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You can pay your dues for 2010 at the January meeting or by sending your check 

for $15 to Margot Ellis, 2417 N Taylor St., Arlington, VA 22207 
 

Calendar 
 
Saturday January 23, Walt Cullerton, “MADE for 
the SHADE,” A visual tour of shade gardens 
throughout the eastern U.S.  Time/ Location: 9:30 am, 
coffee; 10am presentation, Brookside Gardens, 
Wheaton, MD 
Saturday, February 27, Vic Piatt of Mt Cuba 
Conservation Center on SCREE GARDENING 
Time/Location: 9:30 am, coffee; 10am presentation, 
Brookside Gardens, Wheaton, MD 
Saturday, March 6, Dr. Alice Waegel, DESIGNING 
MOSS GARDENS Time/ Location: 9:30am, coffee; 
10am presentation, US Botanic Garden, Washington, 
DC 
NARGS EVENTS (NOT LOCAL) 
WWSW Medford OR, Mar 5-7 "Alpine Trails" 
EWSW Devens, MA Mar 19-21 "Rock Gardens of the 
Future" 
NARGS Annual Meeting Denver, Salida CO July 11-
14 "Romancing the Rockies" 
Check the NARGS website for info and registration 
forms.  
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January 23, 2010 

at Brookside Gardens in Wheaton, MD 

The Potomac Valley Chapter 

of the North American Rock Garden Society presents: 

“Made for the Shade” 

Join us for a visual tour of shade gardens throughout the eastern U.S., highlighting shade 
tolerant plants. 

From Acorus to Viola, there's a plant or two or more that you should have in your garden. 
The focus will be on 

the Queen of the Shade Garden – the Hosta!  And not to be missed, the miniature hostas 
that are very 

popular with rock gardeners. Our guest speaker, Walt Cullerton, of the Delaware Valley 
Chapter of NARGS, previously 

owned Oxford Gardens, specializing in dwarf conifers and Hostas. He now gardens with 
his wife in their shade 

and sun gardens in Pineville, Bucks County, PA. 

Coffee at 9:30 am; Presentation at 10 am, January 23 at Brookside Gardens, 

1800 Glenallan Avenue, Wheaton, MD 20902 

For more information: Sarah Strickler,sa.strickler@verizonl.net 

Nonmembers: $10.00 at the door 

www.pvcnargs.com 
 
 

Madame President’s  Message 
 
This is my first missive to all of you as 
Chairlady,  not to be confused with 
Charlady, of the Potomac Valley 
Chapter.  First let me forewarn you, this 
is not my last message to any of you, and 

I love change!  Change is how we grow 
and develop, and I guess that is my 
charge with the PVC this year.   It seems 
to be a recurring concept from the 
Federal government right on down to the  
North American Rock Garden Society 
board.  We just received a message from 
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the President of NARGS, Grazyna 
Grauer, highlighting their goals for the 
future of the Society.  They are far 
reaching and will be costly.  I believe 
that Alice sent you an e-mail detailing 
Grazyna’s wishes for contributions.  If 
you can, please consider doing so.  Their 
web site is http://nargs.org/donate.  If 
you want to follow our Chapter along, 
just click on Potomac Valley Chapter. 
By now, you should have received the 
results of our mini survey on our 
accomplishments and goals.  A big 
thanks for the 24 responses; they have 
been all duly noted by the Board.   Many 
of the new duties coming up for the 
membership involve putting these ideas 
into action.  The overwhelming response 
of this small group concerning our 
lectures, workshops, trips and 
publicity/communication overall was 
gratifying. 
Rest easy, I am requesting contributions 
too!  But we are not asking for money.  
We are asking for time contributions.  I 
guess at some point all groups of like 
interest reach this point.  The initial 
members start to fade, the middle group 
loses steam and the newcomers have not 
been fully educated and welcomed to the 
Chapter.  I am hoping to change that.  If 
you are a member of any society or club, 
it’s because you enjoy it.  You receive 
something back throughout the year, and 
this New Year coming up will have 
some exciting ideas and discussion 
threads.   
However, new members will be asked to 
spend a small amount of time helping 
out occasionally.  And you will like it.  
It’s a lot of work to put on a lecture, 
plant sale, swap or bus trip; but when 
you are part of it, it’s truly enjoyable.  
Who hasn’t benefited from some of the 
lectures of the past few years - how 
about those peonies from Klehm?  

Consider it a gift to yourself when I 
contact you for some assistance. 
Remember you have to give to get.   
May we continue to grow in 2010.   
                                           Miss Betty 

 
The Expanding Garden 

 
Bye Bye Pyracantha 

 
We moved into our house in 1985 and 
my wife soon began landscaping the 
front.  Those were the halcyon days for 
her, before I got interested in gardening.  
They didn’t last very long, we both 
agree, but neither of us can remember 
when I began to meddle, and 
negotiations became part of the decision 
making process.  We are also a bit vague 
about when we planted the pyracantha 
near our front door, but it must have 
been within the first few years.  Last 
month (November, 2009), with the help 
of two friends, we cut it down. 
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The pyracantha, or firethorn – the 
common name is a direct translation of 
the scientific name Pyracantha – was a 
cultivar called ‘Mohave’ (Pyracantha 
koidzumii x P. coccinea ‘Wyatt’). We 
bought it because it was evergreen, 
disease-resistant, and could be trained 
into a large shrub.  It was also meant to 
be heavy-flowering and fruiting.   
 
For many years it did exactly what we 
wanted.  It soon grew fast enough to 
form a large shrub and did indeed flower 
and fruit most beautifully, despite being 
on the north side of our house in limited 
sunlight.  It probably was the most 
outstanding woody plant in our front 
yard over a long period.  When our 
garden won a City of Alexandria 
Beautification Award in 1995, the 
‘cloud-pruned pyracantha’ was singled 
out for mention.   It was the first time 
that I had ever heard the term ‘cloud-
pruning’, which more or less means 
turning a shrub or tree into a green 
poodle.   
 
Like both of its parents, P. ‘Mohave’ 
requires a lot or pruning to keep it in 
shape.  Left unpruned, it would soon 
take on a wild and woolly, unkempt 
appearance.   We didn’t mind doing it 
most of the time, however, because the 
results were so rewarding.  I recall 
saying more than once that I spent as 
much time pruning the pyracantha – it 
had to be done repeatedly during the 
growing season – as I spent, combined, 
pruning all of the other woody plants 
that we looked after in those days. 
 
Our gardening activities at that time 
were restricted to our own small 
property, to a strip of YMCA land just 
outside our fence, and to another bed on 
the YMCA that we used for growing 

vegetables.  I don’t recall in those days 
having a strong desire to grow a great 
variety of woody plants. That interest 
would develop later. 
 
Our attitudes about the pyracantha began 
to change some time after the mid 1990's 
although it is hard to pinpoint when.  
The plant was still relatively new when 
we were horrified to find a sapsucker 
making holes in the main stems, so we 
promptly covered the stems with tree-
wrap.  On another occasion a large flock 
of robins descended and stripped all the 
fruits off in a very short time, leaving 
just a few fallen fruits in the snow at the 
base of the plant.   
 
When the new YMCA building opened 
in early 1996 we began to get distracted 
and preoccupied by the opportunities 
that had been created for expanding our 
gardening activities.  At first we focused 
on the area between our property and the 
Y building, but in later years we 
expanded to other parts of the Y land 
too.  Opportunities for further gardening 
also presented themselves in Simpson 
Park, on the east side of the YMCA, and 
my wife became heavily involved in 
planning and creating a series of 
demonstration gardens there for the 
Master Gardeners of Northern Virginia. 
 
The result of all the new gardening 
activity was that our own property 
tended to get ignored, and that neglect 
continues today.  One of the victims was 
the pyracantha.  Pruning it became more 
of a burden and so was done less 
regularly.  Its spiny branches crept into 
the path and snagged the unsuspecting 
(and even my wife, when she was 
carrying groceries).   I resisted but 
eventually cut off branches that I would 
have preferred to keep.  Meanwhile the 
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top got out of shape and then required a 
ladder or pruning pole to trim it.  The 
dense growth at the ends of rather 
gnarled, unattractive, bare branches 
became infested with woolly apple 
aphids.  And when leaves died they 
collected in ugly masses among the 
spiny branches and were a prickly chore 
to remove.  
 
Finally, after a couple of years of more 
or less ignoring it completely, we 
concluded that there was no way the 
pyracantha could be made to look good 
again, and even if there were a way, we 
wouldn’t want to commit to the regular 
and heavy pruning that would be 
required to maintain it.  So last month, 
with four of us working at it, the 
pyracantha came down without much 
difficulty.  A neighbor volunteered to 
take the branches to the city dump in his 
pickup truck, which saved us a lot of 
time and labor.  A great surprise was 
how heavy and dense the wood was.    
 
Even while we were cutting the 
pyracantha down we were thinking 
about a replacement.  We considered 
Styrax obassia, a nice small tree with 
large leaves, of which we have several 
six to eight foot volunteers in the back 
garden.   However, when we thought 
about where they were growing, we 
realized that getting them out with good 
roots could be difficult.  We also made a 
trip to Merrifield Nursery to have a look 
at various possibilities.  A species of 
Stewartia, with its mottled bark and 
preference for shade, seemed like a good 
possibility, but we couldn’t find one that 
we really liked that also fit the space.  A 
columnar yew had some appeal, but we 
were concerned that a solid green 
column might be a security risk near our 
front door.  And then I spotted a cute 

shrub about three feet high covered with 
orange fruits.  “Pyracantha ‘Mohave’” 
the label read.  I thought that I had better 
not mention it to my wife.  The search 
continues... 
 
Postscript: I always think that I should 
leave you with a message about whether 
I would recommend a plant.  I think of 
owning Pyracantha ‘Mohave’ as akin to 
having a cat: cute when young, more 
difficult in old age, prickly at all stages, 
and with a life expectancy of perhaps 20 
years, if one is lucky.  If that appeals to 
you, go for it.                     Robert Faden 
 
 

Another Pyracantha Story 
 

When I first read Bob’s piece on their 
pyracantha, I was reminded of a 
pyracantha adventure from my own past. 
Here it is, along with a warm-up story in 
the same theme.  
 

Death by gardening… 
 
Gardening can be dangerous, often in 
ways which are utterly unanticipated. 
Modern power tools can be limb- or 
even life-threatening in the hands of an 
exhausted or inattentive worker. 
Something as simple as a hammer 
misdirected can mash a finger tip and 
make the ensuing weeks miserable for 
the victim. 
 
But even when you think you're being 
smart and careful, things happen. Here 
are two stories which recount times 
when I did something which, had the 
circumstances been slightly different, 
might well have cost me my life. 
 
Both stories involve my preoccupation 
with collecting seeds: evidently I'm part 
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squirrel. No matter where I am, if there 
are seeds to be gathered, I'm probably 
stuffing my pockets. 
 
Years ago there was a good harvest of 
seeds from one of the aconites in the 
garden. The members of the genus 
Aconitum have two notable qualities: 
they produce handsome flowers, usually 
blue, and they have been used as very 
effective poisons since ancient times. 
Aconites form seed capsules like those 
of columbines or delphiniums, and I had 
collected lots of these capsules which 
were full of seed. That evening after 
dinner I sat down to sort out the seeds 
and clean them, packed them away, and 
then went on to make a bowl of popcorn 
before turning in for the night. I picked 
out a book to read, got into bed, started 
to read and munch pop corn. At first I 
didn't notice anything, but then it 
became apparent that the pop corn was 
atypically bitter. And then it dawned on 
me: I had not washed my hands after 
handling the aconite seed. Aconites are 
notorious for their potent poisons. How 
much does it take to kill an adult human? 
I lay there experiencing a combination of 
nervousness and downright terror: was I 
going to die? The thought of dying itself 
did not bother me so much as the 
thought of dying so stupidly: I could see 
the newspaper article: “Self-styled 
Maryland garden expert  accidentally 
poisons self after handling toxic plant 
materials”. 
 
Since you're reading this, you know how 
the story turned out. In fact, there were 
no unpleasant aftereffects from ingesting 
whatever the bitter substance was. But 
before going to bed that night I had a 
long, serious talk with myself about 
some of the stupid things I do. 
 

Here's another one: about thirty years 
ago, when AIDS was just coming into 
public consciousness, I was down in 
Adams Morgan one evening walking 
somewhere along Columbia Rd. This is 
a part of the city full of night spots 
which draw the sort of street activities, 
legal and illegal. Although it was dark, 
the streets were well lit. There were 
some ginkgo trees, and they were 
dropping fruit. I wanted some ginkgo 
seeds, so I decided to look around on the 
ground to see if I could find them. 
 
The seeds on the sidewalk all seemed to 
have been crushed, so I decided to look 
under a low hedge which grew along the 
sidewalk. Little light penetrated there, 
and so I was depending on my sense of 
touch to find the ginkgo seeds. As I ran 
my hand over the surface of the ground, 
I suddenly felt a sharp, penetrating prick. 
My first thought: I had been stuck by a 
used hypodermic syringe tossed into the 
bushes by an AIDS-infected drug addict. 
 
Once again I experienced those few 
terrifying, confusing moments. I didn't 
know what to do and wondered if my 
life was about to take a dramatic turn for 
the worse. I tried to see if it was in fact a 
hypodermic syringe, but it was too dark 
to see. 
 
And then I got a good look at the hedge: 
even in the dark I could see what they 
were - they were pyracantha, the shrub 
aptly named fire thorn. I had been jabbed 
plenty of times in my life by pyracantha 
thorns; but this was the first time it was 
such a relief for it to have happened.   
                                                        Editor                                                                                                   
 
 
 

Narcissus serotinus addendum 
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In the last edition of the PVC Bulletin I 
did a piece on the early blooming (i.e. 
fall blooming) daffodil Narcissus 
serotinus. Since then I’ve been in touch 
with Harold Koopowitz.  Koopwitz, the 
co-author (with Ben Zonneveld) of the 
taxon Narcissus miniatus , has taken a 
look at the image I posted last time and 
suggests that it is more likely N. 
miniatus than N. serotinus.  
 
�

New Year’s Day Bloom 2010 
 
Bob and Audrey Faden contributed the 
largest list of blooms for the 1/1 survey, but  
those of you who have followed that list for 
several  years will note the list is much 
shorter this year.. 
Aster carolinianus (Ampelaster 
carolinianus) 
Crocus laevigatus  “fontenayi” of gardens 
*Erysimum helveticum 
Forsythia  indet.—first time listing for 1/1 
bloom in the Faden garden 
Galanthus elwesii  “monostictus” of gardens 
*Helleborus foetidus 
*Jasminum nudiflorum 
*Lonicera fragrantissima  
Lonicera x purpusii ‘ Winter Beauty’ 
Phlox subulata ‘Laura’ 
*Viburnum farreri ‘Nanum’ 
Bobbie’s Chrysanthemum 
Plants marked by (*) have been mentioned 
in other gardens although not listed, to save 
space. 
 
 
Warren Schorr, who has established a large 
bulb collection, sent in a shorter list also, but 
he still could find blooms on the following: 
Crocus laevigatus  “fontenayi” of gardens 
Erica carnea  
Galanthus elwesi variants 
Narcissus romieuxii (the garden form 
sometimes called “mesatlanticus”).. 
 

Alice Nicolson has several of the checked 
items in the Faden garden and added 
Chimonanthus praecox 'Luteus'  and Viola 
odorata 'Rosea' to the list.  Both have been 
on previous  1/1 lists.   
 
Dick Hammerschlag, who is a bit north of 
most of our membership, commented that 
“Everything is frozen tight including a 
white xmas rose (Helleborus niger form) 
and likely H. orientalis purple form...” 
  
Mary Sterett has blooms on a miniature rose 
she bought at Giant. 
 
I had blooms on Chimonanthus praecox in 
mid-December, with a lot more on 1/1.  Iris 
unguicularis had a good dozen blooms in 
early December but only one rather shabby 
bloom after the snow melted.  I have an 
Arboretum-introduced Camellia japonica 
with a number of open blossoms.  When the 
weather warms, I will check more 
thoroughly for the tag, if anyone is 
interested. Several people in the past have 
listed Daphne x transatlantica ‘Summer Ice’ 
but I am the only one who lists it this year.    
 
Mike Cassidy sent a picture of his 
Helleborus niger with several open blooms 
on 12/14.  How exciting—a Christmas rose 
that beats Christmas.   He bought it on sale 
at Whole Foods.   As many of you know, 
Cecie Phair has an ancient Hellborus niger 
that opened on 12/15 like clockwork.  I have 
been unable to reach Cecie to check on that 
plant for this list.   But thanks to Mike, the 
Christmas rose IS open in the greater DC 
area.                                            D. Hougen  
 
 

Rice Field Mosaics 
 
You have probably seen photos of old-
fashioned carpet bedding in geometric 
designs, or photos of corn fields cut into 
mazes, or maybe house numbers or 
family names spelled out in plants. But 
I’ll bet you have never seen this: Pete 
Jones provided this link to some 



 8 

fantastic rice paddies planted with four 
different strains of rice to make 
incredibly detailed pictures. The link is 
long and will give most of you trouble, 

so Google “rice field art in Japan” and 
check out the results. It’s amazing!                                          
Editor 
 

 
 

Remembering Wayne Goldstein 
 

Alice Nicolson provided this photo of Wayne Goldstein and Bobbie Lively Diebold. 
Goldstein, a member of PVCNARGS since 1995, died suddenly last April.   

 

 
                                                                                                                      Alice Nicolson 
 
 

Mike Cassidy’s autumn blooming Helleborus niger. 
 
Mike Cassidy provided this photo, taken December 15, 2009, of Helleborus niger 
blooming in his yard. The plant came from Whole Foods in February of 2009 and is 
presumably the clone ‘HGC Jacob’ described in the May 2009 PVC Bulletin. Check it out 
here: 
http://www.pvcnargs.org/May_2009_PVC_Bulletin_justified.pdf 
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Helleborus niger                                                                                M. Cassidy 12/15/09 
 
 

 
Pangolins snuggled behind a rock… 
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Euphorbia myrsinites                                                                                   Jim McKenney 
 
Well, they do look a bit like the exposed tails of pangolins which have snuggled 
themselves behind the rock. They also look like some particularly large-scaled reptile 
sunning itself on a rock: the Australian pine cone skink Trachydosaurus rugosus comes 
to mind.  
 
What are they? They are Euphorbia myrsinites, and in this case they are particularly well 
placed. Rocks set off this plant very well, although it does not require a rocky setting to 
grow well. This is a cold-hardy and easily grown perennial here in the greater 
Washington, D.C. area, although it does not seem to be long-lived. If the prospect of 
moving such a large boulder into the garden is daunting, try planting the plant on the flat 
with a mulch of crushed blue stone.  
 
Wayne and I were visiting his mom in Bridgewater, Virginia earlier this week and these 
plants were seen on the grounds of the Bridgewater Home. Inside the Home we saw 
poinsettias everywhere; I wonder how many people realize that these "pangolin tails" are 
a close relative.                                                                                             Editor 
 
 

Propagating Edgeworthia 
 
Here's how I pulled suckers from my Edgeworthia - with any luck, they'll survive - the 
little one broke off so may not make it, but I have a couple more like the left one - they're 
potted up and we'll see how that goes!                                                          A. Nicolson 
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                                                                                                                      Alice Nicolson 
 
 

 
                                                                                                                       Alice Nicolson  
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The spirit of William Morris 
 

 
                                                                                                                      Jim McKenney 
Cold nights bring with them a new responsibility for me: I have to remember to close the 
cold frames each afternoon. I do this when the sun begins to go down, ideally as soon as 
the sun no longer directly strikes the cold frames. Cold frames are like a dog: they don’t 
require much attention, but they do require your attention at least twice a day. And like 
dogs they are well worth it. 
 
No, the cold frames are not bursting with bloom right now, but they are full of interest. 
It’s a real pleasure to go out on a cold morning and peer through the glass light and see 
signs of life. The cold frames here have a primary purpose of housing a wide collection 
of marginally hardy bulby odds and ends. But each year I slip in various things which 
provide a nice contrast to the largely grassy foliage of the bulbs. Certain woody plants for 
instance provide a good change of pace. This year the rooted cutting of Daphne odora 
already shows flower color. A hardy gardenia, a new species of Ruscus, several asarums, 
some Selaginella, rosemary and Cistus psilosepalus all provide foliage interest and, in the 
case of the flowering plants, the promise of flowers and fragrance eventually. 
 
The cold frame also provides an answer to the question of what to do with the florists’ 
cyclamen. The house is too warm, and the garden is too cold. It turns out that the cold 
frame is just right: under the glass the bright red flowers of the florists’ cyclamen 



 13 

presents a burst of intense color. 
 
A clump of snowdrops dug from the garden on December 18 now blooms serenely under 
the glass. I dug it and placed it in the cold frame in response to news of another sort of 
snow drop: two days later we were under nearly two feet of snow!  
 
I opened this piece by writing that there was not much in bloom in the cold frames now. 
But one of the less protected cold frames offers an unexpected seasonal bouquet on frosty 
mornings. I don't know what I did to deserve such a decorative acanthus-leaf pattern of 
frost flowers: it's as if the spirit of William Morris himself had worked over the under 
surface of the light. I hope you enjoy it as much as I do. 
Happy New Year everyone!                                                                          Editor 
 
 
 
 
Officers, Committee Chairs and Board of Directors 2010 
 
President Betty Spar - 206 Wolfe St., Alexandria, VA 22314 -703-549-0214 
bettyannespar@aol.com 
Vice President Jim Dronenburg - jdronenburg@ssa-i.org 
Secretary Anne Mazaitis - jmazaitis@worldnet.att.net  
Treasurer Margot Ellis  - margotellis1@yahoo.com 
Immediate Past President Paul Botting  pmbotting@comcast.net 
Membership Chair Paul Botting  pmbotting@comcast.net 
Program Chair Sarah Strickler - sa.strickler@verizon.net 
Communications Chair Alice Nicolson  taxonomy@verizon.net 
Newsletter Editor & Webmaster Jim McKenney - jamesamckenney@verizon.net 
Archivist - open 
Parliamentarian - open 
Hospitality  - open 
Board of Directors: all officers and committee chairs, Bobbie Lively-Diebold, Sue Hodapp, 
Freddi Hammerschlag, Bob and Audrey Faden, Alma Kasulaitis 
 
PVC Bulletin 
Jim McKenney, Editor 
11127 Schuylkill Rd. 
Rockville, MD 20852 
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