Growing in Tufa
Adapted from an article by Janet Novak published in the Dodecatheon in 2012

In our chapter meeting of January 2012, our member John Ray described how he grows plants in tufa. Tufa is a soft, porous form of limestone. The soft texture and porosity means that water is absorbed and plant roots can penetrate right into the material. Tufa makes a good substrate for demanding alpine plants, because the plants roots can remain moist without ever becoming waterlogged. Another advantage is that tufa tends to keep plants dwarf. 
Tufa should not be confused with tuff (a volcanic rock) or with hypertufa (a cement mixture used to imitate rock).
To plant in tufa, John recommends the following equipment and supplies:

· masonry saw (e.g. DeWalt) for cutting tufa to the desired size

· drill with 5/8" masonry drill bit

· chopsticks

· small, flexible cup, like a condiment cup from a takeout restaurant
· small pump sprayer

· medium grade sandblasting sand

· optional: powdered carbonatite, a volcanic rock that serves as a very slow-release fertilizer (available from Wrightman Alpines; wrightmanalpines.com)

The usual procedure is to plant small plants into holes drilled into the tufa. The challenge is persuading the plant to send its roots out of the planting mixture and into the tufa. This transition is easier for rooted cuttings than for established plants. In addition, it is easier if the planting hole is fairly small. John drills holes about 5/8" wide and 4" deep. When you drill, save the tufa dust. 

When you're ready to plant, mix tufa dust, sandblasting sand, and carbonatite (if you have it) in roughly equal proportions, or using somewhat more sand. Knock the growing medium off your rooted cutting, and dip the roots into water so that they stick together in a narrow cylinder. If the roots are too long for the hole, trim them. Next, get the cutting into the hole, using the chopsticks. Pour the tufa dust mixture around the roots using the small cup. Compact this mixture hard with the chopsticks and a stream of water from the pump sprayer. This compaction process is important to eliminate holes and to minimize the difference in texture between this mixture and the surrounding tufa. 

Many English growers plant seed directly into holes in the tufa, though John has not tried this himself.

John told us about three ways that he uses tufa. The first is setting a piece of tufa in a sand plunge in his alpine house. If the sand plunge is kept wet, the tufa will water itself. Second, a small piece of tufa can be put into a pot. If the tufa doesn’t quite fit into the pot, use wire cutters to pinch off the excess. Next, pack potting mix or sand around the tufa. Set the top of the tufa at least slightly above the top of the potting mix. A piece of tufa that fits into a 4" pot makes an excellent home for a Primula allionii. 

Third, a larger piece of tufa can be used for a saucer garden. To do this, John takes a 12" saucer and drills drainage holes around the periphery. He then scratches the surface of the saucer (so that cement will adhere) and uses ordinary cement to attach a piece of tufa, perhaps 6" across. After letting the cement age for a few months, John fills the saucer with a well-draining potting mix and plants the tufa and the surrounding mix. Saucer gardens do need to be watered frequently — as often as twice a day during the hottest days of summer. John uses a fine spray to put water directly onto the tufa.
Plants in tufa should be fertilized during the growing season. John fertilizes his every two weeks using a 15-11-29 fertilizer at half strength.
Tufa can make it easy to grow plants that are otherwise difficult or impossible in our climate. John’s photos made the case: he grows stunning specimens of Primula allionii, Physoplexis comosa, choice Dionysia species, and both porophyllum and silver saxifrages.
