
 1 

           
    North American Rock Garden Society 

Berkshire Chapter        March 2010 
 

 

Next Meeting   

Saturday, March 6 at 10:30 AM 

 

Berkshire Botanical Garden Exhibit Hall  

BBG is located 2 miles west of Stockbridge 

MA at the junction of Routes 102 & 183 

 

AM: Peter Joppe, Hillside 

Nursery 
 

Woodland Plants for New 
England Gardens 

 

 
 
Lunch ---BYO 

We welcome dessert contributions. Lunch will 

be followed by Show and Tell and an auction. 
 

PM: Robin Magowan & 

Juliet Yl i-Matti la  

 

We have become accustomed to the beauty and 

evocative descriptions of Robin and Juliet, and 

on this special Saturday, they will present a 

photographic and oral reprise of their visit to 

Copenhagen, Tromsø, and Svalbard 
 

In the Company of Old 

Newsletters 
 

                                                                                                               

Lori Chips © 2/9/10 

 
ll gardeners get restless in winter. They 

are prone to fabricating many winter 

projects as a distraction away from the 

fact that gardening is, at the moment, 

impossible. I am not, however in that camp. 

Because I work at a nursery, have my own 

garden to tend, and have all those fascinating 

and tempting NARGS events to participate in, 

my ñgardening seasonò plate is rather full. 

Sometimes it is not a plate, it is an enormous 

hotel tray, and it is overflowing. I wonder should 

I even admit this: sometimes in winter Iôm glad 

when the seed and other orders are done and I 

can turn some attention to other (non-gardening) 

things. Things like writing, or painting, or 

catching up with non-gardening friends. Even 

(gasp!) considering a resort-like vacation to a 

destination of surf and sun. 

 
This winter found me stuck at home, though, 

and contemplative. I have toyed for years with 

A 
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the idea of a collection of essays so one ñwinter 

projectò was to assemble all I could find of my 

horticultural writing for the last 14 years and get 

it on my computer if possible. As you can 

imagine that entailed searching through a lot of 

material both stemming from vocation and 

avocation, and I canôt say that this was 

unpleasant. It was overwhelming occasionally, 

but isnôt that true of anything that requires a 

person to plow and poke and sift through their 

past? Some of the juvenilia that I had chosen to 

put out there occasioned a wince or two, but 

nothing terribly bad. My Oliver Nursery writing 

fell into rather neat groupings: catalog stuff and 

therefore (mostly) unusable and newsletter 

articles in batches. Like: Alpine Habits (four 

kinds) sun or shade candidates for the rock  

garden, a series on troughs, that sort of thing. 

 

The pieces for BNARGS, however, were 

different. They have far flung subjects and a 

different scope. They are more personal, show 

more evolution; they even, at times, tackle 

bigger human questions. I was somehow braver, 

more inventive, and I took more chances. I 

revealed more of myself. I know this did not 

happen by chance. 

Nick Nickou and Anne Spiegel at Stonecrop 

 

As I sorted through sheaves of newsletters I 

made several stacks: some held articles I wanted 

to reread (all of Geoffreyôs made this cut!) and I 

pulled mine out to deal with  later. Geoffreyôs 

stack grew admirably larger and larger, and this 

was after he had done his two books! (There was 

a noticeable and understandable lessening of his 

work when Norman had had his aneurysm in 

1997.) 

 

While one is sorting over the past, even for a 

good pragmatic purpose, one sometimes canôt 

help but delve into the treasures at hand. Before 

long I found myself rereading on the spot ñAh, 

here is a plant I just got seed ofé.ò or failed 

with or saw a picture of etc etc. See, I had a 

justification. I had just bought a brand new filing 

ñcubeò complete with hanging files and labels. 

All of the newsletters were to be saved of course, 

but I needed to winnow a little. Stuff for fun, 

stuff for my project, stuff to be re-integrated 

later. If I just read this one now, I can put it into 

the main stackéò I said to myself. 

 
This kind of activity can work on one in a 

strange and alchemical way. Here was a call to 

arms to help in the seed exchange. (We did.) 

Here was the call for plants for the sale. Over 

here was the announcement of Panayoti 

Kelaidisô talk. I remember that. As usual, his 

talk was exuberant, fresh, and erudite. Norman 

and Geoffrey invited a bunch of chapter 

members to visit their garden afterwards. They 

said they had got things pretty well weeded so 

now was a good time to visit. I had with me an 

old friend and Joe and it meant we would miss 

the Kentucky Derby (which we always watched) 

but this was bigger than the run for any roses. 

This was Norman, Geoffrey, and only my 

second chance at seeing their garden. (The first 

had been at the Annual meeting in the 

Berkshires in 1995.) You may wonder why it 

was inevitable that we miss the race. It is 

because of the distance I travel to attend 

BNARGS meetings. I need to leave the house 

before eight A.M. to get there in time. On a 

perfect day it equals a two and a quarter hours 

drive. If I hit the apparently somnambulistic 

traffic from ñThe Leaf Peopleò in October, or 

fisherfolk in spring or even rabid fleamarketers 

in summer it can be longer. The roundtrip 

commute is just under 5 hours on that one 

Saturday. Why do I drive 5 hours on a Saturday? 

In revisiting all these newsletters I know exactly 

why.  

 

It is not for the chance to buy a couple of alpines 

however cool they may be. It is not just to sigh 

with envy over slides of other 

plants/gardens/places that I may never 

have/visit/see. Or even to garner, over time, a 
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wealth of information on growing. Although this 

last one is a weighty contender and does factor 

into the whole. No. It is that I am going to do 

these things with other people. These other 

people are very important in this equation. 

NARGS people are of a variety, quality and 

caliber I have not encountered anywhere else 

before. I believe this to be at the very heart of 

the very best that this Society of ours offers. 

 

I get to walk in the door, chat with Anne 

Speigel, sit next to Jacque Mommens, give John 

Spain a big hug, tell Elisabeth Zander or Robin 

Magowan how much I liked their last article. Or 

tell Peter George how spellbinding the entire 

last newsletter was. The knowledge and 

camaraderie are unmatched. Of course I still 

miss people who are no longer there but I have 

been lucky in a years-long experience and I 

know my chapter is not unique in this. We had 

Norman and Geoffrey. The Siskiyous can boast 

Crocker and Kline. Sifting through articles I feel 

wistful too, about those who have simply moved 

on. Tom Clark has moved away, Tamsin Goggin 

and Dean Evans no longer attend, and I miss all 

of them.  

 
Norman and Geoffrey 

As I sit here on a frosty winter day and turn 

these pages I consider, for just one minute, how 

bleakly different it would feel if NARGS or my 

chapter did not exist. I am thankful to every 

newsletter editor. I feel in my bones how 

important it is to spread around what we all 

share. 

 

Rock Gardeners are intrepid. In fact, we gave a 

talk about the annual meeting in the Cascades 

that illustrates exactly that. We happened to be 

on the infamous bus number three, the one that 

rolled backwards down the hill and crashed into 

a tree, Everybody disembarked, leaders took 

head counts, a new bus was sent for. A few 

people strode up to houses, asked to use the 

phone (this was before everyone over the age of 

three had a cell phone) and called a cab in order 

to get to the next destination. Joe had been 

thinking heôd get the afternoon off, a nap and 

maybe some ginger-ale back at the hotel. Think 

again. 

 

Another excellent display of intrepidity came 

during the EWS in Manhattan not long ago. It 

took place in the hotel where Georgia OôKeefe 

used to live. If you peered out of certain 

windows you could see the angles of some of the 

views she used in her justifiably famous 

skyscraper series. At that meeting on that day we 

were ñon our ownò for luncheon. This old hotel 

had the classic configuration of a big square 

with a bank of elevators right at its heart. As we 

traveled down in a very crowded elevator, I 

remember some of the dialogue. These meeting 

participants were from all over the country and a 

few from outside of it. They were dressed almost 

as though ready to go hiking. One group was 

discussing the merits of lunching in Little Italy. 

Another was calculating time and distance (to be 

sure to make the next lecture) and when the 

doors parted at the lobby they hiked off to a 

meal in Chinatown. 

 
Oh, by the way, lest you think numbers and 

distance lend any sort of anonymity, no such 

luck. We happened to lunch at a soup place 

nearby with two Scottish speakers. When he 

heard my name he exclaimed ñOh yes! From 

Oliverôs. You are the only one who sends in 

seed in paper coin envelopesé.ò 

 

But back in the realm of our own chapter, I 

remember the first time I heard Josef Halda 

speak. It was a snowy March day, his Gentiana 

book had just come out. I recall looking 

nervously out the windows (this meeting was 

held in the ñlittle houseô across the street from 

our usual venue). I had driven up myself, not in 

Joeôs SUV, and as the meeting progressed I 

watched the snow coming down. I opted to quit 

worrying, enjoy the show, and deal with the 

weather later. I bought Dianthus óInschriach 
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Dazzlerô in the sale from Geoffrey. Which 

brings me to confess another trick I somehow 

acquired shortly after coming to BNARGS. 

Recognizing peoples handwriting on labels. Iôm 

sure Iôm not the only one who has picked this 

up. A trick like this will lead you to purchase 

some fabulous things even if you donôt yet know 

the species. Incidentally, the Dianthus and  I 

made it home safely even in all that snow. 

 

An annual meeting will sometimes throw the 

perfect two people together. (That is how, I felt, 

anyway.) At a meeting out west I met Phyllis 

Gustafson. Do you remember Rogue House 

Seeds? That was hers. She also used to 

propagate for Siskiyou Rare Plants Nursery. I 

spent a whole two hour bus ride turned sideways 

in my seat talking shop with her and deeply 

wishing we did not live 3,000 miles apart. I still 

wish that. She has spoken twice at BNARGS. 

The first time Geoffrey  packed her a lunch in a 

quaint little vintage lunchbox! Her slides were 

spectacular. Ever since I have been dying to hike 

Whiskey Peak, the Devilôs Punchbowl and Eight 

Dollar Mountain. One story has it that someone 

once found a gold nugget up there worth eight 

dollars. 

 

Glancing down at yet another newsletter I am 

reminded. We should not forget the Nursery 

People who have traveled to speak to us. Maria 

Gallettii whose Alpines Mt. Echo is still being 

mourned as a loss by rock gardeners 

everywhere, but who, I hope, is enjoying more 

travel and plant hunting adventure which will 

lead to more pictures which will lead (we all 

hope!) to more talks for us! And if you have 

never attended a Harvey Wrightman workshop 

then you have missed out on an extraordinary 

opportunity: New techniques, whole new 

methods with difficult and rare plants. His latest: 

ñSandwiching slabs of tufa with wet pottery clay 

and baby plantsò was eye opening. Iôve never 

seen so many adults as happy as children 

fingerpainting. We were that absorbed. And with 

gorgeous results! Honestly, all the ñsandwichesò 

produced looked like they had been done by 

pros. The first tufa drilling workshop of his that 

I attended yielded a great success for me. A now 

venerable Campanula raineri has thrived. Just 

last year as I was walking by it I noticed a 

healthy tuffet of leaves growing out the other 

side of the rock. The campanula had traveled via 

stolons through the interior of the tufa. It 

bloomed on both sides last year. 

 

I suppose growing in tufa might be considered a 

ñheroic measure.ò A lot of what we sometimes 

canôt help ourselves from doing; in regard to 

alpine plants, seems to fall under this umbrella. 

Not that these are bad things. But to outsiders 

they do not always seem to be normal things. I 

am remembering a meeting we had at what has 

become the annual pilgrimage to Stonecrop 

announced in our pages every April. I happened 

to be jostling up near a woman in front of one 

laden sales table. I donôt remember which 

vender. She had gathered up a handful of plants 

and she asked me if I knew about them. 

Glancing down at her flat I did notice that 

everything sheôd chosen was in full flower. ñUh, 

Ohé.ò I thought. ñWill this flower all 

summer?ò she asked, holding up a gentian. I told 

her no, but it was a very worthwhile plant. I 

launched into whatever I knew about the species 

ending with: ñand remember, all gentians are 

heavy feeders.ò She was looking skeptically at 

me. She held up a fully flowered Lewisia 

cotyledon. ñCan I grow this in a hanging 

basket?ò I took a probably noticeable deep 

breath and backed her (and me) a few steps 

away from the Madding Crowd. I took a few 

minutes to talk to her. I briefly described what 

alpine plants were, how most needed perfect 

drainage. I talked about beginners often having 

good luck with troughs, and I pointed some out  

A Scene in Robin Magowanôs Garden 
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to her. I mentioned several other ways to make 

 these plants happy but not out in the perennial 

garden or in a plastic pot. She looked disturbed. 

In fact, she looked a little angry with me.  

 

ñDo you mean to tell me that everyone hereò she 

gestured sweepingly at all the NARGS 

customers milling around ñwith all their baskets 

and trays overflowingò she said that word 

accusingly ñwith plants, are all going to go home 

and grow them the way you are describing?ò I 

took a moment again. I looked at the milling 

crowd. Iôd met way more than half of them. 

People from chapters in Manhattan, Ct. the 

Hudson Valley, the Berkshires and Long Island. 

I told her the absolute truth: ñYes. They are.ò 

We were shopping in the rarified air of 

knowledgeable alpine plantspeople. Before we 

parted ways I told her to ask a bit of advice from 

vendors as she went. I hope that woman is still 

out there among us. I hope she has joined our 

ranks. But our ranks, as was brought home to me 

that day, can seem strange to an outsider. 

 

It has been cold today, and our cat, Queenie is 

trying to make a space for herself among the 

newsletters directly under the lamp. Try, as I do, 

to accommodate every royal whim of hers, she 

will not be allowed to damage irreplaceable 

pages like these. Near her polydactyl paw is one 

seasons calendar of events. But why focus on 

only one? We have been regaled by travelogues 

to the Dolomites, the Andes, the Rockies, 

Iceland and Tibet. We have been surfeited with 

big helpings on the genus Penstemon, on 

Trilliums, on bog gardens, sand beds, and scree. 

When I begin to consider all of the speakers that 

came from our membership, the sheer weight of 

knowledge is humbling. 

 

The point is: we are rich. Despite upheavals in 

the world at large and despite frailties we may 

face as age advances on each one of us, we need 

to admit how rich we are. Now, I know it may 

sound just too terribly ñNew Ageò to suggest 

that we should live our gratitude. I went up to 

Kripalu one weekend. Iôve taken meals out of a 

ñBuddha bowl,ò done some yoga, chanted along 

to Kirtan a little, pondered a lot. But do you 

know what? To achieve a nice solid dose of 

peacefulness you may only need to look out 

your backdoor. At the rock garden that probably 

wouldnôt exist (or exist so well) if not for 

NARGS and BNARGS. The ñPractice of 

Gratitudeò is important. I got a big juicy 

revitalizing helping of it just by sorting through 

and rereading a batch of old newsletters. We are 

lucky to have the discretionary time and means 

to pursue a thing we love, to attend gatherings 

laden with other like-minded souls. 

 

Donôt get me wrong! There will always be 

unattainables. I donôt anticipate an Olympic gold 

medal in my future any more than I expect 

Eritrichium nanum to blow in as a volunteer 

seedling. I suppose I will always strive for those 

Gentiana urnulas. (there is a rumor someone 

germinated it once, in the U.K.) I may even sit 

(metaphorically, anyway) in a full lotus posture 

intoning prayers to a six armed three breasted 

deity, concentrating on my third eye in order to 

help my poor Himalayan plant thrive.  

Buda Shakyamuni 

But it may be more productive by far on this 

wintery day to just bask in the warmth I have 

felt on rereading these pieces. Some written by 

people I know well, some I have never met. I am 

proud of what is achieved by us on a yearly 

basis. The talks, the hikes, the images, the 

plants, the friendships. This last especially, our 

friendships, are a blessing worth celebrating. 

 

A resounding ñThank you!ò is owed, first to our 

current, prolific Editor: Peter George, and to 

every other one in a long creative fascinating 

chain. Without them, I would not have had such 

wonderful material to revisit. 
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Choice, But Easy! 

 
Text by Harvey Wrightman  

Photographs by Esther Wrightman 

 

Sedum aff. purdyi - For the most part, Sedum 

purdyi is lumped with S.spathulifolium, and if 

you go on the www.calflora.org  site, the photos 

confirm this opinion. However, this collection 

by Ron Ratko and taken in the Siskiyou Mtns. 

Of Northern California, is exceptional and 

differs S. spathulifolium in several ways. 

Described by Ron as growing on loose, shaley 

outcrops, it forms, ñédomed rosettes of yellow-

green densely imbricated, rounded leaves ï 

spaced like shingles on a roof.ò ï making it 

easily separated from any random grouping of 

west coast sedums. It could be a new species or 

subspecies. Coming from a colder, drier area 

than other coastal collections, I have found it 

easy to grow, though it is restrained in both size 

and growth rate ï both useful characteristics for 

an alpine garden. The tight structure with stems 

that are not so brittle, make it an attractive 

choice for a vertical position in a clay crevice ï  

and this siting aspect perfectly displays this 

attractive anomaly from the Siskiyous. 

 

Polygala chamaebuxus ï Our native Polygala 

paucifolia  which prefers the dry, acid duff of 

our woodlands is a silent jewel that when one 

stumbles upon a colony, one must simply stop 

and stare. Of more robust constitution the 

European P. chamaebuxus grows in lightly 

shaded spots in upland areas from Swiss Alps to 

the Bohemian Massif of the Czech Republic, up 

to 2500m elevation. This relatively broad 

altitudinal range affords it an carefree demeanor 

and indeed, even in an ordinary perennial 

garden, one can place it at the front where it will 

form a slowly expanding mat of low woody 

stems and lustrous, evergreen leaves ï hence the 

moniker ñchamaebuxusò. In the rock garden, 

give it some space, perhaps treat it in the way 

you would any other small shrublet. It will run 

and fill a crevice nicely and soften the looks of 

the stone. All it really needs is a surface layer of 

organic material into which its sprawling surface 

stems may root - the underlying soil pH is not so 

important, though it prefers acid conditions, too. 

White flowers with a bright yellow keel 

represents the most common form found in 

nature; but, selected clones usually feature some 

lurid color of pink with the same yellow keel ï 

showy, but less elegant than the type. My 

opinion is biased, but not prejudiced.  

 

Eryngium glaciale ï Every rock garden needs 

a thistle to emphasize, that in nature the scene 

can be messy if not chaotic. Well, if you canôt 

quite buy that line, step up to the new and 

improved model. Eryngium spp. have wonderful 

hemispherical flower heads in clear shades of 

http://www.calflora.org/

