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Alpine and rock gardening in New Zealand seems, to
this writer, and other enthusiasts who have established
such gardens, to have received much less attention in
horticultural circles than this particular form of
gardening undoubtedly deserves.

Therefore before moving to the specifics of the cultiva-
tion of our indigenous alpine flora, it might be helpful
for aspiring alpine gardeners if we set out a number of
the advantages of this most satisfying of all garden
pursuits.

The contemporary trends towards smaller urban
properties. For those who wish to utilize the limited
space available to the best advantage, an alpine garden
ensures that “the greatest number of choice and
interesting plants can be grown in a comparatively
small space”1.

Many larger properties with banks or slopes at present
covered with ugly and undesirable weeds, or with a
steep lawn difficult to maintain, can be converted to an
attractive rock garden. In this position it is possible to
grow not only some of our choice alpines, but also a
range of many attractive native plants such as flaxes
(Phormium spp) Astelia spp. and a wide range of small
shrubs like hebes, Leptospermum (manuka) clones, and
various unique NZ divaricates.

The hilly or rolling landscapes of many of our urban
areas are ideal for the creation of truly outstanding
alpine gardens.

I can vouch for the fact that once established, the
management and maintenance of an alpine or rock
garden is less laborious and time consuming than a
conventional garden.

In well-designed and constructed alpine gardens,
plants impossible to grow in ordinary garden condi-
tions can often be successfully cultivated.

The design, construction and maintenance of such a
garden provides for those seeking some satisfaction
outside the daily routine, “a most beneficial blend of
mental and physical activity.”>

In 1999, the conference New Zealand plants and their
story” celebrated the contribution made by Dr Leonard
Cockayne to the understanding of our incomparable
indigenous flora. It is therefore appropriate that when
considering what plants to cultivate in our new alpine
garden some consideration should be given to the
place of native alpines in the enterprise. The following
words of Cockayne himself may (as in my own
situation) prove decisive in the choice of plants.

“Apart altogether from that beauty of flower, or of form,
which entitles the indigenous plants to occupy a foremost
place in the gardens of this country, it must ever be remem-
bered that they are peculiarly a New Zealand production ..
they are part of ourselves — they are our very own!” and
again “in our gardens, of all the trees or shrubs or herbs
which we cherish, none can ever rank quite as high as those
which slowly took their shape on New Zealand soil in the far
distant past”3

There have been periods, when the value of our native
plants has been either grossly undervalued or worthy
of serious consideration as desirable garden subjects. It
is also a fact (not alas confined to plants alone!) that
our indigenous flora has been highly valued overseas,
but at home almost totally neglected. This applies
particularly to our alpine plants. Cockayne again “Our
flora is famous the world over”s. Prophetic words indeed,
written as they were in 1923! For while there are many
outstanding collections of New Zealand alpines grown
in their country of origin, there is a suspicion that
many of the finest examples of our mountain flora are
to be found growing in northern hemisphere alpine
gardens.

Cockaynes’ description of our alpine flora as ... “most
precious of all - which dwell near the perpetual snows” has
been an inspiration and a point of origin, not only for
many alpine gardeners in this country, but has been a
major influence on the work of many ecologists and
botanists. The late A.P. (Tony) Druce, that incompara-
ble New Zealand field botanist, freely acknowledged
his debt to Cockayne.

For those therefore who have now decided to become a
convert to this branch of gardening, of which a
renowned horticulturist of the past wrote “- there is no
branch more fascinating than the cultivation of alpine
plants, and the management of rock gardens” 5 it is
important to realize that certain principles must be
applied, and a number of myths be dispelled if one is
to successfully cultivate alpine plants.

Firstly, let us establish whether in fact these plants are
difficult to grow. I think it can be agreed that for far too
long, gardeners have accepted as a fact that most of the
indigenous flora comes into the “difficult” category.
This is a myth. Cockayne himself wrote,”... it must not
be thought that the majority are not amenable to
cultivation. Quite the contrary is the case by far the
greater number yield to the gardeners skill.”« WB.
Brockie, one time Director of Christchurch Botanic
Gardens and later Curator, Otari Native Plant Museum
confirmed this view “Nearly all of our mountain plants
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