AUTUMN-FLOWERING SAXIFRAGES
John Sirkett
he genus Saxifraga is mostly known for
spring-flowering alpines, and they don't
grow very well here in Cornwall. The
more compact and silvery the rosette, the
less they like moisture in the soil. They can be
grown in a dry open place, but they aren't often
seen at their best. Mossy saxifrages are more
tolerant of moisture and grow well in borders,
but they must be propagated regularly or the
cushions become ragged.
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Less well known are the larger, autumnflowering herbaceous saxifrages from the
section Irregulares, which come from China and
Japan. They are becoming more popular and
there are plenty of new introductions.
Following a wet summer they have performed
very well in the garden.

S. stolonifera in flower

Autumn-flowering saxifrages are easy to grow in light shade and prefer a light, humus
rich soil. Unfortunately, these are also perfect conditions for vine weevil. The distinctive
fat white grubs with chestnut-coloured heads eat away the roots and underground stems.
Often the first sign of damage is the plant wilting; further investigation will usually reveal
that all underground parts have been eaten away and the remaining rosette is simply
sitting on the soil surface.
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The neonicotinoid insecticides were very effective at controlling vine weevil but they have
now been withdrawn from sale. Fortunately, there is a very good biological control
available, in the form of Nemasys. It is available by mail order and it can often be
obtained through garden centres in the summer. The control agent is a nematode that
parasitises vine weevil grubs.
The
nematodes are posted to you and, although
they will last for about a fortnight if you
keep the package in the fridge, it is better
to use them immediately. Mix with water
and sprinkle over the soil or pots with a
watering can using a coarse rose. Nemasys
must be applied in moderately mild
weather to be effective (min 5°C), and is
best applied in March/April/May and
September/October, as these are the times
that most vine weevil grubs will be present
in the soil.

S. stolonifera ‘Kinki Purple’

Saxifraga stolonifera - the strawberry
saxifrage - was a popular house plant in
my childhood.
It produces abundant
plantlets on long stolons, so it is easily
passed on to friends. As with so many
easy plants, it has fallen out of favour,
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though the variegated form
' Tr i c o l o r ' i s s t i l l s e e n
occasionally. New introductions
from Japan, with stronger
purple leaf markings, have
found favour in gardens
recently.
S. stolonifera 'Kinki
Purple' was introduced by Sue
and Bleddyn Wynn-Jones of
Crûg Farm Plants, who discovered it in the high mountains of
the Kinki Peninsula, Honshu, in
1997. It is reliably hardy and
seems to have thicker leaves
than older forms.

S. cortusifolia, from Japan, is a
more compact species which
prefers acidic soils. The leaves
S. cortusifolia ‘Silver Velvet’
are clustered in dense rosettes
and usually have deep cuts and
incisions around the margin. A number or recent selections have been made. ’Silver
Velvet' is my favourite; the purple-brown leaves have strong silver lines radiating from the
centre. The pale pink flowers are typical of the section, growing on tall scapes with two
elongated lower petals.
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These plants make an
interesting addition to shady
corners of the garden, but the
most significant member of the
group is Saxifraga fortunei. In
recent decades the range of
available cultivars has increased
enormously, mostly through
imports from Japanese breeders,
but an increasing number of
excellent plants have been bred
in Europe and the USA. In the
light of their growing
popularity, the RHS conducted
a trial of S. fortunei cultivars at
Wisley between 2012 and 2015.
Older cultivars, such as
' R u b r i f o l i a ' a n d ' Wa d a ' s
Variety’, were compared with
the best of the modern
introductions.

S. fortunei ‘Rubrifolia’

In Japan, compact selections have been developed as companions for bonsai and displayed
in ornamental containers, to emphasise the season and the woodland environment.
'Bychan' is a small selection of S. fortunei var. obtusocuneata with deep green compact
foliage that forms a neat cushion. The small flowers grow on short stems. It is a good
plant for a pot or a well maintained corner of the garden. It is so small that it needs
protection from aggressive weeds. Even quite mild-mannered weeds can cause problems.
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S. fortunei ‘Black Ruby’
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S. fortunei ‘Hiogi’

S. fortunei ‘Kokuryu Nishiki’

Breeding new colours started in
Japan but has spread
worldwide, and recent cultivars
are startlingly bright.
'Black
Ruby' combines deep purple
foliage with deep pink flowers
to give an effect that can rival
the best of the modern Heuchera
cultivars.
It can be slow
growing and tends to lose its
leaves in winter so it requires a
little care in the open garden.
The brightest colour in my
garden comes from ‘Hiogi',
with abundant cherry-red
flowers through October and
November contrasting with the
rich green foliage.
In the UK, Keith Lever at
Aberconwy Nursery has raised
a number of small cultivars,
probably best suited to those
who grow alpines. 'Conwy
Snow' was one of his first
introductions, with small,
darkish foliage to offset the
abundant white flowers.
In Japan, the flowers have been
developed to a remarkable
degree. The darkest come from
S. 'Kokuryu Nishiki'. The deep
re d - m a ro o n f l o w e r s w i t h
narrow petals are delightful
when displayed well. They suit
the Japanese style of growing
plants in decorative pots, but are too dark to
make an impact in the garden. The foliage is
mottled with a creamy variegation that adds
interest out of the flowering season.
S. ’Ogon No Mai' is a very late flowering
form, well suited to the climate of Cornwall,
where the November flowers will escape
damage by frost. The greenish flowers are
supported on short cushions of apple-green
foliage.
When growing vigorously, the
flowers can produce extra petals, but double
flowers are best seen on cultivars such as
‘Shiranami'. The bright stems of flowers form
a compact dome above the crisp green leaves
and it can remain in flower until Christmas,
perhaps with some slight protection from

extreme cold and wet.
They are all
completely hardy but the flower stems can
be damaged if the weather gets stormy.
The most extreme of the group is probably
'Gelbes Monster', raised in Germany. The
large flowers are pale lime green, with an
assortment of extra petals in unexpected
shapes and sizes. It did well in the trial but
it wasn't awarded an AGM.
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More information on the trial is available in
the October 2015 copy of The Garden and
also in the December 2015 edition of The
Plantsman. Plants are available by mail
order from Edrom Nursery in Scotland.
Aberconwy Nursery (no mail order) often
exhibit at the AGS shows.
Cotswold
Garden Flowers stock a range of Japanese
cultivars, and plants may also be available
from local nurseries during the flowering
season.

The extra-petalled flowers of
S. fortunei ‘Shiranami’
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