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Penstemon  
Spotlight 

Penstemon albomarginatus 
Name History: 
The species name, albomarginatus, was coined by M.E. Jones, a 
reputedly cantankerous geologist, mining engineer, and botanist 
who lived much of his life in Utah. The name refers to the unique 
and unusual white colored margins on the leaves, flower bracts, 
and calyces of this desert species. 

Taxonomy: 
Subgenus: Penstemon 
     Section: Penstemon 
 Subsection: Arenarii 

Identifying Characteristics: 
The plants produce numerous stems arising from buried crowns. 
Stems are stiffly upright, glabrous, and 15 to 35 cm (6 to 14 in) 
tall. 

Leaves are completely cauline and reduced at the base. They are 
petiolate, elliptic in shape, and 1.5 to 5 cm (0.6 to 2 in) long and 
about 1/3 as wide. They are glossy, light green in color, 
glaucescent, and have distinct, white margins. 

Corollas are pink to purple and paler underneath and have 7 to 9 
purple guidelines from the lower lip into the throat. Senescent 
flowers dry to a brownish-black color. Flowers are distributed 
among the upper leaves and bracts and are without well-defined 
verticillasters. Only a relatively small number of flowers are open 
at any one time. Corolla is very small, 13 to 17 mm (about 0.5 in) 
long. The inside of the lower corolla lip is covered with flattened 
yellow hairs. 
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The staminode reaches the corolla orifice and is glabrous. 

The fertile anthers are broadly ovate, explanate, and open across 
the connective. 

General Description: 
Penstemon albomarginatus is a moderately tall plant that lacks 
completely a basal leaf mat and has only small, scale-like lower 
leaves. The upper plant has large leaves positioned up to and 
throughout the inflorescence, giving the plant a top-heavy 
appearance. The oval-shaped leaves are smooth and have a unique 
white border. The flowers are very small, range in color from pink 
to purple, and only a few are open at any one time.  The plants 
bloom in spring and die back completely to a buried crown, 
essentially disappearing until the next spring (see Plates 1, 2). 

Period of Bloom: 
Penstemon albomarginatus blooms for a brief period in April to 
May. There is no rebloom. 

Origin: 
Penstemon albomarginatus is confined to 
the following narrow range: 

South-eastern California in San 
Bernardino County, southern Nevada in 
Nye and Clark Counties, and western 
Arizona in Mojave County.  (See map) 

Habitat: 
Penstemon albomarginatus grows in 
loose sand, stabilized dunes, or loose desert soils in the Mojave 
Desert at elevations from 700 to 1,800 m (2,300 to 6,000 ft). 

Where to See It:  
Pamela MacKay, in a BLM management status document, 
describes a California population near Pisgah Crater and Lavic 
Lake. It occurs within a 4-mile long wash from Sleeping Beauty 
Peak south across Interstate 40. In Arizona, Mackay reports a 
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population between Yucca and Dutch Flat, extending westward 
from the Hualapai Mountains.  

Culture: 
Attempts to cultivate Penstemon albomarginatus are rare and 
never reportedly successful in the long-term. Given its adaptation 
to sands, garden culture will likely be difficult.  

Protection Status: 
Penstemon albomarginatus is considered rare within its entire 
native range. It is listed as “sensitive” by the BLM, and “species of 
concern” by the US Fish and Wildlife Service. In California it is 
classified as ”threatened (1B).” In Arizona, it is classified as 
“salvage restricted”. 

Sources: 
American Penstemon Society. http://www.apsdev.org/. 
California Native Plant Society. 2010. Inventory of rare and 
endangered plants. http://cnps.site.aplus.net. 
Holmgren, N. H. 1993. The Jepson Manual. Page 1054 
Keck, D.D. 1940. Studies in penstemon VII. The subsections 
Gairdneriani, Deusti, and Arenarii… American Midland Naturalist 
23 (No. 3):594-616. 
Lindgren, D. and E. Wilde. 2003. Growing Penstemons: Species, 
Cultivars, and Hybrids.  Infinity Publishing, Haverford, 
Pennsylvania. 
Lodewick, K. and R. Lodewick. 1999. Key to the genus 
Penstemon. Copyright Lodewick & Lodewick, Eugene, OR. 
MacKay, P.J. White-margined beardtongue. 
www.blm.gov/ca/pdfs/cdd-pdfs/whitemarg1.pdf. 
 

  Penstemon Spotlight is authored by: 
Dr. Stephen Love, University of Idaho 
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2009 APS Annual Meeting and Trip 
to Northern Mexico 

 
Dale T. Lindgren, University of Nebraska, North Platte, NE 

 
Most members of the American Penstemon Society have had the 
opportunity to hear about the 2009 APS Annual Meeting and Trip 
to Mexico through correspondence in the APS newsletters. My 
perspective on the trip may be somewhat different than others 
because of my involvement not only as a participant but also as a 
member of the planning team. The planning for the trip began 
several years ago with Bob McFarlane making contact with 
numerous individuals who might help us plan a trip to Mexico to 
view Penstemons. The state of Chihuahua was the state of most 
interest and convenience to view Penstemons. 

The Chihuahua Desert is approximately 800 miles long and about 
270 miles wide at its widest point. In the United States it extends 
into New Mexico, Texas and Arizona. In Mexico, it extends into 
the states of Chihuahua, Durango and Coahuila.  It is considered 
one of the most biological diverse deserts in the world, not only for 
plants but for mammals, reptiles, fish and birds.  On the western 
edge of the Chihuahua desert is the mountain range Sierra Madre 
Occidental which extends into several Mexican states and into the 
extreme southwestern United States.  This mountain range joins 
the Sierra Madre Oriental  further south in central Mexico. The 
Sierra Madre Occidental range is noted for pine-oak forests and for 
biodiversity and large numbers of endemic species. 

In 2007, a group of 9 people traveled to Chihuahua, Mexico under 
the guidance of Wynn Anderson and Rich Spellenberg.  Sites for 
viewing penstemon, hotels, eating places and tour companies were 
investigated.  In 2008, a group returned to Chihuahua to finalize 
the trip plans for the 2009 APS Trip and Meeting.  

A September 2009 date was selected for the trip based on the end 
of the rainy season and the start of late summer flowering of 
several species of penstemon. The committee wanted a reasonably 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sierra_Madre_Oriental�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sierra_Madre_Occidental_pine-oak_forests�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Biodiversity�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Endemic_(ecology)�


6    Bulletin of the American Penstemon Society Vol. 69 

priced meeting/trip, safe travel, good food, outstanding botanical 
stops and cultural/historical activities. We ended up with 37 people 
signing on for the 2009 trip. The age of the trip members ranged 
from 26 to 84 years old; there were 9 couples and 19 singles, 
representing 9 states. 

The trip began in the late afternoon of September 4, 2009 in El 
Paso, TX. We had the opportunity to tour the Chihuahua Desert 
Gardens on the campus of the University of Texas at El Paso led 
by Wynn Anderson, curator of the gardens, and his helpers. There 
are about 765 taxa/accessions at the garden. Wynn’s list of plants 
at the garden included 20 species of Penstemon.  In the evening we 
had the opportunity to visit with our botanical guides for the trip, 
Wynn Anderson and Rich Spellenberg, along with the tour/trip 
guide, Cesar Castellanos. We were encouraged to be 
gracious/polite guests in Mexico, be patient, not wander off alone, 
watch where you walk and be on time!  Wynn also shared the 
following thoughts with us: 

 “The Mexican people are a very proud people with an exceedingly 
rich history and a warm and exciting culture. Although obviously a 
thoroughly mixed Mestizo population of mostly Spanish and native 
American people, it also includes a not insignificant French 
heritage, with identifiable African, Germanic, Irish, Chinese and 
Jewish influences as well. There were also periods of notable 
migration from the United States by those escaping religious 
discrimination or seeking freedom to worship according to their 
convictions. These migrants include Mormons, Mennonites and 
other religious sects, some of whom remain influential in parts of 
Northern Mexico, and particularly Chihuahua.”    
“You will have ample encounters with the indigenous native 
people of the region. Popularly known by the outside world as the 
Tarahumaras, they refer to themselves as the ‘Raramuri’ (The 
People) and do not distinguish between other races or nationalities 
in referring to everyone else as the Outsiders. They are a very 
proud but shy people. There are more than 40,000 Raramuri who 
live in scattered villages and many isolated clusters of dwellings 
throughout the Barranca country. Adult males are seldom 
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encountered in the towns and Mexican settlements, but you will 
frequently encounter women and children occasionally shopping 
for food or staples but more likely selling handmade wares and 
crafts. In most cases, the women and older girls will be clothed in 
very colorful, full flowing skirts, blouses and beautiful shawls. Do 
not expect conversation with them beyond head nodding yes or no 
answers and quoting prices for handicrafts for sale. They will 
avoid eye contact and any physical contact and you should respect 
that.” 
Throughout the trip, we were provided handouts including a 
description of the vegetation types we would be seeing and lists of 
plants we would most likely see at the various stops. The major 
types of vegetation we would encounter were: 

Chihuahuan Desertscrub  
Semidesert Grassland 
Plains and Great Basin Grasslands 
Madrean Evergreen Woodland 
Madrean Montane Conifer Forest 
Sinaloan Deciduous Forest 
Sinaloan Thornscrub 

On September 5, 2009, we departed the Garden Inn Hotel in El 
Paso at 8:00 a.m. and the first stop was the Mexican customs 
office. Our mode of transportation was a comfortable, very modern 
bus.  

Once we were approved for travel in Mexico, we passed through 
Ciudad Juarez with the first stop being in the Samalayuca Sand 
Dunes, Chihuahua, which was about 6 miles south of the road to 
the Samalayuca village on Highway 4 (see Plate 3). What a 
wonderful stop to see P. ambiguus growing in the sand. The plant 
habit and flower shape are both somewhat unusual for a 
penstemon.  Other plants of interest in this area, to name a few, 
include Amaranth acanthochiton, Palafoxia sphacelate, 
Heliotropium convolvulaceum, Chamaesyce geyeri and 
Reverchonia arenari, plus many others.  After lunch at a local 
restaurant, we headed for Cuauhtémoc for our overnight stay at the 
Tarahumara Inn. 
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Our second full day on the trip began at 8:00 a.m. with a botanical 
stop to see Penstemon stenophyllus in the grasslands area at km 
157 on Highway 16 about 10 miles southwest of La Junta (see 
Plate 4). This was a beautiful stop, not only to see P. stenophyllus 
but to enjoy the beautiful view of the grasslands. As with all the 
stops on this trip, there were many more plants to see than just 
Penstemon.  A few of these included Gomphrena nitida, Asclepias 
latifolia, Bidens pilosa, Tagetes lucida, Phaseolus maculates, and 
Boutelous hirsute. 

We then headed toward the main headquarters for the trip, the Best 
Western Lodge in Creel. We picked up box lunches there and 
headed for the site where we would see the most penstemon 
species at any one stop. This site was about 23 miles south of 
Creel. Here we viewed P. kunthii, P. minata, P. campanulatus, 
and P. fasciculatus.  Penstemon gentryi was also present but the 
general thought of our leaders was that P. gentryi is probably the 
same as P. campanulatus. In the late afternoon we arrived at Creel 
again, and were on our own for dinner and a walking tour of the 
town. 

The next morning, September 7, 2009, we departed for the Valley 
of the Monks. Our mode of transportation for this single trip was 
an old American school bus. The ride to the Valley of the Monks 
was exciting, having to cross a stream which was running full 
because of a substantial amount of rain the night before. Several 
people had to endure a few splashes of water from the leaky roof 
of the bus. Once at the Valley of the Monks, we found Penstemon 
barbatus, P. campanulatus, and P. miniata.  Again, the scenery 
was fantastic. This was also a site of the continental divide. Several 
orchids were in flower here plus many other interesting plants such 
as Arbatus, Cosmos linearifolius, Begonia gracilis, Agastache 
pringlei, Castilleja tenuiflora, Lupinus barberi, Geranium 
wislizenii and Potentilla thurberi. 
We then headed for Divisadero, a national park west of Creel, with 
lunch at a restaurant with a fantastic view of the start of the canyon 
area. Some members went for a hike on a long trail to the lip of 
one of the canyons and saw many species of plants including some 
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nice species of Salvia. We also had the opportunity to view and 
purchase pottery and cloth garments for sale here.  

That evening, we held our annual APS business meeting and were 
delighted to have a program entitled “Mexico and the Oaks of the 
Sierra Madre Occidental”, by Rich Spellenberg.  

On September 8 we were up bright and early for a trip to Casada 
de Basaseachi (Basaseachi Falls), which was a full day trip. This is 
a national park of Mexico and facilities at this park were much 
improved from the 2007 exploratory trip. It was a magnificent site 
and is the second highest waterfall in Mexico. Wikipedia lists its 
height as 1027 feet. Rich Spellenberg had collected many 
herbarium samples from this region in the past. The best view of 
the falls is on the other side of the valley opposite the falls. Several 
members hiked from one side of the canyon to the falls. It was a 
long hike, rainy, but very beautiful.  Some of the native plants 
found here that we are familiar within our U.S. landscapes include 
Ageratum, Artemisia, Cosmos, Dahlia, Ratibida, Solidago, 
Tagetes, Silene, Tradescantia, Ipomoea, Sedum, Salvia, Agastache, 
Allium, Heuchera and Verbena, to name a few. 

The next day, September 9, the trip participants divided into two 
groups. Twelve of the members headed to Casas Grandes for an 
overnight stay and then back to El Paso.  The remaining 25 people 
boarded the train for the scenic Copper Canyon train trip to El 
Fuerte, Sinola, Mexico. For those of you who have not taken this 
trip, it is a wonderful view of the Copper Canyon area. Some 
members spent the entire trip taking pictures mostly from the 
doorway of the train cars. We saw many types of plants as we went 
from almost 8000 feet down to 100 feet above sea level and passed 
through 82 tunnels. At the hotel we enjoyed a menu of sea food, 
including a choice of shrimp, lobster and/or sea bass. We didn’t 
have much time to look around in El Fuerte because the train left 
fairly early the next morning on the return trip to Creel. However, 
most people were up early on September 10 to view the city 
square, river and cactus landscapes. The train ride back to Creel 
was just as scenic on the return trip. 
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The next morning, September 11, the 25 members left Creel for 
Casas Grandes by bus. We skipped making a lot of plant stops so 
we would have more time at Paquimé. The 12 member group that 
went back to Casas Grandes two days before went on a slightly 
different route. Paquimé is a contemporary name given to a pre-
Columbian archaeological site which is regarded as one of the 
most significant archaeological areas in the northwestern region of 
Mexico. Casas Grandes is centered in a wide, fertile valley on the 
Rio Casas Grandes. We stayed at the Hotel Hacienda in Casas 
Grandes. 

The final day of the trip, September 12, started at a stop at Mata 
Ortiz for a pottery demonstration. Mata Ortiz has recently seen a 
revival of an ancient Mesoamerican pottery tradition.  Inspired by 
pottery from the ancient city of Paquimé, modern potters are 
producing work for national and international sale. This new 
artistic movement is due to the efforts of Juan Quezada, the self-
taught originator of modern Mata Ortiz pottery.  His extended 
family and neighbors continue the tradition. Mata Ortiz pots are 
hand built without the use of a potter’s wheel. Shaping, polishing 
and painting the clay is entirely done by hand, often with brushes 
made from children’s hair. All materials and tools originate from 
supplies that are readily available locally. The preferred fuel for 
the low temperature firing is grass-fed cow manure, split wood or 
bark (Wikipedia).  

After Mata Ortiz, our bus drove to Palomas, a border town, where 
we had lunch, crossed the border and returned to the Garden Inn 
Hotel in El Paso. The trip went well with no safety problems and 
only minor stomach problems, for the most part. Our bus driver, 
Emrido Vega, got us there and back, nearly 1600 miles by bus. As 
one participant said, “It was the trip of a lifetime for him”.  

 
  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pre-Columbian�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pre-Columbian�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fertile_soil�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Valley�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paquim%C3%A9�
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Juan_Quezada&action=edit&redlink=1�
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Trip Coordinating Committee 
 
General Chairman:  Dr. Dale Lindgren  
Registration Chairman:  Mr. Dan Schaaf  
Travel/Facilities Chairman:  Mr. Dave Bentzin.  Retired geologist, 

travel agent and treasurer for the American Penstemon Society, 
Denver, Colorado. 

President of the American Penstemon Society:  Mr. Bob McFarlane.  
Petroleum Engineer, Denver, Colorado. 

Botanical Guide:  Dr. Rich Spellenberg.  One of the botanical guides 
who is Professor Emeritus of Biological Sciences at New Mexico 
State University. Rich is a very well known, highly respected botanist 
and author. 

Botanical Guide:  Mr. Wynn Anderson.  Curator of the Chihuahua 
Desert Botanic Gardens at the University of Texas at El Paso. Wynn 
was one of our botanical guides.   

Phoebe McFarland:  Penstemon spotter and travel advisor. 
Rosalie Bentzin:  Travel advisor. 
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Population Recovery Progress with 
the Endangered Blowout Penstemon 

 
James Stubbendieck, Professor of Grassland Ecology 

University of Nebraska-Lincoln 
 
Blowout penstemon (Penstemon haydenii S. Watson) was 
common in the Nebraska Sandhills Prairie a century ago (Pool 
1914).  By 1940, this short-lived perennial was thought to be 
extinct.  The cause of this unprecedented decline is yet to be 
determined, but it is likely a combination of the drought of the 
1930s, an exotic pyralid moth, and reduced habitat (Stubbendieck 
et al. 1997).  Habitat is critical because blowout penstemon is a 
pioneer species growing only in sand in areas with active wind 
erosion – blowouts.  It usually grows with blowoutgrass 
(Redfieldia flexuosa), but it cannot compete with other plants.  
Pool (1914) described blowouts as “round or more commonly 
irregularly conical depressions of varying depth and diameter, 
formed by the blowing of the sand and the vegetation from certain 
areas on the upper slopes and crests of the hills and ridges.”  
Habitat decline occurred in the first half of the twentieth century 
with control of wildfires and application of improved range 
management techniques.  The species was greatly reduced, but not 
extinct.  It was rediscovered in 1968 (Sutherland 1988). 

The leaves of P. haydenii are glaucous, glabrous, and entire.  The 
basal leaves are linear while the bracts of the inflorescence are 
broadly ovate and clasping.  The inflorescences contain from 20 to 
70 blue to lavender or pink (rarely white) flowers from 1 to 1.5 
inches in length (see Plate 5).  Claude Barr (1983) described the 
species as “distinguished” and as the “most distinctive, intriguing, 
and beautiful penstemon species,” as well as “delightfully 
fragrant.”  The intense fragrance of the flowers has been described 
as being similar to lavender, baby powder, and white chocolate.  



 13 

My graduate students and I started research on the ecology and 
propagation of blowout penstemon in 1981 when fewer than 900 
plants were known.  We made seeds available through the 
American Penstemon Society Seed Exchange so that the experts 
could grow blowout penstemon.  While little was known about the 
species, we quickly determined that direct seeding was not 
successful, and we started to solve the initial problem of how to 
stimulate germination.  The first modern article on the species was 
published in No. 41-1 of the Bulletin of the American Penstemon 
Society (Stubbendieck et al. 1982).  The article reveals that little 
was known about the species.  Before that article was written, 
fewer than 600 words had been published about the species. 

Few plants, and the fact that all known plants were growing within 
a 50-mile radius (making them more vulnerable to disease, 
drought, and insects), made propagation a high priority. Blowout 
penstemon was placed on the Federal Endangered Species list in 
1987 (USFWS 1987), and a recovery plan was approved in 1992 
(Fritz, et al. 1992).  One of the negative aspects of endangered 
species listing was that seed could no longer be included in the 
APS Seed Exchange.  The recovery plan calls for an increase in the 
numbers of plants with an initial objective of reclassification from 
Endangered to Threatened: “This reclassification will be 
considered when a minimum of 10,000 individuals in at least 5 
stable populations have the minimum level of protection that will 
ensure their continued existence” (Fritz et al. 1992).  To meet his 
objective, we developed techniques to grow blowout penstemon 
seedlings in the greenhouse and to transplant them in suitable 
habitat, simultaneously increasing plant numbers and restoring the 
species to its original range (Stubbendieck et al. 1993). 

The seed coat is relatively thick, protecting the seeds as they are 
moved by the wind along the surface of the sand, buried, exposed, 
and moved again.  I believe that the thick seed coat is an important 
adaptation to the sandy habitat, allowing seeds to be buried and 
uncovered years later to germinate and perpetuate the species.  
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About 25% of the seeds we collected 27 years ago remain viable.  
Unfortunately, thick seed coats inhibit germination.  Soaking seeds 
in concentrated sulfuric acid for 20 minutes, followed by washing 
with flowing water for 15 minutes, removed enough of the thick 
seed coat to allow germination.  Washing removed a water-soluble 
germination inhibitor resulting in about 85% germination.  Treated 
seeds were planted in 1.5- by 7-inch Ray Leach Containers® filled 
with pasteurized sand.  Sterile greenhouse conditions are necessary 
because the young seedlings are susceptible to dampening-off and 
other diseases.  Some of the disease organisms are within the seed 
coat and reduction of the seed coat with sulfuric acid does not 
eliminate all of the disease organisms.  Seedlings are grown in the 
greenhouse from November to May.  Weekly fertilization helps to 
promote root growth so that the roots reach the bottom of the 
Containers® by the time they are transplanted.  Excessive top 
growth is occasionally pinched back to about 3 inches causing new 
shoots to develop from axillary buds. 

In May when the threat of frost has passed, the seedlings are 
transported to the Sandhills and planted in suitable habitat.  
Suitable is defined as an area of active wind erosion.  Colonies of 
blowoutgrass in the largest and most active blowouts are the best 
transplant sites (Stubbendieck et al. 1997).  Survival one year 
following transplanting in blowouts with active wind erosion 
averages about 40%.  Many of the plants we grew for one federal 
agency were transplanted in any area of open sand, regardless of 
size.  Even though there was no competition from other plants, 
there was little wind erosion and transplants failed to survive. 

Declines in several populations of blowout penstemon were 
documented in the 1990s.  More precipitation fell in these years 
than usual, but the blowout penstemon plants were not subjected to 
increased competition.  Plants weakened, and many died after two 
or three years for no apparent reason.  When visiting a blowout to 
collect data four months after several hundred seedlings were 
transplanted into it, I observed that seedlings transplanted in areas 
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with the most active erosion were about four times as tall and had 
more vegetative shoots than plants growing in areas protected from 
erosion.  I began to wonder if these plants responded positively to 
sandblasting.  If so, it would help to explain why some populations 
declined during wet years because wet sand is not blown by the 
wind.  We designed a highly controlled greenhouse experiment 
that subjected some plants to air movement from fans and others to 
weekly sandblasting applied with a commercial compressed air 
sandblaster.  Blowout penstemon plants demonstrated a positive 
response to touch (thigmomorphogenesis).  Sandblasted plants 
grew better than those exposed to wind alone, and the combination 
of wind and sandblasting further stimulated growth (Stubbendieck 
et al. 2009).  We theorize that the decline in the 1990s was at least 
partially caused by the lack of touch. 

 

Map:  Native and introduced populations of blowout penstemon in 
Nebraska. 

Blowout penstemon has been successfully established at 22 
locations in much of its former range (See map above), but 
transplanting alone is not a viable approach to significantly 
increasing populations.  Instead, mature plants originating from 
transplants must flower and produce seeds.  The seeds must enter 
the seedbank and germinate during years when the sand remains 
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relatively damp for two to three weeks in April and May.  These 
plants must establish to continue the cycle.  An example of this 
dynamic is that in 1992, we transplanted 600 seedlings into a 
single blowout.  First year survival was about 69%, and about 414 
plants were alive in 1993.  The number dropped to 219 in 1994, 
but some of the plants flowered and seeds were added to the 
seedbank (Stubbendieck 2008).  By 1998, the blowout contained 
2,777 plants (see Plate 6), and in 2008 the blowout contained 4,816 
plants, which is about the capacity of the blowout.  That is a lot of 
plants in a single blowout when it is compared to the total of 900 
known only 17 years before.  Table 1 presents the blowout 
penstemon numbers in Nebraska for the past 20 years.  Plants in 
Nebraska now exceed 24,000, and most of the increase has come 
from seedbanks initially created by transplants.  A few new 
populations of blowout penstemon plants have been discovered in 
the Nebraska Sandhills and nearly all the habitat has been 
surveyed.  Heidel (personal communication) reported 19,343 
plants in Wyoming in 2005, and much of the potential habitat 
remains to be evaluated in that state. 

Table 1.  Annual Change in blowout penstemon populations in 
Nebraska, 1990 to 2009. 
 
 Year Total Population 
 
 1990 2,788 
 1991 2,612 
 1992 2,436 
 1993 2,375 
 1994 2,531 
 
 1995 2,878 
 1996 3,008 
 1997 3,549 
 1998 7,543 
 1999 9,278 



 17 

 
 2000 8,569 
 2001 10,841 
 2002 9,539 
 2003 11,351 
 2004 10,632 
 
 2005 14,280 
 2006 19,295 
 2007 22,905 
 2008 23,876 
 2009 24,147 
 
Although blowout penstemon has been on the Endangered Species 
List since 1987, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) 
called for information for its first five-year review of the species in 
2008.  At the time of this writing (December 2009), the report has 
not been finalized, but I have seen a draft of the report.  The 
USFWS authors of the report are not botanists and have never 
visited a natural or introduced population nor have they ever seen a 
blowout penstemon plant.  Plant numbers in comparison to 
requirements outlined in the official recovery plan are largely 
dismissed.  Based on analyses by too many individuals with an 
agenda and unsubstantiated opinions, it is apparent that personnel 
with the USFWS are not interested in reclassification of blowout 
penstemon to Threatened.  This is unfortunate.  Would a species 
with 40,000 plants with a positive population growth spread across 
a wide geographic area be placed on the Endangered Species List 
today?  Likely not.   

We provided an update of blowout penstemon in No. 56-1 of the 
Bulletin of the American Penstemon Society Bulletin and discussed 
reclassification and eventual delisting of the species (Stubbendieck 
et al. 1996).  In spite of efforts by many, neither has been achieved.  
I will conclude with the same two sentences that I used to end the 
1996 article.  “One day, members of the American Penstemon 
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Society may be able to, once again, obtain seeds through the Seed 
Exchange.  Everyone should have the opportunity to see and smell 
the beautiful, fragrant flowers of blowout penstemon.”   
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Penstemon Growth in the Desert of 
the Pacific Northwest 
Dave Nelson, Richland, Washington 

The geographical location of the Lower Columbia Basin of 
Washington does suggest that it could be a great place to raise 
various natives such as penstemon.  Unfortunately, this area has an 
elevation of 300-500 feet with annual rainfall of less than 8 inches.  
It is typified by hot summers, but the saving grace is the 
availability of irrigation water from one of three major rivers.  We 
love to infer that Richland is centrally isolated among the sage 
brush and rabbit brush. 

In spite of severe climatic conditions, with some experimentation, 
various penstemon species can be prodded into behaving as if they 
were in Denver, Colorado.  We also have native species, including 
P. acuminatus in the dryer areas, while along the rivers and in the 
hills, one can find P. erianthrus, P. gairdneri, P. glandulosus, P. 
richardsonii, and P. speciosus.  Although I have grown several of 
these local natives, my real success has been with P. speciosus.  It 
has beautiful, light-blue blossoms and survives in several eco-
systems within my yard.  The eco-systems include dry with 
minimal water, standard watering (moderate since it is under 
microsprayer irrigation), eastern sun with afternoon shadow, and 
full sun until 6 pm.   

Since we are on a hill above the Columbia and Yakima rivers, our 
yard consists of heavy gravel and sand left over from the 
Missoulian floods.  This base material is covered with loess, a very 
fine clay-like material and is amended with tremendous amounts of 
compost.  To ensure good drainage, a gritty sand was mixed into 
the top 6 inches of soil.  We obtained this material by sweeping 
part of our street after the sanding trucks passed and the ice 
thawed.  Luckily, our city does not use calcium chloride on local 
city streets. 
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My principal gardening efforts have been directed toward 
establishing a subalpine environment in the desert.  With some 
success (and lots of failures) I have managed to grow several 
penstemon species in this yard that, in reality, should not survive.  
P. ovatus is certainly one which has been most difficult.  It has 
survived 3-5 years, with coaxing, in an eastern exposure with 
plenty of lawn irrigation overspray.  Its natural place of origin is 
moderate elevation meadows on the wet side of the Cascade 
Mountains.  On the other hand, P. serrulatus is found at an 
elevation of 3,000-5,000 feet in Rainier National Park.  However, I 
find that it does reasonably well in full sun with some hand 
watering.  One thing that I like about these two plants is that they 
survive in our strange winters and can be easily grown from seed. 

In addition to P. speciosus another species that really thrives in my 
yard is P. strictus.  Obviously, P. strictus probably gets an 
“everyone grows that” rating.  These two penstemon species are 
important beyond first appearance because they have proven to be 
the best hosts in my experiments with hemiparasitic paintbrush 
(D.A. Nelson, Native Plant Journal, 6, 254-262, 2005).  The best 
combinations with host P. strictus were Castilleja integra, C. 
linariifolia, C. sulphurea and C. indivisa.  This is illustrated in 
Plate 7 where P. strictus is host to both C. integra (red) and C. 
haydenii (violet).  It should be noted that both plants may bloom at 
the same time. Plate 8 shows success with P. ovatus hosting C. 
integra.  If the correct conditions are provided, varying host-
hemiparasite combinations can be achieved. 

Every spring I have lots of P. strictus to give away or contribute to 
Master Gardeners due to my attempts to grow more paintbrush.   I 
generally save space for P. speciosus due to its light blue flowers, 
but my yard has a bluish-purple cast from all the excess P. strictus.  
Interestingly, I appear to be getting pink hybrids due to P. strictus’ 
exposure to other penstemons in the yard.  Three hybrid plants 
came up in a sand mixture between the slate in a patio.  These 
hybrids are downright xeric, and will be subject to more 
observation. 
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Both P. attenuatus and P. albertinus survive well with an eastern 
exposure and sufficient moisture.  I have had some success with P. 
nitidus in a dry, sun drenched area, but it likes to disappear after a 
couple of years.  P. procerus var. tolmiei appears to not enjoy the 
moist eastern exposure where I tuck such mountain lovers.  I have 
tried it in a number of ecosystems, but two years is its survival 
limit in our climate. 

Although, few folks expound on the eastern P. hirsutus, its 
pink/white blossoms love my yard as long as there is a bit of water.  
It has also shown up in a gravel path that gets hardly any water.  It 
does appear to be surprisingly xeric, and has lasted over 5 years in 
select areas.  The southwestern P. eatonii has provided my xeric 
areas with a needed spring red bloom.  It is easily grown from seed 
and holds its own for 3-5 years.  I wish I had similar success with 
P. petiolatus.  Its flowers are the brightest pink I have seen. It 
requires exposure to basic (probably pH 8 or above) calcareous soil 
(limestone) and heat.  It should get all that here since the top of my 
yard is pure caliche (a basic, calcium-loaded clay).  It lasted 4 
years then disappeared.  I assume that was due to the soil 
amendments that I have added to that area.  I keep trying to grow 
it, but it usually doesn’t make it past the first year.  Obviously, 
more experimentation is required. 

Finally, the bush and mat-forming penstemons are unusually 
difficult for me, but still worth the effort.  I have had good luck 
with growing P. cardwellii (purple blossoms) in a full sun, moist 
area.  It has lasted three years and still looks good; however, it took 
the third year to flower.  P. rupicola (deep pink blossoms) has 
been a hit or miss proposition in several ecosystems.  It lasted 4 
years in a full sun, dry environment, but then faded away.  
Attempts to grow it in moist areas have also been unsuccessful.  I 
have seen it on White Pass and within Rainier National Park, so I 
shall not give up.  P. fruticosus, another eastern Washington plant, 
has survived quite well in the dryer areas of my yard with some 
afternoon water.  However, I have had enough trouble getting 
seeds of that species to germinate that I tend to buy the plants in 
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Portland so I can consistently enjoy its blooms.   

Lastly, I want to thank Robert Nold and Dee Strickler for their 
enthusiasm (evident in APS and their respective books) which 
pushed me into adding penstemon to my list of “absolutely 
needed” plants in my garden.  I figure if these two authors can 
grow most of the western penstemons in the Denver, Colorado and 
Columbia Falls, Montana regions, I too might have a chance with 
some of the more interesting penstemons.  However, the climate 
differences between the 300 foot elevation here and 5200 feet in 
Denver or 3000 feet in Columbia Falls certainly must have an 
impact on the viability of a number of species.  Moreover, I 
suspect a major contributor is their experience with growing the 
less climate-flexible penstemon. 
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Plate 1: Flowering stem of Penstemon albomarginatus, a rare species from 
Section Penstemon found in the sandy soils and desert brush ecosystems of 
southeastern California, southern Nevada, and western Arizona (photograph 
contributed by James M. Andre). 
 

 
Plate 2: Closeup of Penstemon albomarginatus flower, a rare species from 
Section Penstemon found in the sandy soils and desert brush ecosystems of 
southeastern California, southern Nevada, and western Arizona (photograph 
contributed by Lara Hartley).  
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Plate 3: APS members and friends participating in the 2009 annual meeting in 
northern Mexico. Botanizing in Samalayuca Sand Dunes in Chihuahua. 
 

 
Plate 4: APS members and friends participating in the 2009 annual meeting in 
northern Mexico. Botanizing in the grasslands west of La Junta, Chihuahua. 
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Plate 5: Blowout penstemon, Penstemon haydenii in flower. Photograph was 
taken in the Sandhills of northwestern Nebraska by Art Steubendieck. 
 

 
Plate 6: Blowout penstemon, Penstemon haydenii restored in a portion of a 
blowout six years after transplanting. Photograph was taken in the Sandhills of 
northwestern Nebraska by Art Steubendieck. 
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Plate 7:  Penstemon strictus hosting both Castilleja integra and C. haydenii in 
the garden of Dave Nelson, located in Richland, Washington 
 

 
Plate 8:  Penstemon ovatus acting as host to the hemiparasitic Castilleja integra 
in the garden of Dave Nelson, located in Richland, Washington. 
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Plate 9.  Penstemon used by Sybilla Zajdel, Polish enthusiast and lover of 
penstemons, in phytomedicinal research at the Medical University of Lublin, 
Poland. The plant was grown at the Medicinal Plant Garden, part of the 
Department of Pharmacognosy, Medicinal Plant Unit. 
 

 
Plate 10.  APS photo contest. First place winner in the “Penstemons in a Natural 
Setting” category. This picture of Penstemon hallii was taken by Loraine Yeatts 
in July, 2009 at about 12000 feet, Pikes Peak, Colorado growing in rock crevices 
with Telesonix jamesii.  
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Plate 11.  APS photo contest. Second place winner in the “Penstemons in a 
Natural Setting” category. This picture of Penstemon acualis was taken by 
Mike Kintgen in June 2009 near Manila, Utah near the Wyoming border. 
 

 
Plate 12.  APS photo contest. First place winner in the “Penstemons in a Garden 
Setting” category. This picture of Penstemon procerus var. tolmiei was taken 
by Eric Gouda at the Utrecht University Botanic Garden in the Netherlands (in a 
trough).  
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Plate 13.  APS photo contest. Second place winner in the “Penstemons in a 
Garden Setting” category. This picture of Penstemon pinifolius was taken June, 
2008 by Stephen Love in his garden located at Aberdeen, Idaho. 
 

 
Plate 14.  APS photo contest. Third place winner in the “Penstemons in a 
Garden Setting” category. This picture of Penstemon yampaensis grown from 
wild collected seed, was taken by Jim Hatchett, spring 2009, in his rock garden 
in Eagle, Idaho.  
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Plate 15.  APS photo contest. Second place winner in the “Penstemaniacs at an 
Annual Meeting” category. This picture of Patrick Alexander photographing 
Penstemon miniata was taken by Loraine Yeatts during the 2009 APS trip, 
Chihuahua, Mexico south of Creel. 
 

 
Plate 16.  APS photo contest. Third place winner in the “Penstemaniacs at an 
Annual Meeting” category. This picture of Larry Owns photographing 
Penstemon serrulatus was taken by Ginny Maffitt on the Washington side of 
the Columbia Gorge during a 2009 adjunct APS tour. 
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APS Member Survey: How Easy Is It 
To Germinate Penstemon Seed? 

Barbara Lewis, Denver, Colorado 
Twenty APS members responded to a survey asking them to rate 
the relative ease of germinating 203 species of penstemons.  This 
response rate represents 13.7% of the membership and almost 50% 
of those ordering seeds from the APS Seed Exchange in 2008.   

Respondents made a total of 1,478 ratings.  All 203 species on the 
list received at least one rating.  Over half the species were rated as 
“Easy to Germinate” (Chart 1). 

Chart 1.  Distribution of ratings across all species 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Easy n = 697 
Moderate n = 476 
Difficult n = 304 
Total n = 1478 

 
Many species were rated infrequently. To strengthen the reliability 
before performing additional analyses I eliminated data of species 
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receiving less than five ratings, thus retaining 69% of the species 
initially listed on the survey.  This data was sorted into the three 
“Ease of Germination” categories (Chart 2).   

Chart 2.  Ease of germination 
67  species (57%) rated Easy 
33  species (28%) rated Moderate  
18  species (15%) rated Difficult  
118 total species rated > 5 times 

Species were placed in the category in which 50% or more of the 
survey participants placed them. 

The next step was to extend the information in Chart 2 by 
individually listing the species within “Ease of Germination” 
categories. Perception of germinability was graduated by dividing 
species into 5 categories based on the percentage of respondents 
that rated each species as being within the specified “Ease of 
Germination” category (Chart 3). In other words, some effort was 
made to distinguish between species within each of the three major 
“Ease of Germination” categories. 

Chart 3. Species receiving ratings of EASY 50-100% of the 
time. 

Percent Ranked 
Easy to Germinate 

 
Name of Species 

90-100% of the time digitalis, serrulatus 
80-89% of the time barbatus, deustus, euglaucus, fendleri, 

heterophyllus, hidalgensis, neotericus, 
ovatus, strictus 

70-79% of the time albertinus, cinicola,  eatonii, hirsutus, 
palmerii, pinifolius, smallii, subglaber, 
venustus, virgatus, 

60-69% of the time canescens, confertus, grandiflorus, kunthii, 
laxus, lyallii, oliganthus, paysoniorum, 
pratensis, pruinosus, richardsonii, 
scariosus, watsonii,  

50-59% of the time acuminatus, auriberbis, barrettiae, 
brandegeei, breviculus, cardwellii, 
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carnosus, clutei, cobaea, comarrhenus, 
davidsonii, glaber, globosus, hallii, havardii, 
leiophyllus, floridus, fruticosus, griffinii, 
laricifolius,   neomexicanus, newberryi, 
procerus, , pseudospectabilis, rostriflorus, 
rydbergii, secundiflorus, tenuis, teucrioides, 
tubaeflorus, virens, whippleanus, wilcoxii 

Chart 4.  Species receiving ratings of MODERATE 50-100% of 
the time. 

Percent Ranked 
Moderately Hard 

to Germinate 

 
 

Name of Species 
90-100% none 
80-89% lentus 
70-79% linarioides 
60-69% arkansas, jamesii, labrosus, nitidus, 

parvulus, roezlii, superbus,  
50-59% acuminatus, alamosensis, arenicola, 

azureus, brandegeei, centranthifolius, 
crandallii, cyaneus, cyananthus, 
cyanocaulis, fremontii, grinnellii, hallii, 
harbouri, havardii, ophianthus, payettensis, 
purpusii, rubicundus, tenuis, thurberi, 
tubaeflorus, uintahensis,  virens   

Chart 5. Species receiving ratings of DIFFICULT 50-100% of 
the time. 

Percent Ranked 
Difficult to Germinate 

 
Name of Species 

90-100% none 
80-89% caesius, debilis, duchesnensis 
70-79% baccharifolius 
60-69% anguineus,  patens, saxosorum, utahensis, 
50-59% pennellianus, leonardii,  rupicola, thurberi, 

janishiae, petiolatus, gairdneri, abietinus, 
heterodoxus, murrayanus 
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The data presented in Charts 4-6 give rise to two questions. 

1.  Are those seeds most frequently offered for sale 
(“Popular”) the same as the species rated as “Easy”? 
2. Are the penstemon species most frequently rated as 
“Easy” to germinate also those most frequently offered for 
sale (“Popular”)? 

These questions were answered using data from this survey 
combined with a survey report in last year’s APS Bulletin. The 
evaluation is presented in Chart 6. Among the “Popular” species, 
65% were “Easy” to germinate, a value only slightly higher than 
for the entire group of rated species. For the inverse situation, of 
those species ranked “Easy”, only 24% were among the group 
considered “Popular”. 

Chart 6.  
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The following species were rated as “Easy” to germinate, but did 
not appear on the “Popular” list: 

albertinus, brandegei, breviculus, canescens, cinicola, confertus, 
fendleri, floridus, griffinii, hallii, havardii, hidalgensis,  
laricifolius, laxus, lyallii, leiophyllus, neomexicanus,  neotericus, 
oliganthus, paysoniorum, pratensis, pruinosus, scariosus, 
watsonii 
A point could be made that there is little relationship between 
species purchased (desired) and those that are easy to germinate. 
On the other hand, better success will be had with species that 
germinate well and perhaps we need to increase the availability of 
the seeds of these less popular, easy to germinate species. 

Major Findings and Discussion 
1.  Only a small proportion of species with commonly 
available seed was rated in the survey often enough to 
allow confident evaluation. Thus it appears that we have a 
limited understanding of the ease of germination for most 
species. 

Why? 

(a) Not many people have access to a wide variety 
of seeds. 
(b) The reputation of species as being difficult may 
discourage members from trying to germinate them. 
(c) The pool of gardeners germinating seed is too 
small to generate sufficient data. 

2.  Most of the “Popular” species are “Easy” to germinate, 
but most of the “Easy” species are not “Popular”.  This 
suggests that there is a wealth of seeds that are easy to 
germinate, but for which germination is not often 
attempted. Further, while we can argue that ease of 
germination is one reason penstemon seeds are offered for 
sale, there are additional and unidentified causal factors at 
work. 
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Why? 

(a) People are not aware of the ease of germinating 
these species.  
(b) The seeds are not offered frequently enough. 

Recommendations 

• Increase the availability of seeds in the Seed Exchange that 
are easy to germinate yet infrequently offered. 

• Encourage seedsmen to offer penstemon seeds that are easy 
to germinate yet infrequently offered. 

• Sponsor carefully designed follow-up seed studies to 
broaden our understanding of germination characteristics of 
penstemon species, especially those not successfully 
evaluated in this survey.   

In closing I would like to extend my deepest appreciation to the 
twenty raters who gave of their time and shared their expertise. 

*This article is a summary of the complete report posted as a Blog 
on www.apsdev.org which includes detailed data, additional charts 
and a discussion of the limitations of the study. 

 

http://www.apsdev.org/�
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From a Garden to a Test-Tube 
Sybilla Zajdel 

Polish enthusiast and lover of penstemons 

I`m a 25-year-old PhD student at the Medical University of Lublin, 
Poland. I do phytochemical research on selected Penstemon 
species at the Department of Pharmacognosy, Medicinal Plant Unit 
and Medicinal Plant Garden, headed by prof. Kazimierz Głowniak, 
Some readers may wonder why a person from a far country, who is 
not a specialist of penstemon cultivation or even an ordinary 
gardener, writes to the Bulletin of American Penstemon Society. 
Well, the answer, I hope, may be quite interesting.  

The beginning of my “adventure” with penstemons was in 2007, 
when I was a pharmacy student participating in phytochemical 
research of the Chemotaxonomical and Phytochemical Student`s 
Scientific Circle at the Pharmacognosy Department. The Circle, 
headed by Pharm.D. Michał Hajnos, was focused on isolation and 
identification of active compounds from plants, especially from the 
Scrophulariaceae family which contain iridoids. Dr Hajnos 
suggested I investigate penstemons, as there are publications 
showing they contain iridoid compounds and other studies that 
suggest they have medicinal properties. However, these plants are 
not studied conclusively, especially because there are so many 
species “not touched” by science. So we have a lot to do to 
understand penstemon`s chemical composition and to find 
important or even crucial compounds which could become 
beneficial drugs.  

The first penstemons I had contact with grew from seeds obtained 
from a Seed Exchange Program established among some European 
countries and were cultivated in the Medicinal Plant Garden of the 
Pharmacognosy Department by a specialist of horticulture, M.Sc., 
Eng. Stanisław Kwiatkowski. I analyzed them using many 
techniques, eg. several types of chromatography, 
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spectrophotometry etc., and the presence of some essencial active 
compounds was confirmed. Data collected during this research was 
published in my master`s thesis. As I wrote my thesis, I made 
extensive use of the APS website which provided me very detailed 
descriptions, pictures, and other essential data about each species. I 
emphasize I was at the time preparing the theoretical part of my 
master`s thesis.  But, as I learned more and more about 
penstemons, the moment came when I turned into an enthusiast of 
these wonderful plants. They appeared to me not only as very 
interesting objects of phytochemical investigations, but also as 
very comely plants with fascinating physiology and general “life 
story”. Through every step I took towards getting more knowledge 
about penstemons, I became more and more fascinated by them.  

Here, in Poland, penstemons are not popular and there are few 
people who know them. There are, of course, some gardeners who 
include them in their collections and who cultivate some varieties 
and sell them as decorative plants. But if you ask anybody on the 
street what a penstemon is, they will likely look at you with googly 
eyes. This was the response I commonly received when friends 
asked about the topic of my studies and I answered: “penstemons”.  

It was really fascinating to discover the origin of the name 
“penstemon”, to find out how many species, varieties and hybrids 
exist, and to be amazed by the many forms, shapes and colours 
they have… Very surprising for me was that they are endemic to 
the North America. But the most incredible and amazing thing was 
that some penstemons may be pollinated by hummingbirds and 
their flowers are sometimes “designed” specially to be suitable for 
the beaks of these lovely little birds.  

But there was also a second aspect of my fascination for 
penstemons, That being the numerous uses they have as herbal 
remedies. When I found a book about herbs used in ethnomedicine 
by Native Americans and there were many penstemons described, I 
was really very happy, and I felt even more inspired to treat 
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penstemons as potential new sources of medicines. This was true 
even though some applications described in the book were funny 
and more magic than rational.  

After my master`s exam, I continued my research in Greece, at the 
National and Kapodistrian University of Athens, Dept. of 
Pharmacy, Lab of Pharmacognosy and Chemistry of Natural 
Products. Under the care and direction of Assoc. Prof. Dr Ioanna 
Chinou I continued my work to isolate and determine the chemical 
structures of potentially useful compounds. Results of my studies 
will be published soon in professional phytochemical magazines. 
Recently, in October 2009, I began my doctoral studies with a 
desire to take the next step in my research. Now my purpose is to 
not only find and identify active compounds of some chosen 
penstemons, but I also intend to check their biological activity. 
This may finally allow me to determine if these compounds could 
be used in medicine.  

To fulfill this objective, I needed to obtain new plant material. But 
this time I wanted material grown where the climate or other 
factors, would not have an unknown influence on chemical 
composition of the plant. I needed material grown in the native 
climate of the western USA rather than in Poland. I also needed to 
confirm the identity of the species I wanted to investigate and 
make sure they are not hybrids. So I started searching for a person, 
who would be so kind as to help me in obtaining whole plants - not 
seeds - grown in their natural, endemic environment.  

After sending several e-mails to botanical or private gardens and 
penstemon enthusiasts throughout the United States, I finally found 
one person who was ready to help me and that person was Mr. 
James Swayne from Walla Walla, Washington, a member of APS. 
Mr. Swayne was so kind that he collected and dried samples of 
four penstemon species (in amounts sufficient for my research - 
about 500 grams from each specimen). He not only collected the 
samples, but sent them to me at his own expense, shared with me 
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large amounts of information (addresses, articles, advice), and very 
patiently answered all my questions. Finally, he suggested that I 
tell the story of my penstemon research work to other APS 
members. He suggested I write to Mr. Stephen Love, who 
enthusiastically encouraged me to write an article for the APS 
Bulletin. Taking advantage the opportunity, I would like to thank 
these two people who helped me much more than I could ever ask 
for. I am deeply honoured that I have the opportunity to tell my 
story to foreign readers, but not just ordinary readers, but a special 
group of people, who do their best to extend knowledge, to protect 
and to promote such wonderful and noteworthy plants as 
penstemons. 

At present, my preliminary tests with the penstemons from Mr. 
Swayne`s collection show satisfying and promising results, 
especially with regard to iridoids content. I will conduct further 
analyses soon in Athens and I hope the results will show that 
penstemons are not only gorgeous, beautiful plants, but also have 
great therapeutic value. I also hope to see them, especially my 
favourite one, P. palmeri, in their natural environment and it 
would be perfect if I could be lucky enough to see them with 
hummingbirds flying around and pollinating them. I have never 
been to the USA, but if I had the opportunity, the first and the most 
important point of my trip wouldn`t be the Statue of Liberty or 
Hollywood, but a common hill or meadow with wild penstemons. 
Until that moment I will enjoy my miniature hybrid of Penstemon 
barbatus, which I have at home, and other penstemons in the 
garden of  the Pharmacognosy Department (see an example in 
Plate 9). 

Thank you very much for your attention and hospitality.  

Best wishes for the New Year for all APS Members. 

 



42    Bulletin of the American Penstemon Society Vol. 68 

Growing Penstemons in Two Quite 
Different Gardens 

Ingemar Bjork 
Huddinge, Sweden 

Until 2003 I had two gardens, one at our house in Huddinge (south 
of Stockholm) and one on Utö (archipelago), where my wife and I 
have a summer house (cabin). The conditions for the two gardens 
were very different.  

The Hummock Garden in Huddinge 

My very small and sunny (hot) sunken garden planted to ordinary 
lawn, was in 1990 converted to an informal “alpine garden”. The 
work was straightforward, completed by shovelling away the lawn 
turf, thus uncovering the stiff clay subsoil. Converting the clay to a 
fertile soil was considered a huge task. So, instead, fifteen inch 
high drainage hummocks of grit, gravel and boulders were laid 
directly upon the clay surface. A year after planting, when the 
roots of the plants were supposed to have reached the clay, no 
further watering was considered necessary. 

Penstemon caespitosus var. perbrevis: The seeds were sown early 
in 1998, and from then on I found cultivation on a hummock to be 
very easy with a rapid increase in plant size and profuse flowering. 
When we left the house in 2003 the plant appeared to be long-
lived. The only drawback was that it should have been much more 
impressive in a trough. I never irrigated this plant. The sunny, hot 
and well drained position seemed to fully meet the requirements 
demanded by this particular Penstemon species. 

Other plants: Very soon I realized that most of the “alpine plants” 
in my hot garden needed extra irrigation. A few sprinklers were 
turned on half an hour twice a day to provide most of the area with 
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additional water. One side-effect was the ability to grow Asiatic 
Primulas for the first time in my garden. 

The Scree (Moraine) Bed in Huddinge 

This was basically an eight inch thick bed of 2 to 4 mm grit on a 
slightly sloping bare rock ledge. At the upper end, and directly 
upon the rock surface, a dozen drip nozzles were positioned, each 
delivering half a gallon per hour. The irrigation system was found 
to be necessary to spare me the trouble of manual watering every 
day. During the growing season the irrigation was automatically 
put on for half an hour every morning and evening. During 
prolonged dry spells the length of the irrigation periods were 
increased. Several mountain species, such as Androsace carnea, 
Douglasia laevigata, Douglasia montana and Papaver alpinus 
appreciated the scree very much. So did the following four 
Penstemon species: 

Penstemon davidsonii var. menziesii ‘Microphyllus’: This species 
was probably sown early 1995 and planted out 1997 in a sunny 
situation between narrow vertical slabs (crevice gardening) on the 
scree. The plant in a very short time proved fully adapted to the 
site by filling the available space between and outside the slabs and 
by the flowering well. 

Penstemon, redflowering hybrid (similar to P. rupicola): Planted 
out 1997 in a similar site as above but between pieces of rocks 
instead of vertical slabs. This hybrid showed the acceptance of the 
site as shown by good growth and good bloom. 

Penstemon newberryi ssp. newberryi and P. newberryi ssp. 
Sonomensis: Two plants were planted out in 1997 in a half-shady 
narrow cleft adjacent to and about five inches above the scree 
surface. The roots of the plants had full access to the moisture in 
the bottom of the scree. Both plants showed very good growth and 
prolific bloom. 
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Conclusions 

In my opinion the scree with a buried drip watering system is a 
near-optimum way to grow the woody mountain Penstemon 
species. Unfortunately I had to leave the garden too soon to judge 
the useful life of those Pents that in 2003 appeared indestructible. 

The Natural Garden in Utö 

Our plot is a one acre south slope, the main part being bare rocks 
(granite and primary, hard limestone). Smaller areas where more 
dirt has accumulated form deciduous woodland and coniferous 
semi woodland areas.  

Bare Rock Area in Utö 

My “alpine gardening” activities in Utö started in 1982 with 
attempts to cultivate mountain plants on the southern slope - on 
bare rocks and in full sun. I realised, that I first had to find a way to 
increase the moisture-holding capacity of the soil.  My first attempt 
was to put extra peat in the soil mixture. That was my biggest 
mistake ever. In a very short time about a hundred of my plants 
had withered away.  

When preparing a wide crevice intended for cultivating “alpines”, I 
found the excavated soil to be essentially sharp edged stone chips 
mixed with a minor part of well rotten black humus – similar to 
recommended scree mixtures. Just a few inches below the surface, 
the soil was still moist after a prolonged dry period. I had 
unexpectedly got the message – use sharp stone chips instead of 
peat in future soil mixes.    

Since then, I have created a couple of screes or hummocks in this 
area by using scree mixtures without any trace of peat. From the 
start, my intention was to cultivate ordinary “alpines“. To stimulate 
flowering of my plants I watered the screes thoroughly once a 
week.   
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Penstemon fruticosus ssp serrulatus ‘Holly’: Probably sown early 
1995 and planted out in a scree in 1997. The well-watered plant 
flowered beautifully the next year and during a couple of 
subsequent years.  

Due to other priorities, gardening in this area was shamefully 
neglected during a ten year long period. In 2005, when I started to 
refurbish the area, I investigated the remaining plants. Most of the 
“alpines” were gone, but the situation wasn´t too bad. I still had a 
few twenty-five year old conifers that were much more impressive 
than the “buns” originally planted. Also remaining were Alyssum 
spinosum, Globularia pseudonana, Armeria juniperifolia 
(probably selfseeded) and a lot of Opuntias. All of those plants, 
together with later introductions such as Vella spinosa, Alyssum 
pulvinare, Euphorbia myrsinites, Paronychia argentea, Eriogonum 
ovalifolium and Erigeron species will be the mainstay of the 
garden in the future. Erigeron compositus, just five cm tall is a 
particularly nice weed in the garden. It seeds itself in the sunniest 
and driest places where nothing else will grow. 

At the moment I have come to the conclusion that due to my own 
summer water consumption restrictions this desert-like area should 
be planted with just Xerophytes. My biggest challenge so far is the 
much increased amounts of late fall rains.  

The Primary Limestone Ridge in Utö 

Since about two years ago, our new growing area is a primary 
limestone ridge, that also is our natural footpath through the semi 
woodland area. On the half shady western steep slope Saxifragas 
(also Kabschias and Englerias) are working hard to find their final 
positions. I have noticed that several of them are expanding on just 
one side in order to drape nearby stones and are giving ground on 
their opposite side. In that way they are actually moving sideways. 
Another plant that has enthusiastically accepted the slope is 
Primula marginata. This area is the most rewarding of my natural 
garden.  



46    Bulletin of the American Penstemon Society Vol. 68 

I earlier tried to introduce woody mountain Penstemons on the 
slope but failed, probably due to its somewhat shady position. A 
more promising place should be the top of the ridge, which is 
fractured both vertically and horizontally. Perhaps it could be the 
much wanted substitute for my former successful moraine bed in 
Huddinge. Two questions, however, remain to be answered. Is the 
area sunny enough and do I need to install drip irrigation?  

One to two years ago I planted Penstemon fruticosus ‘Albus’, P. 
davidsonii var. menziesii, and P. newberryi on the ridge. More 
recently I also planted P. rupicola. All plants are growing well, but 
they have so far flowered only sparingly or not at all (P. 
davidsonii). They probably need the irrigation system. 

Semi Woodland Area in Utö 

My philosophy in Utö is to avoid well-fed floriferous plants, as 
they in my opinion, are not adapted to compete with existing plants 
in a natural environment. My plants therefore will never achieve 
their full potential in a proper garden. I don´t mind, as I strive for a 
natural type of garden.  

Five years ago I planted out, without any additional soil, P. 
serrulatus and P. whippleanus in this sparsely wooded (conifers) 
and lightly shaded area. The P. serrulatus plants have established 
themselves, but I don´t expect any future overwhelming bloom. 
However, those white and purple Penstemons are still a nice 
complement to the existing vegetation. Unfortunately all the P. 
whippleanus disappeared very quickly but I look forward to trying 
other Penstemon species in this area. 
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2009 APS Photo Contest 
Stephen Love, Aberdeen, Idaho 

Contest Procedures 
Results of the 2009 American Penstemon Society photo contest are 
reported in this issue of the Bulletin. Photographs, with 
penstemons as subjects, were solicited in three categories: 

Penstemons in a Natural Setting: included were pictures of 
penstemons growing as wildflowers in natural situations. 

Penstemons in a Garden Setting: included were pictures of 
cultivated penstemons in garden situations. 

Penstemaniacs at an Annual Meeting: included were pictures of 
penstemons and/or APS members during an annual conference. 

Three APS volunteers judged the photographs for visual appeal 
and technical quality. The top three photographs within each 
category were determined based on judge’s votes. The nine 
winning photographs are printed in this issue of the Bulletin. 
Additionally, winning photographers are awarded monetary 
stipends or substitution of society membership fees.  

2009 Contest Results 

Judges for the 2008 contest were as follows: 

Dwayne Dickerson – Denver, Colorado 

Louise Parsons – Corvallis, Oregon 

Bob McFarlane – Greenwood Village, Colorado 

Twenty-five total photographs were submitted in 2009. Included 
were 8 in the Natural Setting category, 10 in the Garden Setting 
category, and 7 in the Annual Meeting category.  The top three 
winners in each category are: 
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Penstemons in a Natural Setting 

First Place 
Penstemon hallii 
Name: Loraine Yeatts  

Residence: Golden, Colorado 

(See photograph in Plate 10) 

Second Place 
Penstemon acaulis 

Name: Mike Kintgen  

Residence: Denver, Colorado 

(See photograph in Plate 11) 

Third Place 
Penstemon barrettiae 

Name: David Cammack  

Residence: Condon, Oregon 

(See photograph on Front Cover) 

Penstemons in a Garden Setting 

First Place 
Penstemon procerus var. tolmiei 
Name: Eric Gouda  

Residence: Utrecht, Netherlands 

(See photograph in Plate 12) 
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Second Place 
Penstemon pinifolius 

Name: Stephen Love  

Residence: Aberdeen, Idaho 

(See photograph in Plate 13) 

Third Place 
Penstemon yampaensis 
Name: Jim Hatchett  

Residence: Eagle, Idaho 

(See photograph in Plate 14) 

Penstemaniacs at an Annual Meeting 

First Place 
2009 Annual Meeting, Divisidero, Mexico (Wynn Anderson) 

Name: Ted Kipping  

Residence: San Francisco, California 

(See photograph on Back Cover) 

Second Place 
2009 Annual Meeting, Chihuahua, Mexico (Patrick Alexander) 

Name: Lorraine Yeatts 

Residence: Golden, Colorado 

(See photograph in Plate 15) 

  



50    Bulletin of the American Penstemon Society Vol. 68 

Third Place 
2009 Adjunct Meeting,  

Name: Ginny Maffitt  

Residence: Sherwood, Oregon 

(See photograph in Plate 16) 

Upcoming 2010 Contest 

Many thanks to those who took the time to submit photographs for 
the 2009 APS photo contest. Requests for entries for the 2010 
contest will go out in the fall APS newsletter. If you are a 
penstemon lover, please look through your archives or take some 
shiny new photographs in preparation for the upcoming contest.  
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American Penstemon Society 
2010 Request for Applications 

Program Description 

One-year grants to support projects of modest dimension that will 
contribute to the APS objective of promoting the enjoyment of 
penstemons. 

Grant Program Objectives 

To provide financial support for practical projects beneficial to 
APS members. Proposed projects should fall into one of the 
following (or similar) topic areas: 

1. User-friendly species identification tools. 
2. Practical horticultural information. 
3. Enhancing connections and communication between and 

among members. 
4. Promotion of the enjoyment of penstemons via written 

materials. 
5. Projects to protect and preserve natural populations of 

penstemons. 
6. Studies on penstemon ecology. 
7. Design, installation, or advertisement of display gardens. 
8. Liaison activities involving nurserymen to expand 

availability of penstemons.  
9. Any scientific study involving penstemons. 
10. Development of publications that interpret scientific 

publication for the layperson.  

No project of merit will be eliminated because it does not fit into 
one of the objectives listed above. 
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Eligibility 

Applicants must be members of the American Penstemon Society. 
Non-members are welcome to join the society to become eligible. 
Cost of membership is $15 per year (see APS website). 

Funding 

Awards will range from $100 to $800 and are good for one year.  
As a rule, awards will rarely exceed $500. Funding will be 
dispersed in two payments at six month intervals.  The second 
dispersement is dependent upon submission of a six-month report. 

Project Timelines 

Application period begins: 1 January 2010 
Application deadline:  31 March 2010 
Award announcement: 30 April 2010 
Projects begin:   1 July 2010 
Interim report due:  31 December 2010 
Project ends (final report): 30 June 2011 

Where to submit applications 

Obtain additional information and application forms from the APS 
web site (www.apsdev.org then click on “Special Projects”). 
Please send your completed application as an email attachment to 
Barbara Lewis (lewisorders@iriscolorado.com) or Lynn Ackerman 
(LynnMAckerman@comcast.net).  

Also please send a hard copy to: 

Barbara Lewis 
10918 N Sunshine Drive 
Littleton, CO 80125 
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¦ Members, please cut out and share this form with interested 
¦ friends and neighbors 
¦ 

¦ American Penstemon Society 
¦ 
¦ Dedicated to the preservation, enjoyment, culture, and 
¦ knowledge of the beautiful plants the make up the 280 species 
¦ in the genus penstemon. The Society serves as a medium of 
¦ information exchange for penstemon lovers worldwide. 
¦ 
¦ WHAT DOES APS DO? 
¦ 
¦ Publications- We publish bi-monthly newsletters and a new 
¦ annual Bulletin filled with articles about recent field trips, 
¦ penstemon taxonomy and research, information on cultivating 
¦ penstemons, new book reviews, or other interesting material for 
¦ “penstemaniacs.” 
¦ 
¦ Seed exchange- Annually, members donate wild or garden 
¦ collected seeds to trade with other members. Members can 
¦ purchase this seed, of numerous common or rare species, for a 
¦ nominal fee. 
¦ 
¦ Website- www.APSdev.org is our new web-site. In addition to serving 
¦ as a communication tool for members, it includes pictures, 
¦ descriptions, and identification keys for penstemon species 
¦ species maps and locator tools, information about propagation 
¦ techniques, and many other features for the serious gardener 
¦ and plant explorer. 
¦ 
¦ Annual Meetings- Every year the Society holds an annual 
¦ meeting in a new and interesting place. In addition to interesting 
¦ presentations, the meetings are structured around field trips and 
¦ botanizing excursions, guaranteed to satisfy the plant lover in 
¦ both the amateur or professional. Generally, meeting are held 
¦ somewhere in the Intermountain West of the US where 
¦ penstemons find their native ranges. 
¦ 
¦ 
¦ 
¦ 
¦.  C
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Membership Application 
Sign me up-  

 

Name: 
______________________________________________________ 

Address: 
______________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 

Phone #: 
______________________________________________________ 

Email: 
______________________________________________________ 

US and Canadian dues $15 US, Elsewhere $20 US, no cash please.  

You can make payment with PayPal at www.APSdev.org. 

We do not sell, share or distribute member data in any manner. 

Please send the application form and payment to: 

Joan and Truel West 
APS Membership Secretaries 
1050 Camino Rancheros 
Santa Fe, NM  87505 

Refer questions to: 

Joan and Truel West 
APS.Membership@yahoo.com 
 



 

Growing Penstemons:  Species, Cultivars, and Hybrids 

This book, compiled for the American Penstemon Society by Dr. Dale Lindgren 
and Ellen Wilde, contains descriptions and information on location where found, 
cultivation tips, name derivation, and classification of all the species of 
penstemons and information on many cultivars and hybrids.  In addition there 
are definitions and diagrams of basic terms used in describing penstemons, a 
short history of their being brought into cultivation, and of the American 
Penstemon Society.  There are chapters on growing and caring for them, 
propagation, and hybridizing.  Appendices give recommended penstemons for 
different parts of the country, lists of species by state, region, and in many 
National Parks, botanic gardens that feature penstemons, sources for seeds and 
plants, criteria for judging penstemons in flower shows, and a list of other 
sources of information on penstmons.  It may be ordered from APS Books and 
CD’s or from Infinity Publishing Co. on line at www.buybooksontheweb.com or 
toll free (877) buy book (1-877-289-2665). 

The Library 

The Penstemon Library consists of all the Bulletins of the American Penstemon 
Society published since 1946 and several studies and reproductions of articles 
about penstemons from various publications, as well as other books on 
penstemons.  To borrow or copy these materials, please contact Stephen Love, 
University of Idaho, 1693 S. 2700 W., Aberdeen, ID 83210, (208) 397-4181, 
slove@uidaho.edu. 

Penstemon Publications by Kenneth and Robin Lodewick 

Note: Louise Parsons (address below) is now handling the distribution of the 
Lodewick publications 
Penstemon Notes 1991 Miscellaneous notes on the genus $3.00  
Penstemon Field Identifier A sketchbook of about 260 species $12.00 
Penstemon Nomenclature 3rd Edition 2002 Lists all known botanical names 
applied to the genus $6.75 
Key to the Genus Penstemon Covers 271 penstemon species and 15 related 
species in 5 other genera $9.00. 
APS members may obtain the Nomenclature and Key at the same time for 
$13.75, plus mailing costs for one publication. 
US and Canada, add $ 4.00 mailing costs for the first publication, $1.00 each for 
any additional. Overseas, add $5.00 for the first publication and $1.00 each for 
any additional. 
Make checks payable to APS and send requests to: Louise Parsons 1915 SE 
Stone St. Corvallis, OR 97333-1832. 
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