The Vancouver Island Rock and Alpine Garden Society

After the First World War, C.J. Sarjeantson, a local grower, sold interesting and unusual
plants at the Victoria Public Market behind City Hall. A group of regular customers decided to
formalize their shared interests. The first meeting of the Society was on 7 December, 1921 at
the home of Alan Morkill on Pemberton Street. There were about 20 initial members, and they
called the group the British Columbia Alpine Plant Growers Association. Alan Morkill was to
be the President and he would lead the Association until 1940, when Lucy Angus took over.
Initially membership was by invitation only, but in 1933 the group opened membership to the
public and changed the name to the Vancouver Island Rock and Alpine Garden Society.

The meetings of the Society always included people bringing plants and relating
something about the plant — a parlour show. The excellence of the plants and their
presentation led to the idea of holding a Spring Plant Show for the public. The initial Show was
held in 1939 at the Crystal Gardens. The popularity of the Spring Show has kept it going,
although there was a brief hiatus during the Second World War years, in 1956, and again
during Covid. The Spring Show and Sale has become a key event on the Victoria horticultural
calendar.

The early activities of the group included ordering seeds from European growers and
trips to collect plants. Ed Lohbrunner and Archie Nichols made several expeditions to remote
parts of Vancouver Island and mountains on the mainland to collect plant material that might
be introduced to cultivation. J.A. Hibberson is known for having found the only plant species
endemic to Vancouver Island, Trillium hibbersoni. Itis a delightfully small trillium found only
on the cliffs of Western Vancouver Island. W.H.A.Preece was an early member of the Society
who wrote the book North American Rock Plants (1937). The book describes in wonderful
detail 100 plants that had been successfully cultivated on Southern Vancouver Island. Atthe
time, rock and alpine gardening were extremely popular in Europe and North American plants
were hardly known. The volume remains a classic for alpine gardeners.

VIRAGS has contributed to the establishment of the Thetis Lake Regional Park in 1958,
provided plants for Playfair Park in Saanich and helped to rebuild Thomas Francis’s cottage in
Francis/King Regional Park on Munn Road. In January of 1971, VIRAGS commemorated its
50" anniversary by building a rock garden in Beacon Hill Park. The garden did not get
underway until 1972, when members brought in rock, soil, and plants to an outcrop near
Goodacre Pond where they built the “Garden in the Park”. It was initially laid out as a classical
rock garden simulating a scree slope and recently crevice garden beds have been added. At
one time an alpine tarn was planned for the flat area at the top of the rocks. The garden has
been maintained by a small number of dedicated volunteers and it continues to delight park
visitors.

VIRAGS exists to promote the cultivation and conservation of alpine, native, woodland,
and bog plants. The activities of the club — shows, sales, expeditions, lectures, and
maintaining a public display garden, are all focused on those objectives. Most members have
an abiding interest in plants and enjoy being part of a community that shares that interest.




