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Preface A Life with Gardeners


Traditionally, a preface is where the author shares their background with the reader to make the case for why they are qualified to write the book in hand. So, this is where I should tell you about my degree in environmental design, my time as an estate gardener, my experiences as a garden magazine writer and editor, and of course mention the many client gardens I have designed and created over a span of three decades of professional work. That said, I want to share what I have learned from a few of the many gardeners I’ve met along the way, and how the design philosophy I developed through these interactions has shaped my approach to garden design.

The first person who made a difference was my first landscape foreman, Steve. I met Steve one summer break when I was hired to work on a landscape crew, not because I had any experience working on a landscape crew, but because I told the job interviewer I was studying landscape architecture at the University of Minnesota and wanted to “learn landscaping from the ground up.” They put me on a three-man crew tasked with small jobs. Each day we went to several modest homes throughout the city suburbs to correct drainage problems around foundation walls before laying sod and planting daylilies or juniper shrubs to dress things up. Besides learning how to hold my own during bouts of blue-collar work-truck banter, Steve taught me how to read a grade elevation by eye. Much of our work involved building up the soil against foundations and shaping swales (more about swales in chapter 4) in the lawn around the house to direct surface water away and out toward the street. As Steve explained it, water always flows downhill no matter how small the grade. Even a 1 percent slope will move water, but an untrained eye can’t see a 1 percent grade. It looks flat. By the end of summer, I was starting to see it, and I have been able to read grades by eye ever since.

My next watershed experience was working with a design team on an estate. Joe and Wayne were the garden designers, and I was the head gardener, which meant I installed the garden they designed. I don’t really like to say “install” to refer to making a garden, but it felt that way then. The property was a ten-acre English country-style estate, all of it fully gardened, with many mature specimen trees and shrubs in place. The gardens were old and outdated and were being renovated along with the house. I was hired as head gardener because someone with a design degree and experience with landscape crews was needed on-site to facilitate the work. My responsibilities included making the gardens as explained to me by Joe and Wayne, however, they did not provide drawings. Instead, on visits they would describe the gardens they had conjured in their heads, all with a flurry of words and waves of their arms. A week or so later a truckload of trees, shrubs, and perennials would arrive, which were then planted, and it became my responsibility to keep them alive.

To their credit, Joe and Wayne were consummate plantspeople, and though they were talented at the art of combining plants, it became clear to me they were less practiced in laying out multiple garden spaces on a large property. As head gardener, it was my job to give garden tours, and I soon realized the different garden “rooms” didn’t hold together. There was no drama; no story being told. These guys treated garden rooms (more about garden rooms in chapter 8) like separate entities. They were interesting when you were in them, but as parts they did not add up to something greater. Worst of all, when touring the gardens we hit dead ends without destinations, and all too often crossed through spaces already visited. What I learned from Joe and Wayne was how not to lay out gardens and that some of the best design lessons are seeing how things shouldn’t be done.

Next, I received a comprehensive course in how great gardens are made when I became an editor for Fine Gardening magazine. I was hired to write two special issues on garden design called Great Gardens. Each issue featured ten private gardens from across the United States and my assignment was to study each garden, interview the designer, who in most cases was also the owner and head gardener, and write a design lesson based on the unique features of each garden. It was two years of in-depth exposure to an amazing collection of garden designs and designers. From Dennis Schrader, on Long Island, New York, I learned about zone-busting; from James David in Austin, Texas, I learned how to design circulation through a garden that works; from Marcia Donahue in Berkeley, California, I learned how to add art objects to a garden; from Little and Lewis, on Bainbridge Island, Washington, I learned how to make a small garden feel big; and from Craig Bergmann in Chicago, Illinois, I learned how to create true garden rooms.

My time as a magazine editor brought other lessons, through Q and A interviews with other great garden designers, such as Lynden Miller, Brandon Tyson, Raymond Jungles, and Sydney Eddison. What I’ve learned from these interactions was unique to the time I met each person, matching my growth as a garden designer with their life in gardens. In the years that followed, I found a new generation of designers who were thinking beyond traditional gardening ideas and were now designing meadows, creating habitat gardens, and working with indigenous plants and a sustainable approach. All these aspects of garden design continue to inform my work as a designer, teacher, and writer.

Garden designers grow. We start by learning the fundamentals, such as those found in this book, then we emulate others we admire, develop our own signature style, and ultimately evaluate the work of the next wave of designers and adapt what we like into our work. The timeline of my education and career puts me in a unique position. I transitioned through the days of ornamental gardening, inspired by the English school of controlling nature to create beauty, to sustainable gardening practices that treat nature as a partner in design. That journey has brought me to writing this book, in which each chapter provides lessons on the fundamentals of garden design, all informed by my personal and professional experience, ideas, ethics, and attitudes toward designing great gardens.
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IntroductionDynamic Nature and the Art and Craft of Creating Gardens


Designing gardens is fun, but it’s also kind of tricky. The fun part is that you get to work outside, play with plants, dig in the dirt, and discover new things about nature. The tricky part is you have to work outside, keep plants alive, respect your soil, and learn daily lessons from nature. The point is that what makes designing gardens interesting and rewarding are the same things that often make it difficult and frustrating. It’s good to understand this from the start and manage your expectations. Anyone can design and implement a garden, but it takes time, patience, practice, and experience to make memorable gardens. I still shudder to think of the mistakes I made in my first gardens, and I am sometimes disappointed with more recent work, yet I remind myself that my design skills and preferences continue to grow and evolve, just like the gardens.

Garden design, like any other type of design work, follows rules of form and function, texture and color, symmetry and scale, contrast and harmony, and balance and mass. The big difference is that most other design work employs nonliving, mostly static materials, whereas the medium of gardens is alive. Nature is alive and therefore dynamic, and dynamic nature is what makes designing gardens so rewarding when you get it right.

One of my favorite slogans, whether I am teaching a design masterclass or a basic gardening course, is, “A tree is not a chair.” What do I mean? Well, an interior designer can pick the right chair and set it in the right place in the right room, and the chair will stay the same. It won’t grow too big for the space, change shape over time, or ultimately die and rot. The chair is static. Conversely, trees are dynamic. Trees grow and change with the seasons, they respond to weather and climate as well as what the gardener does when caring for them, like fertilizing or pruning. The dynamic nature of garden design makes it challenging and fun, but it also makes it difficult to do it well unless you understand how it’s done. Once you grasp the nature of the medium—of plants, wind, rain, soil, and wildlife—and learn the rules, designing a garden gets easier. It becomes a lifelong pursuit, filled with ideas, experiments, and adventures.

[image: A pathway lined by neat rows of tall bamboo and dry grass behind a fence on both sides. Behind the bamboo stalks are tall slender trees that provide a canopy of shade on the pathway. ]
Walking path through Sagano Bamboo Forest in the Arashiyama district of Kyoto


Embracing the themes of ideas, experiments, and adventures, the chapters that follow include a behind-the-scenes glimpse at how I have worked through the design process for my own home property, newly purchased in a part of the country where I have never gardened before: Northern California at the top of the Sacramento Valley. You’ll also find designs from previous client work across several states and regions, including the East Coast, the Midwest, and the Southeast, though I have slightly redesigned the designs for this book—like I said, all garden designers evolve and change, just like our gardens. There are also design plans I have simply dreamed up but hope to turn into reality somewhere, someday.

Dreaming up and making gardens is an art and a craft. As a familiar trope for many creative pursuits, the distinction between art and craft is informed by the goals of each. It is said that artists are committed to their self-expression, not the medium, while great craftspeople create exactly what is wanted, and needed. My assertion is that garden design touches on both. It is a form of self-expression through the arrangement of plants and other features like paths and patios, but the design is just the first step in a process that fulfills the desired usefulness and beauty of our outdoor spaces. Because a garden designer’s work is never done—because a garden is never done—the art of design joins the craft of gardening to produce something better than both.

Perhaps this sounds grandiose for someone simply planning to position a few plants outside their house, but that’s the promise of garden design. You can choose the heights to which it strives, from a bit of suburban curb appeal to the expression of a personal land ethic or philosophy. It’s up to you. Keep that in mind as I lay out the fundamentals of garden design, and treat this book as a friendly, talkative guide, not a strict taskmaster. Promise me that, and I promise you will enjoy the lessons that follow and find good uses for them in your gardens for years to come.






Chapter 1The Elements of Garden Design


[image: ]

The importance and implications of landforms, structures, and plants as the three major elements of any garden design.



[image: Illustration of rolling hills with grassy mounds and scattered flowers in the foreground, set against a backdrop of trees in the distance.]
Maya Lin’s Storm King Wavefield at Storm King Art Center in New Windsor, New York, is a large-scale example of landform treated as intentional design.


Throughout this book, especially in the next few chapters, I repeat the terms landforms, structures, and plants. These three elements work like overlays in a garden. In fact, thinking and working in layers is the best way to describe how we make gardens. There is a landform layer, referring to geological features like hills and plains; there is a structure layer, which includes every human-made object on the property; and there is a plant layer, itself comprising additional layers like canopy and understory. Learning to work with these three elemental layers is how I learned landscape design in school, is how I practice design professionally, and is how I’ve taught garden design to hundreds of students.

Landforms, structures, and plants are also the layers that make the landscape and garden as we find it before the design begins. They are what we examine and map during our site survey stage, which I describe in detail in chapter 2. Garden designers must learn to recognize and evaluate pre-existing landforms, structures, and plants to determine how each can either be part of the design or added or subtracted to shape the new garden as envisioned.



Landform


Landform is, quite literally, the lay of the land. It is how the ground undulates, sinks, rises, falls, and generally flows, or doesn’t do any of those things but simply lies flat. The extent of the rise and fall of the ground plane, or topography, plays a key role in the design potential of any outdoor space. A simple flat patch behind the house makes things easy, but also relatively dull. In such case, we may want to create landform. A super-steep slope, however, poses many challenges but, as you will learn, challenges are the best engines for interesting designs. I believe it’s more difficult to design an interesting garden on a flat, empty patch compared to what may appear possible on a crowded mountainside. There are three types of landforms commonly found in gardens: slopes, bedrock or boulders, and natural water features. Each poses problems or potential for a garden design in different ways.


Dig a Lake. Make a Mountain.

I am reminded of a Chinese proverb on garden making: “Dig a lake. Make a mountain.” To me, that is the epitome of landforming. I earned my first A+ in design school when we were assigned to make models of a landscape featuring landform. While my classmates focused on stacking layers of cardboard and clay to represent mounds and hillocks, I started with a foot-thick piece of Styrofoam and started digging down. In the end, I created a cave-like tunnel connecting a flat section to a terraced space above. It was a simple concept, I must admit, I lucked into. I was just trying to find an easy way to complete the assignment, and the simplest way turned out to be a great way (more on the importance of simplicity in chapter 8).





Slopes


The most important type of landform to recognize and understand is the slope. Slopes are the ups and downs of the ground. They can be steep or subtle, wavy or planar. The key thing to remember about a slope is that it affects how surface water moves through a garden. Water runs downhill so if the ground slopes toward the house, rainwater will flow that way, which could lead to a wet basement. If the ground has low spots, rainwater will fill them and, perhaps, take a long time to percolate into the soil. Most plant roots don’t like to sit in saturated soil for long periods of time, but some do, and low spots like these could become a rain garden filled with plants that like wet feet.

Existing landforms can present problems or potential, but we don’t know which until we recognize it. By understanding the slopes in our gardens, we understand how the surface water moves and how people may move through those spaces. Flat ground is easy to traverse, steep slopes take effort, while gentle undulations are interesting. Hilltops provide moments of prospect once we climb to the top, and valleys make us feel at home, sheltered and safe. Garden designers work with the ups and downs of slopes, taking advantage of what is there or making changes as needed.




Bedrock and Boulders


Some regions have a lot of ledge or bedrock, either protruding from or located just a few inches beneath the soil, making it difficult to grow grass and planting large trees or shrubs impossible. Luckily there are many shallow-rooted plants that will grow over buried bedrock, though one useful move is to expose the bedrock ledges and make them a design highlight. Stone is beautiful so take advantage of what nature provides. Beyond bedrock, there may be large boulders on-site, deposited by glaciers and randomly scattered or stacked. Or they may have been dug up and left during construction of the house. Harvest them and use them in the design as a boulder wall, though this will require large machinery, skill, and some courage. Watching an excavator lift a 6-ton (5.4 metric tons) boulder with straps and set it in place is harrowing, but with the right crew and equipment it can be done.





Natural Water Features


Rivers, streams, creeks, ponds, lakes, and oceans are all natural landforms. A pond is just a low spot filled with water. A stream is a channel with water running through it. If any of these features are on a property, they may require design solutions to work around them, but in most cases bodies of water should be seen as something special. The music of a trickling stream or the peaceful scene of a misty-morning pond can inspire a design. If a river runs through it, even just a short stretch through a small property, that’s special. Intermittent streams are suggestions of the season. When dry, they are a pattern of rocks and plants, but when the rain arrives, they come to life. The best is a shoreline. There is no simpler way to create a beautiful view than to open it up to a lake or ocean. There’s a reason people gather and build along the shore, and it’s not just for the fishing or surfing. Proximity to large bodies of water that stretch to the horizon instills a sense of sublimity into a design that is difficult to duplicate. Only distant mountain tops and desert expanses do the same.


Natural vs. Human-Made Landforms

While there is little land left on earth completely untouched by humans, there is a distinction to be made between landforms created by nature and those shaped by human activity. Rolling farm fields and suburban foothills may possess the human touch, but their size and scale set them apart from the endeavors of residential garden designers. Gardens are located within a larger natural topography, just a small patch of a larger pattern. It’s where a garden sits within the landscape at large that makes a difference. If it’s up on a ridge, it will be windswept with wide views. Deep in the valley, it will feel safe and secure, though night will arrive earlier. Either instance will influence the garden’s character in terms of growing conditions as well as its sense of place.

There are, however, large-scale human-made landforms that influence garden making. These are more akin to land art, or earthworks, where the size, shape, and character of the landforms are the design. The wave fields of Maya Lin, designer of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington, DC, are an exercise in landform and slope—a perfect example of reshaping landform for aesthetic purposes and a testament to what can be accomplished by simply moving around some soil, albeit a lot of soil! Maya Lin turned a gravel pit into a work of art, and any garden designer presented with a flat, uninteresting plot can do the same just by reshaping the ground.




Landform with Structure

Some landform changes require the use of structures to make them work, like retaining walls that hold back the soil to create a flat terrace on a slope, or switchback steps installed on a hillside to help people walk up the easy way. Once we start shaping the land to make it either more useful or interesting, we often need to include structures to make it work—a natural transition from thinking about landform to considering structure in a garden.

[image: A greenhouse with glass panels and a white frame, surrounded by various plants, trees, and neatly trimmed bushes. Potted plants with pink flowers are placed on a ledge surrounding the greenhouse.]
A garden glasshouse is the epitome of structure that is both useful and beautiful.








Structure


Structure in garden design is anything human made on the property. This includes the house and other buildings, walls, walks, paths, and steps, patios and decks, fences, gates and arbors, pergolas, swimming pools, firepits, furniture and more. Outdoor grills, and utilities like air-conditioning units, garbage cans, composters, and irrigation systems, are also structures. That’s a lot to think about and, in many ways, except for the plant layer, which is complex by nature, structures are the most complicated element to deal with when designing gardens. Because gardeners are so interested and excited about plants, we often forget about the structural elements in the garden; however, when we define structures as “anything human made” the vast numbers of structures intrinsic in gardens becomes clear.

The purpose of any structure in a garden design is a factor of function. Paths make it easy to walk from place to place, fences provide privacy, and retaining walls turn steep slopes into level fields.

How we work with structures determines the usefulness of our gardens, and the levels of function within them. A walkway can be designed as ADA (Americans with Disabilities Act) compliant, with ramps and an adequate width for wheelchair access, or it can consist of a sequence of steps and landings made of roughhewn stone set in a hillside.

The easiest way to start a garden design is with a structure element, for example, a seating area. Imagine a backyard that no one uses. We step out the back door from the kitchen and all we find is a patch of grass, some weeds, maybe a tree or two and some shrubs, and a fence along the property line. There’s not much to do out there; nothing to engage us. It’s not comfortable or inviting because we have to stand so the visit is quick. In a few minutes’ time we’ll go back inside. It’s not a garden. The easiest way to start that garden is to add a structure, a patch of patio or stone where we can place a chair or two, and perhaps a small table where we can sit and enjoy our morning coffee or an adult beverage in the evening. It’s a place to sit a spell. A spell in a magical sense as well, because as we sit outside, pausing to look up at the sky, listen to the birds, or feel the breezes as they blow through the trees, that backyard is now a garden, albeit in the most minimal way. Maybe it’s not a beautiful or especially interesting garden, but it’s now a useful space where we can spend time thinking of how to make it better.

The structure of that first viewing ground can be made from whatever is at hand, even just a canvas camp chair. While the materials our garden structures are made of are less important than the structure’s function, the materials we choose determine their quality and appearance. Stone, wood, glass, metal, ceramics, and more contribute to the look and feel of a thing as much as its shape or style. Compare a privacy fence made of redwood to one made of PVC plastic. Each achieves the usefulness of a fence, but with a different aesthetic. Redwood will rot in time, though some say elegantly, whereas PVC won’t, though it could lose its luster, if it ever had any. Fortunately, we have composite materials that are both beautiful and durable. The trick is to introduce the structures we need to make the garden work, then select their fit and finish for the appearance we want.


An Origin Point

Every garden I design has an origin point. It doesn’t have to be permanent, just some cleared ground for a camp chair. However, a vestige of this special spot where I first envision a garden is often included in the final plan as an acknowledgment of the origins of my process and those early days spent observing, meditating, and finding the ideas that guided the design.




Outbuildings


All the building structures other than the house are outbuildings. The list is long: ADUs (accessory dwelling units), art studios, barns, berry houses, cabanas, detached garages, doghouses, gazebos, greenhouses, potting sheds, she-sheds, solar saunas, toolsheds, tree houses, woodsheds, and more. Basically, they’re any built structure with walls and a roof. Outbuildings add usefulness in obvious ways, but they also provide settings for our gardens. Treat them like mini houses that need landscaping and design a garden around them. There’s nothing sadder and lonelier than a shed sitting in the middle of an empty lawn, disconnected from the rest of the garden. Take time to think it through and make every outbuilding a key feature of the design.




Walls


There are two types of garden walls: retaining walls and freestanding walls. Either can be made from a variety of materials, such as natural stone, engineered block, or large timbers. The type of stone and the size, shape, and patterns employed are as diverse as the imagination of the stonemason. Engineered blocks can be almost as diverse in color and character as natural stone, but they tend toward an engineered look not everyone likes. Timbers work well but, in time, will rot and fail, unless they are used in an exceptionally arid climate. All things considered, the aesthetics of form, texture, and color are at the designer’s discretion.



Retaining Walls


The most important attribute of a retaining wall is its ability to withstand the lateral forces of the soil on the upslope, to hold back the soil to accomplish a change in ground elevation from the back side of the wall (uphill) to the front side (downhill). Most often used for terracing, retaining walls allow us to carve out a flat area on a slope to make it more useful. Speaking of slopes, let’s take this opportunity to talk about something called angle of repose, which, by definition, is “the steepest angle at which a sloping surface formed of a particular loose material is stable.” The angle of repose is different for different soils, but you can assume that the slope of an existing hill is at or below that angle. What a retaining wall allows is the ability to cut into that hillside to change the angle of the slope—in most cases to flatten it out. Beyond pure function, retaining walls also add interest and style to a design by shaping the spaces above and below the wall’s location. The wall can be straight or curved, even zigzag. Its face can be textured or smooth, with a regular or irregular pattern. Depending on the forces being applied to the retaining wall, it can be monumental or slight, blocky, or sleek. Clearly, there’s more to a retaining wall than its function, and the same holds true about every structure in a garden.


[image: Illustration of a house with a sloped roof surrounded by greenery and blue flowers, with a stone wall in the foreground featuring hanging plants and purple flowers.]
Thoughtfully designed retaining walls allow you to shape landforms, providing opportunities for beauty and usefulness.


[image: Illustration of a stone wall with a rectangular stone pillar beside it. Lush greenery and plants line the wall from behind.]
Unlike a retaining wall that holds back soil, freestanding walls let you “hold back” space, delineating garden areas.






Freestanding Walls


The purpose of a freestanding wall is different from a retaining wall. Freestanding walls are space definers. Their function is to separate one part of the garden from another, and they can range in height from just a foot to 6 feet (1.8 m) or more—though once a wall gets that tall, we need an engineer to provide construction drawings for permits. The same is true for retaining walls: For anything over 6 feet (1.8 m) tall, call an architect or engineer.

The beauty of a freestanding wall is that it helps us create outdoor rooms, which is a key to garden design. If we’re making a room, what better way to do it than to include some walls?

However, these walls don’t have to be solid or tall. A pony wall, so called because it was first introduced in English gardens to keep pet ponies away from the roses, is just 18 to 24 inches (45.7 to 61 cm) tall. They effectively segregate spaces, but without blocking views. They also provide places to sit around a firepit or near a swimming pool. Many amazing garden designs employ freestanding walls, even if only as sculptural features or interesting backdrops for plantings.





Walks and Steps


Walks and steps make it easier to move through and get from place to place in the garden. This could be from the sidewalk to the front door, the back door to the composting pile, or a ramble through the woods. Steps, quite simply, are a walk that goes up or down, and walks and steps should always be conceived as spaces in themselves, not just a conveyance from one spot to another. A key characteristic of walks or steps is their width, and there is a good general rule to go by: Four feet (1.2 m) is the minimum width for a walk if we want two people to comfortably walk side by side, for example, when approaching the front door of a house. Too many front walks are 3 feet (91.4 cm) wide or narrower, and they need to be widened (more about doing that in chapter 8). Three feet (91.4 cm) works for someone delivering a package, but single file isn’t how we want guests to arrive, and 4 feet (1.2 m) is good, but 5 feet (1.5 m) is better. The reason so many new construction homes have 3-foot (0.9 m) instead of 4-foot (1.2 m)-wide walkways is cost. The builder saves 25 percent on the materials and labor by knocking off that foot (30.5 cm) of width. There is, however, a limit to how wide a walkway should be. An 8-foot (2.4 m)-wide walk is getting grandiose, and anything wider is almost imperial. Conversely, a 2-foot (61 cm)-wide path is best suited for a lane between vegetable beds, and something a foot (30.5 cm) wide should be intended as a secret trail.



Walkways, Paths, and Trails

The width of a walk is its first defining feature, but there is a lot more to it than that. The next important consideration are the materials to be used, which, in turn, directly corresponds to the type of walk desired.

[image: Illustration of a walkway leading to a house, bordered by various plants and shrubs. The house features a window with plants growing on its ledge, beside the entrance. ]
Five-foot (1.5 m)-wide walkway; design your entry walkways wide enough to accommodate two people comfortably side by side.


Walkways have a solid, level, stable surface, suitable for wheels or high heels. Walkways are typically wide enough for two and tend to be rectilinear, though not necessarily. Usually made of brick, concrete, manufactured pavers, or stone, walkways come in many shapes and sizes.


	Brick walkways in herringbone, running bond, or basket weave patterns are popular in gardens for their formal look.


	Concrete can be formed and stamped in a variety of ways that improve upon the familiar sidewalk.


	Pavers come in many shapes, sizes, and colors that fit together in multiple motifs of circles, arcs, and chevrons.


	Stone can be irregular pieces of flagstone, arranged in a pattern, or different-size squares and/or rectangles, or even laser-cut slabs.




Paths are, by nature, winding. Though this is not a hard-and-fast rule, when we think of a path, the immediate image for most is a ribbon winding up a hill or wending around a corner. Paths are also often narrow, less than the 4-foot (1.2 m) rule, though they can be wider when space allows. What really makes a path is the material it is made of. Peastone or gravel are familiar choices, available in a multitude of colors and textures. They work well in informal gardens but must be kept in check with an edging, like metal or bricks. Grass paths are a favorite, especially when cutting through a swath of meadow or wildflowers. Some vegetable gardeners sow grass paths between their beds for a rustic look. However, a 4-inch (10 cm) layer of bark mulch on top of landscape fabric to suppress weeds will keep feet in bounds and prevent soil compaction in the adjacent beds.


[image: Illustration of raised beds in a garden with a narrow pathway in between. The beds contain various plants arranged in neat rows.]
Two- to 3-foot (61 cm to 0.9 m)-wide path; use narrow paths where you want just one person at a time to pass through.


[image: An illustration of a winding trail leading to a house surrounded by trees and flowers. Lush green grass interspersed with purple flowers border the trail. ]
One-foot (30.5 cm)-wide trail; establish an intuitive trail where you want a casual yet efficient passage through the landscape.


Trails are a special type of path. Whereas paths are contained and often defined by distinct edges, a trail is wild, less predictable, and not wheel or high-heel friendly. Trails, more than any other form of walk, are intuitive. They follow the land and the instincts of the people, or wildlife, who blazed them, like following a deer run to lay out a trail through the woods. Every landscape design student has been taught that a great way to locate a walk that people will use is to fashion it according to how people have instinctively moved through that space on their daily rounds. This may lead to trails being upgraded into paths, and paths promoted to walkways as the garden design develops on paper or in real life.




Stairways and Ramps

Stairways are walkways with steps that help us climb or descend a slope. It’s helpful to think of a garden area that needs steps as a stairway, a space in and of itself, or a room connecting two gardens, one up and one down. Long stairways need landings, and landings reinforce this sense of space, making stairways interesting, and easier to climb. There may also be room on a landing for a bench or container plantings to dress it up. Long, steep stairways, without landings to provide places to pause, rest, and look around, are intimidating.

Another important consideration regarding stairways is the measure of each step. Where width is the watchword for walks, the character of steps is determined by the depth of the treads and the height of the risers. The ideal ratio for interior steps is a 7-inch (17.8 cm) rise with a 10-inch (25.4 cm) tread, but designing gardens allows a little leeway. In most cases, the goal is to create a comfortable climb, and the deeper the tread the shorter the riser. An important safety rule is to keep all risers in a length of steps the same height so people don’t stumble!

Ramps are, by definition, inclined planes that join two different levels of ground. While ramps serve an important role in making gardens safe and comfortable for folks who use wheelchairs or walkers, they also provide people with baby strollers easier access and may attract skateboarders, rollerbladers, and bicyclists, though it’s unlikely the latter will find our gardens the best place to practice or play. However, ramps also make it easy for gardeners to gain access with wheelbarrows and carts. They also allow us to make our way up and down throughout the garden in interesting ways without steps. There is a formula for ADA compliance of ramps: 1:12, which means 1 inch (2.5 cm) of rise for every 12 inches (30.5 cm) of ramp length. It also must be a hard surface. If ADA compliance is not part of the program, however, ramps can be grass or gravel, maybe even moss, and as steep as desired.






Patios and Decks


Patios and decks are the primary gathering places in gardens, so much so that they are almost ubiquitous. Most, if not all, good residential gardens have a patio or deck. As part of a garden room, they function as a floor, but the chief reason to include a patio or deck is as a location for tables and chairs or other outdoor accoutrements, like plants in pots or barbecue grills. Conceiving of a patio or deck as an outdoor room is exactly how we should approach the design because they provide a direct connection between the house’s indoor rooms to the garden. As transition spaces, they play an important role in how we begin to shape the garden. Transitions from indoors to outdoors, from garden room to garden room, from formal spaces to wild ones, from sun to shade are big-picture examples, but transitions also occur when we step from a wooden deck to a stone patio, then from that stone patio to the lawn, and finally from the lawn to a mulched trail.

When designing structures on the ground plane, how they connect to other spaces matters, as does how the material they are made of holds together. Consider the gaps between patio stones. How wide are they? Are they filled with cement, stone dust, or moss? Garden designers pay attention to the material connections and transitions between important structures like patios and decks because how we handle them contributes directly to the success or failure of our designs.


What About Terraces and Porches?

Patios and terraces are both paved outdoor areas adjacent to a house and, for this reason, the terms are often used interchangeably without much confusion. However, to be precise, patios are constructed on flat, level ground whereas terraces are typically built at a ground level elevated above the surroundings, such as at the brow of a hill. Patios are also considered less formal than terraces.

Is there a difference between a deck and a porch?

Decks are private livable outdoor spaces built at the back or side of a house that tie the house to the garden. A porch is most often part of a home’s entrance, functioning as a semipublic space connecting the house to the sidewalk or driveway. Typically, porches are covered by a roof or overhang whereas decks are commonly open to the sky, or partially shaded with pergolas or umbrellas.






Fences and Gates


If patios and decks are the structured floors of a garden room, then fences and gates are the walls and doors. When it comes to designing gardens, these two types of structures go a long way toward defining our outdoor spaces. They can be used simply, such as a privacy fence installed along a property line, or subtly, like a gate signaling the transition from one garden to another. A gate at the end of a path is an excellent example of a focal point designed to guide us through a garden, and focal points are one of the most useful components of any garden design (more about focal points in chapter 5).

Typically, material choices for fences and gates are limited to wood, metal, or composite, but all can make a statement and lend style to a structure.


	Wood is traditional but often used in modern designs with simple geometry and clean lines.


	Metal is perfect for contemporary structures, adding a light yet resilient air, unless we’re working with cast iron for an antique touch.


	Composites usually mimic wood but possess a durability unattainable with natural materials.




Whatever the material used, the need for and use of fences and gates is always under the purview of the garden designer.




Arbors and Pergolas


Arbors are doorways without a door that lead to and from one space to another. They should never stand alone as a decorative object on the lawn. When set along a path, they are the perfect visual cue to tell us we are passing from one garden room to another. They also work as focal points that help lead us through a garden. Deep arbors create hallways, and the space under the arbor can become a garden in its own right.

Pergolas do the same thing, but without walls. In terms of a garden room, pergolas function as incomplete ceilings. They create partial shade while also maintaining views of the sky, unless they are covered with vines growing up them.

Material choices for arbors and pergolas are the same as for fences and gates: wood, metal, or composite. The trick to using either structure is to focus on how they change the character of the space beneath them and how they can be used to signal a transition from one part of the garden to another.




Swimming Pools and Spas


A swimming pool may be a luxury for many, but as popular additions to many suburban backyards, their impact on a garden means they should be thoughtfully planned and considered during the garden design phase. One big mistake homeowners make is having a pool installed without thinking about how it will affect the garden.

The pool’s shape and scale are important considerations, as is its location in relation to other garden areas, the house, and adjoining features like decks or outbuildings. The goal is to make the pool more useful and comfortable by introducing a place for furnishings and including complementary plantings. There’s no rule that a swimming pool should be a stand-alone affair with nothing of interest around it. The best examples are part of an overall outdoor plan that works with the landform and plant layers to soften the effect of such a significant structure.


[image: An illustration of a stone garden arbor surrounded by various plants and colorful flowers, set on a pathway.]
Think of an arbor as a formal passageway between garden rooms.


[image: Illustration of a pergola with hanging lights and a  table with chairs around. A large potted plant is positioned beside the table. The area is surrounded by lush greenery.]
Use a pergola if you want an outdoor ceiling open to the sky.


The same is true for spas or hot tubs. Often added in conjunction with a swimming pool, they are excellent destinations. Ultimately, pools and spas define the function of the outdoor area they are in so it’s best that the designer finds solutions to help them fit in.




Firepits, Kitchens, and Bars


Nothing says “outdoor entertainment” like a firepit or outdoor kitchen and bar. Often reminiscent of campfires, a firepit can be as simple as a circle of stones in an open space, but more often is a refined piece of masonry work. Actual outdoor fireplaces with a chimney are excellent focal
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[image: Illustration of three trees showing different layers: canopy layer at the top, understory layer in the middle, and ground layer at the bottom with surrounding vegetation.]




Trees Don’t Live Forever









Ground Layer








[image: ]




ops/images/f0018-01.jpg





ops/images/f0024-02.jpg





ops/images/f0014-02.jpg





ops/images/f0014-01.jpg





ops/images/title.jpg
new garden
designer’s
handbook

How to Design Useful,
Beautiful Gardens
from Start to Finish

DARYL BEYERS

Hlustrations by Elara Tanguy

TIMBER PRESS
Portland, Oregon






ops/images/f0010-01.jpg





ops/images/f0012-01.jpg





ops/images/f0024-01.jpg





ops/images/f0028-02.jpg





ops/images/f0028-01.jpg





ops/images/f0023-01.jpg





ops/images/f0021-01.jpg





ops/images/f0021-02.jpg





ops/images/f0006-01.jpg





ops/images/f0032-01.jpg
CANOPY LAYER

UNDERSTORY -

LAYER — ¢\

&

GROUND
LAYER





ops/images/9781643264707.jpg
Plans to Help
You Get
Started






ops/images/common.jpg





