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Isn't it amazing in this modern media-dominated society in which we live, that 
gross inaccuracies can so easily become the accepted norm! And so vireyas 
have become "tropical rhododendrons". Rather than call vireyas "tropical", 
which to my mind is misleading, a far more accurate title would be the "milder 
climate rhododendron". 
 
Climate, by definition, relates to temperature, moisture, wind and light. By 
combining these definitions with the definition for "milder" (i.e. gentle, 
moderate, not harsh), I came up with the following: 
Milder temperature implies gentle, moderate warmth with no extremes. When 
relating this to plants, this would refer to conditions, both above ground and to 
the root zone. 
Milder moisture means moderate rainfall and humidity, and this must relate to 
no extremes of wet or dry in the root zone also. 
Milder wind means gentle air movement, protection from storms, but open to 
the breezes just the same. Equally, a well aerated root zone. 
Milder light indicates good gentle light, not harsh, i.e. no hot summer sun, but 
no heavy shade either. 
 
I maintain that the vireya rhododendron, of all the Rhododendron genus, has 
adapted the best to take advantage of a "milder climate". Vireyas do not cope 
well with the extremes of cold or wet, especially when they are combined, or 
the combination of hot and dry. Nor do they cope well with hot, humid, sultry, 
torrid, or in other words, tropical conditions. 
 

















magazines as a source for material, and it is all good promotion for vireyas, as 
long as they get it right. But the young editor was having difficulty finding 
plants in gardens suitable for photographs. They were not after individual 
blooms but attractive garden plants showing good colour and shape in 
attractive settings. 
 
We had a few that fitted the bill, plants that have been in the ground for four to 
five years, but most of our garden is still young and the vireyas have yet to fill 
out and settle down to regular flowering. The magazine editor had to settle for 
what we could offer, because we could think of no other garden in 
southeastern Queensland where they would find what they were after. We 
could have resorted to subterfuge and temporarily planted out some pot 
plants which were both bushy and colourful, but that is not the point. Few 
Queensland gardens have well established in-ground vireyas as yet. 
 
While I was talking to John Rouse later, I posed the same question to him. 
Where in Victoria are there good garden plantings of vireyas that could grace 
the pages of a quality magazine? Other than a few plants in his own garden 
and possibly some in Bob Withers' garden, he also drew a blank. And all this 
after thirty years of the growing of vireyas in Australia! 
 
There must be many gardens in Australia containing a vireya or two that can 
put on an attractive at odd times, but I have yet to hear of a garden where 
vireyas have been a major feature or where an award has been given due in 
part at least to a display of vireyas. 
 
One possible candidate for this accolade would be a beautiful garden in 
Woolgoolga, NSW, where Neil and Kathryn Puddey are blending vireyas in 
very well. This garden has been part of the open garden scheme for a couple 
of years now and Neil is really hooked on vireyas, so I am expecting great 
things there in the future. 
 



It is a sobering thought that after such a long period growing vireyas in 
Australia, these plants which we enthuse over, extol and prize have yet to 
gain a regular place in our garden landscapes. Do they really need such 
special care and treatment? Are they that difficult? There are a lot of garden 
shrubs that good gardeners around the country prize, and, despite the fact 
that these shrubs may require special attention, they still find a regular place 
in the general garden landscapes. Will vireyas eventually fit into this category 
or are they so difficult to grow outside the regions that have natural milder 
climate, that they are destined to remain the plaything and treasure of the 
enthusiast only? 
 
Maybe so. 
 
(This is the text of a paper delivered at the 1994 Pacific Region International 
Rhododendron Conference). 
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