
1 
 

Fall arrangement at Dumbarton Oaks, by S.Strickler 
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2023– 2024 Calendar of Events 

www.pvc-nargs.org 
Meetings are Saturdays, except where noted. 

 
October 28, @10am via Zoom: Michael Hagen, curator of the Native Plant and Rock 
Garden at the New York Botanical Garden on “Native Plants for Small Spaces: Rock 
Gardens, Containers, Crevices and Troughs”  

With ever growing interest in creating pollinator gardens and 
providing ecological services in our gardened spaces, how do 
we address this in urban and suburban settings with limited 
space for an expansive meadow or woodland or when steep 
and rocky terrain precludes conventional landscaping? 
Drawing on native plant communities with rich selections of 
easily grown 
species and their 

select cultivars, Michael Hagen shows us how we can 
still easily create aesthetically pleasing 
combinations for the porch, patio and small yard.   

Speaker bio: Michael Hagen is Curator of the 
Native Plant Garden and the Rock Garden at the 
New York Botanical Garden in the Bronx and is an 
institutional Conservation Officer for the Center for 
Plant Conservation. He previously served for 
almost 13 years as Staff Horticulturist for Stonecrop Gardens in Cold Spring, New York, and 
was Garden Manager at Rocky Hills, in Mt. Kisco, New York, a preservation project of the 
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Garden Conservancy. He is an adjunct professor at Westchester Community College where 
he lectures on Sustainability, Native Plant Propagation and Gardening with Native Plants. 
(photos M. Hagen; Viola pedata.)  

November 4, @10 am In-Person Annual Members’ Meeting (and election) in the 
classroom at the National Arboretum. Members show images of their botanical travels and 
gardens. Email Barbara Rose if you want to show images: roserose@verizon.net 
 
November 11 at Noon eastern time via Zoom NARGS webinar: “Return of the Natives”  
https://www.nargs.org/nargs-rocks-natives-buy-ticket   
 
2024 
January 20, @10 am PVC-NARGS Seed Workshop at Green Spring Gardens, Alexandria, 
VA. Cost: $35; Limited to 15 members. Register by December 1, 2023 in order for 
supplies to be purchased. Please send check to Margot Ellis at address at bottom of 
newsletter where it says “PVC Dues.”   

Have you wondered how to start rock garden plants from seed? Now is your chance to learn. 
A few PVC members will share seed collected from plants growing in their rock gardens and 
we can also offer you surplus NARGS seed to use in this class. Learn tips about starting 
seed from those who have tried, failed, and succeeded. We'll discuss typical rock garden 
plants and their requirements, potting media, explain the process for sowing seeds, and help 
you sow a tray of seeds that you will take home. You’ll also find out how to avoid sneaky 
things that can take down your seeds--mice, damping off, too much or too little water, as well 
as how to pot up and grow on your plants after germination.   What is included: Reusable, 
dishwater safe, seed tray for 16 different plants. Seeds of perennials hardy in our area. For 
more inspiration, please check out Jim Hughes’s article below on his seed starting 
experience.   

January- February, PVC members fill NARGS SeedEx surplus orders. Details to come.  

March 8 – 11, NARGS Winter Study Weekend: Oakland, California. (See the ad below with 
more information. Also check www.nargs.org ) 

Sunday, March 17, @ Paul Spriggs, NARGS travelling speaker on Constructing a Rock 
Garden, Location TBD 

________________________________________ 

President’s Message  

Dear PVC-NARGS members, 

October has been a busy month. First with our plant exchange at Linus Chen’s. Thank 
you, Linus! And Rob Gimpel’s trough workshop at Susanna Farms Nursery. Thank you 
to Rob and all who lent a helping hand and participated. Next weekend we will have a 
Zoom talk with Michael Hagen of NYBG. I sent the link a few days ago but will resend it 
closer to the talk. On November 4th, I hope to see all of you at the USNA classroom for 
our annual membership meeting where we will vote on the PVC-NARGS officers and 
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members will share photos of their gardens and 
travels. Some other winter activities include a seed 
workshop and PVC running the NARGS surplus seed 
exchange in February and March for 2024 and 2025. 

For a couple of years now I’ve been part of a 
collaborative team of gardeners that helps maintain 
the rock garden at Green Spring Gardens. Being part 
of this team has been a huge pleasure and I always 
enjoy the company of my fellow rock gardeners. 
Green Spring Garden has an old rock garden planned 
over forty years ago. There’s a plaque with the first 
Green Spring Garden Park director’s name on it, Don 
Humphries, because he planned and installed the 
initial rock garden. The original garden’s soil 
composition is predominantly sand and gravel with 
hardly any organic matter, creating beds that are free 
draining with low fertility.   

We meet weekly at the garden weather permitting. Our leader, Judy Zatsick, the current 
director of Green Spring Garden Park, starts us off by suggesting which tasks we can 
choose to do. Her introduction always includes lots of memories and insight from her 
time tending to this garden. She might refer to a part of the rock garden by its section 
name, such as the meadow, the crevice, or the rock ledge. I’m then reminded that the 
original garden design had distinct features to replicate natural rock gardens like 
outcrops, screes, ledges and meadows.  

These sections still exist today but the original plantings 
have enthusiastically self-seeded, migrated, populated or 
invaded the original. Caring for this garden requires 
constant editing out of seedlings and pulling back 
spreading plants to keep the peace between neighbors. In 
addition to removing any dead organic matter, most of us 
use a Hori knife or similar tool to remove plants like overly 
aggressive Sedums, Alliums, Scillas, and Helianthus to 
name a few that have successfully populated almost every 
part of the garden.  Each of us works to clean an area and 
give it definition, emphasizing the plants that belong there. 
It’s a daunting task and by no means is the myth of a rock 
garden being “no maintenance” or “low maintenance” true.  

The rock garden at Green Spring has been planted to 
provide year-round interest. At this time of year many plants are blooming, some 
expected and others surprisingly. I have included a few pictures of some recent bloom 
and I encourage you to visit Green Spring Gardens today.       Barbara  

 Photos: Rhodophiala bifida, Blood lily; Chrysanthemum zawadskii (?) (C. zawadskii is 
said to be white so it might be ‘Clara Curtis’ or another Korean mum cultivar. Interesting 
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note: Judy thinks the plant is short because of the gritty, low fertility soil; if this mum 
grew in more traditional garden conditions, it would probably be full size.) 

______________________________________ 

After a 70 Year Hiatus the Seed-Sowing Fascination Returns 

Jim Hughes  

Planting hard kernels of field corn in clear glass Mason jars my mom used for canning pickles 
and beets is my first gardening memory. I was a toddler mesmerized by the white roots I 
could trace through the soil as I watched the seeds germinate and the plants begin to grow. I 
don’t remember what I did once the corn became unmanageable in that small glass 
container, but I’ll never forget how amazed I was seeing that seed turn into a plant. 

As I grew into my teens, I eventually took responsibility for the 
vegetable garden in our household. I graduated to planting 
seeds for lettuce, string beans, beets, and carrots along with 
tomatoes that we bought from the local nursery. By then I 
didn’t need a Mason jar to know what was going on below the 
surface of the soil. 

When I left home and got my first house after college, I lost 
interest in seeds. I became much more interested in woody 
shrubs and perennials to landscape around the house. Seeds 
seemed to be too much work, took too long, and was harder 
than just buying the six pack of annuals or gallon containers 
of nursery stock. (photo: Aethionema saxatile) 

70 years after my Mason jar corn project, my garden interests 
have come full circle. I am back to growing plants from seeds and the old fascination with the 
process has returned.  

Being a member of the Potomac Valley Chapter of NARGS got me involved with the annual 
NARGS seed exchange. NARGS members from across the country and beyond collect, 
clean, and donate seeds of alpine and other rock garden 
plants. The NARGS seed exchange distributes the seeds 
to its members.  In the past few years, I, along with a 
dozen other PVC volunteers, sorted seeds donated from 
NARGS members. We helped fill orders and get the 
packets of seeds distributed. As a bonus, we volunteers 
got priority access to the seed exchange for a very modest 
fee of $20. (This is really a cheap way to try new plants 
and take risks.) The first year I got involved, I got 25 seed 
packets. In 2023 I got 75!  (On the right is the flat I use for 
seeds.)  

The seeds I select from the exchange are good 
candidates for troughs or a small rock garden area. They 
are usually under 8 inches. Some are annuals, some 
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biennials, but mostly perennials that are hardy. I plant them in a mix that drains well, has little 
organic matter, and is top dressed with granite chips to keep the crown of the newly emerging 
seedlings dry. The seeds are planted at the end of January and put outside in a cold frame. 
This year was so mild, I had some germination after 3 weeks! (The first year my germination 
rate was less than 50%. This year it was about 85%).  

In spring when some seedlings germinated and roots filled the small volume of soil, I planted 
them up in slightly larger containers. Some that grew quickly have graduated to troughs or 
the rock garden. Most are still in plastic pots bulking up.  

Here is a photo below of plants that have germinated. 

This year, to give back to the NARGS 
Seed Exchange and contribute to its 
success, I have made a serious effort to 
collect seeds from some of the rock garden 
plants I am now growing. In the past, I was 
the tidy type that would dead head and cut 
off spent flowers. Can’t do that if you want 
to collect seeds. As of this writing, I have 
collected, cleaned, and packaged seeds 
from 12 different plants. NARGS sells 
glassine envelopes that are great for 
storing seeds (100 for $5). NARGS also 
recommends an excellent site 
http://theseedsite.co.uk/seedsize4.html to 

help identify what seeds look like for many of the commonly grown rock garden plants. I 
found that internet site very helpful when I crushed up the spent flower buds and searched for 
the seeds among the chaff. The more plants I worked with, the easier it got to identify their 
seeds. Later this summer and fall, I will send the filled glassine envelopes to the seed 
exchange as my contribution for others to plant.   

I hope many of you can sign up for the seed workshop that PVC NARGS is offering its 
members in January 2024. Maybe you can capture that sense of awe and mystery that I felt 
as a toddler and have now revived in my 70’s. All materials will be provided for a reasonable 
price, and one-on-one help will be given. Join the fun and sign up early. Workshop space and 
supplies are limited. 

What is NARGS? 

Peter George 

Ever since I joined NARGS in 1996, I have observed that many members (and even more non-
members) have an extremely narrow, and therefore fundamentally mistaken, concept of what 
the organization represents.  A lot of people think of NARGS as an “alpine plant” society. Others 
believe that if something grows more than a foot tall, it’s “not a NARGS plant.” I have heard 
that chapters in the South and the Midwest are convinced that their members cannot grow 
“rock garden” plants, so they increasingly view themselves as garden clubs focused on hardy 
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“perennials.” Of course, this leads to fewer and fewer chapter members joining NARGS or, 
having joined in the past, keeping their memberships active.  

So, what’s the truth about NARGS and rock gardening? 

Our Web site describes NARGS as an organization “for gardening enthusiasts interested in 
alpine, saxatile, and low-growing perennials. It encourages the study and cultivation of 
wildflowers that grow well among rocks, whether such plants originate above tree line or at 
lower elevations.” I looked up “saxatile” and found that it means 
“growing on or living among rocks.” We all know what alpine 
means, and no one can misunderstand “low-growing.” Thus, we 
are an organization of people interested in perennial plants that 
grow well among rocks and that are relatively short.  That 
sounds pretty inclusive to me, and it certainly doesn’t in any way 
imply that the plants must be alpine, or tiny, or even particularly 
rare. It certainly does include plants that are native to every 
region of the world.  For example, I grow townsendias native to 
Kansas, campanulas native to Turkey, epimediums native to 
China, a Calceolaria native to South America, and alpine plants 
from the Alps, the Rockies, the Caucasus, and the Adirondacks 
among others. I have lime lovers, ericaceous plants, and plants 
that ask only for some sun, some water, and a bit of soil.  I also 
grow all over my property tall plants, such as Echinacea and asters and bushy plants like 
Buddleja.  So what am I?  Well, my major interest is growing plants that like to live among 
rocks, which makes me a rock gardener as far as I’m concerned. (Draba hispanica above.) 

Why are so many people convinced that drabas are real rock garden plants and that 
epimediums are not?  Or that salvias and hellebores are forbidden because they are not 
included in some mythical list of approved “rock garden plants?” Far too many of us seem to 
think that, because the British named their organization the Alpine Garden Society, this 
limitation somehow applies to us. It does not. We are the North American Rock Garden Society, 
and our approach to what we love and what we grow is inclusive, not exclusive. We understand 
with absolute clarity that many gardeners cannot grow Astragalus utahensis, but that almost 
all of us can grow Gentiana acaulis, or Penstemon ovatus, or Sedum kamtschaticum. And 
those, among literally thousands of rock garden plants, can be grown in all climates, at almost 
all altitudes, and on virtually every continent.  
 

Furthermore, for most of its history, NARGS has published a journal 
that has focused on plants that far too many of us may have 
considered inappropriate for rock gardens. Before sitting down to 
write this, I pulled out two old issues of the NARGS publication at 
random, just to see what they contained. The spring 1991 issue was 
dedicated to primulas, and the lead article is entitled “Primulas for 
the Southeast,” by Nancy Goodwin. Nancy is from Hillsborough, 
North Carolina, a part of the United States not commonly associated 
with rock gardening. The second issue I selected was the fall 1985 
issue, which featured an article called “Native Plants of Vermont.”  
Anyone who is not familiar with the botanical wealth of New England, 
and who subscribes to the narrow view of what a “rock garden plant” 
is, will be surprised to learn that the article focused on what we call 



7 
 

“woodland” plants, including Claytonia caroliniana, Erythronium americanum, Trillium erectum, 
Asarum canadense, and Asplenium ruta-muraria. Are these rock garden plants?  Some would 
say they are not, but I vigorously disagree, and – more to the point – so does the NARGS 
journal.  (Heuchera pulchella above left.) 
 
So please, let’s keep NARGS as inclusive as possible. To be sure, we are not simply a garden 
club (we are not interested in growing vegetables, annuals, roses, etc.); but neither are we an 
elite group of the wealthy and powerful who want to keep their organization small and exclusive.  
We are a large, geographically diverse body of people who simply love gardening with rocks. 
Let’s focus on that and work a bit harder to find commonality in purpose; by doing so, we will 
strengthen our organization and enhance its ability to provide valuable services to rock 
gardeners. 
 [Peter George, a past president of NARGS, lives and gardens in Massachusetts. This article 
was originally written in 2013. It still has relevance today.] 

Benefits of Being a NARGS member: 

 Fellowship - the opportunity to belong to an international association of individuals 
who have an abiding love of gardening and the study of rare and unusual plants, thus 
creating a forum for sharing ideas with others for creative and successful ways to grow 
them. 

 The Rock Garden Quarterly – a high quality journal for the novice and expert, 
targeted at rock gardeners, but of broader interest and rich in color photos. Particular 
attention is given to the different needs of rock gardeners across the diverse 
geographical regions of North America. Included are notices of meetings and special 
events, book reviews, as well as many nursery advertisements. 

 Seed Exchange – an annual selection of seeds, rich in rarities, donated by members 
worldwide, many of which are rarely obtainable elsewhere. In addition to the initial 
distribution, members may order surplus seeds, with leftover seeds sent to local 
chapters. Ephemeral seeds are also now available with new storage methods. 

 Website located at www.nargs.org with electronic copies of all back issues back to 
1938 of The Rock Garden Quarterly and its predecessor titles. 

 NARGS is also represented on Facebook and Instagram, a must for the modern young 
gardener! 

 An electronic copy of the "Beginners Handbook" sent to all new members.  (And 
each spring, leftover seeds from the Seed Exchange sent to members in the U.S. 
only.) 

 National meetings – a national meeting that is entertaining and highly educational, 
hosted by local chapters. These meetings have outstanding speakers from all over the 
world, occasional workshops, and opportunities to hike in alpine areas, and visit public 
and private gardens.  There are also sales of rare and desirable plants, and most 
especially they are a chance to discuss plants and gardens with other keen gardeners. 

 Live Webinars during the winter for all NARGS member ticket holders. 
 Local Chapters – 32 NARGS affiliated chapters are active in North America. Chapter 

events include lectures, garden visits, field trips, demonstrations, and plant 
sales.  Besides a wealth of information, these friendly gatherings also offer a source 
for unusual plants plus the opportunity to be inspired by other gardeners in your 
region. 
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 NARGS Traveling Speakers Tour – internationally known speakers brought to all 
chapters. This provides local chapters the opportunity to hear and visit with 
outstanding plants people from around the world presenting talks and workshops.  

 Book Service – Some gardening books are available from NARGS and book reviews 
are posted monthly on our website. 

 Rock Garden Plant of the Month, a long-time feature is posted monthly on our 
website.  

Join NARGS at www.nargs.org 

 

PVC DUES are $15 per year.  Pay online with PayPal or a credit card here: www.pvc-
nargs.org  Or, please send a check payable to PVC-NARGS to treasurer Margot Ellis, 2417 
N Taylor St., Arlington, VA 22207 
Editor’s note:  All photographs are by the article authors unless otherwise noted.   

 



9 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Officers, Committee Chairs and Board of Directors 

President: Barbara Rose: roserose @verizon.net  

Vice-President: Judy Zatsick, judyzatsick@gmail.com 

Secretary: Jim Hughes, jim6909@msn.com 

Treasurer: Margot Ellis,  4pvctreas@gmail.com 

Immediate Past President: Kevin McIntosh:  kmac53@verizon.net 

Membership Co-Chairs: Gay and Sharon Washburn, 
gnwashbu@gmail.com, sharonwashburn@outlook.com 

Program Committee: The Board  

Newsletter Editor: Sarah Strickler, sa.strickler@verizon.net 

Archivist: Bobbie Lively-Diebold,  b2diebold@yahoo.com 

Webmaster: John Willis 

 


