[image: image1.jpg]


The 8th International Rock Garden Conference 2011

Alpines Without Frontiers

Before I begin this report in earnest there is some house-keeping I would like to get out of the way. Firstly, on behalf of Sally and myself, I would like to thank the Group for sponsoring us to attend the Conference. It was a fantastic weekend and I hope that this report does it justice. I would also like to thank Sally for taking me there and more importantly bringing me home! Finally I must apologise for the lack of photos, particularly of the Show. When I discuss plants that were shown during a talk I have tried to highlight ones that are shown in the special edition of ‘The Alpine Gardener’, a copy of which is available in the Group’s library.
THURSDAY

Arrival
Sally and I had made good time to Nottingham and so decided to stop off at a nearby ‘Toby Carvery’ for a quick bite to eat. This was met with much confusion by the waitresses, who struggled with the fact that we just wanted starters. Cue the sideways glances!
Having had lunch and apparently invented the idea of ‘not wanting much to eat’ we carried on to the East Midland Conference Centre in Nottingham University. We checked into our rooms (more of which later) and made our way to the lecture theatre. Following the welcoming remarks by the presidents of the Alpine Garden Society and the Scottish Rock Garden Club (the latter offers free membership for a year for students by the way!) we were sitting comfortably and ready to begin.
David Haselgrove – “Southern Hemisphere Treats”

The first speaker of the Conference is well known to the Bedfordshire Group. David Haselgrove, a retired solicitor, has been to us a number of times to talk on a range of subjects, most recently on “Flower Hunting in Iran”. For the Conference he was talking about the alpines that can be found growing throughout the southern hemisphere, a topic which was relatively unfamiliar to me. David gave us a whirlwind tour starting in South America and Patagonia, Argentina and the occasional hop into Chile. Here I was introduced to a family of plants that I would learn a lot about over the coming days, rosulate violas. These plants look similar to the rosettes of the more open Sempervivum species, but have a ring of flowers in the rosette rather than on stems. Sometimes, as shown by Viola sacculus, there can be more than one row of flowers. 
Next we crossed the South Atlantic Ocean to South Africa. I will not go into great detail here as a later talk covers the flora of Africa in greater detail. To pick just one from David’s talk, Romulea hirsuta, which has large bright pink flowers, is one of many bulbs that grow in this country. Unlike bulbs from many other places around the world, South African bulbs can sometimes prove to be a challenge in cultivation due to their vulnerability to winter frosts.
Australia was the next stop in David’s talk, where he showed us some of the spectacular orchids that grow there. In Perth, in Western Australia, you can find Caladenia latifolia. This is a small orchid that has flowers in the shape of an elongated five-pointed star, the top three of which are patterned with dark red stripes. On the other side of the continent in Queensland the beard orchid Colochilus robertsonii grows. The flower of this orchid is impossible to describe; it would not be out of place in ‘Doctor Who’!
With a comparatively small jump David took us to New Zealand, where two of my favourite silver plants grow; Raoulia and Celmisia. One of many helpful tips I picked up during the weekend was that to grow Raoulias successfully they need to be given a ridiculous amount of water so that they do not dry out. I suspect drying out was the cause of mine keeling over when we had a very hot summer a couple of years ago.
As you would expect David’s talk was an excellent start to the Conference and set a high standard for the rest of the speakers to meet.

Brian Mathew – “Frontiersmen of the Past”
After a surprisingly good dinner was Brian Mathew’s talk. Knowing the history of a plant is often as interesting the plant itself and Brian’s talk looked at some of the great plant collectors and botanists of the past. He covered some of the A-list stars of botany, such as Henry John Elwes. Elwes is most known for Galanthus elwesii but he described many more plants such as Fritillaria delavayi, which was named after the French missionary Pierre Delavay who died towards the end of the nineteenth century.
Brian’s talk also included people that I had not come across before. Elmer Applegate described a number of Erythronium species including oregonum, helenae and tuolumnense.
Not all botanists were climbing mountains in the 1800’s. Per Wendlbo of Gothenburg fame, for example, was a friend of many people sitting in the audience.

Finally Brian looked at some of the great botanical artists of the past. As I am sure you all know, paintings and drawings of alpines can be as detailed and interesting as the plants themselves.
FRIDAY

Harry Jans – “Plant Hunting on the Roof of the World”
I heard Harry talk at a conference on alpine habitats last September and so was looking forward to his talk on Friday morning. His was the first of a series of lectures about the Himalayas and concentrated on the mountains between Cheng Du in the Sichuan province of China and Lhasa in Tibet.
Unsurprisingly exploring the Himalayas revealed some of the highest living alpines in the world. These plants have to be able to cope with freezing temperatures all year round and have evolved different ways of achieving this. Rheum nobile, some of which grow up to two metres tall, encase their flowers in a massive cone shape structure of leaves. Tests have shown that the temperature inside the leaves is several degrees warmer than outside.

Not every plant that Harry showed us grew where little else could. At a mere 3,500 metres Harry found a number of Primula species: florindae, tibetica and alpicola var. luna.
Harry has developed a fantastic website where you can read about his travels and see thousands of photos taken in the wild and closer to home: www.jansalpines.com.

John Richards – “Asiatic Primulas Old and New”

This was an interesting lecture on recent discoveries and name changes of Asiatic primulas. It was, however, a talk for Primula experts, although it did highlight the fact that ideas of what plants are change as we learn more about them and others that grow around them.
You can find the most up-to-date information on the identity of these plants at www.primulaworld.com.

Martin Walsh – “High and Low in the Himalaya”

Following on from Harry Jans’ introduction to the Himalayas Martin Walsh gave us a broader over view of the plants and people that live there.
Martin looked at these plants from a different perspective to the lectures we had heard previously and focussed on the plants that would be suitable for a garden. Of course this will depend on where the garden is and a number of other factors. Naming a few these included Gentiana algida, Potentilla biflora var. biflora, Primula macrophylla and Meconopsis paniculata.
Back to the more specialist alpines, Saussurea gossypiphora is another of those that grows above 5000 metres. This plant has adapted to the extreme cold by protecting itself and its flowers with woolly hairs.

Workshop: John Grimshaw – “Propagating Snowdrops”
This was the first of two workshops that I took part in over the course of the weekend. The other options that were available were “Meconopsis and Woodland Plants”, “Photography in the Garden and Beyond” and “Vegetative Propagation – A Nurseryman’s Perspective”.
John gave us a step-by-step guide to chipping and twin-scaling Galanthus, with the aim of turning one bulb into several. I will not go through the entire process here; but you can find a guide on the Bedfordshire Group’s website in the ‘Plant Files’.

There was no practical demonstration, as the Conference Centre would not have been too pleased if we had set the place on fire whilst sterilising the equipment with meths!

Chipping is most easily (some say exclusively) achieved with bulbs in the Amaryllidaceae family. As well as Galanthus this includes Narcissus, Nerine, Leucojum and Sternbergia.
Toshio Yoshida – “Endemism in Sino-Himalayan Alpines”

Another perspective on Himalayan plants, those that are endemic to the mountains. Toshio looked at endemic (i.e. plants that grow in only one location) species of four genera: Gentiana, Primula, Meconopsis and Nomocharis.
Primula vialii is one of my favourite primulas and can often be found on the Society’s displays at Chelsea. It is a relatively tall plant that has a spike of bright red buds that open into brilliant pink flowers.

Meconopsis are often thought of as being blue, partly due to the fame of Meconopsis horridula (another Himalayan resident) and also due to the fact that many of them are blue. There are of course varieties and exceptions however. Meconopsis wumungensis is pale blue almost white and Meconopsis castanea is a deep red. Both of these species are endemic and relatively new to science. This fact highlights a point often made by Sir David Attenborough; climate change and habitat loss is putting at risk species that we are only now beginning to understand.
Toshio’s talk was more formalised than the others, partly due to language difficulties and also, I suspect, cultural differences. It was just as interesting however and Toshio is clearly an expert in his field.

Henrik Zetterlund – “Beyond the Last Frontiers”

This was the first ‘Jim Archibald Memorial Lecture’, in memory of a great plantsman who sadly passed away in 2010. Henrik, who works at Gothenburg Botanical Garden, recounted Jim and his wife Jenny’s adventures throughout the world and showed us a small selection of their many introductions. I will not go into anymore detail about Henrik’s talk here and instead encourage you to read his article in the Conference edition of ‘The Alpine Gardener’. Suffice to say that it was a fitting tribute to one of the greatest plantsmen of our time.

Robert Rolfe – “Location, Location, Location: Alpines Near and Far, Narrowly Endemic and Nationalistic”

This was one of my favourite talks of the weekend (which he failed to believe when I was talking to him afterwards) and the second one to look at endemism.

Despite problems with the projection quality his slides and photos were superb. As well as being incredibly knowledgeable Robert was also very entertaining. When talking about a Viola he presented to the RHS for an award (I cannot remember which although I suspect it was Viola delphinantha) he said that they thought he had bought it from the local garden centre rather than found it in the wild and in full flow, without stopping for breath, he exclaimed “I mean really!” Another quip when talking about who had collected a particular plant he said “Some of these people have the most extraordinary names!”

Robert’s talk explored endemic plants from around the world and highlighted some interesting question marks. For example how is it that two plants that are separated by thousands of miles evolve the same survival techniques? (The simple answer to which is because those tactics work). In the animal kingdom it is easy to see how species that are endemic to a single island, for example, have evolved to perform the same functions as their more widespread counterparts on the continents. The Eupleridae family, i.e. Malagasy carnivores, which are endemic to Madagascar, have evolved to fulfil the role of the Africa’s big cats, although they are nowhere near as large. This can also been seen in alpines. Robert gave the example of two plants, Haastia pulvinaris and Mniodes ferryrae, which are very similar yet grow in New Zealand and Peru respectively.
It is impossible to accurately describe Robert’s talk on paper; it is a case of having to see it to believe it. Hopefully I will be able to persuade him to speak at our Group in the near future.

Food, Rooms and Noisy Neighbours

Now that we are halfway through the Conference it is a good time to take a break and tell you about some of the less interesting stuff.
The rooms we had to stay in were comfortable enough. I must have done something right as compared to everyone else’s my room was luxurious; an adjective that has never been used to describe student accommodation before and will probably never be used again! It was twice the size, a bigger bed and had a bath. There were also fridges in the rooms, although I doubt many of these were left on as they were very noisy.
Speaking of noise, AGS members are a lot noisier than students when returning to their rooms late at night! Thursday night was particularly bad, with me being woken up half a dozen times by doors being opened and closed and people marching up and down the corridor. My floor was not as bad as Sally’s though, who heard a couple walking down her corridor trying and failing to get into every room until one of them said, “Are we on the right floor?”

Dinner on Thursday and Friday was served in one of the halls of residence and was much better than everyone expected. The only complaint (other than the waitresses’ habit of throwing food at me everyday!) was the waiting, either in queues or at the table during dinner. For a conference centre that could supposedly take at least another one hundred people they did not seem to be able to cope with feeding us all at once. Breakfast was more leisurely as there was no set time and we were split up.

The Conference Dinner took place on Saturday and was enjoyable, although I did not feel that it was above and beyond the other dinners.

SATURDAY

Keith Wiley – “A Holistic Approach to Alpines in the Garden”

Like many alpine growers Keith is a gardener who likes alpines rather than a pure alpinist. He is clearly passionate about his plants (especially Erythronium) and for the past few years has developed and built his garden in a way that incorporates alpines so that they are part of the whole.
As exciting as the Himalaya’s are it is always interesting to hear about someone’s experiences in their own garden; what they do and how they do it. Before he retired Keith was in charge of the Garden House in Devon and he had taken his ideas and successes there and used them as inspiration for his own garden.

Todd Boland – “Alpine Plants of Newfoundland through to the Appalachians”

Todd was another speaker I had not heard before and was talking about an area I knew little about. He looked at plants that are perhaps not as rare or specialised as those they reside on the Himalayas, but are still just as interesting.

Part of Todd’s talk focussed on the Serpentine Barrens, another habitat that has produced a range of unique plants. For example many members of the Minuartia genus, such as rubella and dawsonensis, are restricted to serpentine. Other alpines that can found elsewhere have adapted to tolerate this soil, for example the well known yellow Saxifraga aizoides.
Todd works at the Botanical Garden of Memorial University in Newfoundland and is currently experimenting by sending plants that grow there to the warmer and drier State of Ontario to see if and how they adapt. Not only is this interesting for its own sake, but is also another way in which some species might be saved. Those plants that can adapt suddenly have a much larger area to colonise and thus the threat of habitat loss is reduced, although not entirely negated.
Bob Wallis – “Fritillaries on Four Continents”
This was also a favourite talk of the weekend covering a huge range of Fritillaria that grow in a range of habitats. Bob and his wife Rannveig have travelled throughout the world, especially in Turkey, looking at how these plants grow in the wild and their growing prowess and expertise are renowned in the Society.

Fritillaria are one of the most varied and colourful genera of all alpines, a trait that is shared with many other bulbs. To give just a few examples compare the tall growing pale-flowered Fritillaria liliaceae, which grows on grasslands along the Pacific in North America coast, with that of heavily patterned flowers of Fritillaria purdyi, which grows on Steppe in North America. Completely different again is the much shorter Greek native Fritillaria epirotica, which has purple flowers.
Recently I have been asked a number of times whether I am a Fritillaria addict and have always replied with a hesitant ‘not really. Following Bob’s talk however I am going to have to change that to a definite yes, as I noted down a total of thirty-seven to add to my wish list!

A tip I picked up during this talk is that if a Fritillaria has greyish leaves it requires sunny conditions and if the leaves are green it should be given more shade. There are a few exceptions to this though.
Bob and Rannveig will be speaking to us in December of this year on bulbous habitats as part of our anniversary celebrations.

John Good – “Alpines in a Changing World”
Another highlight, another popular speaker of the Group’s and another speaker who is coming to us during our twenty-fifth year.

Many talks about climate change are either overly scientific or merely repeat what can be heard on the news; John’s talk however was well-balanced and very enjoyable. He examined a number of issues, some caused by man and some to which man have contributed.

One of the greatest effects that man has had on alpine habitats is the development of tourism, especially mountain resorts and ski slopes. Not only can this result in immediate extermination of plant populations it can have serous long term effects as well due to the separation of populations, which reduces the likelihood of genetic variation.
An extremely controversial issue is the extent to which man has increased the rate of global warming. Regardless of your thoughts on this it cannot be denied that the climate is getting warmer (hard to believe after this winter I know!). John demonstrated this by showing us a study of when the first leaves appeared on oak trees over a number of decades. In 1950 this occurred at the end of April, fifty years later the first leaves had appeared by the end of March.

Most often we hear about the disadvantages of these things. Loss of habitat puts plants at risk of extinction, as does a warmer climate. However as John pointed out there are some advantages as well. The building of tourist resorts in the mountains also requires the building of roads, which makes it easier to reach alpine plants and this in turn makes it easier to study them and learn how best to protect them. Global warming is not without pluses; plants that are susceptible to frosts, such as South Africa bulbs, should become easier to grow in cultivation.

In 2012 John will be talking to us about dwarf shrubs.

Martin Sheader – “Violas and Associated Plants of the Southern Andes”
Martin took us back to South America and Patagonia to look at rosulate violas. This gave us an opportunity to explore an area which David Haselgrove touched upon in the first lecture.
He was a very popular speaker with the Conference due to his expertise and superb photos. Patagonia is a country that has been well-travelled, particularly in recent years, but of which only very little is known. For example Martin showed us six rosulate violas that had yet to be described and introduced to science.

Even after Martin’s enthusiastic lecture I am afraid that rosulate violas are still not plants that I feel about very strongly. I can understand why some people are fascinated with them, especially those that grow into columns of rosettes are mature, but they are not going to be seen in my greenhouses anytime soon.

It is no secret that the Society’s membership is getting older and in order to help people reach the top of mountains Martin had two suggestions for the AGS: provide hang-gliding lessons for senior citizens and invest in some Condor-cams!

Roy Lancaster – “My World of Plants”

Roy Lancaster has had a long fixation about China and its flora and this lecture was about how he developed this passion and his eventual journeys there and elsewhere.
China is a country that for a while was very difficult to gain access to and so Roy was incredibly lucky to go not once but twice during 1981. One of the few advantages of China being virtually closed off is that when you do get in you can explore places no other person has been to and see things no other person has discovered. The yellow Pleione forrestii was first introduced into cultivation by the expedition Roy took part in during the spring of 1981.
The Auction:

Due to another slow service at dinner time and a minor medical emergency during Roy’s talk it was gone half-past ten before the auction had even begun. As there was nothing that Sally or I wanted (and as I had already bought far too many plants earlier in the day!) we decided not to watch. This was a very smart decision. Someone who did stay told me that it was very hard work and in the end they had to put three or four lots together just to get through them all. Apparently it was a good place to get a bargain though; where else can you buy both volumes of the AGS Encyclopaedia for just £60?
SUNDAY
Ian Young – “Highland Gathering”

Another man passionate about his garden and another grower incorporating alpines into the bigger picture. He is well known throughout both the AGS and SRGC for his online diary, www.bulblog.co.uk.

Ian imparted an invaluable piece advice during his talk; a good gardener knows that will grow for him. This is not as simple as it sounds, even if you discount the fact that most alpines are incredibly fussy! What will grow for Ian in the Highlands of Scotland will not necessarily grow on the coast of Cornwall. This is true across much smaller distances. Swansea sits on the coast of south Wales and is surrounded by a ring of hills. These hills reflect the sunlight so that it is warmer in Swansea than it is on the other side and also push any rain clouds up and over so that Swansea only receives about a third of the rain that falls beyond the hills. Some of the plants that tolerate the wetter cooler conditions on one side might struggle in the warmer dryer conditions on the other.

In addition to bulblog you can also keep track of Ian’s garden by visiting: www.internationalrockgardener.net.
Michael Kammerlander – “Juno Iris: The Persica Group and Some Others”

Michael was the speaker at the Society’s Annual General Meeting in 2009, where he talked about his spectacular collection of Dionysia, many of which he had hybridised himself. At the Conference he talked about his other amazing collection, juno irises.
There are four species that make up the persica group: Iris persica, Iris stenophylla, Iris galatica and Iris hymenospata. Although they look similar Michael pointed out some of the key differences, for example subtle variations in flower shape, with the help of some of the best photos we saw over the weekend. As with Fritillaria these bulbs have some of the most varied and colourful flowers in the alpine world. Michael also had a very confusing chart, which left David Haselgrove, Sally and I scratching our heads!
John Grimshaw – “Giants and Dwarfs – The Alpines of Africa”

Another in depth look at a country that had been mentioned in earlier talks. John has spent a number of years living in Africa and in that time he has learnt a lot of the continents flora and fauna.

Some of the most iconic plants that can be found in the mountains running down eastern Africa are the giant Lobelias. These very tall growing column shaped plants protect themselves from frosts by producing antifreeze. Another giant of these mountains is the genus Dendrosenecio, which retain their old leaves to reduce frost damage. These plants are widespread throughout the eastern part of Africa and many mountains have given rise to their own unique taxa. 
Africa, particularly South Africa, has many more species of Romulea than Europe. One of the most colourful varieties that John showed us in this talk was Romulea sabulosa, which has fairly large bright red flowers.
When travelling around the world to see alpines in the wild you need to know more than just where to look for them; knowledge about the countries you are going to is also important. John gave us some very helpful advice during his talk… Travel in northern Africa is currently not without risks!

Workshop: Rannveig Wallis – “Maintaining a Bulb Collection”

Having had lunch with Bob and Rannveig a couple of times and seen their huge collection of bulbs it was interesting to see some of the work that goes on behind the scenes.

Rannveig covered every aspect of keeping a bulb collection; when to re-pot, what soil to use, where is the best place to keep them, how often should you water them at different times of the year, potential pests and diseases and propagation by twin-scaling and by seed.

Something that I have always done with my bulbs and was pleased to hear that Bob and Rannveig also did was to place them in a layer of sharp sand when potting them. Whether or not this is beneficial is uncertain, but Rannveig and I agree that in theory it helps prevent the bulb from rotting, discourages any insects that might damage the bulb from getting near to it and when you come to re-pot it you can see whether or not the bulb has moved and you will know how deep to plant it next time. Even if none of this is true it gives Rannveig and I peace of mind!
The other workshops that were on offer today were ‘Crevice Gardening’, ‘Creative Digital Photography’ and ‘Alpines in an Electronic Age’.

Vojtec Holubec – “Central Asia Plants Under Burning Sun and Cooling Snow”

Of all the speakers that I had not heard before Vojtec was the one I was looking forward to most. He has travelled extensively and has explored almost the entire breadth of the Tien Shan (i.e. Celestial Mountains) in central Asia.
Vojtec showed us a huge variety of alpines that grow in this region. Colchicum luteum is unique by being the only yellow Colchicum. Two other striking bulbs Vojtec has photographed are Crocus altavicus and Tulipa bifloriformis – two more for my shopping list!

It was not just bulbs that Vojtec showed us. Androsace angrenica, a member of the Androsace villosa group, has small white flowers with yellow centres that fade pink as they mature. Paraquilegia microphylla is very impressive with large pale mauve flowers.

Christopher Grey-Wilson – “A Lifetime of Alpines”

Before Kit began his talk the new editor of ‘The Alpine Gardener’ presented him with a dedicated tabloid-style front page to thank him for his work in that role over the years (the Conference edition of the bulletin was Kit’s last).
Kit’s talk was a round the world trip of alpine locations. He began in the Picos de Europa (i.e. Peaks of Europe), moved through to Greece and then to Asia and Uzbekistan, Nepal and the Chinese province of Yunnan. Next we jumped over the Pacific to North America and the Olympic Mountains, down to Africa and Kenya, Tanzania and South Africa. Then another ocean crossing (either the Indian or Southern depending on which way you go) to the South Island of New Zealand and finally back to the other side of the world to end in his home county of Norfolk.
Obviously it is impossible to name all of the plants that Kit showed us and so I have picked a few of my favourites. Gentiana angustifolia is common throughout the Picos and has typical trumpet shaped flowers in deep blue. Another of this genus, Gentiana ornate, has similar shaped flowers but these are patterned with deeper or paler blue stripes. Gentiana ornate can be found in Nepal. Another flower that caught my eye was Campanula anomala, which grows in Georgia. This plant is very floriferous and has purple-ish flowers (although some might call them blue).
Crocus korolkowii is relatively small and has bright yellow flowers that come up mid-February in cultivation. Colchicum kesselringii also has stunning flowers; mainly white with a dark purple strip running down the back of them.
As you would expect Kit’s talk was very good and he had some excellent photos. It was a fitting end to a fantastic Conference.
