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Free and Open to the Public 

Rock Garden Construction 
 

Plants from the alpine regions of the world are 
adapted to high light and wind levels, excellent 
drainage, and lean soils with few nutrients. These 
adaptations often produce low, rounded plants 
with large brightly-colored flowers. When you 
bring them into a low altitude garden, you must 
try to recreate some of those conditions to 
succeed in growing them. Different types of 
garden construction can be used to provide good 
growing conditions for alpine plants. In this garden 
we have tried to demonstrate some of them. 
 

To provide high light levels, a rock garden should 
be in a full to half day of sun. Some alpine plants 
like protection from the hottest sun by being 
shaded by a rock or ledge. Excellent drainage is 
provided by using sharp sand (as free of silt as 
possible), gravel, and rocks. Using only a little 
compost or soil ensures lean conditions. The roots 
of many alpine plants like to creep deep into the 
substrate alongside large stones. Stone mass helps to 
provide coolness and moisture to the roots. 
 

An Invitation 
 
If you are interested in learning more about rock 
gardening, please join us, the Adirondack 
Chapter, at one of our monthly meetings where 
we have slide lectures, workshops, and plant sales. 
Call 607-256-9308 for information about meeting 
times and locations. You can join the North 
American Rock Garden Society by sending $25 to 
Jacques Mommens PO Box 67, Millwood NY 
10546. NARGS membership benefits include a 
quarterly journal, participation in the yearly seed 
exchange, annual meetings, and discounts on books. 
 

t t t t 
 

Please enjoy the garden from the grass  
and do not climb on the rocks.  

The Al Wurster Memorial Rock Garden is 
dedicated to our friend and fellow gardener, Al 
Wurster, who was truly a Master Gardener. Al was 
a well-rounded gardener interested in all kinds of 
gardens and all kinds of gardening practices and 
procedures. He had many different gardens of his 
own, ranging from an extensive collection of fruit 
trees to a rock garden. 
 
Al was a true plant person, interested in all 
different kinds of plants—perennial, annual, 
greenhouse, tropical, woody, wild, and cultivated 
plants. And he was interested in everything about 
plants—where they grow, how to grow them, and in 
particular, challenges in growing them. He shared 
his knowledge and thoughts modestly and 
generously with neophyte and plant expert alike. 
 
The Wurster Rock Garden was designed and built 
in 2000-01 by members of the Adirondack 
Chapter of the North American Rock Garden 
Society (NARGS). Funding was provided by 
Cornell Cooperative Extension of Tompkins 
County-Master Gardener Program, the 
Adirondack Chapter, and a grant from NARGS. 
Materials and labor were contributed by many 
members of the Adirondack Chapter, Cornell 
Cooperative Extension Master Gardeners, and the 
Ithaca Community. Special thanks to Richardson 
Electric, Finger Lakes Stone, Kevin Reilly, Andy 
Hillman of the City of Ithaca, Rick Lupp of Mt. 
Tahoma Nursery, Maria Galletti of Alpines Mt. Echo. 

 

t t t t 
For answers to general gardening questions, contact 
Cornell Coooperative Extension Tompkins County 

Master Gardener GROWLINE at 607-272-2292  
or email growline@cornell.edu. 

 



 
 
 
 
 
A "English" Ledge. Good for a gentle slope, this 

area models a rock outcropping. Large ledge-
like rocks are set in gravel and sand. This is the 
most sheltered part of the Wurster Garden, 
receiving lots of light but not the heat of the 
midsummer afternoon sun which can be 
troublesome for some alpine plants.  

B Vertical Crevice (made with flat stones). Thin, 
flat stones are set vertically, parallel to each 
other, and close together with sand packed in 
between. This creates many opportunities for 
plant roots to run deep into the substrate. 

C Retaining Wall. Sand is washed into the space 
between stones to provide planting sites. In a 
few places, larger than normal spaces were left 
between stones to accommodate root balls. 
Plants were placed as the wall was built and were 
also inserted after construction. 

 
 
 
 
1 Rubble/Tailings. This material is used 

structurally as a base that will modify the 
elevation of the garden. Rubble also provides 
excellent drainage. We used fist-sized crushed 
limestone, but you could use bricks, pieces of 
concrete, or stones. 

2 #2 Crushed Limestone. This material is smaller 
than rubble/tailings, approximately 2 inches in 
diameter. Like the layer below, it provides 
drainage and helps keep the voids in the rubble 
layer from filling with sand and compost from 
above. 

3 Sand and Compost. We mixed equal parts of 
sand and compost for this layer. Rock garden 
plants need little of the readily available 
nutrients found in soil. The half measure of 
compost in this layer provides enough nutrients 
without compromising drainage. 

 

 

 
D Sand Bed. Many alpine plants grow very well in 

8-10" of pure sand placed over the base. 
E Crevice (made with block-shaped stones). This 

type is an innovation of Czech rock gardeners. 
It is another type of crevice garden, using 
massive stones stacked close together, instead 
of thin flat ones. The stone mass provides ideal 
habitat for alpine plants that grow on cliffs or 
some screes. 

F Bog and Water Course. This is not a typical 
rock garden construction technique, but water 
features are attractive in any garden. Here, 
water is pumped from the pond up into the 
bog at the top of the Rock Garden. From there 
it flows back down to the pond through a bog, 
miniature lake, river, and delta. All of the areas 
through which water runs are lined with a 
rubber liner. 

 
 
 
 
4 Sand. All of the boulders and stones that you 

see are set in sand. The best sand for this layer 
is ‘sharp’ and contains little silt. This layer 
provides excellent drainage around the crowns 
of the plants and allows roots to penetrate 
easily to the layers below.  

5 Top Dressing Gravel. Helps keep the sand in 
place and provides a textured look consistent 
with an alpine habitat. 

6 Stones. Big stones provide structure, 
protection, and a cool and moist habitat for the 
roots of alpine plants. We used rock from a 
local quarry, but almost any uniform rock type 
can be used in a rock garden. 
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