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Like me, you may have visited an  
alpine plant show, or gone to a 
meeting where there is a show bench 
and thought- 
‘One day I want to enter my own 
plants- but how do I go about it?’ 
To grow plants good enough to enter 
in these competitions is a challenge 
and it takes courage to actually take 
them along to a show and leave them 
there to be judged among lots of  
others. 
This guide is intended to help you  
overcome your misgivings and  
encourage you to take the first step. 

New Zealand Alpine        
Garden Society 

Leaflet #1 
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There are six main things to think about: 
 
1. How are shows organised? 
2. How do I get started? 
3. What are judges looking for? 
4. How do I prepare my plants for judging? 
5. Some terms used in schedules and by growers 
6. Show day! 

How shows are organised in New Zealand 
First ask your Spring Show secretary for a schedule of classes and read through the Show notes 
and regulations. Then peruse the schedule to see what the various classes are. 

 
There are two main sections - open and novice. 
 
If you are learning it would be unfair to have to compete against experienced growers so there is usually a  
separate competition for new growers. Each prize-winning plant  is allocated points and as soon as you 
reach 12 points in any show you must enter open classes. 
 
Plants are divided into different sections. New Zealand natives, bulbous, dwarf woody shrubs,  
cushion plants, succulents, potted plants, trough or bowls and plants raised from seed by the grower 
 
Within each section there are various sub-classes, for example, in the dwarf woody shrubs you might find 
a section for alpine rhododendrons, ericaceous, conifers or other dwarf woody shrubs. 
 
There are three grades based on diameter of the container 
 
Grade A: up to and including 15cm container 
Grade B: more than 15cm 
Grade C: cut bloom, no additional foliage up to 3 stems per vase. 
There is also a section for cut blooms, no foliage and up to 3 stems of 3 different varieties in a vase (the 
vases are supplied). 

Oxalis lobata       Louise Salmond 

Cyclamen graecum 
 

Fritillaria meleagris 
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  How do I get started?  
TALK to other people who have shown plants. Tell them 
you wish to learn about showing plants. Help at shows. 
Offer to be a steward and walk around while the judges 

are considering plants. I have been lucky and have had lovely 
judges who talked to me about what they were looking for in a 
plant. 
There are six categories judges are looking for in a perfect 
plant (taken from the New Zealand Alpine Garden Society 
Show Notes and Regulations) 
a) the plant is 'in character’ and not obviously forced 

b)   visual appeal and presentation -health, vigour, quality of leaf 

and flowers. The pot and dressing are under scrutiny as well. 

c)   flower, if grown primarily for flowers 

d)   success in overcoming known difficulties of cultivation 

e) eligible berried plants will be judged on the same basis as flowering plants 

f)   If there is a close contest, a species is preferred over a natural or garden hybrid 

g) 

 
What are judges looking for? 

  Plants:  
YOU must have owned the plant for at least 6 months (except annuals).   
The foliage must be healthy (no insect damage or dead leaves) 

The flowers should be fresh with no fading.  
The whole plant will be growing well (it’s ok to lift a plant out of the garden and pot it for the show- 
just do it a few days before so it is well settled in its container.) 
Troughs will look well established with visual appeal and a variety of plants. Dwarf woody shrubs will 
be characteristic of the variety but not trimmed and look mature. 
 
Pots:  

These need to be clean and free of moss or 
dirt. Plastic or clay is fine. They should be in 
proportion to the plant. Neither too big or too 
small. Some people double-pot to show their 
plants off to their best or to hide any marks 
that won’t come off with scrubbing (sharp 
sand on scourer pads are good for getting rid 
of lime deposits), Moss and lichen are  

     acceptable on a hypertufa trough. 
 

Dressing:  
Find out what you should use to put on the surface of your pot after planting. There are a number of 
alternatives- chip (5mm), bark, moss, pine needles or limestone. Find out what your plants natural 
habitat is. Google is your best friend! It will be one of a few such as bog, woodland or alpine (which is 
generally above the tree line). Try to recreate the type of dressing that will reflect this so bark or 
mossy dressing for boggy or woodland species, chip for dry land or alpine plants. For troughs add a 
few small rocks to break up the surface. Above all, the dressing must be clean and free of weeds or 
dirt. 

Saxifraga, Claude Monet  

 Fritillaria aurea  Iris reticulata ‘Purple Gem’  Aciphylla divisa 
Doreen Mear 

Clean this up! 
Doreen Mear 

Set of troughs 
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        How do I prepare my plants for showing? 
TO compete successfully on the show bench your entry should look healthy, well-established and  
characteristic of its type. If it is a spring show then your pot should be flowering well. There are classes 
for those plants out of season so you are not disadvantaged by this. 

  
Uniformity in a pot of bulbs is important, although not essential if you have raised them from seed, but do 
take out any that are a different colour or size. 
 
Make sure the pot is the right size for the class.  
At the show someone will have a measuring guide so check with a steward to make sure it is under or over 

15cm.It can be either clay or plastic but must be CLEAN  
 

REMOVE ANY CATERPILLARS, APHIDS, SLUGS OR SNAILS 
 (and any leaves or flowers that have been damaged by insects or  
broken in transit). Also any faded flowers should be taken off. 
 
Judges have their personal preferences and sometimes you are  
rewarded or penalized for an unknown reason. Don’t be afraid to ask why 
your plant was rejected- it may have been in the wrong class. 
 
A few weeks before the show turn your pots regularly so the plant looks 

even from all sides. (Judges will pick up a pot to look for even growth. You should really do 
this all year round with cushion plants. 

A few days before the big day bring them undercover out of rain or wind. 
 
Make up a kit of useful bits and pieces such as a small paintbrush, fine scissors, wooden skewer, small water 
sprayer, and a soft cloth to tidy your exhibits if there has been a mishap in transit. 
You should also have a pen handy to fill in your entry cards if you haven’t already done that.  

Trillium rivale  

Some terms used in schedules and by growers 
Bulbous Plants 
A bulb is any plant that stores its life cycle in an ‘underground  
   structure’ and Includes:     

  Corms (crocuses, gladioli, anemone, freesia) 
  Tubers (cyclamen, oxalis,) 
  Rhizomes (bearded iris, canna lily, calla lily, lily of the valley,  
  trillium) 
  True bulbs (alliums, narcissi, tulips, hyacinths, amaryllis, galanthus, fritillaria 
 
       Dwarf woody shrubs 
         This group of plants naturally produce a permanent woody framework of 
branches from the base but does not develop a main trunk. Note that conifers are 
NOT shrubs.  
This would include rhododendrons, azaleas, hebes, daphnes, ericas, pieris etc,  
 
       Non-bulbous 
All other plants which have fleshy stems and roots that are not a bulb:campanula, 
orchid, gentian, primula, saxifrage 

 
     A cushion plant is a compact, low growing, mat forming plant that is found 
in alpine, sub alpine, arctic, or sub arctic environments around the world: saxi-
frage, androsace, armeria 
 
    Container- any pot, bowl, trough, pan, which could be either clay, plastic or 
hypertufa within the  measurements outlined. 
In most classes, except troughs, all plants must be of the same species, but 
with some like bulbs, there can be lots of plants. However one large, mature 
plant or plants will score higher than a container of a lot of smaller        or 
younger plants. 
 

Labelling -care should be taken to label the exhibit correctly, although you won’t be 
penalized if wrong. Judges and stewards will try to correct errors. When filling out your 
entry card put your name, class of plant and name of plant and turn upside down under 
pot. 

Clematis “Hokonui” 
Doreen Mear 

Daphne petraea 

Crocus korolkowii   
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Show Day 
 

• Arrive early- find out when judging starts and have your en-
tries on the table well beforehand. 

• Find your classes and ‘stage’ your plant with the name label 
face down.  

• Everyone will be asked to leave apart from stewards and 
judges so go and have a coffee with other entrants and relax. 

• After judging it is always a good idea to look at the whole 
class of entries and see what judges were looking for when 
they gave out prizes. 

• If you get a chance often judges are still  
      circulating so you may get a chance to chat to them about 

your entry. 
• Make a list of your plants before you leave home so you 

know what to pick up at the end. You would be surprised at 
the number of plants left languishing at the end of the day! 

Some good websites to visit 
for advice on growing and showing  
alpines. 
 
Scottish Rock Garden Club www.srgc.com 
Alpine Garden Society (UK)  www.alpinegardensociety.net  
For general information on caring for New Zealand natives and general alpines and buying them 
New Zealand websites (this is by no means a total list- there are many other nurseries to source 
plants both native, rock garden and woodland in New Zealand) 
Hokonui Alpines hokpines@actrix.gen.nz  
Blue Mountain Nursery   www.bmn.co.nz  
Parva Plants   www.parvaplants.co.nz 
Identification of NZ natives  http://nzflora.landcareresearch.co.nz/ 
www.nzplantpics.com  
http://www.teara.govt.nz/en/the-bush 
www.hebesoc.org  
 
Overseas websites 
www.backyardgardener.com 
www.jansalpines.com Harry Jans Netherlands alpine enthusiast  
www.davesgarden.com  A useful site for identification, care  
and information 
www.craigiehallnursery.co.uk  
www.gardenweb.com (has forums on anything and everything to do 
with gardening) 
www.rockstarplants.com is a developing website 
Plus thousands more!! 
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This is what you are aspiring for- 
the top table! 

Ranunculus crithmifolius 
Doreen Mear 

Raoulia hookeri  REMEMBER THE OLD ADAGE  - YOU WIN SOME YOU LOSE SOME.  

Photos by Adrian Bliss 

Want to learn more about the New Zealand Alpine Garden Society? 
www.nzags.com     F   nzags?????? 

Membership secretary- Sonja Nissen   nissenhill@xtra.co.nz       


