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Calendar
September 22 (Thursday, 6.30 pm) - John Grimshaw, “An Ethiopian Adventure: A Journey to the Bale Mountains with the Alpine Garden Society” McLean Community Center

October 1 -  Members’ plant exchange, hosted by Lynne Blei, Potomac, MD - tentative date
October 29, Edith Eddleman on Elizabeth Lawrence and “A Southern Garden” Brookside Gardens.

November, date and place TBD - our Annual Meeting, Election of Officers, and Members’ Slide Show

2012(tentative)

January TBD

February Charles Kidder “Dry, on the Rocks; the Xeric Gardens at JCRaulston Arboretum”

March Steve Whitesell “Small Rock Garden Design; in Celebration of Artifice”

Deadline for next issue August 15, 2011

Welcome to our new members!

Allen Hirsh, Silver Spring, MD

Beth Porter & Paul Brohan, Hyattsville, MD

Lucy Rhame, The Plains, VA

Budne Reinke, Wheaton, MD

Barry Sperling, Alexandria, VA

Nikki Thompson, Hyattsville, MD

Message from the President

As usual the PVC has lots of goings-on.  We have had our major fundraiser plant sale on May 14. A special thank you to Alice Nicolson and Anne Mazaitis for pulling together a good showing of plants (especially from Bobbie Lively-Diebold) and troughs made by our membership and coordinated by Paul Botting.  A super job, yielding us $850 net to the coffers.  

24 members took part in the plant swap at the Fairfax home of Tricia Goins - special thanks to Trish for a second year in a row.  Our next plant swap is in October, in Potomac, MD.

As you know by now, my personal goal for PVC was to increase membership (and we have),but also to offer as many opportunities as possible in exchange for your support and dues.   We have had workshops, speakers, free plants/seeds, parties, swaps and trips to members’ gardens and other spectacular public/private gardens within a reasonable driving distance.  And we hope to continue to do so.  As I have emphasized more than once, we all take responsibility for the success of PVC.   We always have opportunities for new members to help and learn more hands-on.  Contact me for more information. 

We especially thank Audrey and Bob Faden for showing us their garden(s) in April and Mike Cassidy for being the best host with a wonderful woodland treat. 

This year on April 29th about 40 of us visited both Mt. Cuba native plant sanctuary and the private home of Eve and Per Thyrum in Wilmington DE.  Most of us were “blown away” by the complete array of woodland native plants in peak spring bloom that we saw at Mt. Cuba, actually too many to name although a handout did list most of the species.  Those of us who had previously visited Mt. Cuba to see the newly built rock gardens had our memories enhanced by the plants which are thriving.  It is a work in progress and Vic Piatt (one of our speakers) enthusiastically called our attention to some new plants for us to think about. But the big surprise was Frog Hollow, as the Thyrums’ garden is named.  It is a wonder and a virtual plant catalogue.  Trees rarely seen were at full size and it was difficult to absorb it all in two and a half hours.  They are amazing gardeners, artists, inventors and life philosophers.  And there are frogs of all types, and materials.  But the overarching factor that just ‘oozed’ was the marvelous blend of talents of the hosts: Eve as the horticulturist and Per the wildly creative engineer.  A special note of appreciation to our members, Dick and Freddi Hammerschlag for painstakingly putting this day together.

Our first urban picnic was held at the Washington National Cathedral in June, and 30 members enjoyed the tour and garden - thanks to Deanne Eversmeyer.

As detailed below, the Nicolsons and yours truly enjoyed a wonderful opportunity to meet other NARGS members and visit some exquisite rock gardens in New Hampshire and Vermont.  Don’t let a similar opportunity pass you by! Encourage membership in NARGS as well as PVC and participation in our events - bring a guest along to our next meeting.

Betty Spar
NARGS Annual Meeting
The Flora of New England
This year’s annual meeting was hosted by one of the newest chapters, the Fells, based in New Hampshire. It was based in the charming town of New London, Home of Colby-Sawyer College, on whose campus we convened. Housing was somewhat limited, so attendees stayed in an assortment of inns and motels and B&Bs, meeting at the campus to board buses, have meals, attend lectures, and browse the vendor offerings. 

The gardens we visited over the two days were remarkable in their diversity as well as in their use of native and other plants. It was a real pleasure to experience spring all over again - the area has had quite a rainy spring so bloom times may have been a bit delayed. The foliage up there was showing the wonderful rich spring shades before the summer dulling.

The first morning we visited the garden of Paul and Patsy Highberg, Indian Tree Hill, outside of Woodstock, VT. They have lived and gardened there for over 30 years, and it shows! Down a slope below the house there are rocks artfully arranged, with paths of grass, stones or mulch winding around plants beautifully sited and well grown, some specimens and some massed. Specimen trees abound, some beautifully pruned. Two species of Rodgersia were in bloom; peonies and deciduous azaleas were just past peak; climbing hydrangea, the first of many that we saw, was at perfection. In the shady areas the paths were mulch or moss; feature stones were here and here, and handsome metalwork gates and the occasional small sculpture graced nooks and pathways. The Highbergs have a small rock garden and a number of troughs, which feature dwarf evergreens and some things like saxifrages, which we can’t grow - envy! 
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Highberg garden

Their property is fully deer-fenced but they do have a tennis-court-size fenced garden for herbs, veggies and starter plants. Paul and Patsy have the help of several gardeners (one of who is Mark Binder, who attended our 2009 Winter Study Weekend with them) but it’s clear they know their plants and have been the prime movers in the development of this enviable aerie in the north woods.

After a buffet lunch at the Woodstock Masonic Temple, we visited Eshqua Bog, a protected area managed by the New England Wild Flower Society, where, from the boardwalk, we encountered a large and beautiful population of the showy lady slipper, Cypripedium reginae, at the peak of perfection! They were scattered among the cinnamon and sensitive ferns, Carex and Equisetum in this fen, along with white spikes of Platanthera dilatata - a once in a lifetime experience for most of us.
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 Cypripedium reginae- Eshqua Bog

After that, we might have had a sense of anticlimax, but on arriving at The Fells, the grand former summer estate of Clarence Hay, we were greeted by a wonderful house set in rolling lawns and flowered terraces, with a view towards Lake Sunapee, and a grand German-style rock garden in a vale below the house, complete with stream. Remarkably well restored to its original form, the garden has steppingstone paths down through the plantings and is surrounded by blooming specimen shrubs such as Kolkwitzia and Enkianthus. In the garden I noted Galax in bloom, as well as Ramonda, looking very happy near sphagnum under 
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Rock Garden - The Fells 
an overhang. Here also was a healthy clump of the C. reginae (sigh). We were attracted to several handsome plants of what proved to be Saponaria xoliviana - it looked somewhat like our Silene caroliniana but was more compact. Elsewhere on the grounds we found an old Rhododendron garden, flowers passing, and a small formal garden with mossy rock walls. The flowering border below the house again had peonies, delphiniums, geraniums and salvias. A nearby wall featured an inset fountain surrounded by a horseshoe arch of climbing hydrangea - how beautifully it grows up there!

We were treated to a delightful reception on the broad porch of the house - wines, cheeses, and hors-d’oeuvres featuring lobster and roast beef. How nice to have drinks in a beautiful garden, especially when we don’t have to drive! 
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The Fells - border and house

Dinner was buffet at the college cafeteria, but the food was excellent - the after-dinner presentation was by young botanist Arthur Haines on alpine plants to be found in New England - mostly Mts. Katahdin and Washington - and the types of adaptation they show to handle the severe weather. Few of the plants he mentioned would tolerate the mid-Atlantic, alas.

The following day we visited the garden of Thelma and Jack Hewitt; again, they have lived on their hilltop with an astounding view for many years and have carved out broad paths through the woods, featuring large and mature plantings of many native and other plants. Their rock garden faces north and features many choice rhododendrons and dwarf conifers. I noticed Porteranthus(Gillenia) at its peak and a good spread of Sibbaldiopsis(Potentilla) tridentata, which I had previously seen as a sad relict population on top of Dolly Sods in WV - obviously it still thrives in the north! Thelma’s azaleas were passing over but clearly she has some wonderful ones.

From the hilltop we descended to the lowland garden of G. Kristian Fenderson and Alston Barrett, sited on an abandoned farmstead they acquired 40 years ago. Fenderson, a landscape designer, has used the property as a laboratory and it showcases unusual and mature plantings of many wonderful woodies, including five cvs of the European beech - outstanding among them was large mature F. sylvatica ‘Aurea Pendula’, showcased against other choice evergreens and the now ubiquitous climbing hydrangea, going 40’ up a large white pine. Paths wind among rhododendrons and kalmias; near the house is a huge Phellodendron lavallei. A cutting garden below the house displayed irises and peonies, only just passing. The knockout feature of the garden for most of us was the damp area at the base of the hill, where primulas were at their prime, in a myriad of reds, oranges, yellows and pinks. Beside them were a number of Meconopsis, the famous blue poppy, which Fenderson says have grown there happily for some years. What a treat!
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Fagus  sylvatica ‘Aurea Pendula’ - Fenderson Garden

The final garden of our visit was the Fry garden, an unusual example of a garden design that has encompassed a number of neighboring houses. The Frys began this endeavor in 1990 and terraced, planted and developed the steeply sloping grounds of their own mansion and subsequently purchased several adjacent properties and extended the gardens to a total of 12 acres. The gardens feature a pond, much stonework and statuary, and mass plantings interspersed with winding paths leading to secluded garden areas.  It was altogether a delightful demonstration of what determination and considerable resources can accomplish.
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Fry garden

By now dazed and exhausted, we returned to our base to make our final purchases of plants, view the plant show, bid on the silent auction items, and enjoy the final banquet. After a brief annual meeting of NARGS, during which the election for new members of the board was held, we settled back to hear a splendid lecture from Bill Cullina on dealing with northern plants in the garden. As always, Bill was full of interesting analysis and information and I wished I’d been less tired!

On Sunday we made a brief visit to a small local bog where the pitcher plants were in full bloom, and then a quick stop at the garden of the Ferries, situated on Little Sunapee Lake, with a pleasant series of garden spaces that enhance the delights of lakeside living.  Back to Boston to catch the plane home (Betty) or visit relatives (Alice and Dan).

It was a delightful weekend - I wish more of us had been thee to enjoy it!  

Alice Nicolson (who also took the photos)
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Trough - Ferries’ garden 

The Expanding Garden
A Brief History of the Fadens’ Gardens in Alexandria

Many years ago I wrote a piece about showing one’s garden in which I stressed how the gardener whose garden was on display was always apologizing for all manner of things, from the timing of the visit – too early or too late – the condition of the plants, the inadequacy of the weeding and pruning, and even the weather, as if he or she could have controlled the elements.  On April 17, 2011 between 20 and 30 members (and guests) of the Potomac Valley Chapter of NARGS visited our gardens in Alexandria, VA.  The weather was perfect: no apologies!

I have written about our gardens for some years now.  The concept of the Expanding Garden, which I more recently adopted as the name for this column, comes from the small amount of land that came with our duplex, which we bought 26 years ago, and our increasing interest in growing more plants.  Under those circumstances one can do several things: alter one’s ambitions/desires, move to a larger plot, or grow plants on land that one doesn’t actually own, such as that of one’s neighbors or in public spaces.  Our ambitions didn’t change and we didn’t move, but we have greatly expanded our gardening area onto the land of the Alexandria YMCA, our immediate neighbor to the east, and into Simpson Park, a small Alexandria city park on the far side of the Y.  

The following is a brief history of the gardens.  When we purchased our house in 1985 we recognized that by the time we would be able to occupy it, the season would be too far along for us to safely transplant the plants that we were growing around our rented townhouse.  So, with permission of the Y, we put in a holding bed in the back of its building and moved our plants there before we moved into our house.  That bed was later to be expanded as our vegetable garden.

In 1987 Audrey (my wife) took the Master Gardeners course in the District of Columbia and for her project decided to work on developing flowerbeds in front of the YMCA building, along Monroe Ave.  Bulbs of Tulipa bakeri ‘Lilac Wonder’ planted then continue to expand and bloom every year.

In our first few years we also began to grow some plants just outside our fence on the Y land, most notably two katsura trees (Cercidophyllum japonicum) that I had collected as seedlings from a sidewalk crack behind the National Museum of Natural History.  In the same area we  later added a bougainvillea goldenraintree (Koelreuteria bipinnata), which had been given to us, as a one-year old potted seedling, by the late Fred Meyer of  the U.S. National Arboretum.  Those three trees now tower over our house.

In 1991, thanks to my colleague John Wurdack, we joined the Potomac Valley Chapter of the American Rock Garden Society (now NARGS) and our eyes were opened to a wide range of plants that we knew nothing about, as well as to a very nice group of people.  As we worked on developing our back yard, we included growing areas that would be suitable for rock garden plants.  One tree that we purchased about that time as a 6 inch rooted cutting was a Japanese umbrella-pine (Sciadopitys verticillata), which is now the centerpiece of the back yard and is about 20 ft tall.

In 1993 the Master Gardeners of Northern Virginia were seeking ideas for a project in Alexandria.  Audrey suggested Simpson Park for a demonstration water-wise garden.  The plan was approved by Master Gardeners and the City of Alexandria, and the first garden in Simpson Park was installed later that year.

The most pivotal event that led to the expansion of our gardening activities and area was the YMCA’s construction of a new building with a much larger footprint to replace the old building.  Because we were the neighbor that would be most impacted by the new building and its construction, the Y had to work with us.  For example, the Y agreed to protect our plantings just outside our fence, including the katsura trees.  They also followed our suggestions (for the most part) about the trees and shrubs to be planted on their land between the new building and our property.  During the razing of the old building and construction of the new one in 1995, I often entertained thoughts of places along the Virginia Railway Express to which we could move.  We never did overcome inertia, however, and eventually the building was completed.  It opened in January 1996.  

A consequence of the larger YMCA building and the need for more parking space, as mandated by the City of Alexandria, was the construction of a large parking lot in what had been a grassy field behind the building.  Although the arguments went back and forth about how wide the grassy borders around the parking lot should be, in the end a substantial amount of undeveloped green space was created.  A compromise about parking was that the north end of the one-block stretch of Leslie Ave. that had been used exclusively for parking, both for the Y and the baseball fields in Simpson Park, was turned into park area, with a children’s playground in the northern part of this area, and an area set aside for gardens in the southern half.  Audrey submitted a formal plan for the gardens to the Alexandria Department of Parks and Recreation.  Part of the arrangement was that the Master Gardeners of Northern Virginia committed to maintain the gardens.  An agreement must have been signed at the time, but no one seems to be able to locate it.

In the next phase the Master Gardeners began to install the new gardens in the park, which became the demonstration fragrance, tufa and butterfly gardens.  A gift of tufa rock by the U.S. Botanic Garden to the City of Alexandria allowed the construction of a unique type of rock garden in Alexandria.  Recent construction of the walls at the south ends of the fragrance and butterfly gardens was enabled by grants from the City of Alexandria and Del Ray Citizens Association, respectively.   Local citizens provided some of the labor for this construction.  

The last phase of our gardening expansion, which is still ongoing, was onto the grassy strips surrounding the parking lot behind the new YMCA building.   We began with the east side, adjacent to the new gardens that had been developed in Simpson Park, trying to create a visual barrier from the parking lot and also to thematically match the gardens in the park, just  a few feet away.   For example, we planted lilacs and fragrant viburnums in the Y bed opposite the fragrance garden in the park and plants with special winter interest across from the winter-flowering Japanese apricot (Prunus mume), since deceased.

Maintenance has been a challenge in much of our newer garden area.  Although Audrey gets very good help from Master Gardeners in the Simpson Park gardens, keeping up the YMCA gardens has been a constant headache.  We advertise spring and fall work parties for the YMCA gardens though the Del Ray Citizens Association newsletter and various other outlets, but turnout is always disappointing.  The rest of the year Audrey and I try to maintain the beds while either the Y or their contractor cuts the grass and sometimes weed-whacks the trees and shrubs at no extra charge.  Each year we concentrate on cleaning up a few beds in which our efforts can really make a difference.   The other beds are not so lucky.  

In case it wasn’t obvious to you, we plant for diversity, especially of trees and shrubs.  At last count we had about 200 genera of woody plants in our garden areas.  Rock garden plants are grown in the center of our back yard, in two sand beds on the Y, and in the tufa gardens and south end of the water-wise garden in Simpson Park.     

We hope you enjoyed visiting our gardens.  Had you come a week or even a few days later, there are many other species you might have seen in flower, most notably two in the weed- and yucca-dominated sand bed on the east side of the Y parking lot: Anemone palmata, a small species from southern Europe with inch-wide, buttercup-yellow flowers; and the Himalayan bulb Notholirion thompsonianum, with a dozen or more 2-inch pinkish purple flowers attached to a central stalk.  The anemone had flowered before but the notholirion, which had quietly vegetated for the past five years, bloomed for the first time.

So do come again and, if you are not careful, we may put you to work!

[Thanks to Doug and Barbara Cobb and Anne Mazaitis for help in the gardens before the tour.]

Robert Faden
We apologise for the delay on this Bulletin - the ball was being juggled among several of us and it got dropped! I hope that by the next issue, July-August, we’ll have gotten back on schedule, perhaps even with a new Editor pro tem. Again, if any of you is computer-literate and handy enough with word-processing to generate a 4-6 page newsletter every two months, please contact me pronto!  Jim McKenney is taking a year off after 6 years; before him I did this job for 5 years, and before me, Harry Dewey edited the Potowmack Papers for some 20 years! Surely we can find someone who will volunteer to take over for a while - 

Alice Nicolson, Communications Chair. taxonomy@verizon.net 703-979-5871

p.s. - for those who get B&W hard copies, check out the website for the pictures in color.

Potomac Valley Chapter, NARGS - Board of Directors 2010 -2011
*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@verizon.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 

Hospitality – Dick Hammerschlag 
Communications Chair Alice Nicolson  taxonomy@verizon.net 

Newsletter Editor - open


Webmaster Jim McKenney - jamesamckenney@verizon.net 
Archives & History - open 
Education - open 

Finance - open
* - Elected officers; all other positions are appointed or ex officio
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Alice Nicolson, Editor pro tem
3435 8th St S

Arlington, VA 22204

