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Most people- whether they are gardeners or not- have heard the term “rock garden”. There 
was a time when rock gardens were all the rage and fashion of high society and both 
constructing and possessing one were considered to be very commendable goals. This 
particular style of gardening came about largely because of a single Englishman by the name of 
Reginald Farrer (1880-1920).  

Farrer was born into an affluent family in North Yorkshire and had both a speech defect and a 
cleft palate. As a result, he was educated at home and from a very early age, was extremely 
interested in plants and gardening. By the age of 10, he was regarded as something of an expert 
and at 14, he was planting his first garden in an abandoned quarry.  

Farrer was a complicated and unusual person. He entered Oxford at the age of 17 and 
desperately wanted to be famous. He was obsessed with plant hunters such as Robert Fortune 
and in 1902 he embarked on his first trip to Asia. Farrer was determined to find and name as 
many new plants as possible and he also wanted to be a (famous) writer. He had strong 
opinions about how and what a garden should be and was strongly influenced by Asian garden 
design, which was considered peculiar at the time. Farrer wrote a book about Asian gardens, 
which did well, and then he attempted to become a novelist and a poet. These works were not 
well received, but then something curious happened. Farrer fell in love.  

The object of Farrer’s affection was not a person, but rather a plant in the borage family. 
Eritrichium nanum, also called arctic alpine forget-me-not, is a circumpolar plant which can be 
found in the high mountains of both North America and Europe. In acidic, rocky soil at high 
elevations it forms dense cushions, often growing in gullies and in the wake of receding glaciers. 
It is smothered in brilliant blue, shining flowers that are very large relative to plant size. Farrer 
became obsessed with it. He discovered that while it is extremely difficult- or even impossible- 
to grow under normal garden conditions, when conditions are changed to best reflect where it 
grows in the wild, one could sometimes succeed with it. The first real “rock garden” was born 
out of a desire to possess a plant that few had ever seen.  

In 1907, ‘My Rock Garden’ was published and created a craze for rock gardens the likes of 
which had never before been seen. Landowners spent huge amounts of money to recreate 
mountains and alpine growing conditions in order to grow plants that normally did not want to 
grow in a garden. Very sharp drainage was critical, of course, but also a rock garden had to be 
incorporated into the rest of the grounds. Large boulders, fallen trees, and spreading shrubs 
were used to soften and blend typical English landscapes into the realms of the high mountains. 
In 1919, ‘The English Rock Garden’, written in two volumes, was released. These books by 



Farrer were continually in print for nearly 50 years afterwards and remain some of the most 
definitive and authoritative books on the subject ever written, and they are as readable today 
as they were 100 years ago.  

Farrer traveled widely, particularly in Asia, in order to be able to ascend various mountain 
ranges and see what was growing up there. He was able to pursue his dream of finding plants 
and writing about them and make a living from it. More than a dozen plants bear his name 
today, and he converted to Buddhism at a time when this faith was simply not accepted in the 
western world. Farrer’s writing is less about botanical accuracy and more about the emotions 
he felt upon encountering these plants. He also drew many illustrations. His use of language is 
often beautiful and dramatic. He never married or had children, and there is much speculation 
that Farrer was gay. He died at the age of 40 in 1920, right on the border between Burma and 
China. His cause of death was officially reported as diphtheria, but one of the Chinese staff who 
had been working with Farrer and helping him to collect seeds later told Joseph Rock, another 
English plant collector, that Farrer died alone, and that he drank himself to death.  

‘A Rage for Rock Gardening’ is a wonderful little biography about Farrer written by a woman 
named Nicola Shulman. She said he brought rock gardening into the hearts of the British people. 
She wasn’t wrong; his influence is still felt strongly today.  

Since Farrer’s time, and particularly in North America, the definition of what a rock garden is 
has evolved and changed considerably. A rock garden, in its truest sense, should be a place 
where alpine and mountain plants are able to flourish and thrive. It is not a place for common 
garden flowers such as lupines and roses and carnations; rather, it should be a place where 
conditions have been modified to suit plants that naturally grow in cracks and crevices and on 
slopes. Many people in North America today believe that a rock garden is where lawns are 
replaced with rocks, or that you simply dump a pile of rocks into your yard and plant around 
them. This isn’t the case. A rock garden should be a treasure chest full of jewels; not a place 
where rocks are strewn about haphazardly with no rhyme or reason. Rocks should also be 
made to look natural or suitable for the space, either by burying them partially or integrating 
them in such a way that it appears that they have always been there. Many so-called “rock 
gardens” of today are nothing more than a random dumping of rocks and stones with no art or 
purpose to them. This is almost always hideous, and has poisoned many people’s idea of what a 
rock garden actually is.  

A site for a rock garden should be chosen carefully, but it need not be in full sun as many 
people believe. A shady rock garden can be exceedingly lovely, but is not often attempted. 
There are certainly north facing slopes and other places that are perhaps shaded by trees or 
boulders and many plants are able to grow in such conditions. Tiny ferns, dwarf hostas, 
bunchberry, primula, and twinflower are all good choices for a shady or partly shady rock 



garden collection. Rocks, if at all possible, should be collected locally. They should all be 
somewhat similar in colouring. If you use reddish coloured rocks right along blue or greyish 
rocks, it often looks somewhat forced. By choosing stones and boulders of varying sizes in a 
reasonably uniform colour scheme, you can make the rock garden feel much more natural. 
Burying a rock by as much as one third will help it feel more like part of the landscape. The soil 
for a rock garden varies depending on what you are trying to grow, but the most critical and 
important thing is extremely sharp drainage. Many mountain plants have long, deep taproots 
and their root systems actually require more space than their foliage and flowers do. Some 
people like to incorporate generous amounts of sharp grit into the soil for their rock gardens. 
Many alpine plants are fed by melting snow in the spring and enjoy good moisture conditions 
early in the year when they are flowering, but are used to being baking hot and dry by July and 
August. Most rock gardens are at their very best in spring and early summer, and should be 
allowed to become dry and left to their own devices later in the season. The downside of this is 
that a rock garden is rarely beautiful in summer, and giving it a prominent location in the yard 
can be delightful in spring, and boring after that. Rock gardens are usually very low 
maintenance once established, but can be quite a lot of work to construct and put together 
initially.  

One has to be careful what one puts in the rock garden. Very often gardeners equate 
“groundcover” with “rock garden”. Plants such as snow in summer (Cerastium) or creeping 
phlox or ‘Dragon’s Blood’ sedum grow only a few inches tall and are often recommended for 
rockeries. However, these plants also form mats 2-4 ft. wide, and will absolutely smother 
tender, small plants in their wake. Teeny tiny, baby-sized plants are perfect for rock gardens. 
Plants that grow only a few inches tall and a few inches wide are what you are seeking- not 
plants that will take up huge quantities of space. (*Unless you live on an acreage and your rock 
garden is enormous.) Sprawling shrubs and sometimes medium sized perennials can also be 
used to help created body and depth in the rock garden. Try to incorporate different shapes, 
textures, sizes and colours. There are literally thousands of plants that are good subjects for 
rock gardens. It would be very difficult to produce a definitive list of all the plants you could 
choose from, but what follows is a list of plants I would recommend for both beginner and 
experienced gardeners.  

Sedum- There are hundreds of kinds of sedums. Some of them are upright and clumping, and 
some of them form large mats. Both can be useful in a rock garden and both are beautiful over 
a long season. While the clumping forms are tidy and well behaved, many of the groundcover 
forms are not and can even be aggressive. Be cautious with creeping sedums that are known to 
spread freely- they will often swamp everything in their path and your rock garden can become 
a collection of merely one single kind very quickly.  



Saxifrages- The Latin name literally means “rock breaker”. These are wonderful plants with 
hundreds of species and hybrids for you to choose from. They come in many colours and tend 
to bloom quite early in the year. They are frequently very showy and many of them are very 
easy to grow. These are good plants for both beginners and experts.   

Primrose (Primula)- There are lots of very small primroses that form tidy little clumps and are 
great for shady or partly shady rock garden collections.  

Potentilla- Most of us think of potentilla as a shrub, and indeed that is the most widely planted 
form. However, there are several hundred herbaceous species with bright, showy flowers that 
bloom over a long period and are terrific choices for rock gardens. Many of the perennial forms 
are referred to as cinquefoils. 

Hosta- There are some very cute, very tiny little hostas that are ideal for rock gardens. ‘Cracker 
Crumbs’ is a good one and so is ‘Blue Mouse Ears’, which has previously been honoured as 
hosta of the year.  

Androsace- Sometimes called rock jasmines, this is a large group of plants related to the 
primroses. They form low growing mats or clumps and have bright, showy flowers in spring. 
Some of them are fragrant.  

Colombine (Aquilegia)- Most of us have colombines in our gardens, but there are some really 
choice, tiny little alpine species that should be treasured.  

Rockcress (Arabis and Aubrieta)- Two genera in the cabbage family that form large mats 
smothered in flowers in spring. These are best suited to very large rock gardens but they are 
very showy when in bloom and they establish quickly.  

Ferns- There are lots of very small ferns that are ideal for shady rock gardens. Tiny species of 
Dryopteris and Woodsia are good places to start.  

Bellflower (Campanula)- A diverse genus, there are lots of teeny, cute little bellflowers you 
might like to try. Easy to grow and widely available.  

Bulbs- Lots of the little bulbs are terrific in rock gardens. This includes small species of tulip such 
as Tulipa tarda, crocus, squills, glory of the snow, dwarf daffodils, and even some tiny alliums.  

Draba- Another genus in the cabbage family, the drabas have never been popular perhaps 
because of their unattractive name. Generally white or yellow in bloom, they form dense little 
cushions of foliage and smother themselves in bright blooms early in the year.  

Buckwheat (Eriogonum)- Related to the annual buckwheat used for flour, the perennial 
buckwheats are also sometimes called umbrella plants because of the shape of their flowers. 



Many of them have grey or silver foliage, or green leaves that colour up gorgeously in the fall. 
They are loved by bees and butterflies, very showy in bloom, and not often found in cultivation. 
They have deep taproots and dislike being disturbed, but they are worth acquiring and very 
long lived.  

Penstemon- With over 270 species and hundreds of hybrids, Penstemon is the largest genus of 
flowering plants that is strictly found in North America. Penstemons come in all different 
shapes and sizes and colours, and many of them are superbly adapted to the rock garden. 
Hummingbirds love them.  

Gentian- Dozens of choices here, many with shining blue flowers that are quite extraordinary. I 
particularly like the stemless gentian (Gentiana acaulis) with enormous sapphire trumpets in 
spring.  

Coral Bells (Heuchera)- We usually think of these as plants grown for foliage and happiest in 
partial shade, but there are a number of species native to North America that are superb for 
rock gardens. Heuchera cylindrica, in particular, which is native to the prairies, is wonderful. It 
has greenish flowers and likes full sun and fairly dry soil. Unusual and quite interesting. It is 
frequently available from native plant suppliers.  

Edelweiss (Leontopodium)- Perhaps the most famous of all alpine plants, edelweiss is a 
member of the daisy family and comes from very high elevations in many countries in Europe. 
When well grown, it forms a greyish clump of nearly white flowers that are best compared to 
starfish. It usually rots and dies under normal garden conditions.  

Cliffgreen (Paxistima)- A wonderful little evergreen shrub, cliffgreen is related to burning bush. 
It forms a dense green clump of tiny leaves and can add body and texture to a rock garden 
planting.  

Phlox- This is a many splendored genus, and there are some superb alpine species and hybrids.  

Jacob’s Ladder (Polemonium)- While there are many Jacob’s ladders suited to the border, there 
are also lots of small species that are ideal for cracks and crevices in your rockery.  

Scotch Pine ‘Hillside Creeper’- We usually think of Scotch pine as a large tree, often used for 
shelterbelts and in parks. This is a slow growing, groundcover form of it that eventually does 
occupy quite a lot of space but can be well suited to an expansive rockery.  

Moss Campion, Moss Pink (Silene acaulis)- Rarely growing more than 1” tall, this pretty little 
plant will eventually produce mats up to 24” wide that are smothered in brilliant hot pink, 
lavender, or rarely white flowers in July. The tufted foliage is reminiscent of a tiny conifer. The 
flowers are fragrant at night, to attract the night flying insects that pollinate it. Although the 



seeds are not difficult to germinate, this can be a challenging plant to grow in a garden as it is 
very deep rooted and does not like high temperatures. 

Scarlet Mallow (Sphaeralcea)- A native prairie plant for a dry, sunny rock garden, scarlet 
mallow will spread and requires a fair bit of space. The orangey red to scarlet flowers are showy 
and loved by pollinators.  

Bitterroot (Lewesia)- There are quite a few species of bitterroot, and most are very showy in 
bloom. Some are hardier than others. Lewesia cotyledon is the most common species and 
comes in many colours. It is lovely in a rock garden, long lived, and very reliable.   

Townsend’s Daisy (Townsendia)- Rarely encountered in gardens, which is a shame. We have 
quite a number of native species that are easy to cultivate and gorgeous. Growing only 1-4” tall, 
the townsend’s daisies flower very early and are very showy, with blooms that are 
extraordinarily large in comparison to the size of the plant. They will self-sow where they are 
happy and quickly go dormant after blooming.  

Violets (Viola spp.)- There are dozens of species to choose from, but most of them are quite 
small and can easily be tucked hither and yon in a rock garden. Most will also spread. This can 
be charming or a nuisance, depending on your point of view.  

Many gardeners want to use annuals in their rock gardens in order to help jazz things up a bit, 
particularly in the summer when many alpines are long past blooming. Depending on what you 
choose, this can be a good idea or a bad idea. I don’t often add annuals to a rock garden, but 
there are exceptions. In general, I would avoid using very large or groundcover annuals because 
they often require a great deal of water and your alpines may find this unsuitable. (‘Purple 
Wave’ petunias are a good example of this.) Some annuals, however, are superb candidates for 
a rockery. Annuals that can be direct sown are usually (but not always) my preference in this 
regard. The ice plants (Delosperma and Mesembryanthemum) are daisies from South Africa that 
can be tremendous. Some of the other African daisies can also be suitable. Bird’s eye (Gilia 
tricolor) is a plant in the phlox family that grows 6-12” tall and feeds pollinators from July to 
frost. It is lovely and makes terrific filler for a rock garden.  

Linanthus androsaceus (formerly Leptosiphon) is a charming, magical little plant in the phlox 
family that is almost never grown anymore. Growing only 4-6” tall, this sun loving little charmer 
blooms for most of the summer and self sows delightfully. It does not tolerate transplanting, 
but you can just drop a few pinches of seed here and there in your rock garden and they will 
pretty much look after themselves. A tufted, very pretty little plant with an explosion of starry 
flowers in shades of white, cream, ivory, apricot, pink, and rose, it never fails to attract 
attention because of both the brightness and the shape of the flowers. If you can get your paws 
on some seed (available if you search for it), you are likely to fall in love with this little gem. 



Phacelia campanularia is better known as the California bluebell. Gardeners are often in search 
of real, truly blue flowers and this plant rivals even the bluest gentians and delphiniums. As the 
name implies, this plant is native to California and inhabits both the Mojave and the Sonoran 
deserts. It has also escaped cultivation and naturalized in some places.  

Growing anywhere from just a few inches to nearly 2 ft. tall, this is an annual that springs up 
immediately after seasonal rains and then flowers very profusely, albeit briefly. It sheds its seed 
soon afterwards and perishes. Seeds are best sown directly where they are to flower. A sunny, 
well drained site with average soil will suit it just fine. My experience has been that these plants 
will tolerate a bit of dryness but they will be much shorter and flower far less profusely. The 
flowers are the most intense shade of deep sapphire blue, with white pollen to make them 
extra showy. Bees are mad for them!  Where conditions are suitable they will self sow very 
freely but the seedlings look a lot like weeds so be careful not to mistakenly uproot them when 
you are weeding! California bluebells makes for a charming display in a rock garden or other 
sunny site. Just for the rich purity of the colour alone this plant is worth growing. The late 
British gardener Vita Sackville-West was very fond of it and it will flower in just eight weeks 
from seed. Grow this plant in mass if possible to really impress your neighbours! 

Portulaca grandiflora is occasionally known as rose moss and was an extremely popular 
bedding plant in the seventies and eighties. It grows 6-10” tall and up to 12” wide. The flowers 
may be single or double, open and close with the sun, and it flourishes in extremely hot areas 
with poor soil. Blooms may be white, red, orange, yellow, pink, purple, or coral. They bloom all 
summer and are great in flower beds, containers, or borders. Why they have fallen from favor, 
particularly when succulents are so “in”, is beyond me. All of the portulacas produce succulent, 
plump leaves but perhaps the showy flowers distract us from this normally obvious trait. The 
‘Calypso’ series was popular for decades and then the ‘Sundial’ series came along, largely 
replacing it. ‘Sundial’ portulacas have a somewhat wider color range, with larger flowers that 
stay open longer. In 1999, ‘Sundial Peach’ became the very first portulaca ever to win the highly 
prestigious AAS award. Shortly after that, the ‘Margarita’ series was released, with very large, 
semi-double flowers. ‘Margarita Rosita’ (with brilliant fuchsia-colored blossoms) received the 
AAS award in 2001. They are the only two cultivars of this plant ever to be honored thus. The 
‘Kariba’ series has become popular in Great Britain, as it is more resistant to cool, wet 
conditions. ‘Warm Gold’ is a particularly smashing cultivar with rich orange to yellow blooms 
with fiery red centers. You can purchase portulaca from any garden center as a bedding plant in 
the little packs, or you can grow it from seed yourself. The seeds are tiny but germinate very 
easily, best started between mid March and mid April indoors. They are terrific annuals for the 
rock garden, as a hot sunny spot with good drainage suits them best. Occasionally, they will self 
sow. They have no pest or disease problems. 



Whenever possible, I like to take direction from nature and when I am working on a design or 
trying to create a certain look, I always turn to the natural world for inspiration. I also like to 
converse with other gardeners and visit creatively designed gardens in order to find new ideas 
or direction. When one lives on the Canadian prairies, where can one go to see natural rock 
formations and marvelous rock gardens?  

One of the first places I would recommend is the Reader Rock Garden in Calgary.  

The Reader Rock Garden (Macleod Trail & 25th Ave sw, Calgary, right across from Stampede 
Park) is a remarkable place that is now an Alberta Provincial Historic Site. William Reader was 
one of the first Parks employees in the city of Calgary, and also a founding member of the 
Calgary Horticultural Society. With a dream of turning Calgary into “the garden city of the 
west”, Reader not only planted thousands of trees and educated thousands of gardeners, he 
left his garden to the city as a lasting legacy. Reader was growing native plants long before it 
was considered acceptable to do so, and made many forays into the mountains to look for 
plants that were worth growing. He understood the beauty of different seasons; and planted 
for winter, summer, spring, and fall. He loved berries, thorns, Autumn colors, shape, structure, 
bark, rocks…all of the necessary elements to make a garden a GREAT garden! He understood 
the element of surprise, and he gardened not for the “here and now” but for future 
generations. He had a gift for propagating, and could make almost anything grow.  

Reader was particularly interested in alpines, and all of the magnificent rock in his garden came 
from Grande Prairie and Jasper. He thus turned a barren hill into a remarkable collection of 
mountain plants from all over the world. Reader willed his property to the city of Calgary on the 
condition that it would be preserved, and at the height of its beauty (during the 1930’s and 
40’s) he entertained everyone from visiting dignitaries to royalty. How sad that after his death 
in 1943, the garden fell into a state of disrepair, and during the sixties and seventies, it had 
become mostly a crumbling jungle. It was eventually rescued from its slide into decrepitude, 
and Reader’s garden has been restored and is once again open to the public; an oasis of beauty 
and calm in the heart of downtown Calgary. 

Calgary is also home to the Calgary Rock and Alpine Garden Society (CRAGS) and they are a 
terrific resource for all things rock garden related. You can visit their website at www.crags.ca. 
The North American Rock Garden Society is also a marvelous place to start. (www.nargs.org)  

The Denver Botanical Garden is home to the largest collection of alpine and rock garden plants 
in all of North America. It is well worth a visit, particularly in late spring or early summer when 
the majority of the rock garden is in flower. It would not be an exaggeration to say that it is 
astonishing.  



Many botanical institutions closer to home have small alpine or rock garden collections. The 
Olds College Botanic Garden is one such collection, and both Van Dusen Gardens and the 
University of British Columbia in Vancouver host a collection of rock garden plants. The 
University of Alberta Botanic Garden (formerly the Devonian Gardens) also has an alpine 
collection.  

For natural inspiration, one can’t beat the Rocky Mountains. Hikes in Kananaskis, Banff, Jasper, 
or Waterton are terrific places to see incredible alpine plants in their natural setting and a great 
way to find inspiration for your own rockery. There are some very interesting rock formations in 
both Cypress Hills Provincial Park and Writing-on-Stone Provincial Park and these can be 
exciting places to examine vegetation and natural plant life to see how rocks and plants are 
interacting with each other. Some of the places where glaciers deposited huge boulders can 
also be curious and interesting. Most notably, the enormous Okotoks erratic just south of 
Calgary (west on highway 7) is intriguing. If you head up into northern Canada, there are 
extraordinary and even unbelievable rock formations in both the Yukon and the Northwest 
Territories. These places are all home to interesting collections of plants.  

Some potential sources for rock garden and alpine plants include the following:  

Chiltern Seeds- This is the largest seedhouse in the world. Based in England (which means 
placing an order is pricey), Chiltern has seeds for pretty much everything you can think of and 
dozens of things that you can’t. If I am looking for something specific that I can’t find anywhere 
else, I usually check with Chiltern. The catalogue they produce has no pictures and everything is 
listed by Latin name, but it is one of the most lively and engaging catalogues I have ever read! 
You can visit their website at www.chilternseeds.co.uk  

Phoenix Perennials and Specialty Plants- This is a particularly marvelous nursery in Richmond, 
BC that has just about every plant you could ever hope to acquire, and yes, they do send things 
via mail order. Their address is 3380 No. 6 Road, Richmond, BC, V6V 1P5. Phone 604 270 4133 
or www.phoenixperennials.com  

Rundlewood Gardens- An amazing little nursery in Calgary with a wide assortment of unusual 
and fabulous, hardy plants that you often can’t get anywhere else!  

1643 Altadore Ave SW, Calgary, Ab. 

www.rundlewoodgardens.ab.ca 

Fraser’s Thimble Farms- A mail order nursery specializing in rare and unusual perennials, there 
are quite a number of good choices for the rock garden to be found here.  

www.thimblefarms.com 



175 Arbutus Rd, Salt Spring Island, BC V8K 1A3 

(250) 537-5788 

Vale’s Greenhouse & Gardens- In the lovely little town of Black Diamond, about 45 min south 
of Calgary. One of my favorite places to shop for both more unusual things as well as ordinary 
things. A terrific section of alpines and rock garden plants that you would be hard pressed to 
find for sale at other nurseries.  

www.valesgreenhouse.com  

301 3 Street Northwest, Black Diamond, AB T0L 0H0 

Wild About Flowers- This is a small independent nursery just south of Calgary that specializes in 
native plants and wildflowers. They can sell to you in person or they will ship you things, 
depending on what you want and the size/quantity. Ethically and sustainably propagating 
native plants is what they do and though the plants they sell are often tiny, they grow 
beautifully and I’ve never had a problem with any of them. Their selection is amazing! Many of 
the plants I mentioned in this presentation are available here, including potentillas, 
penstemons, native cactus, buckwheats, bellflowers, the native species of Jacob’s ladders and 
violets, the Townsend’s daisies, silene and the native coral bells (Heuchera). There is no way for 
you to go wrong here!  

 403-933-3903 

www.wildaboutflowers.ca  

Box 22, Site 15, RR1 

Okotoks, AB T1S-1A1 

Canada    

 

 

 

 

 


