


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
TO THIS ONLINE EDITION

The volumes of the Rhododendron Year Book issued between 1946 and 1953
could not have been published online without the generosity

of others.

The Rhododendron, Camellia & Magnolia Group extend their thanks to
the descendants of the contributing authors, and others who are now
responsible for the copyright, for permitting those words to be

reproduced in this format.

Despite our diligence in seeking the current copyright holders, there may be
authors whose work is still in copyright who we were unable to trace, for
which we apologise. The Group’s “Takedown Policy’ may apply in this case;
please visit

http://www.rhodogroup-rhs.org/takedown-policy

for details.

This material is made freely available for research

purposes only.

Copyright in the text remains with the authors and further
copying or reuse of this work is expressly prohibited.

2024

RHS

Rhododendron, Camellia
& Magnolia Group





















































































THE RHODODENDRON YEAR BOOK

obstacles between the time of collecting and sowing the seeds which
had they been surmounted before, would have made such a difference to
Forrest, WiLson and Kingpon Warp. It has been my general
experience that Rhododendron seeds received from the collectors in
time for sowing during the first three or four months of the year, have
always given much better results than those which have arrived during
the summer and autumn months. In fact, in the latter cases, I have
found it an advantage to retain part of the seeds for sowing in January
or February, as the difficulties of getting seeds to germinate during the
hot summer months and trying to nurse the seedlings through the winter
have been almost insurmountable.

I have no exact knowledge of the length of time it is possible to keep
Rhododendron seeds, although I have sometimes sown with success,
during the second spring after collecting, those which I have saved
myself. It would be interesting as a result of this article, to receive
data from members of the Rhododendron Group regarding their ex-
perience of the longevity of Rhododendron seeds.

During the past twenty years I have written much on Plant Propa-
gation, but even now I am never certain where exactly to cut in on the
subject and to draw a line defining where precisely the propagator starts
and finishes. Does he start with the packet of seeds handed to him, and
finish with having created suitable conditions for their germination, and
pricked off the seedlings? I feel there is more to it than this ; I know in
the main it is not possible to exercise control over the sowing of every
packet of seeds handled, but with such a spate of Rhododendron hybrid-
izing as existed immediately before the war, and which in modified
form may soon recommence, I would like to stress that the most promis-
ing hybrid ever thought of can fail to be grown by reason of insufficient
care being taken to ensure the collecting of the seeds at the right moment.
Therefore I say that the propagator starting off with the packet of seeds
may be handicapped without some knowledge of its history, and if he
could ensure that the seeds were properly ripened and stored he would
have more confidence in deciding by what method they should be handled.
"Then at the other end, I feel that the seedlings should not leave his care
until they have been safely brought through the first year of their life.

Now as to sowing and storing the seeds, no general time-table can
be set down, seeds of dwarf growing, early-flowering Rhododendrons
such as R. impeditum will ripen much earlier than those of R. discolor.
I keep a watchful eye on the seed vessels until I notice them changing
from green to brown, and then leave them as late as possible, taking care
to collect them before they split open at the top. They are saved during
dry weather if possible, and placed in transparent packets for preference
and stored in a cool, dry cupboard or box. The advantage of the trans-
parent packet is that they can be watched, and when fully ripe, the fine
seeds will fall out of the seed-vessels which split into sections to the base.
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Not all the seeds will fall out, but those which fail to do so may be re-
moved by using the pointed end of a stick or blunt knife. A useful tip
is to do this cleaning without fear of being interrupted and to use a clean
sheet of white paper so that the seeds are easily seen. Another most
important point is that when dealing with several kinds in rotation, every
care must be taken to ensure that all the seeds are thoroughly cleaned
from the paper being used on the completion of each kind, this cannot
be over emphasized where hybridizing is done, and an authentic stud-
book is kept.

I have always been very meticulous about cleaning Rhododendron
seeds, taking great care to separate as far as humanly possible the sceds
and the debris formed by the breaking up of the seed vessels. This is
perhaps more particularly necessary when dealing with the very fine
seeds of the dwarf kinds. I attribute much of the trouble caused through
damping off among very young seedlings through failing to observe this
point. ~ After cleaning the seeds are usually retained in packets until
the right time for sowing. The actual packets should be of good quality
to prevent the seeds escaping.

Seed Sowing

It may appear that I am taking a long time in getting down to the
real subject of Rhododendron propagation, but my preliminary remarks
should be regarded as important in that they constitute the underlying
principles which make for success. I have had experience in raising
Rhododendrons from seeds at Werrington Park in Devon, then at the
Royal Botanic Gardens at Edinburgh and Kew, and on a commercial
scale at Knaphill, and from the accumulation of such experience I would
select from the last week in January until the end of February as the
optimum period for sowing. It is taken for granted of course that
suitable frames, etc., are available, but perhaps it will be best to describe
the method in detail. A warm greenhouse is essential, and if this has
been especially designed as a propagating house, so much the better.
Generally speaking, this would consist of a central path which divides
a warm frame on one side from a bench or stage on the other. The
warm frame will be covered with well-fitting hinged lights and the
bottom of the frame is usually of slate slabs overlying two hot-water
pipes. The slate is covered by a sufficient depth of peat moss to ensure
that the tops of the boxes, pans or pots in which the seeds are sown, are
within a few inches of the glass lights. The peat moss should be of
good quality and free from fungus. Mention has been made of boxes,
pans or pots as forming the receptacles for receiving the seeds, but I
would discriminate by using wooden seed-boxes only for raising quanti-
ties of the more common kinds of Rhododendrons, including what are
popularly termed Azaleas. Good porous earthenware pans about
three inches deep are ideal for considerable quantities of seeds of the more
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seeds which have been received from a collector in the autumn months
remain dormant and germinate as the days begin to lengthen in the
New Year.

It will be seen from the programme described that by the end of
March the pots of seedlings are standing in the open propagating frame
or they may have been transferred to the bench opposite and stood on a
bed of clean ashes. Pricking off may commence during April, taking
the strongest looking kinds first and transferring these into well drained
and durable boxes with soil similar to that described for sowing, except
that the texture may be coarser and the sandy loam content increased.
Care is needed in handling the seedlings to catch hold of the leaves and
not the tender stems and aim at dealing with this work before the seed-
lings have started to become hard and woody, as once they stop growing
freely it is difficult to induce further growth. Pricking off Rhododen-
drons is fine work, and the young seedlings must not be buried too deeply.
I would advise keeping the soil level nearly up to the top of the boxes so
that air may circulate among the young plants. The boxes are placed
on the greenhouse stage, keeping the smaller growing species as near
the glass as possible. Shading of course will be required. Watering
may now be done with a can with a fine rose, an additional helpful
measure is the provision of a small hand-sprayer which gives off a fine
mist-like spray under pressure. This helps to freshen the seedlings
when they are not actually in need of water at the roots. Rain-water
should always be used. As the seedlings become established, they may
be gradually hardened and during the summer the boxes transferred to
cold frames which must be shaded. In the spring following sowing
most of the plants may be planted out in prepared frames or nursery
beds. At Werrington Park the frames were carefully made up by
placing clean weathered clinkers in the bottom for drainage, then rough
peat to keep the soil from filtering through, and finally a shallow layer
of suitable soil. I do not advise deep soil in the frames, as we used to
find by keeping this shallow, that the roots developed a mat-like formation
just above the clinkers, and when removing the plants for their first
positions in the open, the effect was one of peeling them off much like
stripping turf and leaving the clinker drainage clean.

I am of the opinion that Rhododendron seedlings like company, and
I particularly dislike seeing them transferred singly into pots. I was
fortunate in being given a small quantity of seeds of Rhododendron
Ludlowii which germinated and grew well while growing together
but were mistakenly potted and the majority died, the reason being in
my opinion, that in single pots they were subjected to extremes of wetting
and drying. I feel sure that more than one failure in getting plants
through a difficult stage in their youth can be traced to that extra watering
which may be given by the week-end duty man on Saturday in order to
ease the work on Sunday.
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I am familiar with other methods of raising Rhododendrons from
seed, there was a cult for a time which proved quite successful of sowing
seeds in pots filled with living bun moss above the drainage. The seeds
were sown in among the moss where they germinated without difficulty,
but I found that the tender seedlings were inclined to be drawn and I
had some trouble in transferring them from the moss to their first soil.
I well remember, however, seeing a fine lot of seedlings raised in this
way by the late -Mr. GEOrRGE TAYLOR, of-Bulstrode Park. I have
seen most of the famous Rhododendron gardens in Britain and know of
instances where Rhododendrons grow like weeds from self-grown
seeds, e.g. Rhododendron lutescens at Caerhays Castle, but it must be
appreciated that the methods I have described are intended for those
who deliberately set out to raise Rhododendrons from seeds. Briefly,
the ideal is to sow early in the year just as the days begin to lengthen and
to keep the plants growing as long as possible into the following autumn.
I have seen the vigorous-growing Knaphill hybrid Azaleas several
inches high in November from seeds sown in early February.

The joy of germinating seeds of Rhododendrons received under a
collector’s number and watching these develop into plants and flower
for the first time is in my opinion, one that can only be appreciated by
those who have actually experienced it, and anyone who has seen the
arrangement of Rhododendron lacteum and R. Meddianum at Werrington
Park will know what I mean. In like manner transferring the pollen
from one flower to another by one’s own hand and then watching the
development of the seed vessel and eventually saving and sowing the
seeds and growing the young plants to flowering size provides a feeling
of utter contentment quite beyond my descriptive powers.

Propagation by Layering

Increasing Rhododendrons by layering suitable branches has of late
years gained in popularity, and I would recommend this method not
only for the amateur, who is desirous of raising small quantities, but also
to the commercial producer, who is of course primarily concerned with
numbers. I stated in my lecture on Vegetative Propagation to the
Royal Horticultural Society last September (see the R.H.S. Fournal
for November 1945) that the process of layering does not appear to
be sufficiently understood by amateurs ; let me say again that in my
experience the most frequent fault I have noticed in Rhododendron
collections is that of selecting and layering branches which are too large.
The idea that the larger the branch used in the initial stages, the sooner
a mature plant will be produced is erroneous. Long thick branches
which do not bend easily take a long time to produce sufficient roots to
enable them to be severed from the parent plant, and furthermore, even
when roots are developed, the resultant plant usually resembles a rooted
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