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Dr Eugene Aromi, a University of South Alabama education professor, and his wife
Jane began hybridizing deciduous and evergreen azaleas in 1969 in their Mobile,
Alabama, backyard. Aromi’s goals were to produce improved cultivars for Zone 8.
At the time that he began his work, very few deciduous azalea hybrids were accli-
mated to the south. The outstanding Ghent, Knap Hill, and Exbury Hybrids were
developed for the cooler European climates and could not adjust to the wet, hot
conditions in the southern U.S.A. The work of American hybridizers was concen-
trated in the Northeast U.S.A. and primarily concerned with cold hardiness. Most
hybridization of evergreen azaleas was also targeted for cold hardiness. The U.S.A.
hybridization programs at the Glenn Dale station in Maryland created a race of
cold-hardy Indica-like plants that performed poorly below the Mason-Dixon line.
There have been few new introductions to the Southern Indica azaleas since the
turn of the century in spite of the fact that the Indicas remain the best-selling aza-
leas in the South.

Dr. Aromi developed his evergreen hybrids between 1969 and 1976. He named 31
hybrids, mostly with Indica bloodlines. In 1976, frustrated that the growers were
reducing their offerings in the market, he largely abandoned the program. Most
of his work was given to Dr. John Giordano of Chunchula, Alabama, who planted
them on his estate and is credited with their preservation. Dr. John Allen Smith’s
Magnolia Nursery offered a few hybrids, but the majority of Aromi’s work was nev-
er marketed. Van der Giessen Nursery released a series of Aromi’s evergreen aza-
leas in 2003 and is currently working with Dr. Giordano to evaluate the seedlings
planted in 1976. These are primarily Zone 7 hardy Indicas with improved flower
color and form.

Dr. Smith, a well-respected plantsman and azalea enthusiast, worked with Aromi
to develop his deciduous hybrids until Dr. Smith’s death in 2000. Dr. Smith and
his nursery manager, David Ellis, registered eight cultivars in 1996. These early
hybrids were widely marketed and remain the best known of Aromi’s work. After
Dr. Smith’s passing, Linda Erdman Guy, currently of Carolina Nursery, and
Maarten van der Giessen of van der Giessen Nursery continued to help Dr. Aromi
market his later work. Van der Giessen inherited Aromi’s program after Aromi’s
death in 2004 and continues to evaluate his seedlings.

Aromi made 1045 crosses between 1969 and 2003, he described over 5000 seed-
lings, and he named 109 deciduous cultivars. The America Rhododendron Society
(ARS) named Aromi hybrid ‘Glory Be’ Rhododendron of the Year in 2000, and the
ARS named ‘Red Pepper’ Rhododendron of the Year in 2006. Aromi created a race
of azaleas that are disease resistant, heat tolerant, and as beautiful as any seen in
the history of horticulture (Tables 1 and 2).
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