
 1 

           
    North American Rock Garden Society 

Berkshire Chapter        July 2010 
 
 

Next Meeting   

Saturday, August 14 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 ï Bill Brown: Spring Bulbs of Turkey 

 
Fritillaria elwesii ï photo by Russell Stafford 

 

Lunch ---BYO 

We welcome dessert contributions. Lunch will 

be followed by Show and Tell, a plant sale and 

an auction. 
 

PM ï Peter George: Evolution of My Garden 

 
 

 

Editorôs Message: 

 
t has been my 

privilege and 

pleasure to be 

the editor of this 

newsletter for the 

past several years, 

but I donôt believe 

Iôve ever written 

anything about what 

itôs like to be the 

editor.  The editorôs role (as I see it, anyway) is 

not to make the newsletter a vehicle for his or 

her own material, but to get others to submit 

articles.  The success of the newsletter depends 

entirely on the quality of those submissions.  So 

I would like to express my gratitude to the many 

contributors whose talent and generosity make 

editing the newsletter one of my truly cherished 

jobs each month.  Thanks to them, the newsletter 

has become a valuable benefit of BNARGS 

membership. 

 

This month we have another beautiful piece by 

Robin Magowan, and something both relevant 

and informative from Harvey Wrightman.  In 

recent months weôve had contributions from 

Lori Chips, Abbie  Zabar, Elaine Chittenden and 

Anne Hill, and their beautifully written material 

evinces a quirky erudition that I, for one, relish.  

There are so many others who have contributed, 

all of whom deserve a personal thanks from me 

ï and when you see them at meetings, please 

extend your thanks to them as well. 

 

I am particularly pleased to be able to offer an 

article by John Hargrove this month.  About 13 

years ago I made my very first mail order plant 

purchase from his company, H & H Botanicals 

in Michigan.  Three of the plants I bought then 

are still with me ï a rather remarkable 
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phenomenon, considering both how little I knew 

in 1997 and the simple reality that 13 years is a 

long time for a rock garden plant to survive.  I 

was very disappointed when H & H went out of 

business, not only because the plants were good 

and the prices reasonable, but also because the 

catalogue was such an interesting read.  

Fortunately, John and his wife finally re-opened 

their business last spring, and I really want to 

promote it, which is why this issue includes his 

article describing his nursery.  Johnôs style is 

reminiscent of Dean Evansô unique approach to 

gardening and related issues, and reading it 

reminded me of how much I miss seeing Deanôs 

contribution every month. 

 

The next program, on August 14
th
, features one 

Bill Brown and yours truly.  Those who know 

Bill ï and that is most of the rock gardening 

world ï have reason to be excited about his talk.  

He is erudite and informative, and he knows 

how to entertain his audience.  A tough act to 

follow, but I will do my best. 

 

Finally, having started this note with some 

thoughts about the editorôs job, I feel compelled 

to mention that, at some point in the future, I 

will be giving up the editorship.  Every editor 

has to move on eventually, voluntarily or 

involuntarily, and I want to make sure that there 

is someone to replace me when the time comes.  

So if you are interested in taking on a portion of 

the job now, as training for the inevitable 

transition, please let me know.  No, Iôm not 

planning to quit anytime soon ï I love it too 

much.  But it will happen, so letôs be prepared! 

 

See you in a couple 

of weeks ï and 

please bring some 

plants for the sale! 

 

Bill will be 

bringing some very 

special bulbs for 

sale. Included will 

be Colchicum 

agrippinum and Colchicum autumnale. They 

will be priced WELL below market, too! 

 

 

THE MUSIC IN A GARDEN 

Robin Magowan 

 

n earlier existences I had tried conventional 

gardening; the crazy quilt of a backyard 

cottage garden in Berkeley, or a series of 

ponds flowing out of an ancient spring in the 

English Cotsworlds, without feeling I was 

making anything at all, let alone that I was more 

than a dabbler. When I visited gardens, the ones 

that attracted me were botanical gardens 

featuring single plants with prominent labels 

much like those displayed in a rock garden. As 

an impenitent traveler, I responded to the 

illusion that a geographical ordering conveyed. 

But when I came to northwest Connecticut the 

kind of garden I wanted to create resembled the 

one I had fallen in love with in Kyoto. But 

unable to find a site on a rocky hillside with a 

stream, I settled for an abandoned farm. 

 

With the farm came space, far more than a rock 

gardener needs. That brought the necessary 

services of a hired contractor to keep it up, the 

lawns, the barns, the pool, and all that 

contrivance. On the flat below my outcrop I tried 

making a raised bed in the approved manner. To 

kill the grass and weeds I laid newspaper over 

the heavy clay before setting down a scree 

composed of equal parts earth and gravel. But, 

after the first ambitious spadefuls, I had merely 

succeeded in throwing out my back. After that, I 

was reduced to gardening within my caretakerôs 

structural creations. I was lucky in that my 
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caretaker, Lennart óSwedeô Ahrstrom, was an 

excellent painter who understood garden design 

and how to align a smattering of boulders so that 

they seemed a natural outflow from the outcrop. 

The boulders offered a ready-made structure not 

all that different from the automatic writing I 

had been using for over thirty years to generate 

poems. Saved from the responsibility of laying 

out a garden, I could devote my energies to 

populating the spaces Swede provided. The 

partnership allowed me to expand as my appetite 

and curiosity grew, so I introduced more large 

rocks and eventually larger mountain plants than 

some rock gardeners 

might tolerate. 

 

But a rock garden of the 

kind I have been able to  

construct is an anomaly. 

This is an art form that 

does not require lots of 

space or particularly deep 

pockets. You can make an 

excellent garden on a 

small urban lot, on the 

deck of your suburban 

home, or the windswept 

terrace of a Manhattan 

apartment. I remember 

Brian Bixley wondering whether it was possible 

to have a great garden if you were not rather 

wealthy. But then, I find myself unable to 

understand the lure of greatness, in any field of 

endeavor. Isnôt mere beauty difficult enough to 

achieve? I canôt quite see myself as the dwarf 

standing on the sidewalk outside a massive iron 

gate holding up a placard, ñSMALL IS 

BEAUTIFUL.ò But the smaller, the more jewel-

like a poem or garden is, the more memorable it 

may be. 

 

As a poetôs craft and his sense of design 

matures, the longer the poem, something book-

length perhaps, may seem a challenge worth 

taking on. But whether the result remains poetry 

is a matter of some debate. The carpet Spenser 

stitches together as he composes The Faerie 

Queene is spacious enough to cover several 

football fields; but no reader wants to scrutinize 

any too closely the verbal contents. The palette a 

poet writing in English possesses, with its 

unparalleled wealth of synonyms, is so rich as to 

almost compel compression. How many 

mouthfuls of fruitcake can one consume? 

 

I donôt want to write poetry that can be devoured 

in a single glance. By paring away and 

continually compressing what I have written I 

create something a bit like one that the gardener 

achieves over a season: a succession of 

responses as the poem plays off against others in 

a collection. The sense of the whole enriches 

each individual utterance. The risk comes in 

that, by compressing too much, I may rob the 

poem of whatever energy 

originally sparked it. 

A poem is more than a 

string of pearls beautifully 

strung. There is also the 

voice of the person who 

creates, chooses, and 

shapes that string of 

pearls. Individual words 

may be excised, but now 

at the expense of the 

voice. I need to be present 

in a poem, just as I am 

present in the garden, on 

my knees among the 

weeds and labels and tiny 

blossoms setting a peanut butter laden trap for 

the bulb-destroying chipmunks. 

 

A poetry like mine that draws aphoristic remarks 

entails some amount of compression, but 

compactness is not vital to poetry, or for that 

matter gardening. Poets like Richard Wilbur or 

James Merrill write as though the clarity their 

work achieves requires a distinct elaboration. 

Working in pattern, with formal meter and often 

enough rhyme, allows the subject-matter of their 

poems to deepen as they progress from one 

shapely stanza to the next until finally, what 

those rooms offer, is the sense of a dwelling, a 

house. The ability to fill with exactitude so much 

white space, line after line with its differently 

rhymed syllables and part of speech, makes 

sense if your subject is, like Merrillôs, the 

Proustian one of remembered time. The 

elaborate art that allowed him to conceive a way 

forward as he wrote found an analogy in knitting 

crochet. He kept track of the stitches by 
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counting, one row after the next, the rhymes 

chosen in advance marking stations down the 

page. Merrillôs art encourages a certain prolixity. 

Once the pattern was in place, there was little 

scope for the kind of further articulation that I do 

insistently; make an alteration and the whole 

design might need revision. 

 

Rock gardening is a less number-oriented and 

more spatial art. I am concerned with the 

orchestration of a finite space in seasonal time. 

But space, however determined by the 

boundaries of the garden and the structural 

elements of rocks and tap-rooted bushes, is a 

flexible concept. I 

can always extend 

the available 

dimensions by 

adding soil, or by 

carpeting soilless 

rocks with spilling 

plants, or by 

introducing plants 

shallow-rooted 

enough to thrive in 

near soilless 

conditions. A rock 

garden is basically 

space that asks to 

be discovered, and 

I am always learning how to go about it. Can a 

design be more supple? What do I lose if I move 

a rock? With each touch of a finger the garden 

keyboard changes, as new plants, and with them 

new possibilities, come into visual play. 

 

If the garden represents my discovery, the 

plants, in turn, allow me to actually inhabit it. 

Each represents a choice of my own, something 

that made me plant it here and not there. Having 

placed each where it carries a maximum visual 

impact, I become responsible for assuring its 

survival. Some gardeners think of their plant 

progeny as their friends, creatures who give you 

back in countless ways so much more than you 

give them. I think of them more as surrogates, 

different kinds of avatars, in the same way that a 

poem, or even a few lines in a poem, might be 

an avatar, something that represents me. But I 

canôt allow the self-identification I feel to keep 

me from indulging in the giddiest joy gardening 

allowsðmoving the plants abut; a mistreatment 

all the easier when applied to creatures that are 

so tiny. Much of the pleasure I find in rock 

gardening comes the growing flexibility with 

plants and space, i.e. soil, that I am continually 

discovering. As conditions change and plants 

grow I keep re-examining siting choices. Would 

a different plant work better there? Which one? 

Each change brings others into play, and with 

each shuffle of the garden deck I am learning 

something, about plants, about a formal 

structureôs capacities, and about myself as a 

plantsman. 

 

For me, the making of a poem involves a similar 

discovery of space, only now the space Iôm 

reconnoitering is pre-eminently a sonic one. Just 

as rain falls over a garden, bringing it to life 

(while allowing the gardener to sit at his desk, 

relaxed), so do those same falling notes of mist, 

of cloud, of wind against a window, set off 

something in meða movement, a dance of 

sortsðthat finds me racing off to grab a pen and 

paper and try to capture this fugitive auditory 

essence. As I put the verbal sensations down, 

one rain-filled note after the next, I have no idea 

where what Iôm writing is going, only a sense 

that I am where what Iôm writing is going, only 

a sense that I am where I need to be, in a new 

terrain, and that I am exorcising something, 

something that needs to be thus named and 

released. There is a definite space I am 

exploring, but unlike the garden it is a more 

subjective, internal one, made 

up of the incoherence for 

which we have no words that 

surrounds each one of us. Is it 

possible to orchestrate that 

incoherence, those raindrops, 

those cries of welcome, of 

loss, as music, and thus as 

something memorable? Much 

as rock gardening sets one o a 

frontier of sorts, a defiance of zonal boundaries, 

of what may be considered growable, so in a 

poem I am mining that very slight frontier that 

lies between the unconscious world presented as 

sound and the conscious one of sight; between 

the late night and the rain on the roof with which 

I woke and the growing light in which I am 

trying to resolve those random sounds into 
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something another might see as music, as poetry, 

as even possibly clarification, dark space 

orchestrated. 

 

How I register this crack in the dark, if thatôs 

what it is, is another matter, but itôs safe to say 

that, like a garden, it rarely comes into being all 

at once. The balancing I need, of an internal set 

of sounds or music and an external objective 

setting with which a possible reader can identify, 

can take months, even years before it even 

begins to look right. But, as with gardening, 

there are skills I have acquired, Just as gardeners 

learn by looking at 

other peopleôs gardens, 

by reading about their 

plants, and, if possible, 

traveling to see them in 

their mountain habitats, 

so a poet learns over 

time how to refine his 

sensibility so as to be 

ready when what he 

needs to say strikes. 

Instead of plants, I am 

now filling this internal auditory garden with 

words, or something that rhymes with ñwordsò 

such as ñbirds.ò It helps that the naming process 

involved in these transpositions is much more 

flexible than the placing of plants in a garden. I 

can move words about without jeopardizing 

their very existence; in fact, I may be required to 

move them about, as a way of testing possible 

sites. I can alter them too long as I respect their 

place in the soundscape that gives a poem its 

internal coherence. In a finished poem the words 

need to look as if they have been rooted in that 

very site from the first day of creation. But an 

astute reader may be able to detect now and then 

an earlier name or identityðthat ñwordò under 

the ñbirdòðand in this way share in the 

compositional aspect. The truth of a poem, or a 

garden, becomes all the more tolerable when we 

can understand how provisional those plants, 

those words are. Neither a poem, nor a garden is 

an edict written in stone. Gardening, as a 

metaphor, allows me to register that sense of 

play, of discovery. A poem becomes, for me, the 

music in a garden. 

 

---------------------------------------------------------- 

Broken Silo Nursery 
 

 worry that just as we are starting over again, 

we are actually on the precipice of 

extinction.  Itôs almost as if we are 

witnessing the systematic demise of this way of 

life as one small nursery after another falls to the 

wayside. But before getting into that, I should 

back up and introduce myself.  My name is 

John, and Iôm a plantoholic.  It has been six 

years since my last nursery, and Iôm sorry to 

report that I have fallen off the wagon.  Now I 

wonôt go into the psychology behind how one is 

borne into this world craving plants, unable to 

resist the impulse and urge to grow something in 

the garden knowing full well that the damned 

thing will probably just dieðbut at least you 

tried, right?  No one can completely understand 

which neuron got fired in the wrong direction to 

warp an individual into that of being a gardener.  

óJust plant nutsô probably sums it up best.  But 

what I do know, and explicitly understand, is the 

deep-seated disturbance behind anyone trying to 

run a specialty nursery at this moment in time: 

Sadness.  There is somewhere, deep down inside 

each of us, sadness in the notion that many of 

todayôs gardeners are missing out on something 

special.  That in this climate of standardization 

and branding and trademarking, they are missing 

out on the true joys of gardening: that of 

discovery, and the sense of adventure.  

Anchusa caespitosa 

 

Itôs what drove my wife Lea Ann (just Ann to all 

of us) and I to open H&H Botanicals way back 

in 1995, that sadness and longing for the 

adventure of growing plants from far away 
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regionsðplaces weôd probably never be able to 

visit in our lives. 

 

We had been dabbling in the plant business for a 

few years by then, and knew our way around the 

industry fairly well.  So it just seemed a logical 

progression to open up our own nursery, and 

join in on all the fun that everyone else was 

enjoying.  At the time, my mother was phasing  

out the nursery end at her farm to focus on other 

endeavors, so we struck up a deal to lease her 

existing greenhouses and some land to build 

houses and display areas our own.  This would  

Aloinopsis spathulata 

 

be our first lesson in the businessðnever work 

with your family, especially when your family 

has a ñcompetingò business on the same 

property.  Pettiness always ensues, employees 

on the other side plot to get rid of you, and 

obnoxious customers of the other half scream 

nepotism.  It doesnôt matter if you are working 

like a dog and paying though the nose to keep 

the grounds nice for everyone, youôre a guest 

and certainly a threat to someone. 

But thatôs neither here nor there. 

 

It would be four years before our first catalog, as 

we built stock, a customer base, and tried to 

define ourselves in a very crowded marketplace.  

Specialty nurseries were everywhere, 

bookshelves were full of volume after volume of 

botanical treasuresðcan you imagine walking, 

today, into a Barnes and Nobelôs and finding a 

copy of Duncan Loweôs, Cushion Plants for the 

Rock Garden on the shelf? ðpeople were 

seriously gardening!  And they were serious 

about gardeningðand not just becoming 

ñMasterò Gardeners.   

 
Oxalis óDark Dickô 

 

At that time, herbs were a really big thing and 

our first catalog, in 1999, reflected that.  It was a 

simple catalog, fairly straightforward, listing 

page after page of herbs and scented geraniums, 

and showing off the beginnings of my once 

famous Thyme collection.  The catalog itself 

was adorned with a simple drawingðI say 

simple because I canôt draw well, and Iôm a 

simpletonðof Thymus vulgaris.  But I also had 

a few rock plants thrown into the mix, being that 

rock gardening was my new hobby at the time.  

Of course, sales were awful.  Little did we 

realize that herbs were actually the big thing of 

1998, or so it seemed.  The real problem was 

that herbies are notoriously cheap bastards and 

honestly grow about five plants: parsley, sage, 

rosemary, oregano, and thyme.  And once you 

have parsley, youôve got parsley.  Does it really 

matter if itôs flat leaf or curled?  But what we did 

sell were the rock plants. 

 

Yes.  Rock plants!  Here!  It was here that I 

found sanity, people that were truly into plants.  

These were people that had a sense of adventure, 

a sense far away places, and a good sense of 

potty humor.  I could be myselfða silly rubeð

without drowning in a sea of pretentious bores.  

These were people that made stands and stood of 

individuality.   

 

I bet you didnôt realize just how important of a 

social commentary gardening really is. 

 

It was four years until that first catalog, and it 

would be another four until our last.  During that 

time, we road a wave of botanical delights and 

bizarrely esoteric catalogsðthe height, for me, 

being The Well Armed Garden, in which a 


