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Growing in Tufa  
and Other Tips from Members  

Submitted by Janet Novak 

At our January program, our members gave presentations, mostly on 
techniques and plants for the rock garden, but also on a couple of intrigu-
ing places to visit. 

Growing in Tufa:  John Ray 

Our chapter's display at this yearôs Philadelphia Flower Show is based on 
tufa, so it was very timely that John Ray described how he grows plants in 
tufa.  Tufa is a soft, porous form of limestone.  The soft texture and poros-
ity means that water is absorbed and plant roots can penetrate right into 
the material.  Tufa makes a good substrate for demanding alpine plants, 
because the plants roots can remain moist without ever becoming water-
logged.  Another advantage is that tufa tends to keep plants dwarf. 

Tufa should not be confused with tuff (a volcanic rock) or with hypertufa 
(a cement mixture used to imitate rock). 

The usual procedure is to plant small plants into holes drilled into the tufa.  
The challenge is persuading the plant to send its roots out of the planting 
mixture and into the tufa.  This transition is easier for rooted cuttings than 
for established plants. In addition, it is easier if the planting hole is fairly 
small.  John drills holes about 5/8" wide and 4" deep.  When you drill, 
save the tufa dust.  

continued on page 12 

 

Pieces of tufa cut for fitting into pots.  Some of 

them have already had a planting hole drilled 

into them.  (John Ray) 

To plant in tufa, John recommends the 

following equipment and supplies: 

masonry saw (e.g. DeWalt) for cutting 

tufa to the desired size 

drill with 5/8" masonry drill bit 

chopsticks 

small, flexible cup, like a condiment 

cup from a takeout restaurant 

small pump sprayer 

medium grade sandblasting sand 

optional: powdered carbonatite, a vol-

canic rock that serves as a very slow-
release fertilizer (available from Wright-
man Alpines; wrightmanalpines.com) 

Primula allionii 'Minuet' in tufa.    (John Ray) 
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THE  CHAIR ôS CORNER  
Last year at this time, I was sick of winter and ready for the 
warm weather and flush of life ushered in by spring.  But this 
ȅŜŀǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƴǘŜǊ ǿŜŀǘƘŜǊ ŎŀƳŜ ƛƴ hŎǘƻōŜǊ ŀƴŘ LΩǾŜ 
already got galanthus and eranthis in bloom outdoors.  Indoors, un-
ŘŜǊ ƭƛƎƘǘǎ LΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ Ǉƻǘǎ ƻŦ ƎǊŜŜƴ Ǉƭŀƴǘǎ ŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ōǳŘǎΣ ǿƘƻǎŜ ōƭƻƻƳ ǿƛƭƭ 
hopefully be timed to peak the first weeks of March for the Philadelphia 
Flower Show.  So even if we do have to deal with some snow and ice 
ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ƳƻƴǘƘǎΣ LΩƳ ƎǊŀǘŜŦǳƭ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŜǾŀŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǎǘƛƴŜǎǎ  
normally delivered in December and January. 

LΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ǎǘŀǊǘ ŀǘ ǎƻǿƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ǎŜŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ b!wD{ {ŜŜŘ 9ȄŎƘŀƴƎŜΣ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ 
started with the ones requiring the most complicated stratification.  My vegetable 
garden is all worked out in my head and I have purchased the seeds of old favorites 
and new and appealing sounding varieties, and I am ready to start each one at the 
appropriate time. 

Each year at this time, even when not desperate for the seasons to change I find  
myself looking forward to the fresh opportunity to grow new plants and try new tech-
niques.  This is the time of year when there are no weeds, when it seems that it will 
never get too hot or too dry and all the plants are happy and robust. 

²ŜΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ǘƻ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƘŜŀŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭΦ  
²ŜΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƘŜ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ tƭŀƴǘ {Ƙƻǿ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǳǇ ƛƴ !ǇǊƛƭΦ  L ƘƻǇŜ ȅƻǳ ŀƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǎǳŎπ
cessful with the Primula given to many of you last year by John Ray, to grow and enter 
into the plant show this year.   Sadly, I managed to lose mine to some sort of rot.  Or 
maybe not so sad for those of you with your competitive juices flowing, for this just 
means a little better chance to win a wonderful prize and the glory of showing a plant 
well grown. 

²ŜΩƭƭ ōŜ ǾƛǎƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ ƎŀǊŘŜƴǎ ƛƴ aŀȅΦ  LǘΩǎ ŀ ōǳǎȅ ƳƻƴǘƘ ŦƻǊ  
gardeners but always worthwhile of the time!  You will come away with new ideas and 
knowing a few members of the chapter just a little better. 

LǘΩǎ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ǘƛƳŜ ƴƻǿ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŎǳǘǘƛƴƎǎ ƻǊ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ǎŜŜŘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭŀƴǘǎ ǎŀƭŜǎ ƛƴ WǳƴŜ 
and September.  Or for planning out the new space for the little lovelies you might 
find to buy at those sales. 

Springtime is just around the corner.  Please enjoy the anticipation and preparation 
for this special time of year.  And join us to share the joy gardening and to enjoy the 
beauty, inspiration and knowledge to be found in the activities of the Delaware Valley 
Chapter of NARGS. 

      Tammy Harkness 

 

For the latest program 
changes and bad 
weather cancellation-
scheck out our  web site : 

www.dvcnargs.org  

We do send out email notices from time to 

time between issues of The Dodecatheon to 

those who have given us email addresses. 

Please check your email address in the 
membership list and if it is wrong, send us 
the right one!  If you donõt have email and 
want a phone call on these notices, give 

us a call and weõll put you on a phone list. 

Chuck Ulmann, Membership Secretary 

ulmannc@msn.com, 610-431-2511 

The Dodecatheon 
This publication is issued on the first 

of odd numbered months.  All copy 

must reach the editor no later than 

the second week of the preceding 

month.  Any text in this newsletter 

may be used in any other NARGS 

publication, unless otherwise 

specified.  Please credit the author and 

The Dodecatheon. 

Chapter Officers:  

Chairperson ð Tammy Harkness,  

plant_nerd@msn.com 

Vice-Chair/Program Chair  ð  Mary 

Ann Ulmann, ulmannc@msn.com 

Recording Secretary ð Hope Punnett 

Treasurer ð Jack Lightcap 

Membership Secretary ð  

Chuck Ulmann, ulmannc@msn.com, 

610-431-2511, 1320 Ashbridge Road, 

West Chester, PA   19380 

Dodecatheon Editor ð Donna Noctor, 

donnanoctor@msn.com 

Director at Large  ð Janet Novak and 

Hope Punnett 

************************ ******* *  

AV equipment ð Rick Ray 

Bookstore ð Ann & Dick Rosenberg 

Brunch Chair  ð Open 

Hospitality  ð Open 

Libations ð Donna Noctor  

Name Tags ðJerry Rifkin 

2012 Phila. Flower Show ð Betsy 

Knapp 

Flower Show Coordinator ð Joan 

Schmitt 

Plant Sales ð Betty Mackey 

Plant Show ð Radford MacFarlane  

and  Michele Hall 

Pot Shop ð Betty Mackey 

Web Master ð Janet Novak 

viola@indri.org, 215-248-2642 

: 

2012 Chapter Membership Renewal Reminder  
Right after the first of the year we sent you a mailing in an envelope with your 
Delaware Valley Chapter renewal envelope inside.  Please complete the infor-
mation requested, insert a check for $15 for an individual or $20 for a family 
membership and mail it back to us right away.  Your check should be made out 
to óDVC NARGS.ó   

If you have lost or misplaced your envelope, dig out a plain envelope and send 
your renewal check and any changes to your address, telephone number and 
or email address to: Chuck Ulmann, 1320 Ashbridge Rd., West Chester, PA 
19380. 

Not sure if you already renewed or not?  Check the mailing label and it will say 
ópaidô on it if you have sent your renewal in as of 12 Feb 2012.  Check the sub-

ject line of the email for ópaidô if you received The Dodecatheon by email. 

The deadline for payment is 20 March 2012! 
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At our October meeting, Rob Gimpel 
told us about Stonecrop Gardens based 
on his two years working there.  Along 
the way he introduced us to some inter-
esting plants and interesting growing 
techniques. 

Rob, a member of the Mason-Dixon 
chapter of NARGS, now works as a  
gardener at the Library of Congress in 
Washington, DC.  Originally a geologist, 
at some point the love of rocks led to a 
love of rock garden plants.  Rob then 
turned to gardening full time, starting 
with an internship at Stonecrop, and a 
second year there as a staff member. 

Stonecrop, located in zone 5 in the  
Hudson River Valley, occupies 63 acres 
on a stony hilltop.  The land was said to 
be so poor that the only crop it could 
produce was stones, hence the name 
Stonecrop. Originally the summer home 
of Frank Cabot, it became a public gar-
den in 1992. 

At Stonecrop, gardening is done on a 
large scale.  For example, when they 
decided to put in a woodland garden on 
that stony hilltop, they brought in 30 
dump trucks of soil.  Every fall they plant 
bulbs, between 8,000 and 18,000 of them. 

The gardens at Stonecrop include col-
lections of rhododendrons, peonies, 
primulas, saxifrages, and many other 
plant groups.  A feature inspired by 
English public gardens is the systematic 
order beds, in which plants are organ-
ized by taxonomy.  The order beds are 
helpful for learning the characteristics of 
plant families and genera.  Stonecrop 
also has a conservatory with four differ-
ent temperature zones and a small 
tropical house. 

Robôs favorite features at Stonecrop 
were those related to rock gardening. 
An alpine house has one large bench 
done entirely in tufa.  Two striking speci-
mens of Gypsophila aretioides, growing 
in the typical hard, dense mound, are 35
-40 years old.  The alpine house also 
houses saxifrage and primula collections. 

A particularly spectacular feature at 
Stonecrop is the rock ledge garden.  
The site has a natural rock outcropping, 
but most of the visible rock came from 
off-site and was laid by an Italian stone-
mason.  The ledge garden is planted 

with dwarf conifers and rock garden 
perennials. It rises above a pond, add-
ing to its beauty. 

Other rock garden features at Stone-
crop include a set of large troughs, the 
oldest from the early 80s.  Nearby are 
raised beds whose retaining wall are dry
-laid stone.  These beds were designed 
by the eminent rock gardener Rex 
Murfitt.  Growing between the stones of 
the retaining walls are plants such as 
phloxes, Campanula poscharskyana, 
and Campanula portenschlagiana, 
which make a spectacular display in 
spring. 

While at Stonecrop, Rob experimented 
with planting on stone slabs, inspired by 
George Schenkôs book, Gardening on 
Pavement, Tables, and Hard Surfaces.  
One of his creations is a 5ô slab of stone 
planted mostly with small native ferns.  
Rob also expressed his love of rocks in 
troughs that incorporated different types 
of stone.  One trough used the granite 
that is local to Stonecrop; another used 
shale from a nearby area.  A trough that 
was less conventional, but still very 
handsome, used rounded cobbles and a 
top-dressing of pea gravel. 

Winter care of troughs at Stonecrop 
consists of covering them with branches 
cut from discarded Christmas trees.  
The branches are secured with twine.  
The covering is not heavy ð just dense 
enough to shade the troughs, protecting 
them from wind and from freeze-thaw 
cycles. 

One of the most asked-about plants at 
Stonecrop is Clerodendrum trichoto-
mum, a large shrub with a long season 
of interest.  In summer, it has fragrant 
white flowers that emerge from dull red 
calyxes.  As the seed ripens, the ca-
lyxes turn brighter red, then open to 
reveal brilliant blue berries that persist 
through autumn. In our area, a nice 
specimen of Clerodendrum can be seen 
at Morris Arboretum in northwest Phila-
delphia.  The Clerodendrum is off the 
beaten path; look along Hillcrest Road 
behind the spring house. 

Stonecrop is open for visits from late 
March through October.  Details are 
available at www.stonecrop.org.  The 
web site also provides information on 
internships at Stonecrop. 

A Visit to Stonecrop Gardens with Rob Gimpel  
Presented by Rob Gimpel October 8, 2011 

Submitted by Janet Novak 

Photos, from top 

Clerodendrum trichotomum in fall, displaying 
its red calyxes and blue berries. 

Stonecropôs ledge garden in April. The tree in 
bloom is Cornus officinalis. 

Raised-bed rock gardens with Campanula 
portenschlagiana in bloom. 

Troughs and raised-bed rock gardens at Stone-
crop. 



Page 12 The Dodecatheon 

 

Tufa and Memberôs Tips, continued from front cover  

When you're ready to plant, mix tufa 
dust, sandblasting sand, and car-
bonatite (if you have it) in roughly equal 
proportions, or using somewhat more 
sand.  Knock the growing medium off 
your rooted cutting, and dip the roots 
into water so that they stick together in 
a narrow cylinder.  If the roots are too 
long for the hole, trim them.  Next, get 
the cutting into the hole, using the 
chopsticks.  Pour the tufa dust mixture 
around the roots using the small cup.  
Compact this mixture hard with the 
chopsticks and a stream of water from 
the pump sprayer.  This compaction 
process is important to eliminate holes 
and to minimize the difference in tex-
ture between this mixture and the sur-
rounding tufa. 

Many English growers plant seed di-
rectly into holes in the tufa, though 
John has not tried this himself. 

John told us about three ways that he 
uses tufa.  The first is setting a piece 
of tufa in a sand plunge in his alpine 
house.  If the sand plunge is kept wet, 
the tufa will water itself.  Second, a 
small piece of tufa can be put into a 
pot.  If the tufa doesnôt quite fit into the 
pot, use wire cutters to pinch off the 
excess.  Next, pack potting mix or sand 
around the tufa.  Set the top of the tufa 
at least slightly above the top of the 
potting mix.  A piece of tufa that fits into 
a 4" pot makes an excellent home for a 
Primula allionii.  

Third, a larger piece of tufa can be 
used for a saucer garden.  To do this, 
John takes a 12" saucer and drills 
drainage holes around the periphery.  
He then scratches the surface of the 
saucer (so that cement will adhere) 
and uses ordinary cement to attach a 
piece of tufa, perhaps 6" across.  After 
letting the cement age for a few 
months, John fills the saucer with a 
well-draining potting mix and plants the 
tufa and the surrounding mix.  Saucer 
gardens need to be watered frequently, 
as often as twice a day during the hot-
test days of summer.  John uses a fine 
spray to put water directly onto the 
tufa. 

Plants in tufa should be fertilized during 
the growing season.  John fertilizes his 
every two weeks using a 15-11-29 fer-
tilizer at half strength. 

Tufa can make it easy to grow plants 

that are otherwise difficult or impossi-
ble in our climate.  Johnôs photos made 
the case: he grows stunning speci-
mens of Primula allionii, Physoplexis 
comosa, choice Dionysia species, and 
both porophyllum and silver saxifrages. 

After the flower show, the tufa from our 
display will be sold off to members at 
the bargain price of 75 cents a pound.  
If you are interested in buying some, 
contact Tammy Harkness. 

Gardening Tips:  Rick Ray 

Rick shared a plethora of gardening tips. 

Pine sap on one's hands can be re-
moved with peanut butter or mayon-
naise. 

Lanyards that come with name tags 
are useful for organizing electrical 
cords. 

Five-gallon buckets that are stuck  
together can be easily separated by 
turning them over and stepping on the 
handle of the inner bucket before pull-
ing the outer bucket off. 

ARS Corporation now makes pruning 
shears with a well-designed blade lock. 
It's a latch that is much easier to use 
than the rather fussy little latch on 
Felco pruners.  In addition, the lock  
can be released simply by squeezing 
the handles, so going from locked to 
ready-to-use takes only one hand. 

Conifers and Hostas and Troughs:  

Walt Cullerton 

Walt showed photos of his troughs, 
many of which feature dwarf conifers 
and dwarf hostas.  A particularly nice 
conifer for troughs is Tsuga canadensis 
'Petite', which grows only 1/4 inch per 
year.  Walt has had good luck with "fish
-box" troughs, which, after three years, 
are holding up well and are just starting 
to moss up.  Those not familiar with 
fish-box troughs can get a description 
and instructions at our web site at 
http://www.dvcnargs.org/info.html. 

Seriously Early Daffodil:   

Janet Novak 

I showed a flower from my earliest daf-
fodil variety: Rijnveld's Early Sensation.  
This yellow trumpet daffodil blooms 
with the snow crocus; in a warm winter 
like this one, it starts blooming in early 
January.  The flowers withstand frost 

Photos, from top (John Ray)  

Dionysias, primulas, and a saxifrage in bloom 

in tufa. 

Dionysia aretioides growing in a small chunk 

of tufa. 

Saucer garden under construction. A chunk of 

tufa has been cemented to a saucer, and small 

plants have been planted in holes drilled into 

the tufa. 

John's pride and joy: Physoplexis comosa 

growing in tufa. 


