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A BRIEF ACCOUNT OF Rhododendrons &2

The genus Rhododendron Linn. (family Ericaceae), an evergreen shrub or tree,
derives its name from Greek meaning “Rose tree” (Rhodon = Rose and dendron = tree). They are the
denizens of high altitude comprising about 1000 species mainly inhabiting a vast section of
Southeastern Asia stretching from North-western Himalaya through Nepal, Northeastern India,
Eastern Tibet, Northern Burma and Western and Central China; more than 90% of the world
population of Rhododendron is from this area. About 85 species of Rhododendron are found wild in
India, of which only 4 species in the Western Himalayas, 1 species in Nilgiri Hill of south India and
36 species in Darjeeling and Sikkim Himalayas. The existing records indicated that about 98% of
Indian species are found in the Himalayan region, out of which 72% are found in Darjeeling and
Sikkim Himalayas. The beautiful Rhododendron flowers have an enormous range of colors, shapes
and size in their wild forms. The horticultural values are internationally known. All the species of
Darjeeling and Sikkim Himalayas Rhododendron have the commercial value, some of them are also
medicinally important. Apart from their horticultural, medicinal and commercial values, many species
of Rhododendron have ethnic uses from times immemorial and their survival in the wild is
threatened.

The Rhododendron is very much famous to horticulturists due to its enormous range of
attractive colors, shape and size flower in their wild forms. Horticulturists have further worked to
produce quite a range of beautiful hybrids. The Rhododendrons are conducive to inter and intra-
generic crosses and therefore open to hybridization. Many hybrids have originated in cultivation,
rendering the taxonomic classification and identification of Rhododendrons is more difficult.
Although various workers have described the keys that help in identification but some times it makes
confusion regarding their taxonomic status and mislead the study of their biodiversity and their
conservation aspects.

OBJECTIVE OF THE PRESENT WORK

Taxonomically Rhododendron is a polymorphic and very complex genus having subgenera,
subspecies and varieties and shows a great genetic variability and diversity. The existence of
polymorphism reinforces the need of a reliable verification of their identity. Accurate identification is
also desired for patent protection of a plant. Traditional morphological identification of a
polymorphic genus may sometimes lead to confusion due to variation of ecological conditions and
their habitat. To access the genetic diversity and polymorphism in different plant species a large
number of methodologies have been reported such as isoenzyme, allozymes and seed storage
proteins. However, such traits are influenced by environmental factors and the developmental stage of
the plant. Hence the results elucidated based on such studies do not provide a true measure of the
genetic diversity. Recently many papers have described the value of molecular markers like RFLP
(restriction fragments length polymorphism) and RAPD (random amplified polymorphic DNA) is
detecting polymorphism, molecular typing and taxonomic identification and classification of plant.
The RAPD assay. has the advantages of being readily employed, requiring very small amounts of
genomic DNA and eliminating the need for blotting and radioactive detection. RAPD uses arbitrary
10-base primers to amplify the random portion of the genome by PCR (polymerase Chain Reaction)
methods. The amplified fragments produced are easily visualized on Ethidium bromide stained gel
and polymorphism can be detected between the amplified products of different individuals. For these
reasons, RAPD markers could be successfully used for the preparation of molecular documentation of
Rhododendron. In this field, no significant work has been published on Rhododendron.

As a result proper molecular documentation of Indian genus of Rhododendron was not
recorded properly. Unfortunately Rhododendron is one of the most neglected groups of plants in
terms of scientific inquiry in India. Literature reviewed through the internet reveals that very little
work has been done on genetic diversity of Eastern Himalayan Rhododendron. Every nation is
conscious about its natural resources and is trying to catalogue local flora by using the conventional













































