This Week i n the G&radsgimun? oANdickaas, 2RO | o r
by Don Hyatt

Rather than showing images of what is
bloom in ARS District 9 this week, | wanted 1
share some native azalpacturesRon Miller,
just &ntme. Spring is in high geawherehe
lives on the Florida Panhandle. | hope vy«
enjoy seeindhe flowers he admiredhile on a
solo boating trip along the Escambia River i
weekend. This rivemeander#s way through a
densewilderness area north of Pensacaad
theazaleaslong thebankswere in full bloom.

In this photo essay, | have included a ft
images Ralf Bauer sent me from a prior top
that areaRond i d n 6 t seles bt Ralf
tooka few images of him. Ral§ a dentist from
Germany anda native azalea enthusiasho
belongs toour Potomac Valley ChapteHe
often flies to the US to go hiking with us 1
places like Roan Mountain and Gregory Ba
Ralf has traveled extensively with Ron Inatd \
to cancelplansthis yeardue to the pandemic

Still spryatage81, Ron is an expert on th
flora of the Southeastern USe also holds a
Ph.D. in English whichcould explain his
awesomewriting style Ronis an inspiratioh
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Many of us are sure that Ron has seen nr
plants of R. austrinum the Florida Azalea, #n
anyoneelsein history. He has been studying tr
azaleaandmany othenativeplantsfor decades in ar
area where fewmavetraveled We gardeners admire
R. austrinunfor its color andfragrance, but also fo
the heat tolerance it has providem other azalea
hybrids. How much dowve know aboutthis species?

Ron posechs i mpl e questi dn
austrinun? o Mo s t pvili bphriotc thet
textbook descriptionthat it comes inshades of
yellow to orangeThat is certainly true of the form
L % we usually grow, but the taxonomistswho have

BN N pushed thaharrativehave had limited experience i
x\ - : : : \ the wild. Ron sent us many photos he ttwtday.
- -~ = Have our thoughts been too narrow?

Ron Miller Photo: Ralf Bauer



R. austrinuma n d R 0 n 6PBoto: Batlf Bader
Ron is a very creative and independent think
quick to recognize that established norms may
necessarily be true. Hearrs that botanists shoul:
stop looking at dried herbarium specimens and
out in the wild to see hoplantsactuallygrow. My
favorite quote from Rom an email he wrote was

ABotanists who only |
are | i ke zoologists w
Only a peren withRonbs dept h o

would noticethetiny details he seeble has written
groundbreaking articles for our journalsHe
sensedhe fiMay Pinko or RedHills azalea didn&
match conventional form#n 2008 that azalea was
detemined to bea new specie®R. colemanii Ron
coined the name fAsmok
form of R. minuswe seein the Smolkes. He now
wants us to looknorecarefully atR. austrinum
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Pink TetraploidAzalea  Photo: Ron Miller

= =%

Escambia River Scene

Photo: Ralf Bauer

The epicenter oR. austrinunin the wild is likely
the Florida Panhandl&he plants can be found on tt
banks of dense wilderness areasttee rivers work
their way to the Gulf.Someof thoseregiors are only
accessible by boat. The Escambia River is one
those tributaries and the one Ron explored la
weekend. It is interesting to note that the Flor

Azalea is nonhativeto the resbf the statef Florida

White Tetraploid Photo: Ron Miller

The pink and white azaleas seen in that area v
assumed to b&. canescenbut Ron said the plant
were not typicafor the species. They looked more lik
R. austrinumexcept for the colorR. canescenss
diploid, and those pinks and whites hawav been
shownto be tetraploids, just likR. austrinum They
are notR. canesass, but what are they?



Ron has collected seeds from these pink
white tretraploids and has kindly sharedhem
through various seed exchanges. Many people
growing them now, and we can look forward
seeing them bloonm our gardens

Perhaps future DNA studiesll tell us exactly
what these azaleas are. Are tlogjor variations
of R. austrinuf? Is it anew species? Of cours
Ron wil |l aexdctlyisas ,s pieMhic

These azaleas come in yelloarange,pink,
and white, but there amsomulticolored blends
that rival the famous azalean top of Gregory
Bald. The rest of these images were taken by F
to documenthe diversity of that swarm Enjoy!
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