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‘At these repulsive pies, our offended gorges 
rise.’ This is what Reginald Farrer (1880–1920) 
reportedly thought of Hardy Hybrid rhodo-
dendrons in the gardens of his time.  It seemed 
to be a typical example of the eccentric splen-
dour of his writing style but in fact the lines are 
borrowed from a Gilbert and Sullivan opera 
(The Grand Duke) and they refer to sausage 
rolls. This sharpens the gibe still further. 

He clearly disliked what he saw as the 
unrelieved mounded, rounded ‘pies’ of the 
Hardy Hybrid rhododendrons reflecting Victor-
ian formality, massed in parks, flanking walks 
and drives and forming massive beds, temples 
of gloom in the ‘shrubbery’, dense with their 
heavy green foliage and the regimented quality 
of their symmetrical flower trusses, melting in 
the June sun. There may also be a whiff of 
species snobbery.

 His mockery reflects an antipathy, shared by 
a few other ‘rhododendronophobes’ of the gar-
dening elite at the time, towards a group of 
plants which had been a staple of British horti-
culture for decades. By 1860, several hundred 
Hardy Hybrids had already been named and 
introduced, almost all by nurserymen, a result 
of commercially driven patient cross-breeding 
to produce what Bean describes as ‘vegetable 
artifacts, bred for the market’ and all initially 
from five species.

Reginald Farrer failed to appreciate the vir-
tues of a plant suited to the everyman gardener 
around the world. All you needed in order to 
grow them well was an acid soil. The early 
hardy hybrids are tolerant of exposed 
conditions of cold and heat anywhere from 
New South Wales to Nova Scotia, hardy as an 
old boot. 

Later plants, more suited to UK conditions 
than continental extremes, remain wind 
resistant and effective in a variety of situations 
from full sun to woodland shade; most are 
resistant to disease and they flower in late May 
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and into June bearing many flowered trusses, 
late enough to avoid the false promises of a 
fickle spring. 

To be fair, the Farrer disdain was probably 
more a function of the indiscriminate massed 
use of hardy hybrids at their peak of popularity 
– shoddy gardening – than of the plants 
themselves.

The origins of the early hybrids, the basis of 
the whole group, have already been well 
rehearsed. They derive from the five pioneer 
species – firstly, the indestructible R. ponticum 
(1763) –  Frederick Street describes a ponticum 
stump used as a chopping block for two years, 
then discarded into the garden, where it began 
to grow. 

Then the two tough Americans; R. catawbiense 
(1809) from the high ‘balds’ of the Appalachians, 
exposed above the tree line where Quercus 
rubra is dwarfed by the altitude to a few feet, 
and its neighbour R. maximum (1736), flowering 
in late June to July in the high forest and 
extending as far north as Nova Scotia.  

Add in the equally tough and more compact  
R. caucasicum with its crowded trusses  
and continuity of flower, and you extend choices 
still further. Although R. caucasicum flowers 
early, in April, some of its hybrids, such as R. 
‘Cunningham’s White’ and ‘Prince Camille de 
Rohan’, wait until early May.

These species established a foundation of 
hardiness and flowering time which by crossing, 
selection, and recrossing, allowed the less 
reliably hardy but colourful R. arboreum (1815) 
to be brought in to extend the range of colours 
by a quantum amount.  R. arboreum first flow-
ered in cultivation in 1825. It was a major 
turning point. Ernest Wilson wrote ‘this marked 
an epoch in the cult of the rhododendron’. 

The plants derived from these five species 
were reliably covered year after year with 
beautifully presented tall clusters and trusses of 
shapely flowers in a spectrum of colours to suit 
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all tastes – pink, white, cream, reds of many 
hues, purple, mauve and combinations of all 
these. And for good measure, many came with 
variously coloured eyes, spots, flares and 
blotches. This all made for a rich palette offer-
ing a wealth of choice. 

It is an extraordinary tribute to the resilience 
and flower quality of these early hybrids that 
after the best part of 175 years, some are still 
awarded the AGM, the highest accolade granted 
by the RHS. They still compete, give great garden 
value, and have persisted because of public ack-
nowledgement of this value, the survival of the 
fittest. Examples include R. ‘Cynthia’ AGM, a 
catawbiense hybrid (before 1856), a tower of rosy-
crimson, a vigorous grow-anywhere rhodo-
dendron; ‘Lady Clementine Mitford’ AGM (1870), 
a late R. maximum hybrid, peach-pink with 
prominent brownish flare, also received an AM 
a century after introduction; the even older 
‘Madame Masson’ AGM (1849), a catawbiense/
ponticum cross, white with a deep yellow blotch; 
and in 1846, the double mauve R. ‘Fastuosum 
Flore Pleno’ AGM (see above), with the same 
parents, raised in Belgium and still widely 
encountered in today’s gardens. The lack of an 
award is not to reduce the value of others such 
as ‘Mrs R. S. Holford’, a salmon-rose with 
crimson spots, or popular lower growing 
scarlet-crimson ‘Doncaster’ (before 1885), an  
R. arboreum hybrid. There are many more, to 
suit all preferences. 

The introduction of R. griffithianum from 
Sikkim in 1848 provided a further major 
advance for the Hardy Hybrid, at least for those 
plants that fall within the definition in the UK, if 
not in more demanding places like New England 
and deeply wintry parts of central Europe. 

The loose, elegant truss of fragrant, slightly 
frilled large white flowers was a showstopper; 
but the lack of hardiness and relatively early 
flowering were major drawbacks. Amateur 
breeders such as James Henry Mangles (1832–
1884) were interested in flower quality, and less 
concerned about saleable hardiness. As well as 
pursuing their own programmes, nurserymen 
took advantage of Mangles’ pioneering work, 
trying to achieve full hardiness and later 
flowering while retaining the glamour of his 
hybrids. 

Having said that, one of Mangles’ hybrids is 
‘Loder’s White’ AGM, arguably among the best 
weather-resistant whites for general planting 
and one of the finest Hardy Hybrids ever 
produced in foliage, habit and flower. 
Interestingly it is one of only two Hardy Hybrids 
to appear recently in the Group’s Top 100 
favourites, both white. Surprisingly, the other 
was the lanky dark-eyed ‘Sappho’. Indeed, only 
about one third of the Top 100 are hybrids of  
any kind, perhaps to be anticipated from  
an enthusiastic group of rhododendron 
cognoscenti!

It was arch hardy hybridist John Waterer 
who used the R. griffithianum influence to hit 
the jackpot with the iconic ‘Pink Pearl’. He 
introduced it to an admiring public in 1897. 
This was a second-generation R. griffithianum 
cross, and although only one-quarter of the 
gene mix, it preserved something of the large 
shapely flower of the pollen parent in an 
imposing hardy hybrid truss. Frederick Street 
equates its impact and status to seminal 
plants like Clematis ‘Jackmanii’ and Geranium 
‘Paul Crampel’.  It was indeed a breakthrough 
plant at the time, combining the size and 
splendour of R. griffithianum with the work-
aday hardiness of the classic Hardy Hybrid. 
The public loved it; it is still on sale widely 
today and tough enough to still be going strong 
after decades of neglect in old untended 
gardens, often strewn with bramble and 
skirted with nettles. 

RHODODENDRON  ‘FASTUOSUM FLORE PLENO’ AGM              
DAVID MILLAIS 
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Examples of other excellent plants with 
griffithianum influence in the flower are ‘The 
Honourable Jean Marie de Montague’ AGM (see 
above) with frilled bright red flowers, the classy 
‘Gomer Waterer’ AGM, white edged pale pink, 
and good in any situation including full sun; 
‘Alice’ AGM (see above), a large unspotted rosy 
pink; and ‘Mrs William Watson’, lower growing 
and a pretty blush-white with reddish spotting.

Breeders on the continent soon took up the 
griffithianum challenge, and around the turn of 
the twentieth century and both Endtz and 
Koster in Boskoop in the Netherlands produced 
some excellent Hardy Hybrids to rival both the 

quality of flower and the hardiness of ‘Pink 
Pearl’ or indeed in some eyes, to better it in 
colour and give a more relaxed quality of truss.

Endtz used ‘Pink Pearl’ as a parent and 
produced half a dozen similar pinks. Most have 
now dropped out of favour in the UK except, 
perhaps, for ‘Souvenir de Doctor S. Endtz’ (see 
below), more compact than ‘Pink Pearl’, with 
rich pink flowers, paler in the centre. The large-
flowered ‘Antoon van Welie’, one of our favour-
ites, is an example of a good plant no longer 
readily available. None of the Endtz names trip 
easily off an English tongue, which may be a 
factor in their falling from favour.

RHODODENDRON  ‘THE HONOURABLE JEAN MARIE DE 
MONTAGUE’ AGM                  DAVID MILLAIS 

RHODODENDRON  ‘ALICE’ AGM              
DAVID MILLAIS 

RHODODENDRON  ‘SOUVENIR DE DOCTOR S ENDTZ’              
MAURICE FOSTER 

RHODODENDRON  ‘BETTY WORMALD’              
 MAURICE FOSTER 
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Koster went back a generation, eschewing 
‘Pink Pearl’ as a parent and using ‘George Hardy’, 
a first cross white griffithianum hybrid and 
actually one of ‘Pink Pearl’s parents.  Crossing it 
with catawbiense, he produced inter alia two 
plants of top quality in ‘Mrs Charles Pearson’ 
AGM, a shapely free-flowering white suffused 
mauve with brown spots, and ‘Betty Wormald’ 
(see facing page), large bright pink trusses with 
red buds and arguably the best pink Hardy 
Hybrid. Both would be stars in any garden.

The other species brought into play with a 
degree of success was R. fortunei. Its influence 
produced three top class AGM plants: ‘Fagetters 
Favourite’ (see above), a clean blush pink; the 
excellent ‘James Burchett’ (see next page), very 
late, into the second half of June, a shapely white 
with a mauve edge and a greenish-brown flare, 
modest habit and very free flowering; and 
‘Lavender Girl’, a strong grow-anywhere plant 
with attractive pinkish mauve flowers. 

R. griersonianum, massively influential in 
yielding many fastidious woodland hybrids, 
produced only one that can reasonably be 
described as a Hardy Hybrid and that is the 
‘Earl of Donoughmore’ (see right), a distinctive 
red funnel-shaped flower with a suggestion of 
orange and a spreading habit.

In the 1920s, C B van Nes, the Boskoop 
nurseryman, bought some first generation 
griffithianum hybrids from a breeder in Berlin 
called Otto Shultz, which were not hardy and 

which he crossed with Hardy Hybrids to pro-
duce the popular scarlet-red ‘Britannia’, and 
other reds such as ‘Earl of Athlone’ and 
‘Unknown Warrior’. These flower rather early 
and need some shade to be at their best. 

As plants for an acid soil, anywhere in the 
country, in any situation, these Hardy Hybrids 
are outstanding evergreen flowering shrubs, 
anchoring deciduous flowering companions 
such as Oyama magnolias, viburnums, deutzias 
and early roses and providing a solid green 
backdrop to enhance the blue and pastel flowers 
of later flowering hydrangeas. 

And anyone who has seen venerable cared-for 
and carefully pruned plants forming trees in old 
gardens, their sinewy exfoliating mauve or 
purple trunks reaching up elegantly to support 
a domed canopy swathed in flower, can also 
admire the style and form that comes with age. 

Except for the old early ironclads, which will 
take full sun and full exposure anywhere in the 
world where there are gardens, most of these 
plants, while they perform perfectly well in the 
open in the UK, will prefer a little shade during 
the hottest part of the day, particularly those 
that flower late, at midsummer. Having said 
that, they are not plants bred for the woodland 
but are easy colourful evergreens for the 
average garden.

RHODODENDRON  ‘EARL OF DONOUGHMORE’ 
 DAVID MILLAIS

RHODODENDRON  ‘FAGETTER’S FAVOURITE’ 
DAVID MILLAIS 
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About 160 Hardy Hybrids, including most of 
the best, can be seen in the collection at Ramster 
in Surrey, a conservation collection of immense 
value both for members of the Group and the 
public at large. It was set up with the cooperation 
and help of the Group and we owe a huge debt of 
gratitude to Miranda and Paul Gunn at Ramster, 
whose generosity, commitment and enthusiasm 
have made it all possible. Uniquely in this 
country, this wonderful collection allows gar-
deners the opportunity of identifying their own 
unlabelled plants and making informed and 
confident choices for planting in their own 
gardens. And in the absence of old stalwarts 
who knew their Hardy Hybrid rhododendrons 
intimately and who are no longer with us, it will 
become an educational beacon for enthusiasts 
and garden historians in years to come.

THE RAMSTER COLLECTION REVIEWED BY 
MIRANDA GUNN 
It is now nearly 20 years since I first started the 
Ramster Collection of Hardy Hybrids. John 
Bond, the then Chairman of the RCM Group 
wanted to expand the number of plant collec-
tions that the Group had already established. 
He was looking for a site where a representative 
collection of the large old Hardy Hybrids, fast 
going out of favour with the garden centres, 
could be preserved.  I had just cleared a 3 acre 
area of scrappy woodland at the end of the 
garden, with money that had been left to me by 
my Uncle Ant, who was a very keen gardener.  
I named the wood after him, Ant Wood, and 
was wondering what to put in it. A Hardy 
Hybrid collection on behalf of the Group seemed 
the ideal solution and in 2000 the first 190 
plants arrived, in 84 varieties. These were 
planted on a never to be forgotten cold and 
rainy day in the heavy clay soil on the hill, by 
Wessex Branch members, along with a wide 
range of companion plants, kindly donated. 
The collection now totals about 160 different 
varieties, over 300 plants in all. 

The plan was to have a collection of hardy 
hybrid rhododendrons raised between 1840– 
1940, mainly by the great British nurseries, but 
with a good representation from Dutch and 
Belgian growers. As it turned out, although 
most of the rhododendrons in Ant Wood meet 
the recognised criteria for inclusion as Hardy 

Hybrids, the collection is a little loose at the 
edges and there are some plants that might not 
quite satisfy the purist. A few of the original 
plants chosen by John Bond from Knaphill 
Nurseries were not strictly speaking Hardy 
Hybrids in terms of the usually accepted 
definition. I suspect he just added in a few of his 
favourite hybrids.  For example, some of the 
caucasicum hybrids dare to flower in April, and 
a few Slocock hybrids using campylocarpum as 
a first cross parent were smuggled in. 

In addition, several turned out to be wrongly 
named, so there are now unlabelled plants 
languishing in the wood, awaiting the day that 
someone might be able to name them.   However, 
as a result of all this, ‘Ant Wood’ is in flower 
from April through to June, with the last two 
weeks of May being the high point and showing 
a wonderful range of form and colour.  On mid-
summers day I have ‘Midsummer’, a maximum 
hybrid from Waterers, still in flower, and the 
lovely ‘James Burchett’ (see above).  

Although 15 of the hybrids sadly had their 
AGM rescinded in 2012, I have 24 which have 
kept it. On top of this, over the decades, there  
are 23 cultivars in the collection that have been 
awarded a First Class Certificate by the RHS, 
and a further 55 have gained an Award of  
Merit, and some have both from different dates. 
These are awards to plants for exhibition – 
essentially as a cut flower arrangement in a 
vase, demonstrating the beauty of the flower. 

RHODODENDRON  ‘JAMES BURCHETT’          DAVID MILLAIS 
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MIRANDA GUNN 
was formerly Chair of Wessex Branch of RCMG. Her home 
Ramster, near Chiddingfold, Surrey has been in her family 
since 1922 and was laid out by Gauntlett Nurseries in 1900. 
Her gardens and the Group Hybrid Collection are open to 
members from mid-March to early June every day  
www.ramsterevents.com

MAURICE FOSTER VMH

is a former Chair of the Group and a renowned woody 
plantsman who has developed an eclectic range of rare  
plants at his arboretum near Sevenoaks

There is still room for a few more of these 
‘Golden Oldies’ in the wood, and I am now 
propagating named plants from other collec-
tions, with the help of some members of the 
Group, with the aim of getting decent plants on 
their own roots. With the improvements in 
micropropagation this could also be a way for-
ward. The greatest problem in the Collection is 
suckering from ponticum understocks, and 
there is a need to be ever-vigilant. Turn your 
back for a moment and the suckers will shoot up, 
doing their best to convince the unwary garden-
er they are the real thing. The Ramster Collection 
is a valuable conservation resource, and a great 
reference collection. Few of the rhododendrons 
in it are readily available now; and nothing 
gives me more pleasure than seeing a visitor 
triumphantly clutching some faded blooms 
which they have succeeded in identifying after 
visiting the Collection.

Hardy Hybrid production slowed soon after 
the turn of the twentieth century. The best have 
survived through public demand over these 
many years of social change and gardening 
fashion, and 25 have been awarded the AGM  
for garden excellence following the 2012 review; 
all are a reflection of the contribution they 
continue to make to the modern garden. 

It is encouraging to note that more are now 
appearing in local garden centres; and most of 

those mentioned above are in specialist nursery 
lists. Surely the ‘Old Contemptibles’ will not  
just remain an affectionate memory of one of  
the most auspicious developments in British 
horticulture, but will go on decorating our 
gardens and giving us pleasure long into the 
future.
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WHAT IS A HARDY HYBRID? 
This is an historical group of plants bred to succeed as flowering shrubs for general garden use anywhere in the country 
and in any position to suit the garden layout. They conform to the 2012 RHS Hardiness Ratings H6, being hardy 
throughout the UK and northern Europe. More specifically, they fully conform to the 1969 RHS Rhododendron Handbook 
definition of ‘A’ and ’B’ class hybrid rhododendrons which is more detailed:

‘A’  Hardy anywhere in the British Isles and may be planted in full exposure if desired.
‘B’  Hardy anywhere in the British Isles but requires some shade to obtain the best results. 

The shade requirement does not imply any weakness of constitution, but is simply to mitigate the potentially adverse 
effects of a strong sun on late flowers.

Contemporary definitions do not vary a great deal: 
Bean: A group of nursery bred rhododendrons, ….. which are very hardy, flower mostly in late May or June, tolerate 
exposure and full sun and bear firm upright many flowered trusses in a wide range of colouring.
William Watson: To raise plants that were hardy, sturdy and shapely in growth, so when not in flower they were good 
looking shrubs, whilst the flower heads, to satisfy the requirements of the time, were to be large and full, the flowers 
holding themselves up, of good substance, the colours pleasing, and most important of all, they were not to expand 
before June.
Anthony Waterer: A good garden rhododendron should possess the following qualifications – A strong constitution, 
large firm foliage, a compact and conical flower head not easily injured by wind or rain and flowering in June or later, thus 
avoiding frost damage.

NB June flowering is mentioned as a character of major importance throughout, but today most Hardy Hybrids flower 
in May. This may be a function of a recent sequence of earlier, warmer springs.

This article first appeared in the 2019 Yearbook of the RHS Rhododendron, 
Camellia and Magnolia group: https://www.rhodogroup-rhs.org 


