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Rhododendron hybridising
in New Zealand

MARGARET L. CAMERON

Trends in hybridising temperate evergreen rhododendrons ate looked
at here; the substantial work done with azaleas and with Vireya
thododendrons in New Zealand is another story.

New Zealand is a breezy country with clear air and strong sunlight.
Rhododendrons grow fast and sturdy in our relatively mild conditions,
particularly where the winters are cool enough to provide a resting
period for the plants and to inhibit pests and discases such as thrip.
Sadly, neither our conditions nor our isolation has prevented powdery
mildew from appearing in gardens here over the past year or so.

The first hybridisers

Importing and growing rhododendrons began in the early days of
European scttlement of the new colony, and the first New Zealand-
bred hybrids were offered in the 1880s. William Martin, who was
trained at the RBG Edinburgh, arrived from Scotland on the ‘Philip
Laing in 1848 and soon set up a nursery at Fairfield near Dunedin.
Among the hybrids which he bred was ‘Marquis of Lothian’ (thomsonii X
griffithianum), the reverse cross to the English hybrid ‘Cornish Cross'.
Although "Marquis of Lothian’, with its handsome shining bark and its
lax trusses of pale and deep pink flowers, has been grown in Otago over
the past hundred years, it was not registered until 1977.

In the first half of this century Edgar Stead, perhaps the best known
of all New Zealand hybridists, produced a number of fine plants in his
garden at Ilam, Christchurch. Those hybrids, many of which bear the
name ‘Ilam’, are still being assessed and registered today. An important
group is the ‘Scarlet King’ grex (‘Ilam Alarm’ X griersonianum), of which
five have now been registered: ‘Orchard’ (1950), ‘Homestead’, Tlam
Red Glow', ‘Kaka' and Pines’ (all 1986). Stead’s Tlam Cream’ (‘Loderi’
X unknown) received an Award of Merit from RHS in 1985. Stead
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himself wrote an account of his work, for the RHS Rbododendron Year
Book (1947), No. 2, pages 42-50.

Later hybridisers in the South Island

In the 1950s and 1960s an active propagation programme was
undertaken at Dunedin Botanic Garden under Reserves Super-
intendent Maurice Skipworth and his Assistant Robert Balch. A number
of the resulting hybrids have since been named and registered. Among
these, ‘Maurice Skipworth’ (edgeworthii X burmanicum) has wavy-cdged
scented flowers; while another plant from the same cross, ‘Stonelaw’,
has bullate leaves with rusty-brown scales on the undersides, and
funnel-shaped flowers of white flushed rosc. ‘Robert Balch' (‘Noyo
Chicet’ X ellionii KW 19083) becomes a handsome wind-hardy bush,
with glossy bullate leaves and rich red flowers.

Garden-worthy hybrids raised by individual growers in Canterbury
around this time, and often seen in larger South Island gardens today,
include: Ivan D. Wood' and ‘Coral Queen’ (fig. 14), both ([‘King of
Shrubs’ X Fawn'] X ‘Dido’) raised by Mollie Coker, Christchurch;
‘Lalique’ ("Loderi’ ot griffithianum seedling) raised by Mr and Mrs A. G.
Holmes, Rakaia; and "Mary Tasker’ (Jalisco’ X ‘Fawn’) raised by H. R.
Tasker, Ashburton.

Hybrids for the smaller garden

Bruce Campbell of Dunedin was an imaginative hybridist. Among a
number of his small hybrids the best known is ‘September Snow’
(lencaspis X edgeworthii). Sweetly scented, it has hairy bullate leaves, and
relatively large flowers with dark anthers and conspicuous rosy calyces.
He also used the very carly flowering “Lovelock™ (chrysodoron seedling)
raised at Dunedin Botanic Garden in several crosses. The smallest of
these is the recently registered ‘Bruce Campbell' (feucaspis X
‘Lovelock’), which has oval acuminate leaves and primrose flowers
marked with deeper yellow in the throat. An even later cross, ‘Ember
EIf (xanthostephanum X campylogynum) (fig. 13) with tiny bells of an
unusual orange-red is uscful for a terracotta pot, a trough or barrel.
Bruce’s sudden death in 1983 brought his breeding programme to a
halt.

Small rhododendrons are popular in Otago and grow well in this
climate. Among the twenty or so hybrids registered from Dunedin are:
‘Alpine Meadow" (Jencaspis seedling) raised at the Botanic Garden; the
winter flowering “Little Glendoe™ (forvestii repens X arboreum ssp.
delavayi) with its glowing cardinal-red flowers, registered by Ethel
Johnstone; and ‘Dalkeith’ (chance seedling in Uniflora subsection with
some Triflora characteristics) registered by Phyllis Warren.
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