
Today, My Favorite Glenn Dale Azalea Is... 
by William C. Miller Ill, Bethesda, Maryland 

The development of Ben Morrison's Glenn Dale 
hybrid azaleas was the most ambitious project in 
ornamental horticulture ever undertaken by the 
Federal government. The goal was to develop a race of 
large-flowered azaleas resembling the Indian hybrids 
of Southern gardens that would be well suited for 
landscape use in the Washington metropolitan area. 
Ben Morrison was a credentialed landscape architect 
(M.L.A., Harvard, 1915). He had more than a casual 
grasp of the characteristics of size, shape, and hue, as 
well as a well-developed appreciation for detail. This 
program began in 1929 and lasted 25 years, but was put 
on hold during the Second World War. The program 
involved hundreds of crosses from which more than 
70,000 seedlings were evaluated, and resulted in 454 
introductions. 

One of my favorite Glenn Dale hybrids is 'Ambrosia' 
(Fig. 1), which Morrison described as: 

Erect and somewhat spreading habit, to 8 feet. 
Leaves medium green, semi-pubescent. Flowers 
2 to 5 in head, 1-3/4 to 2 inches across, Begonia 

Rose [RHS 50B, deep yellowish pink, WCMJ 
becoming, with age, pale apricot in effect; very 

distinct color. Mid-April. (Fig. 1) 

Indeed, the color is unusual, and the quality is 
difficult to capture either on film or as a digital image. 
Differences in exposure and time of day can result 
in significantly different images of the same subject. 
Also, I would point out that the eight-foot height figure 
assumed a ten-year-old plant. The accompanying 
image of me standing next to a 46-year-old plant at Ten 
Oaks nursery shows that 'Ambrosia' and other Glenn 
Dale hybrids are capable of achieving considerable 
size given sufficient time (Fig. 2). 

The formula for 'Ambrosia' is `Vittatum' X HEA 
No. 34. `Vittatum', the seed parent often incorrectly 
shown as `Vittata Fortunei', was credited by Morrison 
as being the probable source for much of the variability 
demonstrated by the "white with stripes' Glenn Dale 
hybrids. HEA No. 34, the pollen parent, was a personal 
curiosity for many years. I could not find anyone who 
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had it, and there was no indication in the relevant 
literature as to its nature or its origin. It appeared solely 
and unheralded as a pollen parent in working papers 
from the Glenn Dale Plant Introduction Station. After 
many years, a significant clue was found in a paper 
that Morrison wrote about the R. Kent Beattie Kurume 
hybrids. Morrison lamented that H. E. Allanson, a 
colleague and administrator in the Bureau of Plant 
Industry, was the only individual to receive a complete 
collection of Beattie's Kurumes. In the Kurume 
discussion in Wilson and Rehder (1921), the Kurume 
cultivars are numbered. Number 34 is ' Suetsumu' or 
`Flame', which Galle describes as a strong red [RHS 
45C] with a darker blotch [RHS 46A]. The conclusion 
is that HEA No. 34 is ' Suetsumu' from H. E. Allanson's 
Kurume collection. 

At the Glenn Dale station, a Bell number was used 
to represent a population of seedlings derived from a 
single cross. Later, when seedlings were selected for 
propagation, each received its own Bell number. The 
seed lot for 'Ambrosia' was B13577. We know that 
`Medea' (B35376, a dull red purple) and 'Portent' 
(B32379, magenta flaked white) are sister seedlings, 
because records show that they are derived from the 
same seed lot. The unique Bell number assigned to 
`Ambrosia' in May 1939 was B32378, and PI 163899 
was the Plant Introduction Number assigned in April 
1948 when the decision was made to proceed to 
introduction. The Glenn Dale records indicate that 
`Ambrosia' was distributed only once, in 1949. 

I am not aware that any formal work has been 
done to evaluate the cold hardiness of the Glenn Dale 
hybrids as a group. However, it is worth mentioning 
that both Tadeusz Dauksza (Orland Park, IL) and John 
Migas (Saugatuck, MI) report that they have and like 
`Ambrosia'. When asked for specifics John replied, 
"I do grow 'Ambrosia' and it does very well for me. 
At this time, I have about 50 plants growing in three-
gallon containers. The soft pastel salmon/pink blooms 
make it an attractive plant, but the early bloom can be 
damaged by late frost. All in all, it is a keeper." 

It is likely that many of the 454 Glenn Dale 
hybrids are sufficiently cold hardy to be enjoyed 



Fig. 1 — 'Ambrosia', a very popular, large flowering, and early 
blooming Glenn Dale hybrid azalea that has an unusual 
color. The image and permission to use it were obtained 

from Dan Krabill. Thanks to Carolyn Beck for assistance in 
locating the image. 

in the Northeast and the Midwest. When asked for a 
comment about his general experience with the Glenn 
Dale hybrids from the nurseryman's point of view, John 
replied "Over the past 15 years, I have collected well 
over 250 Glenn Dale azaleas and have had success with 
all (so far). Many of these plants can take colder temps 
than originally reported. My temps have been down to 
at least -13° on many recorded dates and the plants still 
have bloomed." 

I began by stating that today my favorite Glenn 
Dale is 'Ambrosia'. Next month, my favorite may be 
Oriflamme', 'Wildfire', 'Cinderella', `Kobold', or 
`Dayspring'. Many of the Glenn Dales are, indeed, 
very special, but those are other stories for another 
time. 
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Fig. 2 - Behind the six-foot pink azalea immediately to 
my right, looms an 18-foot specimen of 'Ambrosia'. The 
photo was taken by the late Dr. Bob Hobbs during the 

1995 ASA National Meeting tour of the Ten Oaks Nursery 
arboretum in Clarksville, Maryland. 
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