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Rock On 



I choose the cover image because it 

represents what rock gardening is 

about to me. My fascination with 

plants began at an early age when I 

found the likes of Armeria 

maritima, Sea Thrift, clinging to the 

rugged exposed rocks at the sea 

side. When at the age of 11 I started 

to visit the Scottish mountains it 

was again the tiny plants, including 

Armeria maritima, clinging to life 

among the windswept rocks right 

up on the summits that drew my 

attention. 

Since then I have observed the 

adaptations these plants made to 

grow in such harsh environments 

and that lead to trying to create or 

mimic those rocky habitats in our 

garden. One of the first 

observations is that these plants are generally very low growing, forming cushions or spreading out as low mats 

among the rocks to stay out of the wind and we can mimic that in the garden. We quickly learn that we cannot 

control the weather but we can create gritty well drained soils similar to those in the wild conditions. I also want to 

be reminded of those wild places so have some bonsai in imitation of the craggy windswept trees, full of character, 

their growth stunted by the harsh conditions that I have seen at both the seaside and mountain top. The troughs of 

all sizes are the ideal place for me to create landscapes covered in rocks with the likes of Saxifraga marginata.  
 

 
Saxifraga oppositifolia óTheodenô Every year I fear that we are losing this plant because it has adapted by having 

extremely small leaves. These seem to shrink even smaller in the winter so it appears that it is only the wiry stems 

sprawling over the edge of the trough ï but then these amazing large flowers burst from the tiny buds.  



 
Primula marginata  and Saxifraga oppositifolia 'Theoden' have been growing in this trough for over thirty years 

surviving in the very gritty free draining soil.  
 

 

While we can 

modify our soils 

we can do little 

about the weather 

and this is 

looking back to 

the snow that 

arrived last week. 

Having evolved 

in harsh places 

makes these small 

plants resilient to 

this kind of 

weather and with 

the exception of a 

slight bleaching 

of the colour of 

the flowers they 

are unaffected by 

the snow.  



 

Saxifrages 

flowering in the 

snow. 

There are 

hundreds if not 

thousands of 

saxifrage species 

and cultivars 

available. 

However not all 

will be able to 

adapt to your 

garden 

conditions so it 

is a case of trial 

and error to 

select the ones 

that will grow. 

More correctly it 

is the plants that 

select you. 

Growing from 

seed is the best 

way because the 

seeds go through 

a natural selection process where those that grow to flowering size are those able to adapt to your growing 

conditions and climate. With cultivars it is different you just have to keep trying different clones until you find 

those that are compatible with your garden then propagate them from cuttings.  
 

 
Saxifrages after the snow. 



 
One saxifrage is doing especially well in this rocky landscaped trough. 

 

 
All the saxifrages here were planted at the same time but with very different results the main plant has spread out 

well surrounding a second clone which can be seen to the right while others are struggling to survive. The position 

and orientation of the trough can make a big difference to the fortune of the plants. 



 
Primula marginata 

 

 
The difference in form and size between these two forms of Primula marginata  is easily compared when they are 

growing side by side in the rocky landscape.  



 
Primula marginata 

 

 
A good gardener is one who has found the plants that grow best for them and one of those for us is Primula 

marginata which we plant widely across the garden. 



 
Coming down from the harsh rocky environment of the mountain tops you descend through various habitat zones 

where the plants with larger softer growths such as bulbs and other garden favourites like Hellebores grow ï these 

also find a place in our garden. 
 

 
We have a number of self-seeding colonies of Hellebores in the garden. 



 
Here again we can modify the soil in this Bulb bed; we mulch the free draining soil with humus to add goodness 

and retain moisture but we can do nothing about the weather. 
 

 
Fritillaria imperial is 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In recent years 

these 

Fritillaria 

imperialis 

have been cut 

down by 

storm force 

freezing winds 

- this year it 

was heavy 

snow followed 

by a few days 

of wind that 

flattened 

them. 

 

 

 
The remarkable determination of Fritillaria imperial is is clear as the stems having been beaten down twist and 

turn rising up towards the cool sunshine to display their beautiful downward facing orange flowers. 


