foliage. 

`Westcroft Spreading Red' - similar to 'Othello' but 
with more lateral growth. Red flowers in mid-
season. 

`Westcroft Cadmium Red' - compact growth cadmi-
um-red flowers cover the plant in May. 

`Coral Pink', 'Fedora', 'Othello', and 'Late Pink' were 
also listed in the catalog. 

In 1959 when the Great Lakes Chapter of the Ameri-
can Rhododendron Society (ARS) was organized, 
Ernest traveled to Brookville, Pennsylvania to attend 
and participate. He was one of the founding members 
along with professional nurserymen like Paul Bosley, 
Orlando Pride, Peter Girard Sr., David Leach, Bill Fet-
terhof, and Tony Shammarello. At the Second Annual 
Great Lakes Chapter's azalea and rhododendron show 
in Cleveland, Ohio, Ernest won numerous awards for 
the new hybrid seedlings 'Lake Erie', 'Lake Michigan', 
and `Myrtlelear. During the 1950's and 1960's Ernest 
corresponded with numerous azalea aficionados like 
Drs. Henry T. Skinner and Francis deVos at the U.S. 
National Arboretum. In a letter addressed to Dr. deVos 
in 1964, Ernest stated that his first generation crosses 
were all light purple to orchid color. 

In the early 1960s, after fifteen years of testing, Er-
nest introduced a number of new hardy, colorful hy-
brids. These included: 

`Lake Ontario' - light orchid (light purplish pink) 

♦̀Cadmiun Red' - Dauksza garden 
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with orange foliage in fall. 
`Lake St.Clair' - light rose-madder (light purple), 

upright habit, red fall color on leaves. 
`Spreading Red' - vermillion, spreading plant, fall 

color orange-red. 
`Myrtleleaf - semi-double, bright coral pink, with 

myrtle-like foliage, fall leaf color is yellow. 
Originally called `Westcroft Myrtle Leafed'. 

`Lake Erie' - medium rose, blotch spotted cadmium, 
compact growth. 

`Lake Michigan' - rose-pink, upright growth habit, 
fall color orange-red on the leaves. 

`Lake Superior' - deep rose-red, fall foliage wine-red. 
Therado' - slightly double, soft coral pink, fall foli-

age red. 
`Shawnee' - reddish orange, like salmon red, late 

blooming, not as hardy as others. 
`Upright Red' - reddish-orange, early blooming. 
`Wyandotte' - deep pink, large bloom. 
`Cherokee' - camellia type, coral pink, compact, not 

to be confused with Joe Gable's azalea of the 
same name. 

`Fuzzy Purple' - light purple, large plant, leaves are 
fuzzy, hairy attracting white flies, cuttings no 
longer taken from plant. 

The legacy that Ernest created has continued since 
he passed away in 1984. His granddaughter, Denise de 
Beausset, picked up the torch in 1986 when she became 
the owner/manager of the property. Denise's pride and 
joy is the four acres which comprise the Botanical Gar-
dens. 

As the seventh generation of the family to 
maintain the farm, I feel that I have the respon-
sibility of being the custodian of these remain-
ing acres that have been in the family for 234 
years. Denise de Beausset 

Denise and her family invite all to visit and enjoy this 
one of a kind garden filled with hybrid azaleas and rho-
dodendrons that were created at Westcroft. The Botani-
cal Gardens show true colors and vibrancy in late May 
and early June. However, there is something to see ev-
ery month—migrating birds; the various blooms; or the 
changing colors of autumn. The gardens are open to the 
public every day of the year from dawn to dusk. 

Tadeusz Dauksza is a founding member of the Lake 
Michigan Chapter of the Azalea Society of America. He 

1: is presently the chapter membership renewal chair. He 
gardens in cold, blustery Northern Illinois. 



ERNEST STANTON HYBRIDS 
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♦ 'Lake Ontario' ♦ 'Lake Michigan' 

• 'Lake St.Clair' 
	

• 'Lake Erie' 

♦ 'Myrtleleaf' 
	

♦ 'Lake Superior' 
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