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The Vancouver Rhododendron Society is a Chapter of 
The American Rhododendron Society.

Meetings are held at VanDusen Botanical Gardens, 
5251 Oak Street, Vancouver
on the 3rd Thursday of each month except July, August 
and December.  Guests are most welcome to attend 
and participate.

VRS EXECUTIVE

President – Don Haslam
Vice-president – Sean Rafferty
Past President – Joanne Ronsley
Treasure – Dana Cromie
Secretary – Jasbir Gill
Membership – Philip McDougal
Programs – Joe Ronsley
Members-at-large – Tony Clayton
                              - Nora Hall
                              - Alan Cheung

visit us at : www.rhodo,citymax.com

		  March Progam
Norma Senn, our speaker for the evening of 
March 19th, is currently a member of the Fraser 
South Rhododendron Society, which she has 
served as president, though she has recently 
moved to Victoria.
 
Norma has recently retired from her position 
as Director of the Dept of Agriculture at 
the University College of the Fraser Valley.  
During her career of over 20 years at UCFV, she 
taught a wide variety of courses in horticulture, 
biology and even agronomy, and served as head 
the department.  Previous to that, she was an 
urban horticulturist and nursery specialist with 
the BC Ministry of Agriculture.  As part of her 
responsibilities in this position, she set up the 
first Master Gardener programs in Canada, and 
continued to work with the VanDusen Master 
Gardeners as a regular lecturer in botany and 
plant propagation.
 
As far as Rhododendrons are concerned, Norma 
says that she hasn’t met one yet she didn’t like, 
but as she has just moved to a new and (sadly) 
smaller garden in Victoria, she thinks she will 
have to specialize in dwarfs that can be tucked 
into existing beds.  She is, however, looking 
forward to trying to grow some of the slightly 
more tender types, since she now has a true 
Zone 8 garden.
 
Norma has a reputation as an excellent speaker.  
She will offer VRS members a brief history of 
horticulture in the Pacific Northwest.  Her talk is 
entitled ‘Walking in the Sasquatch’s Footprints’. 
This presentation was originally prepared for the 
2006 western regional fall conference at Harrison 
Hot Springs.  She was extremely well received at 
the time, and while some of you may have heard 
her, you will not want to miss the updated lecture.  
For the rest of you, it should be a new treat.  

R. glaucophyllum

http://www.rhodo,citymax.com


In Memorium of Gerard Picher
By  Barbara Cook

 
On February 7th, 2009, our city, our world lost a 
very great personality.  More than just one for Ge-
rard was so expansive in his thinking, his knowl-
edge and his creative abilities.  He was born on 
the Caribbean island of Martinique in 1952 and 
later lived in New Caledonia and Reunion.  He 
said, “ my youth was spent on tropical islands.  
Then I went to France, where I spent two years 
in a private Arts and Decoration School under a 
‘Compagnon du Tour’, followed by three years of 
Art School at Marseille Luminy University.’   This 
is important to know, for first and foremost, Ge-
rard, in everything he did,  was with an artist’s 
eye.  Anyone who saw his large paintings of wild 
animals and vibrant flower portraits, knew instant-
ly that here was a professional and no dabbler!  
His work with wood showed the same meticulous 
attention and result, whether for finely crafted 
pieces or rustic garden furniture.  Although he 
was a Canadian citizen, we all thoroughly under-
stood that Gerard was a proud Frenchman!
 
In 1985, Gerard began his Horticulture Appren-
ticeship and in 1992, took over the care of The 
Ted and Mary Grieg Rhododendren Gardens in 
Stanley Park.  Here his expansiveness and art-
istry showed, in the lovely little stone bridge and 
live willow fencing, in the stand of giant bamboo 
in the glade and the increased number of new 
magnolias.  He enhanced all he touched.  There 
his last and huge contribution, was when very ill, 
with a team of three, to be the authoritative voice, 
in naming every tree and shrub. 
 
Bill Herbst worked with him and this is his ac-
count.” I first met Gerard when I was despatched

 to work with Alleyne in Stanley Park, in the final 
months of my apprenticeship.  It was apparent 
from the start that this ‘larger than life’ character 
and I were going to get along well.

Gerard was the most unique person I met in the 
Vancouver Park Board, with his easy laugh, quick 
wit, and fund of great stories.  I loved his flam-
boyant style---the kerchief around his neck and 
the jaunty beret.  He had a confidence about him 
which I admired and I chuckled to myself as he 
would tell a tale, gesticulating  with arms in the 
air.  He always smelled good and to this day I use 
a dab of Cologne  every morning, for as Gerard 
would say “smelling good at work is better than 
smelling bad---especially when you work in the 
dirt!”  Our work ethic was similar and it was a 
pleasure to be with someone who could match 
my physical abilities and share the sense of a job 
well done.

After Gerard’s diagnosis, some of that exuber-
ance left him, but we would always have a good 
chat and cross reference some of the plants 
sparking our interest.  I last saw him at a retire-
ment party.  He was somewhat reserved until the 
stories were being told and then we saw the old 
Gerard again.  We have all lost a special some-
thing in his going.”
 
Thankyou Dane, for sharing more of your hus-
band.  Thankyou Bill.  Thankyou to the man him-
self, Gerard.  Thankyou for the beauty, the won-
derful stories, and the laughter you brought us.  
Thankyou for your passion for life, for Rhododen-
drons, for good food and wine, for great art and 
for good traveller’s tales.  Thankyou for teaching 
us how to endure terrible odds with dignity, deter-
mination and enormous will power.  We are proud 
of the legacy you have left forever in our hearts 
and gardens.
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Hamamelis mollis ‘Pallida’

Clematis heracleifolium
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Rhododendron barbatum/Wallich ex G. Don  
                                                                    1834

Steve Hootman

Rhododendron barbatum is another of the nu-
merous fine species collected and introduced to 
western gardens by Joseph Hooker during his 
historical two year expedition (1848-1850) into 
the Sikkim Himalaya. Although this species was 
first scientifically recorded by Wallich in 1829 and 
introduced on a small scale possibly around that 
time, J. D. Hooker is rightfully given credit for 
bringing this outstandingly ornamental plant into 
general cultivation. R. barbatum is one of the fin-
est of the red-flowered species for all-around gar-
den worthiness. With full rounded inflorescences 
of bright scarlet to crimson flowers in early spring, 
smooth and peeling reddish-brown bark, and 
attractive deep green foliage, this species has re-
mained one of the most widely grown and sought 
after of all of Hooker’s introductions.

Rhododendron barbatum is native over much of 
the Himalayan Range, from Uttar Pradesh, India 
in the west, through Nepal, Sikkim & Bhutan to 
western Arunachal Pradesh, India in the east with 
populations in adjacent areas of S Tibet. This 
species is quite common in the wild, sometimes 
occurring as solid stands in forest openings but 
more commonly seen as scattered individuals 
in coniferous and mixed forests. It is found from 
8,000 to 12,000 feet (2,400 to 3,700m) in eleva-
tion and typically grows as a large upright shrub 
or small tree. 

                         President’s  Message

	 Our March meeting will fall on the evening of 
the last full day of the terrible winter of 2008/2009.  
No post - modern ironic T-shirts will be sold.

	 There are signs of Rhody blossoms opening 
and buds taking on colours in my garden.  I am told 
that marmots and muskrats are becoming active, and 
Great Horned Owls are laying their eggs.  The juices 
of our members are becoming excited by gratuitous 
and wanton displays of “hort porn“.  But most of 
our gardens have been heavily damaged by snow, 
and ironically also by lack of snow, during extended 
below normal freezing periods.

	 Before our featured guest speaks, we will 
address at our March meeting the immediately 
pressing question of how we are to tell if a rhody is 
dead or so damaged that it should be dead; how long 
should Big Leaves be given to recover; and in the 
future, how can one protect tender plants when one 
knows a cold snap is coming, or as this winter, that it 
won’t be leaving soon?

	 On a happier note, Bill Spohn reports that 
our club website is averaging 29, 000 “hits” a month.  
Now it is your Executive’s turn to try to convert 1% 
of these hits into active VRS members
	 Happy Discoveries in the Garden. But go 
armed with a pitch fork.
                                                         Don Haslam
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In cultivation, this species generally forms a large 
upright shrub or small tree up to 20 or 30 feet 
(around 9m) in height (after considerable time). 
The attractive and colorful bark ranks among the 
finest in the genus and is one of the outstanding 
ornamental attributes of this species. On older 
stems the smooth and shiny bark is peeling and 
reddish or purplish in color, providing beauty and 
color through the often rather dull winter season. 
The younger stems and leaf petioles are more or 
less covered with bristles or “barbs” which add to 
the overall ornamentation of the plant. The gla-
brous (smooth) deep green leaves are elliptic to 
somewhat lanceolate in shape with heavily im-
pressed veins on the upper surface. This attrac-
tive foliage nicely offsets the tubular bell-shaped 
deep crimson to scarlet flowers in late winter or 
early spring. These are borne in a dense rounded 
inflorescence and are usually long-lasting if no 
heavy frosts occur. In a “good” spring without 
hard freezes here in the RSBG, plants of this 
species have been known to remain in flower for 
up to five weeks.

This species is a member of the small subsection 
Barbata which also includes the species erosum, 
exasperatum, succothii and argipeplum. There 
has been a great deal of confusion over the 
correct name for the latter species which is still 
most often seen in collections as “R. smithii”. This 
species is very similar to R. barbatum, but is eas-
ily separated from it by the presence of a loose 
indumentum on the undersides of the leaves, 
otherwise, they are virtually interchangeable in 
the landscape. A taxon known as “R. imberbe” is 
often seen in cultivation and is virtually identical 
to R. barbatum, differing only in its lack of bristles 
on the branchlets and petioles. This plant is often 
considered to be a natural hybrid but is more 
likely just an unbarbed R. barbatum and has 

accordingly been lumped into that species. Dur-
ing an expedition to Sikkim in the spring of 1997, 
I was able to observe numerous populations of 
R. barbatum and R. argipeplum in their native 
habitats. In many of these populations I noted 
individuals matching the descriptions for RR. 
barbatum, argipeplum and “imberbe” all growing 
side by side. In these same colonies one could 
also observe plants showing varying degrees of 
intermediate combinations of the features used to 
distinguish between the taxa mentioned above. 
Plants with varying degrees of indumentum and 
bristly petioles, plants with no indumentum or 
bristles, plants with indumentum but no bristles, 
etc., all clearly illustrating large variable popula-
tions. This is, of course, a limited perspective 
on the taxonomy of these two species which do 
occur as distinct, fairly uniform populations in 
many parts of their respective ranges. It is prob-
ably best to interpret the taxonomy of these taxa 
as correct for the time being, keeping in mind that 
intermediates do occur where the ranges of the 
two species overlap.

In the garden, R. barbatum is an easily cultivated, 
long-lived and usually free-blooming species. 
Primarily a woodland species in the wild, it per-
forms best in similar conditions under cultivation, 
preferring the light overhead cover of larger trees. 
This protects the plant from the hot afternoon sun 
and heavy winds as well as light frosts which can 
otherwise damage the early flowers. As always, 
a well-drained organic soil with adequate mois-
ture through the growing season is best for good 
growth and health. Although rated as hardy from 
0° to +5°F., this species is often considered to be 
too tender for even the maritime Pacific North-
west. This is simply not true if high altitude or 
selected hardy forms are cultivated. Numerous 
plants have attained heights of 10 to 15 feet here 
in the garden, surviving but suffering damage to 
the foliage and flower buds in a particularly bad 
year when it reached +4°F. The members of this 
subsection are said to be susceptible to powdery 
mildew but we have seen little evidence of this on 
R. barbatum in our area.

 This species won an Award of Merit when exhib-
ited by Winterfold House, Surrey in 1934. Prob-
ably due to its early bloom season, R. barbatum 
has been little used in hybridizing programs. 
There are several hybrids in the trade featur-
ing this species as a parent however, including 
‘Brightwell’ (x forrestii), ‘Appleford’ (x ‘Portia’) and 
the well-known ‘Nestor’ (x thomsonii).

Prunus Mume
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UPCOMING PARS TOURS  (see also the tours 
summary table)						    
								      
    Chris Hodgson

Tel 604 541 2382
11 Feb./09

Species Foundation Tour

As the snows recede and days lengthen, we are 
reminded that a new season of gardening and exciting 
PARS garden tours is almost upon us.  Our first tour 
will be to the Rhododendron Species Foundation and 
Botanical Garden in Federal Way, Washington (about 
35 kms south of Seattle) on Saturday, March 21.  
This will be an all-day event.  
We have arranged minibus transportation for 
maximum 20 participants, departing South Surrey 
Park and Ride (off King George Highway near 
Highway 99) at 7 am sharp on Mar 21.  We will be 
met at the Foundation by Executive Director Rick 
Peterson who has personally guaranteed that almost 
all the species will be in full bloom for our visit! 
We tour the grounds in the am and lunch at a local 
restaurant. In the afternoon we tour the propagating 
facility and make our rhody purchases (see below), 
departing for home around 3 pm.  Return e.t.a. at 
South Surrey Park and Ride is 6 pm.  Individual cost 
is $25 for the bus ride.  Being ARS members, we 

have free admission to the grounds.  Lunch of course 
will be extra.   Oh, and don’t forget your passport 
and out-of-province medical insurance!  You might 
check with Mountain Equipment, as they offer free 
out-of-province insurance to members for trips up 
to 48 hours. 
Due to the limited capacity, bus seating will be on a 
first-come, first-served basis.  You will be required 
to pay $25 (cash or cheques payable to PARS) 
at the upcoming PARS meeting on February 24 to 
secure your seat.  Your payment receipt will be your 
bus ticket, so don’t forget it on March 21.  The bus 
service requires a minimum of 12 passengers.  Any 
unsold seats following the February PARS meeting 
will be offered to members of the Fraser Valley or 
Fraser South clubs.  Those who think they can drive 

Rhododendron 
fargesii
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down and back cheaper than that can find driving 
directions to the Species Foundation at www.
rhodygarden.org.
For those who wish to make purchases, in order 
to avoid any customs hassle at the border Steve 
Hootman of the Foundation will deliver our plant 
purchases to UBC the week of April 20-24.  Members 
will be notified by UBC of their arrival and details 
for pickup.  More details during the tour. 

Fearings’ Farm Nursery, Abbotsford

Please note that the date for this event has been 
changed to Saturday, April 18.  This will be another 
all-day blockbuster, a triple- or even quadruple-
header event, starting at 9 am at Harold and Ginny 
Fearing’s species rhody farm near Abbotsford.  
Next we visit the nearby Bradner Daffodil Festival 
and enjoy a sit-down lunch (about $5 per person) at 
the Community Centre and perhaps even a private 
tour of organizer Audrey Satkin’s daffodil farm.  
After lunch we tour the five-acre garden of Anna 
Burian’s parents in Aldergrove.  Time permitting, we 
may also visit Rain Forest Nursery in Langley on the 
way home.  For those who wish to carpool, we’ll meet 

at South Surrey Park and Ride, departing at 8:15 
am.  Further details and guide maps will be provided 
at the March PARS meeting. 

Sikkim
State tree: Rhododendron
Sikkim is a landlocked state nestled in the Himalayas. It is 
the least populous state in India, and the second smallest 
in area after Goa. Sikkim was an independent state ruled 
by the Chogyal monarchy until 1975,when a referendum 
to make it India's twenty-second state succeeded. The 
thumb-shaped state borders Nepal in the west, Tibet to 
the north and east, and Bhutan in the south-east. The 
Indian state of West Bengal borders Sikkim to its south. 
The official language is Nepali, and the predominant 
religions are Hinduism and Vajrayana Buddhism.  Gangtok 
is the capital and largest town.
Despite its small size, Sikkim is geographically diverse, 
owing to its location at the Himalayan foothills. Terrain 
ranges from tropical in the south to tundra in the north. 
Kanchenjunga , the world's third highest peak, is located 
in Sikkim, straddling its northern border with Nepal  Sik-
kim has become one of India's most visited states owing to 
its reputation for untouched scenic beauty and political 
stability.
Origin of name
Sikkim (or Sikhim) means /crested land/ in Nepali. The 
term, which was coined by the invading Gorkhas, is derived 
from theSanskrit  wordShikhim which means "crested", 
and is the most widely accepted origin. Sikkim would thus 
owe its name to its almost entirely mountainous terrain.  
The Tibetan name for Sikkim is Denzong, which means the 
"valley of rice".
Geography
The thumb-shaped state of Sikkim is characterised by 
wholly mountainous terrain. Almost the entire state is 
hilly, with the elevation ranging from 280 metres (920 
feet) to 8,585 metres (28,000 feet). The summit of the 
Kanchenjunga is the highest point. For the most part, the 
land is unfit for agriculture because of the precipitous 
and rocky slopes. However, certain hill slopes have 
been converted into farm lands using terrace farming 
techniques and is used for cultivation. Numerous snow-
fed streams in Sikkim have carved out river valleys in the 
west and south of the state. These streams combine into 
the Teesta and its tributary, the Rangee. The Teesta, 
described as the "lifeline of Sikkim", flows through the 
state from north to south. About a third of the land is 
heavily forested.
The lofty Himalayan ranges surround the northern, 
eastern and western borders of Sikkim in a crescent. The
populated areas lie in the southern reaches of the 
state, in the LowerHimalayas. The state has twenty-eight 
mountain peaks, twenty-one glaciers, 227 high altitude 
lakes, including the Tsongmo Lake and Khecheopalri Lake, 
five hot springs, and over 100 rivers and streams.  Eight 
mountain passes connect the state to Tibet, (con’t April)
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Rare Varieties 
Direct From Our Growers

View our Rhodo Flower Show
Our Experts Answer Your Questions

Showing at the Park and Tilford Gardens 
333 Brooksbank Avenue & Main Street

 North Vancouver

Rhododendron Show and Sale
Saturday April 25 & Sunday April 26 

10:00 am - 3:00 pm

www.rhodo.citymax.com

TAM

TAM




