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Penstemons for Gardeners 
by Ellen Wilde 
 
    The American Penstemon Society's book on Penstemons for Gardeners entitled “Growing Penstemons: 
Species, Cultivars and Hybrids” is now available! Those living in the USA, Canada and Mexico can order 
the book directly from the printer, Infinity Publishing.com.  The price is $17.95.  Their address is:  
 
Infinity Publishing.com 
519 West Lancaster Avenue 
Haverford, PA 19041-1413 
   Phone: Toll-free  (877) BUY BOOK 
   Internet:  Info@buybooksontheweb.com 
 
       However,  the printer will not ship overseas so overseas orders must be sent to APS Books and CD's, 
c/o Ellen Wilde, 110 Calle Pinonero, Santa Fe, NM, 87505 USA.  The price is $17.95 plus $9.00 for 
airmail shipping overseas. 
 
        This publication is  a 151 page paperback book with photos on the front and back covers of 31 
species, cultivars and hybrids.  All species in the book are described in alphabetical order and some 
cultural information supplied.  Locations where species found are given, as well as name derivation, 
classification and descriptions of the anthers and staminode.   Many cultivars and hybrids are also 
included with information on  their origin. Chapters on growing and caring for penstemons as well as 
methods of propagation and creating hybrids are included. 
        Appendices include suggestions for beginners, species locations by state, where to look for 
penstemons in the wild and sources for seeds and plants. 
 
        The Penstemon CD by Dr. William R. Gray will be available after September 1 from APS Books 
and CD's as listed above.  It contains an interactive database with 800 penstemon photos linked to text 
from the book. Users can find plants based on name, flower color and location.  Each species has a "file 
card" showing photographs, descriptions and maps of state -by-state occurrence.  File cards can be sorted 
alphabetically or by the subgenus/section/subsection system.  Photos can be viewed at up to 12 x 9".  
There is information on where and when the photos were taken and by whom. Several features have been 
created for more advanced users.   Photos may be printed out.  You may add your own photos and 
comments on plants, photos and cultivation alongside the information provided.  There is a supplement 
with drawings and photos of details of the flower structures added. 
The CD will sell for $25.00 plus $3.00 shipping. 
        The Penstemon Species Photo Portfolio contains 106  photographs of species, not including those 
used on the book cover, for those who do not use Computerware.  It is available now from APS Books 
and CD's as listed above for $12.00 plus $3.00 shipping. 
 

Notice of release of ‘Old Works’ fuzzytongue penstemon (Penstemon 
eriantherus Pursh var. eriantherus) 
Leslie Marty, Development of Acid/Heavy Metal-Tolerant Cultivars Project Leader, Deer Lodge 
Valley Conservation District, Deer Lodge, MT. 
 



 

     ‘Old Works’ penstemon germplasm is released as a source-identified class of certified seed (natural 
track) by the USDA NRCS Bridger Plant Materials Center and the Deer Lodge Valley Conservation 
District.  This native drought tolerant perennial has utility in the revegetation of degraded minelands and 
disturbed sites, as well as, xeriscape and rock garden applications.  The seed originated from a wildland 
population in Deer Lodge County, Montana, near the site of the defunct Old Works Smelter that 
processed copper ore from 1884 to 1903.  Soils at the collection site were moderately acidic and 
contained elevated levels of heavy metals due to the historic copper smelting activities.  The Anaconda 
area averages 12 to 14 inches of precipitation annually and is in USDA plant hardiness Zone 4a. 
     Old Works Germplasm has one to several stems typically reaching 6 to 12 inches high, sometimes 
curving at the base and mostly finely pubescent, with short leafy, sterile stems at the base.  The leaves are 
entire or sharply toothed, quite commonly mixed, narrowly lance-shaped, oblanceolate, or nearly linear, 
glandular or finely pubescent.  The flowers are lavender to blue or purple with dark guide lines.  The 
corolla is funnel-shaped with a long, hairy, three-lobed lower lip and smaller two-lobed upper lip.  The 
petal lobes are well reflexed, 5/8 to 1 3/8 inches long and the palate bearded with long yellow hairs.  Four 
of the five stamens are fertile and lie against the upper portion of the corolla.  The sterile stamen is 
covered with dense, yellow hairs and protrudes from the petal tube.  The inflorescence is a fairly narrow 
panicle or three to six well-spaced verticillasters with cymes two- to five-flowering on short peduncles.  
Flowers bloom from late spring into early summer.  The ½ inch fruit capsule is filled with dark, angular 
seeds.  The species native habitat and range are dry, open terrain from the prairies into the mountains of 
central Oregon, Washington, southern British Columbia and Alberta to North Dakota, Wyoming, and 
Northern Colorado from 2,000 to 8,000 feet. 
 
Uses 
     Erosion control/reclamation: Old Works Germplasm fuzzytongue penstemon may perform well in 
moderately acidic and heavy-metal contaminated soils common at hardrock minelands.  The plant’s 
inherent adaptation to dry, open terrain makes it a valuable addition to shrub and rangeland restoration 
plantings.  This attractive wildflower is also suitable for use in xeriscape and rock gardens. 
     Wildlife:  This species is considered an important food source for many classes of wildlife and birds.  
Both herbage and seeds are utilized. 
 
Establishment 
     Planting: This species should be seeded with a drill or broadcast at a depth of 0.25 inch or less into a 
firm, weed free seedbed.  The full seeding rate (not recommended) for this forb is approximately 3 lbs of 
Pure Live Seed (PLS) per acre or 25 PLS per square foot.  This selection contains approximately 358,000 
seeds/lb.  When used in a mix, adjust the seeding rate to the desired percentage of mix.  For drastically 
disturbed or mined lands, the seeding rate of this species does not require doubling.  A dormant fall 
seeding provides the cold stratification needed to overcome seed dormancy the following spring. Growth 
of this species begins in early spring and flowers appear from May through July of the second growing 
season.  To increase establishment success, weed barrier can be used to diminish competitive plant 
species. 
 
Seed Production 
     Seeds should be sown at a rate of 25 PLS per linear foot of row.  Row spacing for this species varies 
depending on planting and cultivation equipment available.  At a 24-inch row spacing, the recommended 
seeding rate is 1.5 lbs PLS per acre.  A 30-inch row spacing requires a seeding rate of 1.2 lbs PLS per 
acre and a 36-inch row spacing requires 1.0 lb PLS per acre.  To break seed dormancy, plant in late fall or 
early winter.  In the spring, irrigate to maintain a moderately moist seedbed.  Dry seed capsules identify 
mature seed, which should be hard and almost black in color. Combines may be useful in harvesting this 
species, but hand harvests maximize seed yield.  Seed may be removed from the capsule by using a 



 

hammer mill and then separated from the chaff using a fanning mill.  Seed longevity is at least 5 years 
when stored at 34° to 37ºF in sealed containers. 
     
Container Production 
     Indoor: Sow 3 to 5 PLS seeds 0.25 inch deep in a 10 cubic-inch container using a standard potting 
mix. Irrigate containers thoroughly and allow them to drain overnight.  Place containers in a cooler 
maintained at about 36ºF for 120 days. Frequently inspect the containers for emergence after 90 days of 
pre-chilling.  If emergence is occurring, or after 120 days of pre-chilling, transfer the containers to a 
greenhouse maintained at 68ºF day/50ºF night. Thin seedlings to one plant per container and irrigate to 
maintain moderate soil moisture.  Be careful not to over water the seedlings, which are susceptible to 
damping off. Once established, fertilize seedlings with 13-13-13 liquid N-P-K fertilizer at 100 ppm during 
the active growth phase.  Seedlings are root tight in their containers 3 to 4 months after germination. 
     Outdoor: Sow seed in containers in the late fall as directed above.  Thoroughly irrigate containers and 
place outdoors, preferably in a hoophouse to shelter containers from drying winds.  Throughout the 
winter, irrigate the containers to keep the soil media moist.  Germination should occur in the spring when 
temperatures reach about 68ºF. 
 
Availability 
     The USDA/NRCS, Bridger Plant Materials Center maintains Foundation-quality (G1) seed of Old 
Works Germplasm fuzzytongue penstemon.  Seed will be distributed through the Seed Stocks Program, 
Department of Plant Sciences, P.O. Box 173150, Montana State University, Bozeman, MT 59717-3150. 
 
Citation 
     Marty, Leslie J. 2003. USDA NRCS Planting Guide: Old Works Germplasm Fussytongue Penstemon. 
NRCS State Office, Bozeman, MT 59715 
 
(Editor’s Note: We thank Dee Strickler for giving us permission to use the drawing of P. eriantherus 
Pursch var. eriantherus from his book “Northwest Penstemons”.) 
 



 

 
 
 
 

Notes on Growing Some Penstemons in Austin, Texas 
By John Rembetski, Austin, Texas 
 
     As a self-admitted plant nut, I have been trying to grow uncommon plants here in Austin, 
Texas for several years.  Of course, this lead me to two of my favorite genera to collect – 
penstemon and salvia.  Little did I know what surprises would await me here after gardening 
back in Utica, NY most of the rest of my life…. I thought I would summarize my 10 years of 
experiences in growing penstemon here in the Austin area with members of the American 
Penstemon Society.   
      First some quick background:  Austin is situated where several climates meet – most notably, 
the humid gulf coast meets the dry south west - creating highly variable weather in all seasons 
except summer.   Summer starts in early to -mid May with average temps getting into the 
mid/high 90s and humidity ranging up to 85% (the humidity does dry somewhat as we get into 
mid summer with the highest humidity typically 50% in the early morning hours and lowest 
around 25% mid-afternoon).  I have grown many of my penstemon from seed (mostly from the 
APS seed exchange), although some of the local nurseries carry some native ones from time-to-
time.  Our official American Horticultural Society (AHS) heat zone is zone 11.  One limitation of 



 

this rating system is that it does not account for the effect of humidity (not surprising, as I would 
assume this must be a complex factor to figure in). 
     Planting of hardy perennials is best done in the fall here in Austin.  Our winters are warm 
(officially zone 8b for most locations here), with minimum temperatures at my house only 
getting to the low 20s for a few nights at a time.  These freezes occur when the typical 2-3 
“norther”s (a Texan’s term for strong arctic cold fronts) make it down this far.  We can have 
extensive winter wet periods that challenge many plants that require sharp drainage and are 
native to drier climates.  I have purchased a large amount of decomposed granite, in an attempt 
to improve my drainage.  I have discovered that it is mixed with clay and actually has poor 
draining characteristics.  Oh well – the challenges for a gardener - I will have to buy some sandy 
loam to supplement this soil. 
     As many penstemon-lovers probably know, there are several penstemon native to various 
Texas regions.  The one of this group that is a rock-solid performer here is P. tenuis, aka, “Gulf 
Coast” or “Brazos” penstemon.  I presume that this penstemon is native to an area that includes 
eastern Texas.  Penstemon tenuis is easier and more predictable than the more closely endemic 
P. cobaea and P. triflorus.  It can seed out quite a bit if we have the right combination of 
moisture and temperature during our cooler seasons.  Penstemon tenuis prefers part sun (but will 
survive in full sun here in most cases) and is also tolerable of the heavier soil (i.e. blackland clay) 
I am cursed with. 
     Back to the natives again, there is a beautiful stand of P. cobaea near my house, but these 
seem to bloom sporadically for a very short period in the spring.  This penstemon has been 
somewhat difficult to establish in my yard, but when it blooms – Boy, does it bloom!  Penstemon 
triflorus has been a bit easier and has bloomed more regularly.  P. baccharifolius is pretty 
challenging here, as I believe we are on the far eastern edge of it’s native region.  I have not had 
P. baccharifolius  bloom in my yard, however a good friend across town (in a more Hill Country 
caliche soil) has had his bloom for a few years before petering out. 
     The second most successful penstemon I have had luck with is P. smallii.  It seems to prefer 
part sun here and is somewhat tolerable of less-than ideal drainage.  Penstemon smallii is 
probably the longest blooming penstemon in my yard. It will bloom for periods in all seasons 
(including some sporadic, yet much appreciated blooms in the winter) except the summer dog 
days. 
     Penstemon digitalis also prefers part sun and needs significant watering here.  It has bloomed 
lightly, but fairly reliably in the spring for me.  The famous ‘Red Husker’ selection gets a bit 
maroon in our cold periods, but has not been a good performer for me yet (not blooming either).  
Penstemon tenuis and the standard P. digitalis seem to “purpelfy” in the winter to about the same 
extent.  
     The only other penstemon that I have had fairly good luck with is Penstemon havardii (I 
believe that we are at the eastern extreme of it’s natural range). It has been about 50% successful, 
meaning that it will survive in some locations, bloom and sort-of thrive, while dying in others not 
too far away. I suspect that it is responding to the pathogens here that it may not be exposed to in 
it’s dry and native west Texas environment.  (Our high humidity periods create problems due to 
soil-born and possibly air-born fungi and other pathogens here.) 
     I am expanding my decomposed granite raised beds (in both full sun and part sun) and will 
continue to try new penstemons based on the input I receive from other APS members.  I have 
seedlings of P. clutei, P. arkansasus, and P. grandiflorus planted in my gardens, but their fate 
with our true summer weather (up to the high 90s with high humidity now) is yet to be 



 

determined.  The selection of these was also based on suggestions from several APS members.  
Other penstemons that I have tried in the past included P. ovatus, P. barbatus, and P. pinifolius.  
Perhaps I did not plant these at the best time and conditions, so I may try again.  I have become 
“Texas Tuff” and won’t give up too easy….. 
 
 
 

APS Trip to Nebraska and South Dakota 
June 7 and 8, 2003 
Report by Chris Hamil and Jean Zach 

 
     On June 7 and 8, a group of mid-western lovers of the genus, Penstemon 
met in North Platte for a weekend frenzy combining some study and much 
wildflower gazing. Bob and Phoebe McFarlane had contacted midwestern 
APS members from the membership list. The group met at the 
Administration Building of the University of Nebraska West Cenral Research 
and Extension Center  in North Platte. Dr. Dale Lindgren led them in 
alternating visits to the test plots and a slide show. The occasional rain 
showers hardly daunted the participants and provided the pretext for a retreat 
to the greenhouses, where Dr. Lindgren demonstrated the techniques of tissue 
culture propagation.  
     Among the promising plants under observation at the U of N Center, 
several penstemon are nearing the stage for introduction to commercial use. 
Continued work with hybrids made by Glen Viehmeyer and Bruce Meyers 
has resulted in several Penstemon crosses that appears quite promising. Other 
species showing promise are P. venustus, P. smallii (showing variable 
numbers of lobes below the corolla, up to 7),  P. richardsonii, and P. 
barbatus. Efforts to extend the period of bloom into the mid-summer focus 
on P. richardsonii (seemingly intolerant of high pH)and the Bruce Meyers 
material.  
     Other genera under study there include several  Clematis, with C. 
integrifolia crossed with the  C. hexapetala and several other crosses with 
emphasis of plant erectness   C. fremontii and C. tangutica are also among 
the species being trialed. Also recently introducted are two selections of 
Dalea; D. purpurea and D. villosa. 
     An evening presentation by Cindy Reed featured flowering plants of the 
Great Plains area around the Black Hills. It included the announcement that 
the Great Plains Native Plant Society, of which she is the President, will soon 



 

be "breaking ground" for a botanic garden just to the south of Rapid City SD. 
The garden will be dedicated to the spirit of Claude Barr and the plants he 
treasured. His book describing and celebrating the plants of the Great Plains, 
Jewels of the Plains is now out of print. However, the Society has a few 
copies available to new life members as long as the first edition supplies last. 
     On the second day(Sunday) the party, included Bob and Phoebe 
McFarlane, Mr. and Mrs. Dave Bentzin,  Chris Hamill, Cindy and Moe Reed, 
Dr. Ron Weedon of Chadron State College, Ellen Wilde and Jean Zach. All 
set off under Dr. Weedon's direction.  Stop1 was several miles west of 
Ogallala, NE right along US 26.  We stopped for P. grandiflorus (Shell-leaf 
Penstemon), also found P. albidus, Cryptantha sp. (not Desert Candle), 
Tradescantia occidentalis (Prairie Spiderwort), Lesquerella ludoviciana 
(Silver Bladderpod), Calylophus serrulatus (Yellow Evening Primrose), 
Calylophus lavanduifolius, Gaura coccinea (Scarlet Gaura), Oxytropis 
lambertii (Lambert Carzyweed), Hymenopappus tenuifolius (Slimleaf 
Hymenopappus--white), and Hymenopappus filifolius var. polycephalus 
(Fineleaf Hymenopappus--yellow). 
        Stop 2 was  several miles further along at the Ash Hollow historical area 
where a covered wagon was displayed and the deeply rutted trail from wagon 
trains  was visible.  Ellen found Penstemon angustifolius var. angustifolius 
(Narrowleaf Beardtongue) and Penstemon angustifolius var. caudatus 
(Taperleaf Beardtongue) growing next to each other along the trail rut.  Other 
flowers there were:  Oenothera albicaulis (Prairie Evening Primrose), 
Senecio sp. with wide petals and no apparent hair and toothed lanceolate 
leaves with long petioles, Erigeron pumilus (Low Fleabane), more Lambert 
Crazyweed, Lappula sp., Astragalus gracilis (Slender Milkvetch). 
        Stop 3 was south of Crescent Lake on a county road north of Oshkosh:  
Orobanche fasciculata (Clustered Broomrape), Calylophus serrulatus (Plains 
Yellow Primrose), Artemisia frigida (Woman's Sage), Phlox andicola (Moss 
Phlox), leaves of Asclepia latifolia (Green Milkweed), Cirsium plattensis 
(Platte Thistle),Erigeron strigosus (Daisy Fleabane), Cryptantha sp. 
(sprawling and many-stemmed), Lithospermum canescens (Hoary Puccoon) 
plus a monarda.   
        Stop 4 was at the Don and Lois Behm property, where the "blowout 
bluebell" Penstemon haydenii was observed. Approximately nine individual 
plants of P. haydenii were found, the numbers drastically reduced from last 



 

year.  Very disturbing!  Other plants found at the site were Redfieldia 
flexuosa (Blowout Grass) and a Psoralea (scruf pea variety with many stems 
per plant, narrow leaves, and very small purple flowers).  We were not able to 
find it in any of the books I acquired on the trip.  
        Stop 5 was a few miles south of Chadron, NE by the water tower along 
US 385.  Hymenoxys acaulis (Stemless Hymenoxcys), Senecio canus (Gray 
Ragwort), Castilleja sessiliflora (Pink Paintbrush), Lathyrus polymorphus 
(Showy Peavine), Arenaria hoodii (Hood's Sandwort), Astragalus canescens,  
Lesquerella gordonii (Popweed or Beadpop).  Other plants reported by the 
group during the day included Mentzelia decapetala, , Senecio sp., 
Spheralcea, Ipomoea leptophylla (bush morning glory),  Phlox davidii,  and 
sand verbena. 
     After an evening dinner in Chadron, Dr. Weedon gave a tour of the 
herbarium he is developing at Chadron State College. Another stop was  a 
museum of Pharmacognosy, where herbal materials that were included in 
medical coursework at the University of Nebraska till the late 1970s are kept 
and documented. Now we understand a little better what a snake-oil salesman 
really is.  Samples of the original herbal preparation known as Snake Oil are 
among the materials in the collection. The Herbarium collection is 
continually growing and fills in the blanks in the documentation of Great 
Plains plants. We also visited Ron’s office where he has a wonderful 
collection of Claude Barr memorabilia that we enjoyed seeing and hearing 
about. 
     At evening's end, participants had an  increased understanding and 
appreciation of midwestern Penstemons and flora in general. 
       On day 3 we traveled along US 20 west of Chadron, then south along 
Nebraska 29 to Agate Fossil Beds National Monument.  Just six of us were 
left, Bob and Phoebe McFarlane,Dave and Susan Bentzin, Ellen Wilde and 
myself(Jean Zach).  Lots of Penstemon angustifolius var. angustifolius were 
growing along both sides of the road west of Fort Robinson.  Along 29 we 
saw large white flowers dotting the grasslands.  We finally found a corner 
where we could stop to see what it was.   They turned out to be very large 
Oenothera albicaulis (Plains Evening Primrose).  In the same spot we found 
Lupinus pumilus (Rusty Lupine), a Lappula sp., and Cryptantha sp. (like the 
many-stemmed sprawling one south of Crescent Lake).  At the Agate visitor's 
center Penstemon eriantherus var. cleburnei was blooming at the edge of the 



 

grass.  Ron Weedon had thought Penstemon glaber grew along the dirt road 
east of the monument, but we were not able to find it.  However, there were 
many P. angustifolius var. angustifolius plants along the road along with 
Spheralcea coccinea (Scarlet Globemallow), Lambert Crazyweed, Tumbling 
Mustard and an Astragalus sp.  Then, the group walked up a trail at the 
entrance to the monument and found a lovely "garden" at the top.  We spent 
the night at Scottsbluff, going our separate ways the next day. 
        The McFarlanes and Ellen found Penstemon glaber along Nebraska 71 
south of where it intersects with Nebraska 88.  I(Jean) headed north to 
Chadron via Nebraska 71 and Nebraska 87.  Route 87 was lined with 
seedings of Penstemon grandfilorus with a few Penstemon glaber in 
between. 
        The  flowers included in this summary of the trip were mainly from my 
photographs.  I used the following books (along with Cindy's knowledge) for 
identification:  "Wildflowers of the Western Plains" by Zoe Merriman 
Kirkpatrick; "Wildflowers, Grasses and other Plants of the Northern Plains 
and Black Hills" by Theodore Van Bruggen; "Grassland Plants of South 
Dakota and the Northern Great Plains" by James R. Johns and Gary E. 
Larson; and "Plants of the Black Hills and Bear Lodge Mountains" by Gary 
Larson and James R. Johnson.  
        Special thanks ought to be given to all those who scouted.  
 
(Editor’s note: Those who attended the Saturday meeting at North Platte were 
Chris Hamil, Allyn and Carolyn Wasser, Jean Zach, Marc Lamphere, Cindy 
Reed, Ellen Wilde, Harry Dubas, Bob and Phoebe McFarlan, Dave Bentzin 
and Susan, and Dale Lindgren) 
 
 
American Penstemon Society Field Trip and Annual Meeting - July 7, 
2003 
by Libby Wheeler 
  
    Thanks to thorough reconnoitering and good travel notes provided by Bob McFarlane, nine 
APS members spent a productive day scouting penstemons west of Denver on July 7th.  Erin 
Robertson, Dave Bentzin, Ellen Wilde, Thea Unzner, Laurin and Libby Wheeler and Phoebe and 
Bob McFarlane met at 7 am in the Pterodactyl Parking Area to carpool.  Bill Gray joined us en 
route on a sunny, clear Colorado day.   



 

      Our first stop, at the junction of I-70 and US 40, treated us to P. secundiflorus and P. 
virgatus.  The expected P. virens had finished blooming.  We also saw a myriad of other  plants 
in flower including Cryptantha, Gaillardia, Eriogonum, Oxytropis, Castilleja, Gilia, lupines and 
sedum. 
      To get to our second stop about five miles south of Granby, we crossed over the Berthoud 
Pass (11,307 ft.) and went through Winter Park on US 40, where we saw nice stands of P. virens 
and P. secundiflorus on the roadside.  A quick stop at the Arapaho Camp Ground netted our only 
view that day of a single plant of P. whippleanus, which was a dirty white color.  Also at the 
campground were blooming Mertensia.  Further on the road toward Granby (about 32.7 miles 
from the I-70/US 40 junction) between the towns of Fraser and Tabernash, we came upon a wet 
mountain meadow with P. rydbergii growing in tall grass.  They were a lovely sight, growing 
along with bistort, yarrow, thistles and Campanula.  Our search for more P. virens and for P. 
cyathophorus continued, but we saw P. strictus instead.  Bob was amazed at how quickly 
penstemon can change in just a week from full bloom to nothing.  Our efforts were rewarded 
finally with a road cut containing P. cyathophorus, delicate and past its peak, but still attractive.  
There were also plentiful P. virens, some with white inflorescence, and many pictures were 
taken. 
     After a pit stop in Granby on a lovely lake with pelicans and surrounded by wildflowers, we 
continued to our next site in search of P. penlandii.  We continued on US 40 along the Colorado 
River and turned north on Grand County Road 2 about four miles east of Kremmling.  At a site 
about 2.3 miles from the turn onto Road 2, we found the small, delicate P. penlandii growing in 
the selenium-rich clay beds on the east side of the road.  We also found the mat-like form of P. 
caespitosus, but the plants had all finished blooming.  Bob told us to be on the lookout for an 
endangered Astragalus in this area, A. osterhoutii Jones.  After discussion, Erin convinced us that 
we had indeed spotted this 20 inch tall plant with white flowers.   
     By this point, thoughts of lunch prevailed over penstemon, and we headed through 
Kremmling, turned south on State Route 9 toward Dillon and Silverthorn.  We turned west onto 
Grand County Road 1 for 10 miles to the turnoff for the Pumphouse Campground.  We found a 
pleasant spot to eat in the shade along the Colorado River.  After using the facilities and making 
amends for not displaying on the car windshield the proof of payment for using the campground 
($3.00 or $1.50 with a Golden Age Passport),  we retraced our steps and stopped on County 
Road 1, where we saw various shades of P. strictus on a hillside.  We also saw P. humilis – or 
was it P. watsonii?  The big books were brought out, the keying began, and Ellen’s expertise was 
called upon.  I’m not even sure of the final verdict and will count in our total sightings for the 
day both of these species. 
     In all, eleven penstemons were spotted (P. caespitosus, cyathophorus, strictus, penlandii, 
rydbergii, secundiflorus, virens, virgatus, whippleanus, watsonii and humilis), and all but one 
were in bloom.  A tired but contented group headed back to the Pterodactyl Lot via State Route 9 
to Dillon and I-70.  The trip covered about 212 miles. 

  

 
American Penstemon Society Annual Meeting 
      After dinner on the patio at Angelo’s Pizza, where we were joined by Ann and Dick Bartlett 
and Carol Dawson, we drove to the Denver Botanical Gardens for the Society’s annual meeting 



 

ably planned by Ann.  The speaker was Carol Dawson, a botanist with the Bureau of Land 
Management, who spoke on endangered penstemons in Colorado and described the BLM’s 
policy of management of rare, endangered and threatened species.  She stressed the need for 
research to document these plants and their habitats for good management.  Her slide show 
covered the Penstemon species harringtonii, penlandii, grahamii, and debilis among others.   
     Ann called the business meeting to order.  Ginny Maffitt reported that she will host the 2004 
Penstemon Society meeting in Portland, Oregon.  She is planning several days, mid-week in 
mid-June.  All present at the annual meeting are looking forward to this west coast gathering and 
expressed thanks to Ginny. 
     Ellen Wilde reported that the book she and Dale Lindgren have written, Growing Penstemon: 
Species, Cultivars and Hybrids, is ready and showed a sample copy.  Since color is limited to the 
front and back covers of the book, Ellen has also put together a companion Photo Portfolio, 
which has colored pictures of the penstemon included in the book.  A motion was approved to 
give Ellen Wilde $500 to pay for complementary copies of her book as well as copies for 
overseas members who must order directly from her since the publisher will not handle over seas 
shipments. 
     Bill Gray gave a brief  demonstration of the CD Rom version of the book, which he is 
preparing, and it will be ready soon.  The penstemon book, which is printed on demand, can be 
ordered from Infinity Publishing.com. by calling toll-free (877) 289-2665 or on the Internet at 
www.buybooksontheweb.com.  The Penstemon CD and Photo Portfolio can be ordered directly 
from Ellen Wilde at 110 Calle Pinonero, Santa Fe, NM 87505.  Including postage, the cost of the 
CD is $28 and the Photo Portfolio, $15.   
     With its meeting set for next year and new publications by its members now available, the 
American Penstemon Society has much to look forward to in 2004. 
 
 
 

 Robin G, International 
 
Libby Wheeler 
March 27, 2003 
     I was going to write this letter yesterday, a warm, sunny day in the 70's F, and tell you how lovely 
spring is in the Ozarks.  But I worked in the garden instead.  And today, rather than being sunny and 
clear, it is snowing!  Such is the nature of spring in our area.  The ground is so warm that the snow is not 
sticking, and the moisture is welcome.  It may freeze tonight but not go below 25 degrees F. 
     We have a small woodland garden, which is doing well this spring.  Bloodroot (Sanguinaria) is up and 
blooming and has spread; trout lilies (Erythronium), yellow and white, are in flower as are woodland 
poppies (Stylophorum diphyllum).  Our several varieties of hardy jack-in-the-pulpits (Arisaema) are 
shooting up.  Also making a presence are Trillium, Solomon’s seal (Polygonatum biflorum), May apples 
(Podophyllum peltatum), and Uvularia.  Ferns are just beginning to send up green fronds. (I looked up the 
Latin names of these plants - hope they are right).  My husband, Laurin, and I spend lots of time looking 
and not enough weeding, but we do enjoy the woods garden. 
     Laurin scattered some penstemon seed directly into the garden in February and is still waiting to see 
results.  He’s just beginning to take inventory of what plants made it through the winter and was excited 
to see that ovatus is alive and well as are cardinalis and strictus.  All the local species are doing well and 
are beginning to grow.  Thurberi has survived for two years, but by the time it is big enough to bloom, we 



 

will all be very old.  Our penstemon garden is young, and many of the plants are still small, so I need to 
be patient. 
     The most interesting plant we had this year is a hardy camellia, which is new to our area.  We have 
four bushes, a white, two pinks 
and a red (which is really a deep pink).  They started blooming in November and had flowers until the end 
of January.  We had some very cold weather during that period, which killed the blooms, but not the buds.  
With the addition of these plants in our yard, we just about can have something blooming every month of 
the year. 
     A new chapter of the North American Rock Garden Society has started in our area, and we’ve already 
had programs on site preparation for rock gardens, placement of rocks and seed germination.  I’m glad 
our small rock garden is already in place as the directions we were given involved a lot of hard work! We 
are looking forward to getting seeds next year from the NARGS exchange and attending the meetings this 
summer in Colorado. 
     Next week we are going to west Texas to Big Bend National Park and the Davis Mountains.  Spring 
should be more advanced there, and we are looking forward to finding early wildflowers, hopefully west 
Texas penstemon. 
     Thanks for the great pictures, Thea.  I wish you all a happy spring 
 
 

Thea Unzner, Germany 
May 20, 2003 
     I received the Robin at the beginning of April when we had here almost winter weather with frost in 
the nights near minus 10oC (14oF).  It was one of the longest winters we ever had.  I thought I should wait 
with passing the Robin on to Kari until the first Penstemons would come in flower. 
     That’s now - the first Penstemon is P. procerus var. formosus with its small blue flowers above the 
green mats.  The other subspecies of P. procerus followed, but var. tolmiei had suffered in winter and 
brought no flower stems.  In other years, the first Penstemons were the shrubby species like P. fruticosus 
and cardwellii, but these plants suffered so much during our long, cold winter without snow.  I had to cut 
them down to the ground, all long stems died of frost or drought.  Now they are coming with new leaves 
at the bases of the stems, so they aren’t killed at all, but they have no flowering stems this year. 
     Penstemon ovatus, wilcoxii and barbatus hybrids show already buds at the stems, they’ll be the next 
ones. 
     All the Mexican hybrids died of frost, but I had lots of them in pots in the cold frame sheltered with 
plastic.  They survived, and I planted them into the beds. 
     From the seedlings of last year I lost a few, and some of them are looking not so well.  Penstemon 
tubaeflorus has only few green leaves, no flowering stems, P. richardsonii comes only with small leaves 
from the base, P. venustus does the same, P. virens, penellianus, uintahensis and grandiflorus 
disappeared totally.  I think these plants needing a cover of snow in winter, which we have only seldom 
here. 
     I think Penstemon glandulosus, pachphyllis and albertinus x wilcoxii will bloom this year, they are 
looking well.  Penstemon digitalis, hirsutus and serrulatus are healthy and great as they are every year. 
     This year I have new seedlings of P. teucrioides, humilis, secundiflorus, leiophyllus, cyananthus, 
cyaneus, deustus and centrantifolius.  A plant friend gave me some seedlings of P. neotericus and 
thompsonii and a small plant of P. davidsonii.  I hope all will grow well in my American rock garden. 
     Two Penstemons have germinated now in spring: eriantherus and speciousus.  So it is always good to 
let the seed pots one year longer in the cold frame! 
     Because the weather looks like changing here to more and more dryness, I decided to plant more 
plants from the dry steppe.  I took seeds from plants, when I was in Wyoming the last years and have now 



 

some Asteraceae, which I have to identify this year.  There are perhaps Erigerons or Haplopappus or 
Hymenoxis, all are good plants without fault after this winter. 
      I grew in 2001 three Lesquerellas (douglasii, ludoviciana and alpina), two of them disappeared, but 
the other one seeds itself around everywhere and is blooming now with small yellow flowers.  It looks 
very nice indeed. 
     This year I got from the NARGS seeds of Lesquerella wardii and Phyaria lepidota, I hope these 2 
plants will be also good for my light sandy soil.  I took seeds last year from the Spaeralcea in Moab (near 
the nursery at the roadside).  It brought many seedlings which will bloom the next days with orange 
flowers.  But will they survive our cold winters? 
     Erigeron linearis, elegantulus and foliosus, Eriogonum thymoides and jamesii, Oxytropis nigrescens 
and Oenothera caespitosa, all of seeds from the NARGS are now big enough to plant them from the pots 
into the garden.  But we had all April and May always such a dry weather, no rain, only some drizzle, 
mostly warmth and sunshine, so my light sandy soil was too dry for transplanting. Now we finally had 
some showers, and I started transplanting the seedlings into the rock garden and beds. 
     Because there are empty spaces enough in my rock garden because of the winter damage, I have no 
problems to plant the tiny seedlings around. 
     Last week I took part in a meeting of our group with friends of wildflowers in Thuringia.  That’s a low 
mountain range in central Germany, and we saw during the 2-1/2 days so many flowers in the forests and 
particularly in meadows and slopes.  That’s springtime in the mountains, and there were lots of Adonis 
vernalis, Anthericum liliago, Geranium sanguineum, Arenaria, Trifolium, Salvia and so on.  The most 
marvelous view were the slopes with Orchids, mostly the various species of Dactyloriza, hundreds of 
them!!! 
     When you ever will come to Germany, don’t forget Thuringia in May!     I wish you all a very nice 
spring and summer, now you can tell us about your success with your Penstemons this year. 
     I hope we’ll meet again in July in Colorado, until then my best regards. 
 
 
 

Kari Wang, Norway 
July 2, 2003 
     We are getting into summer, the temperature is around +20 degrees C, but so far we have had a lot of 
rain in the afternoons, so all gardening work has to be done in the morning.  That’s fine by me, but means 
that the house is left a bit because I’m too tired in the afternoon to do much housework. 
     A week ago we had a man come to take down 3 Norway spruces, one because it was all dry, the two 
others because they were right on the border with our neighbor, who is complaining about the trees taking 
too much sun.  However, this was at the bottom of the garden, so no way were the branches going to be 
hauled up through the garden and taken away, they are now piled in a big heap next to the fence.  There 
they’ll stay until they have rotted away.  Instead I’m going to plant 4 bamboos along the fence.  I got my 
large bamboo 6 years ago when all the bamboos in Europe flowered and died.  The type of bamboo I had 
can get to almost 100 years old, but when it flowers, it dies. 
     It was quite a lot of work to get together and pile all the big branches.  I’ve also had to cut and shape 2 
large Syringa relfexa that got broken by snow in the winter, as well as a large Rosa glauca that decided to 
cover our other neighbour’s garage wall instead of standing upright. 
     It has been a good winter plant-wise though, most of what I planted out has survived including small 
plants of Penstemon subglaber, attenuatus, mensarum and pachyphyllum v.congestus.  The two plants in 
pots in the greenhouse are doing very well, not flowering, although P. bracteatus is now growing very 
fast.  P. rostriflorus seedlings that were planted in my Penstemon bed in the lower part of the garden is 
just about to flower.  I hope it is going to stay with me because the color is so unusual. 



 

     Of my “old” plants, they are all doing well, but P. teucrioides is flowering sparingly in spite of the 
plant looking like picture of health.  I have just potted up a small seedling of P. acaulis, seed from 
AGCBC. The P. rupicolas in the styrofoam box did not do so well, maybe I uncovered the box too early.  
Most of them are alive, but only just. 
     I have planted out a lot of P. fruticosus v. scouleri in a bed where I removed a large Yucca filamentosa 
and refilled the bed with sand, loam and grit in equal measure.  I thought the Yucca would be very 
difficult to shift, it had been in that place for 5 years and never flowered, so I though it might need a 
warmer spot.  It was not too difficult to get up, and I had to admire the large, round roots, almost like 
tubers.  It was placed in a “warmer” bed, nothing is really very warm here, watered and covered with a 
thin mesh for protection.  I checked on it from time to time, but as it was raining quite often, just left it 
alone.  Yesterday I thought it was about time to take the mesh off, and to my astonishment and great 
pleasure, a large flowering spike had appeared.  So maybe I’ll be able to send you a photograph of the 
plant in flower next time.  I think I said something about flowering or the compost heap when it was 
moved! 
     Other American plants doing particularly well this year have been Cypripedium regine, Erythronium 
oregonum, which flowered for the first time, and Calochortus gunnisonii opening today. 
     As for the house in France, we are at the moment at full stop.  The authorities refused to accept a house 
28 m long and said the limit will be 21 m, so back to the drawing board. 
     Since we have been away so much in the spring, we’ll stay here most of the summer.  Our middle son 
and his wife are at the moment in France, it is very hot there, but they are enjoying themselves.  Our 
eldest son will probably come from Minneapolis for a 2-week holiday in the middle of July. 
     Wishing you all a Happy Gardening Summer. 
 
 
 

Dee Strickler, Columbia Falls, MT 
July 11, 2003 
     In the middle of Penstemon season and mid-summer, the temperature today will top 90oF.  Some of 
my Pents this year have bloomed beautifully and some have not bloomed at all or just a little.  The ones 
that have done really well are: pruinosus, euglaucus, whippleanus, neomexicanus, laxus and barbatus.  
Richardsonii is just now setting on buds and will bloom abundantly toward fall.  My Penstemon strictus 
was approaching old age last year, so I started some new plants from the side of an old one, and they 
bloomed a little this year.  Of my ellipticus plants, one didn’t bloom at all, another did feebly, and the 
third did the best that my ellipticus has ever bloomed!  My original wilcoxii, showing signs of age, only 
sent out one stem, but another that I started off the side of the original, did beautifully.  Maybe my 
original wilcoxii pouted because I robbed it of some side shoots with some attached roots. 
     Three species of large old plants did not bloom at all.  Penstemon globosus and P. procerus (dwarf 
white) have formed large cushions with healthy looking leaves and fruticosus strong stems and good 
leaves, but no sign of blooms.  Also, my attenuatus, blue form, failed to bloom, but the yellow form did 
every year, and others only intermittently.  When I was working on my book, Penstemon roezlii in south 
central Oregon avoided me for two years, and then in the third year, it seemed to be everywhere that I had 
looked the two previous years.  Also, P. eriantherus var. argillosus appeared one year but not in three 
other years when I looked.  When it was in bloom, I just couldn’t miss it. 
     One other Penstemon bloomed quite well in my garden this year, P. pratensis X humilis X watsonii.  
One plant has pale blue flowers and short peduncles, which I assume trends toward X humilis, and the 
other plant has pale pink flowers and some long peduncles, which I assume favors X watsonii.  (See 
photos in my book, Northwest Penstemons).  I acquired the plants in an oasis in a dry, near-desert 
sagebrush area in southern Idaho.  The oasis is about 1 acre, fenced at one time by the BLM, has a few 
quaking aspen trees, a couple of camping spots, and the open area is covered by the Penstemon hybrid 



 

swarm.  Two different years I visited the area at the peak of the bloom.  Then two years I went back later 
in the season, hopefully to collect some seeds.  Both times that I went back, range cattle had gotten into 
the area, and the only trace of Penstemon that I could find were a couple of dried basal leaves that the 
cattle had failed to pick up.  Out of frustration, I took a couple of one inch cubes of soil with rhizomes 



 

from spots where I knew Penstemons flourished.  In my garden, both developed into Penstemon plants 
along with a weedy little rhizomatous Aster. 
     Half of the seeds from the seed exchange last winter I planted outside in the garden.  Many of them 
germinated, but not one single plant developed this spring and summer.  That is opposite from my 
experience in past years.  The other half of the seeds I started in pots in my green room.  Among the ones 
that did well were P. ovatus and watsonii.  Ones that did not thrive by either starting method were 
serrulatus and cyaneus.  The ovatus plants that I set out in the garden did much better in sand-gravel 
mixture than in garden soil.  I also started English hybrid seed from Pershore college in pots in the green 
room, and I think every seed must have germinated! They are also doing well in my garden now. 
     Good gardening and best regards to all. 
P.S.   Claire and I passed up the annual meeting in Denver this year and celebrated our 50th anniversary 
with our three children and two grandchildren in Kauai instead. 
 
 
 

Book Review 
by Ann Barlett, 
 
Alpine Plants of North America by Graham Nicholls Timber Press 2002 344 pp. 495 photos 
and maps. $49.95  
 
    At last, a truly definitive book on the mountain flora of the western United States by a Brit no less! 
Graham Nicholls' encyclopedia has accomplished a much needed integration of alpine flower descriptions 
with pertinent information on how to grow these wonderful plants in your own garden. Graham, an alpine 
nurseryman, has spent 5 years plant hunting and photographing in Alaska, the Pacific Mountain system, 
the Great Basin and the Rockies. Rick Lupp of Mt. Tahoma Nursery serves as a consulting editor, which 
adds further expertise to this book. 
     Fifty-four(54) plant genera are arranged alphabetically for easy access. Each species references size, 
color, location and elevation as well as fascinating tidbits concerning their habitat which is helpful in 
cultivating these natives in your own garden. Propagation techniques are also discussed but are based on 
conditions in soggy England, which may be of a different environment than US gardens. Snapshot 
photographs of many of the plants are found below the text and their perusal allows for one to lust for " 
must have" specimens. Seed and plant sources are cited as well as a fairly comprehensive bibliography. 
     Graham describes over 100 penstemon species suitable for the alpine rock garden, trough, or xeric 
perennial bed. He concentrates on the smaller penstemons and prefers growing them in troughs for better 
drainage. Cultivation advice is always helpful; for instance, he states  
P. richardsonii looks dead in the winter but renews itself from basalroot stock in spring and P.rupicola 
fares best in cool, rock crevice. 
     Much as I love penstemons, I like the book best for Graham's coverage of many other genera of the 
fabulous western flora palette. Descriptions of astragalus, eriogonum, townsendia and phlox are 
especially well done and contribute new knowledge. This compendium will serve as a valuable handy 
resource for many years to come. It already has started to take on the well-used look in my library. 
 
 
 

A Tribute to Peter James 
 by Dale Lindgren 



 

     Many of our APS members had a chance to interact with Peter James, one of our English members. As 
most of you know, Peter passed away last year. Peter was a special friend to many of us and so on behalf 
of his APS friends, I would like to share some of my personal thoughts and memories of Peter. 
   My first contact with Peter was when he asked me to his home for a few days during a trip I made to 
England in1995.  Although I did not know Peter, I accepted his invitation not knowing exactly what to 
expect. What a pleasure  it was to stay in his home and travel to nurseries, gardens and historical sites 
with him. The biggest thrill, however,  was getting to know Peter and his wife Doreen. Peter and Doreen 
were great hosts. 
     Peter became very active in the American Penstemon Society. He attended several of the U.S.A.  APS 
meetings including the South Dakota, Oregon and New Mexico meetings. Peter and Doreen stayed with 
our family on two occasions on their trips to APS meetings.  They were especially interested in 
community activities we were involved in as well as our hobbies and friends. They made a lasting, 
positive impression on our children as well.       At the 1997 American Penstemon Society  meeting in 
South Dakota, Peter told us that “this is the real America” even as the group came across a rattlesnake 
during the meetings. He was curious and adventurous and had an intense interest in exploring for 
penstemon.  On his trip with Doreen to the 1998  meeting in Oregon, he found an additional 20 
penstemon not covered by the conference tour.  He hosted the 2000 APS meeting in England. Bob 
Pennington may have best summarized this meeting by stating “I must say that in spite of great personal 
loss and difficulties our host, Peter James, put together a first-rate conference and did an outstanding job. 
Thank you Peter. It  was the gardens, collections and nurseries that we came to see, and see we did. With 
hybrid Penstemons in all sizes and colors, it was inspiring to me, who had been heretofore strictly a 
species fan”. 
     Peter  liked all of the Penstemon but a few of his favorites were P. cardwellii, P. fruticosus, P. 
euglaucus, P. eriantherus, P. barbatus, P. virens, P. ‘Connies Pink’, P. ‘Red Queen’, P.‘Firebird’ and 
P.’Razzle Dazzle’. 
     One of his special interests was  his research into the parentage and correctly identifying the origins of 
many hybrids.   He was especially proud of tracing the background of “Agnes Laing” which he felt was 
the oldest penstemon still in cultivation.   
     One of Peters long lasting impacts will be the book “Gardeners Guide to Growing Penstemon”    
which  he and David Way wrote and published in 1998. This is a wonderful book which is well 
organized, with beautiful pictures. It has a wealth of information on not only the cultivars, hybrids and 
species but on the historical background of penstemon, especially in Europe. 
   Peter was a person with many talents. He could talk knowledgeably on most any subject; politics, 
religion, taxes, etc. He was a talented musician, a writer and in his spare time repaired harpsichords. He 
was an excellent (almost a perfectionist) photographer and liked to share his pictures. He was meticulous 
in what he did, a good observer, had an inquiring mind, had a great sense of humor and  left a lasting 
impression on you once you had met him. He was not afraid to disagree with you. Peter will be greatly 
missed not only as an APS member but as a special friend to many of us as well. Our society is a much 
better organization to have had Peter as a part of our penstemon history. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

The Color Slide Collection 
 
  The Society has an excellent collection of color slides for loan to members,  garden clubs, classes etc., at no cost except return postage and 
insurance.  It consists of 95 slides that show many species as well as the differences between penstemons and close relatives and the botanical 
features that are the basis of subspecies classification.  It is accompanied by a script that describes the material in the slides.  Please give notice 
well in advance of the date you would like to borrow them, and they will be mailed at our cost several days in advance of the date you request.  
They should be returned within 10 days.  You may also request slides of individual species you are interested in, and I will send several slides of 
each showing close-ups, full plant and garden use if we have them.  Again, they will be mailed at our expense and should be returned insured at 
your cost within 10 days.  We regret that we cannot send slides outside the USA, but we will duplicate and mail specific slides, if requested, for 
$1.00 each.  

To borrow, contact Ellen Wilde, 110 Calle Pinonero, Santa Fe, NM 87505 
E-mail: dewilde@swcp.com    Telephone: 505-982-1406 

 
The Library 
 
 The Society has a library for use by its members.  Material may be borrowed free of charge for two weeks, and for ten cents for two additional 
weeks.  The Society pays the postage to the member, and the member pays the return postage.  For a loan, please write: Ellen Wilde, 110 Calle 
Pinonero, Santa Fe, NM 87505. 
 Now available from the library: 
 Bulletin of the American Penstemon Society, 1946-present. 
  One issue borrowed at a time. 
 Studies in Penstemon by Ralph Bennett 
  No. 1, Habroanthus; No. 2, Dasanthera; No. 3, Eastern Species; 
  No. 4, Anularius; No. 5, Aurator.  One number at a time. 
 History of the American Penstemon Society 
 Manual for Beginners with Penstemon 
 The California Penstemons by Percy C. Everett 
 Bulletin of the American Rock Garden Society, special Penstemon number 
 Penstemon in Your Garden, by Glenn Viehmeyer 
 The National Horticultural Magazine, special 1951 Penstemon number 
 
 Penstemon Publications by Kenneth and Robin Lodewick 
 

Penstemon Notes. 1991. 
Miscellaneous notes on the 
genus. $3.00 
Penstemon Field Identifier.  A 

sketch book of about 260 
species, arranged 

          geographically.  Cost:  (US/Canada), $12.00; overseas, $15.00, Postpaid 
 Penstemon Nomenclature 3rd edition. 2002 .  Lists all known botanical names applied to the                      genus.    Postpaid (US and Canadian 
APS members) $6.75. 
 Key to Genus Penstemon. Sections treated cover 271 species and 15 related species in five other                genera. Cost:  APS members 
(US/Canada), $9.00; overseas, $11.00,  Postpaid 
 (The cost of ordering both the ‘Penstemon Nomenclature’ and ‘Key to the Genus Penstemon’                     ordered at the same time is $13.75 
postpaid for APS members only). 
    What is a Penstemon?  Slide show of Penstemon. Rental; you pay for return. $5.00. 
          Slide program cannot be sent outside the US. 
 

For further information, write 
Kenneth Lodewick, 2526 
University Street, Eugene, OR 
97403.  Make checks payable 
to Kenneth Lodewick. 

 



 

 


