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Following horticultural training, including an MA in 
Historic Designed Landscapes, and three years with 
The Professional Gardeners’ Guild Traineeship, in-
corporating placements at Thenford Arboretum, 
Savill Garden and The Garden House, I started to 
plan a trip to New Zealand and apply for funding. 
From September 2017, I spent a year travelling 
around New Zealand and worked in various gardens 
such as Dunedin Botanic Garden, Pukeiti and 
Ayrlies. Placements ranged from a week to three 
months. Some of the key aims of my trip were to 
study the native flora, and to visit New Zealand 
gardens and horticulturists. I wanted to learn more 
about big leaf rhododendrons, and hybrids of 
rhododendrons and magnolias bred in New 
Zealand. As well as working with notable 
rhododendron collections like the Rhododendron 

A New Zealand overview 

RHODODENDRON DELL AT DUNEDIN BOTANIC GARDEN                                                        WILLIAM STANGER

Dell at Dunedin Botanic Garden and Pukeiti, I  
visited specialist nurseries such as Woodbury 
Rhododendron Nursery owned by Bernie and Joy 
O’Keefe, and Blue Mountain Nursery owned by 
Denis Hughes. Bernie, Joy and Denis are key 
plantspeople who play an instrumental role in the 
conservation work of New Zealand hybrid 
rhododendrons and have bred notable selections 
themselves. The New Zealand Rhododendron 
Association Conference is a major highlight in the 
rhododendron year for New Zealand and for me it 
presented an opportunity to see more gardens 
including Cross Hills and Heritage Park. At the same 
time, I was able to meet rhododendron enthusiasts 
who suggested other gardens and people to visit. A 
full report of the trip can be obtained from the RHS 
Wisley Library and the Merlin Trust.
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Working in New Zealand gardens has given 
me an insight into some of the challenges the 
country’s horticulturists face. Because of the 
stronger light intensity, exotic plants in New 
Zealand photosynthesise more, and thus grow 
more quickly. At first this may seem to be an 
advantage, but it also means that plants reach 
maturity and complete their senescence more 
quickly. For some exotic plants the climate in 
New Zealand is more favourable and they 
become weeds, such as Tropaeolum speciosum. 
Then there is the ongoing battle with destructive 
possums. Another consideration is that although 
New Zealand gardeners can grow more tender 
species than those in the UK, it is also more 
challenging to grow species that require a 
dormant period or a defined cold winter. After 
working with New Zealand rhododendron 
collections and speaking with the people who 
cultivate them, I have acquired a greater know-
ledge of the history of growing rhododendrons in 
New Zealand, and which hybrids are most 
garden worthy. This article is a summary of my 
findings. 

Rhododendrons are a prime example of how 
plants can play a role in international relation-
ships. It is well known that gardeners are keen  
to pass on their knowledge and share plants, and 
this is highly evident in how the first rhodo-
dendrons were brought to New Zealand. The 
resultant hybrids were shared and improved by 
each subsequent generation. Today, New Zealand 
has a rich history of rhododendron hybrids, and 
steps are now being taken to conserve them for 
future generations to enjoy. 

The rhododendron story of New Zealand beg-
ins with William Martin, who came to New 
Zealand in the passenger ship Philip Laing in 
April 1848. Martin was trained as a nurseryman 
at the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh and 
wasted no time in starting a nursery in his new 
homeland. He is credited with introducing the 
first rhododendrons to the Otago region. Unfor-
tunately, there appears to be no record of what 
species were imported or where they came from. 
Of the hybrids raised by William Martin, 
Rhododendron ‘Marquis of Lothian’ (thomsonii × 
griffithianum) is considered the very best. The 
reverse cross ‘Cornish Cross’ (griffithianum ×  
thomsonii) is similar, but ‘Marquis of Lothian’ is 
held to be superior, or at least in New Zealand. It 

has wonderful cinnamon-coloured peeling bark, 
the flowers are held in a lax truss and are reddish 
pink on the outside with a pronounced darker 
flushed edge, and paler pink within. It prefers  
a sheltered position away from draughts and 
needs protection from direct sunlight. I saw a 
marvellous specimen at Dunedin Botanic Garden 
in full bloom. 

Edgar Stead was the owner of Ilam Homestead 
in Christchurch and was a keen rhododendron 
enthusiast.  Writing in 1947, he noted how few 
rhododendrons were in New Zealand prior to 
1915. There were some Himalayan species inc-
luding Rhododendron griffithianum, R. arboreum, 
R. grande, R. barbatum, R. falconeri and R. 
thomsonii. In about 1860, Sir Cracroft Wilson, a 
magistrate from Manipur in India, settled near 
Christchurch, bringing with him seed of a red 
form of R. arboreum.  Two of the resultant 
seedlings had large trusses of deep blood red 
flowers, and eventually the best specimen was 
moved to Edgar’s home at Ilam, dodging 
overhead tramlines. Later still, this arboreum 
was was reclassified as a hybrid now known as 
R. ‘Noyo Chief’.  A spark of interest in rhodo-
dendrons in New Zealand was created by the 
publication of Rhododendrons and the Various 
Hybrids by J. G. Millais. This led to more frequent 
importations into New Zealand, including seed 
of Chinese species, and in 1925 Edgar travelled 
to England. Here he obtained a collection of 
rhododendrons from various sources including 
Lionel de Rothschild and Lady Loder. Following 
this, many more plants were imported and 
introduced to commerce. 

Edgar began hybridising in 1918 and in his 
1947 article he goes into some detail of the 
crosses he made and the results. One of his more 
notable, between Rhododendron fortunei ssp. 
fortunei and R. griffithianum, repeated the 
famous Loderi Group cross and resulted in ‘Irene 
Stead’ and ‘Ilam Cream’. Both have the classic 
characteristics of a Loderi rhododendron. ‘Irene 
Stead’ has a large truss of 12–14 soft lilac-pink 
flowers with darker colouring on the edges; the 
colour does not fade. ‘Ilam Cream’ grows into a 
large tree-like shrub that prefers some overhead 
shade; the huge deep cream corollas have a 
delicate band of rose pink around their edges. 
The sweet scent and sheer size of the flower 
makes it a firm favourite. 
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In the same article, Stead also 
describes his work with azaleas.  
In 1917 he received seeds of  
various North American deciduous 
azaleas from Professor C. S. Sargent, 
including three selections of 
Rhododendron calendulaceum. In 
1925 he obtained plants from 
Anthony Waterer’s breeding pro-
gramme from Knap Hill Nurseries. 
During a visit to Exbury in 1930, 
Lionel de Rothschild allowed Edgar 
to make crosses among the azaleas, 
and the seed was sent back to him 
in New Zealand. The resultant 
seedlings were then themselves 
crossed with Waterer’s plants and 
also with Mollis azaleas as an out-
cross. This produced plants with 
new colours, increased truss size 
and fragrance, although only the 
lighter coloured hybrids were 
fragrant. It is also said that the 
flowers have substance and are 
usually more durable in hot 
weather (Millar, 2015). It is still possible to visit 
Ilam Homestead, which is now part of the 
University of Canterbury, and see the plants that 
Edgar bred and used in his breeding programme. 
I visited at the beginning of October when many 
of the Ilam hybrid azaleas were in full bloom, 
along with other rhododendron hybrids bred by 
Edgar Stead. Kathryn Millar clarified that the 
plants were never named in Stead’s day, and the 
original plantings have now been supplemented 
with modern commercial hybrids. 

Dr John Yeates continued Edgar’s breeding work 
on the Ilam azaleas. With what he learnt from 
Edgar, he was able to select plants with yellow or 
orange flowers in full trusses and with frilled 
petals. Many of them have been registered and are 
known as the Melford hybrids. Dr Salinger (1994) 
describes Dr Yeates’s time at Massey Agricultural 
College and his involvement with the beginnings  
of the NZRA (New Zealand Rhododendron 
Association) in 1944. Dr Yeates was the initial 
Secretary-Treasurer of the Association, a position 
he held for 21 years. He was also largely responsible 
for convincing Edgar to be its first President. 

Dr Yeates also initiated the idea of a 
demonstration ground. Consequently, what is 

now known as Heritage Park at Kimbolton was 
bought by the Association in 1970. Plants and 
propagation material were imported from 
Exbury, Royal Botanical Garden Edinburgh, 
RHS Wisley, Bodnant and commercial nursery-
men in the UK and the USA. At the Hocken 
Library in Dunedin, I was fortunate to see 
original letters to Dr Yeates from Leonard F. 
Frisbie (American Rhododendron Society) 
dated around 1948, that discuss the merits of 
Edgar’s azaleas, and which rhododendrons to 
send over from the USA. There is also a letter 
from Sir Eric Savill thanking Dr Yeates for lily 
bulbs and azaleas. The majority of letters that  
I saw, show the correspondence between Dr 
Yeates and Frank Kingdon-Ward in relation to 
sponsoring plant hunting trips and the seed 
being sent to New Zealand. It is possible to get 
a sense of the difficulties of getting permission 
to undertake plant hunting trips at the time 
and also the perils of plant hunting in general. 
The letters range from 1948–68. [The NZRA 
Bulletins 2003 and 2005 contain more 
information on the Frank Kingdon-Ward letters 
and plant hunting in general (Millar and 
Morten, 2003 and 2005).]

LETTER TO DR YEATES FROM FRANK KINGDON-WARD, 1952           
HOCKEN LIBRARY, DUNEDIN
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Mollie Coker and her first husband Ivan D. 
Wood, became a neighbour of Edgar Stead in the 
Christchurch suburb of Ilam. She was another 
Rhododendron enthusiast, and was highly 
influenced by Edgar, and used many of his 
hybrids, especially Loderi cultivars, in her own 
breeding programme. (Coker, 2017). Her first 
registered hybrid was of this stable and was 
registered by the NZRA as Rhododendron ‘Mollie 
Coker’. This tree-like plant with large dark leaves, 
has bright pink fragrant flowers in a large 
compact truss. The corollas are large and frilled, 
with a wine-red throat. Among the thirteen 
hybrids that Mollie registered are additional 
Loderi-type hybrids such as ‘The Dream’ and 
‘Phantom’. The seed she obtained from the USA 
resulted in named hybrids such as ‘Ivan D. Wood’, 
named after her first husband, ‘Coral Queen’ and 
‘Pacific Princess’. Rhododendron ‘Ivan D. Wood’ 
is an upright open bush, strong growing and 

prefers a little shade. The flowers 
have a cream-green edge with an 
orange-buff centre fading to 
Naples yellow, and are carried in a 
well-proportioned truss. R. ‘Coral 
Queen’ also likes some shade; it 
has an open habit growing to 
about 1.5m in 10 years, and its 
large reddish buds open to deep 
coral, openly campanulate flowers 
in a loose truss. 

Brian Coker, Mollie’s nephew, 
told me about Mollie’s rhodo-
dendrons and his role as New 
Zealand Rhododendron Registrar. 
One of his challenges is to encour-
age people to register their hybrids, 
but filling in the paperwork and 
gathering all the details at flowering 
time coincides with a busy time of 
year. Unfortunately, Brian lost both 
his legs in the 2011 Christchurch 
earthquake, but this has not 
stopped him and his wife Helen 
creating a new garden at West 
Melton, south of Christchurch.  
As well as rhododendrons, 
camellias and magnolias, Brian 
and Helen have a diverse garden 
including herbaceous perennials 
and woody planting. The overall 

feel is of an English Country Garden. The garden 
has been designed with flat paths and low walls 
on which Brian can sit. They were able to move a 
number of plants from their previous garden. 
The garden at the time of writing is just four and 
a half years’ old and has yet to develop adequate 
tree cover for shade loving plants. The lack of 
rainfall in the Christchurch area is also prob-
lematic, particularly for larger leaved rhodo-
dendrons. They record all their plants on a 
spreadsheet, and iCloud has made this easier. 
When I visited, they had recorded 200 rhodo-
dendrons and 800 other plants. 

Mollie was very generous in how she shared 
her plant material. Consequently, many more of 
her hybrids were grown on and registered by 
others. Graham and Helen Holmes registered a 
number of them; Rhododendron ‘Lalique’, a 
Loderi type, being considered one of the best. It 
is a vigorous round plant that prefers shade and 

LETTER FROM ERIC SAVILL TO DR YEATES, 1960   HOCKEN LIBRARY, DUNEDIN
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but in that time, azaleas have not been the only 
plant he has worked with. He has amassed an 
impressive collection of Sophora native to New 
Zealand, one of the most notable being S. molloyi 
‘Dragon’s Gold’. One cannot make a quick visit to 
see Denis, he has a lot of knowledge to pass on 
and does so with a great deal of enthusiasm. We 
spent a good few hours looking around the 
nursery and discussing his work. 

Another nurseryman, Jeff Elliott, was also 
influenced by Mollie and Edgar. His mentor was 
the Australian Professor E. G. Waterhouse who 
established his Camellia Grove Nursery in a 
Sydney suburb in 1939. Jeff started Elliotts 
Wholesale Nursery in 1980, north of Christ-
church, and has been hybridising rhododendrons 
since his early 20s. Olives and feijoas are some of 
his staples, but Jeff has always had a passion for 
rhododendrons, and he continues to propagate 
and sell thousands each year. Rhododendron 
‘Kiwi Magic’ was one of his first hybrids that 
began the Kiwi series. Apart from being prone to 
fertiliser damage and a poor root system, ‘Kiwi 
Magic’ has proved to be a good plant. It is best 
described as an orangey R. yakushimanum 
hybrid. R. ‘Kiwi Pearl’ has full round trusses of 
rich cream flowers accompanied by thick dark 
green leaves. Although sometimes difficult to 
establish, it has proven to be a good plant for the 
hot east coast regions of New Zealand. R. ‘Kiwi 
Mum’ has creamy peach flowers growing up to 
1.2m, but Jeff admitted its foliage and root 
system are not the best. 

Jeff told me the aims of his breeding 
programme and what to look for in a good 
rhododendron hybrid. From a nurseryman’s 

grows to 2m in 10 years with long shiny leaves, 
but it is inclined to sprawl rather than be upright.  
The beautiful flowers start neon-rose and fade to 
white, and are sweetly scented in large trusses. 
Mollie also worked on the Ilam azaleas which in 
turn were further developed by Denis Hughes 
who named a red one ‘Mollie’. 

Denis Hughes studied Horticulture at Lincoln 
University, near Christchurch, where a friend 
there had a traditional quarter-acre section with 
a glasshouse. Not far away was Mollie Coker’s 
garden, where Denis and his friend worked at 
weekends and learnt about azaleas from her. 
After leaving college, Denis obtained azalea 
cuttings from Mollie and was thus able to get the 
best Ilam azalea varieties. His in-laws went to 
Chelsea Flower Show where they saw the 
impressive stand put on by Waterer’s nursery 
and purchased Ghent and double Knap Hill 
azaleas. However, the transition from Northern 
to Southern Hemisphere gave the double azaleas 
jet lag. Their first flowers were single which 
meant Denis could use them more easily for 
hybridising with Ilam azaleas. Once the Knap 
Hill azaleas had recovered they flowered 
normally with double flowers. 

Rhododendron ‘Pavlova’ came from that first 
cross and is a strong growing upright azalea 
with clean green, mildew-resistant foliage, good 
autumn colour, and double white scented 
flowers. The second generation (F2) resulted in a 
double flower that was still able to set seed and 
looked like a tutu of a ballet girl. ‘Ballet Girl’ is 
not registered but is a parent of many progeny 
such as ‘Nicholas de Rothschild’. ‘Nicholas de 
Rothschild’ has small but distinctive scented 
flowers which are red in bud, opening golden 
yellow and changing to pink. My personal 
favourite is ‘Soft Lights’ whose flowers are held 
in a full ball-shaped truss, and are a combination 
of cream, peach, and apricot blended with pink. 
The flowers are paler when grown in shade, and 
vibrant pink in the sun.

Denis continued to work with Stead’s red 
azaleas but came up with nothing better. Later, 
by chance he got a red azalea from Exbury, and 
he crossed this with the best Ilam red azaleas to 
produce an F1 strain with bigger red flowers. For 
some reason it is proving very difficult to produce 
a red double azalea. Denis has been running Blue 
Mountain Nursery in Otago, for nearly 60 years 

RHODODENDRON ‘LALIQUE’                     WILLIAM STANGER
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perspective a new hybrid should be easy to 
propagate, disease free and produce flowers in 
its second year, preferably from its first. Jeff 
referred to American hybridist Ted Van Veen 
who had a comprehensive list of criteria for new 
hybrids. R. ‘Cunningham’s White’ has been used 
in hybridising for its good disease resistance, 
while R. yakushimanum is used for its good 
foliage retention. Jeff’s ‘Kiwi’ series is a result of 
complex and deliberate crosses using F1 R. 
yakushimanum hybrids.

Jeff gave me a demonstration of hybridising 
rhododendrons from stripping off the petals of the 
pollen donor, and transferring the pollen to the 
stigma of the seed parent whose stamens had been 
removed. He also showed me other aspects of 
running a nursery. He described how a tornado 
came through the nursery destroying some of the 
glasshouses and polytunnels. It proved to be a bles-
sing in disguise in that it made them change the 
way they do things. They found that taking bigger 
cuttings produced bigger and better plants sooner 
than conventional cuttings. An employee also 
accidentally changed the mist setting to sprinkler. 
This turned out to be better too. A sprinkler gives 
91% uniformity whereas mist tends to move. The 
sprinklers also removed the need for hand water-
ing. My visit to Elliotts Nursery proved to be one of 
the most educational experiences of my trip.

A lot of breeding work has been carried out at 
Dunedin. McKenzie (1985) gives a detailed account 
of how the Rhododendron Dell at Dunedin Botanic 
Garden was developed by David Tannock. He was 
appointed Superintendent of Reserves in 1903 and 
continued to develop the gardens until 1940, 
introducing many rhododendron species during 
this time. Some were imported from the UK 
including from the Royal Botanic Gardens Kew. 
Others were from plant hunting expeditions such 
as from Joseph Rock in China and Tibet  
(Cameron 1986, cited in Coker and Millar, 1998). As 
a collection of rhododendrons, it was unmatched 
in New Zealand during this period. The climate 
and soil of Dunedin seems to enable rhododen-
drons to prosper, hence the achievements of David 
Tannock and his successors. 

Maurice Skipworth took over from David Tannock 
in 1940 and continued to improve the gardens until 
1967. Balch (1975) describes the detailed hybridisation 
work carried out at Dunedin Botanic Garden during 
this time, which included making crosses which had 

not been previously trialled, thus avoiding repetition 
of what had already been tried. Balch also describes 
how the parent plants were chosen for their merits 
which would be passed on to their progeny. Hybrids 
from this era include Rhododendron ‘Lovelock’, 
‘Alpine Meadow’ and ‘Robert Balch’. ‘Robert Balch’ 
(arboreum ssp. zeylanicum ×  elliottii KW 19083) has 
rich red flowers with darker spotting in the throat, 
and glossy green leaves. It prefers partial shade, but is 
wind tolerant. ‘Alpine Meadow’ (a selection from 
seedlings of R. leucaspis) has white flowers, but is 
slightly tender and only grows to 60cm after 10 
years, being wider than it is high and forming a 
tidy, compact plant with attractive scaly foliage. 

My short stint at the Rhododendron Dell was 
spent helping the current curator Doug Thomson. 
The main focus was fine-tuning the garden ready 
for an assessment by the New Zealand Garden 
Trust. The pressure was on to maintain the 
Botanic Garden’s 6-star international status. 
Whist laying siege to the dreaded Tropaeolum 
speciosum, I was given my initial introduction to 
New Zealand rhododendrons. The native bush is 
always regenerating, and consequently needs 
managing so it enhances the rhododendron 
collection rather than overpowering it. Sometimes 
a grubber or mattock is needed to dig out larger 
saplings. The Rhododendron Dell is about 10 acres 
and is looked after by Doug and an apprentice, and 
there is always plenty to do. The collection of 
species rhododendrons is arranged into the 
subsections of the genus. However, over time Doug 
has found it increasingly difficult to stick to this 
plan due to lack of space. Doug also gave me an 
insight into his and New Zealand’s involvement in 
ex situ conservation of Rhododendron species. 

RHODODENDRON ‘ROBERT BALCH’          WILLIAM STANGER
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Both Doug Thompson (2017) and Dr Marion 
MacKay (2017) go into great detail describing New 
Zealand’s approach to Rhododendron conservation 
and how the initial data collection of plants 
growing in the country was undertaken. 

In 2015, The Pukeiti Rhododendron Trust com-
mitted to increase its collection of wild source Red 
List species to enrich and promote the Pukeiti 
Rhododendron Collection as an ex situ conser-
vation collection, as part of a National Conservation 
Plan for Rhododendron Species. Part of the plan is 
to assess the range of rhododendron species 
within New Zealand and to identify which are 
endangered. Rare species are propagated and 
distributed to other parts of the country where 
they are thought to grow best. Seed collection in 
the wild is supported by this initiative to increase 
the range of provenance of rare or endangered 
species already in New Zealand. Because of strict 
biosecurity measures in New Zealand, no new 
species (those that have no record of being in NZ) 
can be introduced to the country. It is also worth 
bearing in mind that the Southern Hemisphere 
has different clones of rhododendron species to 
those in the Northern Hemisphere. In order to 
gather data on what rhododendron species are 
present in New Zealand, a verifier for both North 
and South Islands visits gardens to ensure plants 
are true to type. Doug Thompson is the verifier for 
the South, while Sue Davies is responsible for the 
North. The data is fed back to Marion Mackay to 
process and compare with other international 
collections and thus establish how the New 
Zealand collection may best support and 
collaborate with rhododendron species conser-
vation internationally. 

New Zealand is home to one of the most 
significant species rhododendron collections in 
the world. The story of Pukeiti at Taranaki is well 
documented by Pat Greenfield (1997) and she 
describes how (William) Douglas Cook could not 
grow rhododendrons at his own property at 
Eastwoodhill. Along with Russell Matthews, 
Douglas investigated Pukeiti after being prompt-
ed by Ernie Alderman MP and Arthur Goudie. 
One visit was enough and he bought the site. The 
land was offered to the NZRA but they declined, 
and this led to the formation of The Pukeiti 
Rhododendron Trust in 1951. Pukeiti sits at an 
elevation of 520 metres. Being within regener-
ating rainforest, it has a high rainfall of 3–4m 

annually, which the rhododendrons enjoy to a 
degree, but drainage in places leaves much to be 
desired. The climatic conditions allow the big leaf 
rhododendrons to grow unhindered and many 
are happily self-seeding. To find out what these 
hybrids were, the then curator, Graham Smith, 
made deliberate crosses to give some indication 
of what the self-set hybrids could be. 

At the same time, a small selection of these 
deliberate hybrids was named: ‘Jack Anderson’, 
‘Ina Hair’, ‘Gordon Collier’, ‘Geoff Broker’ and 
‘Barbara Hayes’. These are covered in the 
wonderful volume Big-leaf Rhododendrons: 
Growing the giants of the genus written by the 
authoritative Kiwi horticulturists Glyn Church 
and Graham Smith (2015). ‘Barbara Hayes’ 
(hodgsonii ×  grande) is my favourite big leaf 
hybrid, and I was at Pukeiti when it put on its best 
ever performance according to Graham Smith. It 
was a good year in general to see the big leaf 
rhododendrons in flower. ‘Barbara Hayes’ has 
marvellous pink flowers with a crenulated edge 
to the corolla, the pink fades to cream and various 
stages of this colour transition are apparent on a 
plant in full bloom. The silver indumentum on 
the back of the leaves further enhances the 
overall display. The original seed was brought 
back from a plant found by Des Hayes on a steep 
bank in Sikkim, northeast India. It was originally 
thought to be Rhododendron grande but its ap-
pearance and original location fits perfectly 
between R. grande and R. hodgsonii. 

My own contribution to Pukeiti largely consisted 
of creating vistas to show off the magnificent floral 
beasts of rhododendrons resplendent in the rain-
forest. Much bushwhacking was carried out to give 

RHODODENDRON ‘BARBARA HAYES’        WILLIAM STANGER
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the rhododendrons breathing space. It was sug-
gested that I carry out a legacy project, so I worked 
on the Graham Smith and Richardson Walks, 
opening up vistas to show off the rhododendrons. I 
also helped plant drifts of azaleas at the beginning 
of Richardson Walk leading to the Valley of the 
Giants. There are big plans to further enhance what 
could be said to be the most dynamic garden in 
New Zealand. As well as the management of the 
garden and its plants, the Head Gardener Andrew 
Brooker told me about the conservation of New 
Zealand hybrids, and elaborated on their assess-
ment. It has been suggested that a trial be 
undertaken with trial beds at various locations in 
the country, but Andrew would argue that more 
than sufficient knowledge is already held by the 
nursery people and gardeners who already grow 
these plants, such as Woodbury Rhododendrons 
and Cross Hills Nursery. These highly informed 
individuals can tell you what will grow well in each 
area, which hybrids are the star performers, and 
how to get the best out of them. Bailey and Millar 
(2013) described the prior efforts of conservation 
for New Zealand hybrids and earlier trials which 
have come to an end. 

Pukeiti is able to grow early flowering big leaf 
species that are a challenge in the UK. Both R. 
magnificum and particularly R. protistum are well 
represented. I was thrilled to see R. protistum 
‘Pukeiti’ in full flower. Pukeiti is certainly one of the 

best gardens in the world to 
see these truly mesmerising 
plants. It is also home to an im-
pressive collection of vireya 
rhododendrons. They are 
mostly grown under a cover-
ed walkway with open sides, 
so consequently they look a 
lot better than pot specimens 
grown in a glasshouse. 
Further north around the 
Auckland area, vireyas grow 
happily outside. 

It is not possible to write 
about New Zealand hybrid 
rhododendrons without men-
tioning its most famous 
contribution, R. ‘Rubicon’. 
Graham Smith told a group 
of us at Pukeiti how Ron 
Gordon sowed seed of ‘Noyo 

Chief’ × ‘Kilimanjaro’. ‘Rubicon’ was effectively the 
runt of the litter but Gordon thought it was worth 
persevering with. He potted it on, planted it in the 
garden and it has become one of the world’s most 
sought-after red rhododendrons. The cardinal red 
flowers are spotted black inside the upper lobes, 
forming a compact truss on a compact plant, with 
wonderful dark and glossy foliage. One of Ron’s 
mother’s favourite sayings was ‘crossing the 
Rubicon’ referring to the name of the stream that 
Caesar crossed before waging war with Pompey.  
It has come to mean a boundary which once 
passed, means one is committed. ‘Committed’ 
definitely describes Ron Gordon along with many 
other rhododendron hybridists.  

NEW VISTA TO SHOW OFF THE RHODODENDRONS AT PUKEITI         WILLIAM STANGER

RHODODENDRON PROTISTUM ‘PUKEITI’   WILLIAM STANGER
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Andrew Brooker conduc-
ted a survey to determine 
which New Zealand rhodo-
dendron hybrids are most 
favoured by Kiwis (the 
people not the bird!). 
Favourites include ‘Floral 
Dance’, ‘Rubicon’, ‘Lemon 
Lodge’, ‘Van Dec’, ‘Stead’s 
Best’, ‘Mary Tasker’, 
‘Petticoat Lane’, ‘Spiced 
Honey’, ‘Beverley Tasker’, 
‘Bonnie Doone’, ‘Carla Van 
Zon’, ‘Kotuku’, ‘Sir Edmund 
Hillary’, ‘Mollie Coker’, ‘Mrs 
George Huthnance’, ‘Alpine 
Meadow’ and ‘Kiwi Pearl’.  
I do not know how all of 
these perform elsewhere in 
the world. Andrew Brooker 
said that ‘Lemon Lodge’ al-
though fine in New Zealand 
can suffer from leaf spot in the UK when subjected 
to stressful conditions. Crossing The Rubicon: 
New Zealand Raised Rhododendrons, A Handbook 
(Coker and Millar, 1998) provides information on 
all New Zealand hybrids up to 1998. 

There are many more Kiwis who have 
hybridised rhododendrons, but I’ll conclude 
with the Jurys at Tikorangi Garden, near 
Taranaki. Abbie Jury (2011) gives a thorough 
account of ‘The Jury Rhododendron Legacy’. 
Her father-in-law Felix Jury, tried to address 
some of the issues associated with growing 
rhododendrons in some of New Zealand’s more 
challenging areas. Abbie told me how in parts of 

the North Island there is a lack of a winter chill, 
which means that some rhododendrons and 
many other plants survive but don’t perform as 
well as one would like. This also means that 
devastating thrips stay alive and turn rhodo-
dendron foliage silver. The intense light of New 
Zealand can also burn both foliage and flowers. 
To this end, Felix Jury used R. polyandrum 
which has passed on its superb resistance to 
thrips and leaf burn to its offspring. Of these  
R. ‘Moon Orchid’ (polyandrum ×  ‘Sirius’) is con-
sidered the most garden worthy. The scented 
flowers are held in a loose truss and are frilly 
edged, apricot and yellow. The other one to go 
for is ‘Felicity Fair’, combining good foliage with 
fragrant flowers in creamy yellow, suffused 
pink on the outside of the throat. 

New Zealand, annoyingly for the rest of us, has 
no issue with growing rhododendrons of the 
Maddenia subsection. Consequently, Kiwis have 
bred a number of interesting hybrids: The Jurys’ 
‘Floral Dance’ has glossy bullate foliage, with 
white flushed camellia-rose flowers possessing a 
yellow blotch in the throat; the lobes are very 
frilled. It combines the best characteristics of its 
parents (nuttallii ×  edgeworthii). ‘Floral Gift’ 
(‘Michael’s Pride’ ×  polyandrum) has a sturdy 
habit of growth, with healthy foliage on a 
compact plant. The highly fragrant and textured RHODODENDRON ‘STEAD’S BEST’            WILLIAM STANGER

WORKING BEE AT PUKEITI. GARDENERS FROM PUKEITI, TUPARE AND HOLLARD 
GARDENS, WITH WILLIAM STANGER AT CENTRE                          WILLIAM STANGER
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RHODODENDRON ‘SOFT LIGHTS’ (TOP LEFT); R. ‘MOON ORCHID’ (TOP RIGHT)  
RHODODENDRON ‘ILAM CREAM’ (CENTRE LEFT); R. ‘KIWI MAGIC’ (CENTRE RIGHT)          
RHODODENDRON ‘MOLLIE COKER’ (BOTTOM LEFT) R. ‘ILAM CARMEN’ (BOTTOM RIGHT)                WILLIAM STANGER
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flowers are weather resistant, and are white 
with a yellow throat, bearing a hint of pink on 
the petal backs.

The Jurys however are mostly known for their 
magnolias. Abbie (Jury, 2017) tells the story of the 
Jury Magnolias and highlights the selections they 
have named. She has likewise done the same for 
their camellias (Jury, 2014) and vireyas (2012). Felix 
Jury started hybridising with Magnolia ‘Mark Jury’, 
named after his son. It was meant to be Magnolia 
campbellii ssp. mollicomata ‘Lanarth’ but is prob-
ably a hybrid of ‘Lanarth’ ×  sargentiana. From 
‘Mark Jury’ as a pollen donor, Felix bred  
five named cultivars. He also named three more 
unrelated hybrids. The Jurys rate ‘Iolanthe’ as one 
of the best that Felix named. As the original plant 
has matured the flowers have stayed large. It also 
sets flower buds down the stem, prolonging the 
bloom period for up to two months. 

Magnolia ‘Vulcan’ in its day represented a colour 
breakthrough and set the standard for future red 
cultivars. It looks spectacular in New Zealand but in 
colder climates has yet to prove itself. Vaughan 
Gallavan (2016) gives an overview of red-flowered 
magnolias and the issues of ‘Vulcan’ in the UK. 
Mark Jury has named and released four magnolias, 
with two or three more in the pipeline. His ‘Felix 
Jury’ is a star performer, and its large deep pink 
flowers improve with age every year. The lovely red 
colouration of the buds when opening, persists at 
the base of the tepals. Good specimens can be seen 
at The Garden House (Devon) and RHS Wisley. 

More recently Mark released ‘Honey Tulip’ and 
I saw the original plant in flower at Tikorangi. It 
has heavy textured weather-resistant petals, 
held in a solid cup form. It also has the advantage 
of flowering well in advance of the emerging 
foliage, and the Jurys report a generous bud set. 

Ian Baldick (2009) another New Zealand mag-
nolia breeder outlines the history of Magnolia 
campbellii in New Zealand. The first known 
introduction of M. campbellii to New Zealand was 
around 1850–60s via Thomas Mason. He contri-
buted to Himalayan seed gathering expeditions 
and presumably received seed of M. campbellii 
collected in the wild. This was later known as the 
‘Mason Form’ and was the first M. campbellii to 
flower in New Zealand. In the 1950s Duncan and 
Davies was the largest propagation nursery in 
New Zealand, and during this time they imported 
other forms of M. campbellii from British gardens 
such as the Caerhays form of M. campbellii ssp. 
mollicomata and other forms from Hillier 
Nurseries. In the 1980s Peter Cave extended the 
range with more imported cultivars such as 
‘Darjeeling’ and ‘Kew’s Surprise’, and in the early 
1990s the nursery brought in ‘Betty Jessel’ and 
‘Wakehurst’ among others. 

Another notable magnolia breeder is Vance 
Hooper of Magnolia Grove, also near Taranaki. He 
describes his work and named selections in a couple 
of articles (Hooper, 2010 and 2018). The main focus 
of Vance’s hybridising programme is to achieve 
more compact plants for the ever-shrinking dom-

MAGNOLIA ‘FELIX JURY’                       WILLIAM STANGER MAGNOLIA ‘HONEY TULIP’                        WILLIAM STANGER
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estic garden. He also highlights, like many other 
professional breeders, that only a small handful of 
plants actually get named from hundreds if not 
thousands of plants raised. Knowing how particular 
such breeders are in their selection of new releases 
gives you more confidence that you are acquiring 
something distinctly unique and garden worthy. 

Perhaps the most well know and deservedly 
popular of Vance’s hybrids are Magnolia ‘Genie’ and 
‘Margaret Helen’. ‘Genie’ is truly compact and 
upright with rich red flowers. These flowers may not 
be the largest but are borne in profusion. ‘Margaret 
Helen’ is similar to ‘Caerhays Surprise’ but possesses 
a brighter reddish-pink tone that shines out even on 
the dullest day. I have got my eye on ‘Ice Queen’, 
which has only just been released. Effectively it is a 
white M. campbellii but is easier to grow than the 
species, being free-flowering with a hardy consti-
tution. It combines the best of its parents ‘Cameo’ ×  
M. campbellii ‘Mount Pirongia’. There are more 
exciting hybrids that are yet to be released. 

Vance has created a useful reference collection 
of New Zealand selected magnolias. I was lucky to 
make a couple of visits and be guided around the 
garden by Vance while they were in flower, so 
consequently I took numerous photographs. There 
are many to choose from but the following few 

caught my eye in particular. ‘Strawberry Fields’ 
(‘Spectrum’ ×  ‘Vulcan’) was bred by Ian Baldick. 
The flowers are bright strawberry red arising 
from a strong growing upright tree. ‘Aurora’ was 
raised by Os Blumhardt at Whangarei, and is 
considered one of his best hybrids. It is a cross 
between ‘Star Wars’ and M. sargentiana var. 
robusta. It forms a columnar tree with an upright 
habit and commences flowering in its second or 
third year from planting. Vance has noticed at 
Magnolia Grove that ‘Aurora’ will flower like 
clockwork every year while other varieties are less 
consistent and seem affected by the weather. 
‘Purple Sensation’, another Ian Baldick hybrid, is 
reminiscent of one of its parents ‘Lanarth’. It is 
thus a good alternative for ‘Lanarth’ with an 
upright habit and will flower within 3–4 years 
from planting with sumptuous purple flowers. A 
number of magnolia hybrids from the subsection 
Michelia have been bred in New Zealand. Magnolia 
doltsopa ‘Silver Cloud’ was selected by Duncan 
and Davis in the 1950–60s; it layered better than 
the other forms by setting flower buds on the first 
year layers. ‘Snow Dove’ (maudiae ×  doltsopa) is a 
hybrid that arose as a rootstock seedling at 
Auckland Botanic Gardens, and has a wonderful 
sweet and spicy aroma, with ice white, perfectly 
formed blooms. Oswald Blumhardt hybridised M. 
doltsopa ‘Silver Cloud’ and M. figo to produce 
‘Mixed Up Miss’ and ‘Bubbles’. Mark Jury started 
hybridising plants within the subsection Michelia 
in the 1990s.  The resultant hybrids that have been 
named are sold under the Fairy Magnolia brand 
as Fairy Magnolia ‘Blush’, ‘Cream’ and ‘White’. 

MAGNOLIA ‘AURORA’                       WILLIAM STANGER

MAGNOLIA GROVE: VANCE HOOPER AND WILLIAM 
STANGER (LEFT) WITH M. ‘GENIE’             WILLIAM STANGER
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MAGNOLIA ‘PURPLE SENSATION’              WILLIAM STANGER

MAGNOLIA ‘STRAWBERRY FIELDS’            WILLIAM STANGER

MAGNOLIA ‘ICE QUEEN’                       WILLIAM STANGER

Vonnie Cave (1998) provides an overview of 
New Zealand raised camellias. However, I will 
focus on the smaller flowered varieties that are 
being selected for resistance to the notorious 
camellia petal blight, from which New Zealand 
camellias suffer greatly. Auckland Botanic 
Garden has a breeding programme to combat 
petal blight, and is using Camellia ‘Transluscent’ 
(transnokoensis ×  lutchuensis), whose species 
parents are both petal blight resistant. It should 
be noted that some supposedly resistant 
selections are in fact not resistant but avoid petal 
blight by flowering early in the season. The small 
flowers show less of the symptoms and are 
quickly replaced by successive blooms. Extensive 
research has been carried out on the resistance 
of camellias to camellia petal blight, a prime 
example being Taylor (2004). 

The resistant species also seem resistant to 
setting seed and it is proving difficult to pass on 
petal blight resistant genes to the next generation. 
Mark Jury told me that Camellia lutchuensis is 
particularly un-cooperative at bearing seed. It is 
consequently used as a pollen parent which 
evidently means those resistant genes are not 
being passed on. However, he was fortunate to 
find a seed-bearing specimen which gave rise to 
‘Fairy Blush’ and a very fine plant it is too. It is an 
upright grower with buds that are deep pink on 
the outside, opening to look like apple blossoms 
of about 5cm wide. It looked very impressive as a 
hedge at the Jury’s garden. Other petal blight 
resistant selections are ‘Transpink’, ‘Festival of 
Lights’, ‘Sweet Jane’, ‘Wirlinga Bride’ and ‘Spring 
Festival’. The flowers are generally smaller than 
the average camellia hybrid, but are larger than 
the parent species. Their more natural appear-
ance appeals to more contemporary tastes. As a 
bonus the C. lutchuensis hybrids have inherited 
some of their parent’s fragrance. The next step is 
to backcross with C. lutchuensis, in the hope that 
the resistant genes are passed on. 

Rhododendrons, camellias and magnolias are all 
well represented in New Zealand and, although a 
young country, it is building up a rich horticultural 
heritage. The breeding work has given the world 
many wonderful new plants to adorn its gardens. 
New Zealand is home to many knowledgeable 
plantspeople whom I had the pleasure of meeting 
during my travels. I can assure you, it is worth the 
long journey to the other side of the world. 
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WILLIAM STANGER 
is a keen young horticulturist with a love of rhododendrons, 
camellias and magnolias, who was a recipient of a grant 
from the RCMG to help with his travel to New Zealand

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
I would like to thank the Rhododendron, 
Camellia and Magnolia Group, the RHS Coke 
Trust Bursary Fund, the RHS Jimmy Smart 
Bursary Fund, the Merlin Trust, the Hardy Plant 
Society (Kenneth Black Bursary) and the Devon 
Group of Plant Heritage, for their sponsorship 
which contributed to a year’s study trip in New 
Zealand. My appreciation goes to all those who 
have supported me both before and during my 
travels in New Zealand. 

REFERENCES
Balch, R. (1975) ‘Hybridising Rhododendrons at the 
Dunedin Botanic Gardens’, Dunedin Rhododendron 
Group Bulletin, 3.
Baldick, I. (2009) ‘A history of Magnolia campbellii 
in New Zealand’, Rhododendrons, Camellias and 
Magnolias (RHS), 60. 
Bailey, G. and Millar, K. (2013) ‘Beyond the Rubicon: 
conservation of New Zealand rhododendron hybrids’, 
Rhododendrons, Camellias and Magnolias (RHS), 73. 
Cave, V. (1998) ‘Raised in New Zealand’, Rhododendrons 
with Camellias and Magnolias (RHS), 49. 
Church, G. and Smith, G. (2015) Big-leaf 
Rhododendrons: Growing the Giants of the Genus. 
Auckland: David Bateman Ltd. 
Coker, B. and Millar, K (1998) Crossing the Rubicon: 
New Zealand Raised Rhododendrons, A Handbook. 
Canterbury: Canterbury Rhododendron Society Inc. 
Coker, B. (2017) ‘The Legacy of Mollie and Ron Coker of 
Ilam, Christchurch’, The New Zealand Rhododendron, 5.
Gallavan, V. (2016) ‘Red-flowered magnolias’ The 
Plantsman, (RHS), [www document] https://www.
rhs.org.uk/about-the-rhs/publications/magazines/
the-plantsman/2016-Issues/March/TP-Mar16-
Magnolia-red.pdf (accessed 04. December. 2018).

Greenfield, P. (1997) Pukeiti: New Zealand’s Finest 
Rhododendron Garden. Auckland: David Bateman Ltd. 
Hooper, V. (2010) ‘Harnessing the wheel of 
experience: intelligent magnolia hybridisation’, 
Rhododendrons, Camellias and Magnolias (RHS), 61. 
Hooper, V. (2018) ‘A Lifetime of Hybridising 
Magnolias’, Rhododendrons, Camellias and 
Magnolias (RHS), 69. 
Jury, A. (2011) ‘The Jury Rhododendron Legacy’, 
Rhododendrons, Camellias and Magnolias (RHS), 62. 
Jury, A. (2012) ‘The Jury Vireya Legacy’, 
Rhododendrons, Camellias and Magnolias (RHS), 63. 
Jury, A. (2014) ‘The Jury Camellia Legacy’, 
Rhododendrons, Camellias and Magnolias (RHS), 65 
Jury, A. (2017) ‘The Jury Magnolia Legacy’, 
Rhododendrons, Camellias and Magnolias (RHS), 68. 
Dr MacKay, M. (2017) ‘Development of a New 
Zealand Ex-Situ Conservation Strategy for 
Rhododendrons, Project Report to the end of June 
2017’, The New Zealand Rhododendron, 5.
Dr MacKay, M. (2017) ‘Uncommon Rhododendron 
Species in New Zealand: Are there any at the bottom 
of your garden?’, The New Zealand Rhododendron, 5. 
McKenzie, B. (1985) ‘The Rhododendron Dell, 
Dunedin Botanic Garden; Some early history’, 
Dunedin Rhododendron Group Bulletin, 13. 
Millar, K. (2015) ‘Ilam: the creation of Edgar Fraser 
Stead’, New Zealand Rhododendron Association Bulletin.
Millar, K. and Morten, R. (ed.) (2005) ‘Yours 
Sincerely F Kingdon-Ward’, New Zealand 
Rhododendron Association Bulletin, 93.
Millar, K. and Morten, R. (ed.) (2003) ‘New Zealand 
Plant Hunters’, New Zealand Rhododendron 
Association Bulletin, 91.
Dr Salinger, J. (1994) ‘In Memoriam: Dr John 
Yeates’, The New Zealand Rhododendron 
Association. 50th Jubilee 1944–1994.
Stead, E. (1947) ‘Rhododendrons in New Zealand’, 
The Rhododendron Year Book (RHS). 
Taylor, C. (2004) Studies of Camellia Flower Blight 
(Ciborinia camelliae KOHN) [www document] 
https://muir.massey.ac.nz/bitstream/
handle/10179/1722/02_whole.pdf (accessed 13. 
September. 2018). 

CAMELLIA ‘SWEET JANE’                       WILLIAM STANGER


