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Admiral Semmes Azalea

Admiral Raphael Semmes was quite a naval officer. He was the commander of

the most famous Confederate cruiser, the Alabama. While at the helm of the Alabama he

and his crew sank or captured 87 enemy ships. That record of achievement still stands

today. As a history buff, I had just finished reading an account of his exploits in Two

Years on the Alabama by Lt. Arthur Sinclair when I learned that one of the new 2007

Gold Medal Plants was named for Admiral Semmes. A Gold Medal winning plant named

for the most famous naval hero of the Confederacy has quite a reputation to live up to. By

all accounts, the Admiral Semmes Azalea does just that.

Georgia Gold Medal Winning plants are selected each year by the Georgia Plant

Selections Committee. This committee is made up of landscape professionals and experts

on the faculty of the University of Georgia. Gold Medal plants are selected due to their

superior characteristics and are highly recommended for growers across our state.

The Admiral Semmes Azalea was introduced by Dodd & Dodd Nurseries in

Semmes, Alabama. It is a hybrid cross between a large-flowered yellow azalea and the

native Florida azalea. The result is a brilliant yellow flowering azalea. This makes the

Admiral Semmes Azalea quite useful since there are relatively few yellow-flowering

shrubs available for our use in the landscape. As an added bonus the flowers are

pleasantly fragrant. The wonderful bright yellow flowers are like gold braid on an

admiral’s sleeve and appear in early May prior to the development of foliage. The

flowers are tubular in shape and are borne in clusters on the previous season’s growth.

The leaves of the plant are a lustrous dark green color in summer. With the

arrival of autumn the leaves of Admiral Semmes turn an orange-bronze color. The

Admiral Semmes azalea is a deciduous plant. It drops its leaves in winter time. For that

reason, it is probably best to place it behind other plants in a perennial border. When used

in that manner it will fade into the background during the winter months.

Like its namesake this plant is tough. The Admiral Semmes Azalea is heat

tolerant as long as it is irrigated during periods of drought. That makes it suitable for

warm sites in full sun. It is also resistant to mildew.

University of Georgia Extension Horticulturist, Dr. Gary Wade, says, “The

Admiral Semmes Azalea looks particularly nice next the Blue Anise Sage, a 1995

Georgia Gold Medal Winner.” Wade also recommends planting Admiral Semmes next to

one of the burgundy loropetalums which were 1997 Gold Medal Winners.

Although it will grow in full sun, Admiral Semmes azaleas will perform best in

partial shade. Moist, well drained soils are also needed. When an admiral gets his feet wet

it is usually a sign that his ship is sinking. That is true with the Admiral Semmes azalea

as well. This plant does not do well in wet soils. According to Dr. Wade, “Planting in wet

soils is a sure death sentence.”

Under good growing conditions the Admiral Semmes azalea will reach a height of

4-5 feet with an equal spread. Like most azaleas it should be pruned immediately after

flowering and fertilized in the spring with an azalea-camellia type fertilizer.

The original Admiral Semmes got folk’s attention by firing a shot across the bow

of their ship. The color of the Admiral Semmes Azalea will be a shot across the bow of

everyone who visits your garden creating excitement definitely requiring notice.

