
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Small Spaces

			When I lived in Manhattan, and I mentioned that I was a gardener, I received the most peculiar responses. Despite there being many public parks in New York City, some people weren’t sure that plants would thrive in the city and wondered how my profession was even possible there. “Gahdening in New Yawk City?” they would echo with a baffled look. Their assertions were good backup that I was on the right track, as I inherently knew the city needed the balance of visible green spaces more desperately than many other areas. Indeed, many plants grow in New York City gardens and parks, but they are freely overlooked within the urban matrix. Tucked away on private rooftop gardens, courtyards, and windy fire escapes, many prized leafy holdouts are doing quite well.

			While attending the School of Professional Horticulture at New York Botanical Garden, I started Gardens by Gabriel as a one-man landscape design and build outfit. Gardening among the snug townhouse quarters of Greenwich Village, my love of plants translated into the art of designing with them. Townhouses were tall and narrow, squashed-together buildings with the blessing of a ground floor garden and a roof deck, if you were lucky. Any open patch of earth was highly prized as a personal retreat from the city’s everyday bustle. In such a compact space, every inch counts, so my designs were careful exercises in maximizing the potential of pocket-sized real estate. Each shrub, vine, pebble, and piece of pottery had to contribute a strong purpose in bringing life to the space in the best proportions. There was no room for filler, and plants not pulling their weight were composted without reservation. These personal spaces were curated, just as neighboring art galleries were. The experience of working in these niche habitats, which often served as the sole connection people had to the natural world, was invaluable to me and brought a great appreciation of gardening small for big impact.

			With urban and denser suburbs becoming the norm, small to modest-sized residential lots are a reality for many. Large gardens can be impressive to visit and great for taking in sweeping views, but humans gravitate toward spaces that feel intimate and protected. You could think of any planned landscape, no matter how grandiose, as being an aggregate of smaller garden rooms and features, with transitions between them. The good news is that design principles stay constant, so many landscape tactics can be applied to postage stamp–sized plots with similar effect. Creating points of interest, vignettes, and moments within the garden is the real challenge in making a smaller space feel dynamic.

			Following are a few techniques for making the most of compact quarters.

			Draw it out. Space is always critical, especially when it’s tight, so do yourself the favor of making a simple sketch to ensure that all the functional ingredients and plants you have in mind will fit. Use a ruler to get the appropriate scale of 1 inch = 4 feet (called ¼-inch scale), or download one of the free programs available for simple computer drafting. (SketchUp Free, for example, is a good three-dimensional modeling application if you have digital inclinations for rendering space.) If DIY is your chosen route, draw out the space to scale and play with the proportions of design elements. This enables you to create a mockup of everyday usable features (such as patio, table, grill, and fire pit) before you bring plants into the equation. Once you’ve nailed down the spots for furniture and features, you’ll find it easier to beautify and enhance the space with surrounding plants. For a more crafty hands-on approach, cut out scaled shapes from colored paper to represent garden features and move them around your base drawing to see how everything mingles.

			Welcome to the jungle. Building a botanical tapestry within a petite garden can create big impact by interweaving texture, shape, and color. Succulents are perfect for layering together in tight quarters and don’t mind any bits of shade they cast upon one another, as long as they receive a solid half-day of sun. Try shoehorning together taller aeoniums, kalanchoes, and blue chalk fingers (Senecio vitalis) with colorful echeverias, graptopetalums, jade plants (Crassula spp.), and portulacarias to create a seven-layer cake. When plants get too leggy, you can easily cut them back to create fresh propagation stock that you can plug right in or plant in other areas (for more on propagation, see chapter 8). Don’t be afraid to double-down with other highly textured water-wise plants such as ornamental grasses, shrubs, and perennials for a fusion effect. Species with oversized leaves, such as Japanese aralia (Fatsia spp.), cabbage palm (Cordyline spp.), and astelia can be added to provide great contrast to beadlike succulent foliage. On the flipside, fine-foliaged companions such as the dwarf clumping bamboo Chusquea coronalis, little river wattles (Acacia cognata ‘Cousin Itt’), wax flowers (Chamelaucium spp.), and dainty Lophomyrtus species provide a soft foil for chunky echeverias, aloes, and agaves planted in the foreground.

			Use pottery and bold accents. In addition to adding vertical interest and splashes of color, pots provide growing spaces for plants beyond the soil. In fact, a lush garden can be fashioned strictly using containers if no open ground is available. Lightweight resin containers are readily available in a variety of traditional and trough styles and can add instant growing spaces and aesthetic upgrades. As design features, brightly glazed pots or distinctive art objects can significantly up the ante on a planting combination, creating flexible focal points that can be moved if desired. Think of additional elements such as fencing, outdoor rugs, and accent walls as forming the frame and layered backdrop for your garden’s plant portrait. An accent wall painted a dark or neutral color can provide a clean canvas for vibrant foliage. Likewise, using slats of horizontal wood or corrugated metal as a background brings every plant forward into focus.
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					A smooth stucco backdrop enhances the bristly texture of the upright cardon cactus (Pachycereus pringlei) and bromeliads in this narrow planting space.

				
			
			Create a nook. A garden room can be any space that provides a sense of privacy or feels separate from the rest of the garden. A hammock between two trees, a chair hidden behind a wispy bamboo, and a sunken garden are all places to steal away and crack a book or just sit in silence. Make the most of a golden opportunity by using solid or semipermeable panels, vertical screening plants, oversized planters, or changes in elevation to set off a part of the garden for a garden room. Partially obscuring a view creates a sense of drama, as what lies beyond is a mystery. One of the best tips for making a space feel larger is to include at least one garden room.

			•••

			You may find that creating a garden in a small space is actually more fun and less intimidating than working in a large plot. Having less real estate to cover means you can focus on fewer elements and helps you decisively dial-in the garden’s look and feel. Tackling even the smallest spaces builds your confidence for jumping to the next swath ahead, so piecemeal can be a good way to go for a DIY garden.

			The projects ahead are meant to illustrate how crafting a small garden can be rewarding, and that great things do come in petite packages.
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				Garden Design Tips: Form, Texture, and Contrast

				Imagine a landscape in black and white—think only about the relative shapes and textures of the plants and objects in grayscale. Those shapes and textures are just as essential, if not more, than the landscape’s true colors found in real life. Color is ephemeral, coming and going through the seasons, but a garden that radiates form and texture has depth throughout the year. Visual texture is the perceived quality of a surface, as opposed to how the surface actually feels. Texture links with emotion and is one of the first things we notice. Fine, fuzzy textures in succulents like the panda plant (Kalanchoe tomentosa) or the chenille plant (Echeveria pulvinata) emit a warm, inviting response and beg to be touched. The coarse and edgy consistency of chunky agave foliage gives us pause before approaching.

				The visual surface, shape, size, and weight of plants contribute qualities that range from coarse to fine, and light to heavy. Large and boldly shaped leaves are considered “coarse” in the world of horticulture while slender wispy leaves are considered “fine.” Aeoniums and most aloes would therefore be coarse, while portulacaria and groundcover sedums with tiny leaves are fine.

				Contrast is created when coarse or heavy textured surfaces are juxtaposed against light ones. Underplanting bold rosettes with finer Sempervivum, Delosperma, Sedum ‘Angelina’, or a fine gravel gives an enticing touch to a composition. Perennials, grasses, and reeds with wispy stems carry a finer texture, so these are invaluable as textural counterpoints to heavy or coarse plants, bringing drama to the mixed garden.

				The small garden pictured on this page is a study in texture and contrast. Whale’s tongue agave (Agave ovatifolia) sports one of the broadest leaves of the genus, providing a bold anchor for the vignette. Oversized, toothy foliage gives it a solid presence. Arching from behind like a crashing wave is a clump of Mexican weeping bamboo (Otatea acuminata aztecorum) with its feathery, layered foliage. Its slender leaves and thin canes shift in the slightest breeze, creating a kinetic backdrop. Its texture is light but also rich, with many layers of foliage that create depth. The matte blue wall of the house behind heightens the contrast of coarse and fine values of these two specimens. A midground fence panel contributes lateral movement along the ground plane, offering a break from the skyward reaching agave and yucca in the foreground. Yucca Bright Star catches the eye with its luminescent yellow variegation and sword-shaped leaves. Its texture is more airy than the agave but denser than the bamboo, providing necessary balance.
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			GARDEN PROJECT

			Secret Passage
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			Many front approaches to homes sadly leave little room for a planted environment to guide your passage. Fortunately for succulent fans, we have lots of successful plant options when it comes to the challenge of container planting and cramped front walkway beds.

			This project creates a garden flanking a narrow entryway to a house, in beds less than a foot wide, yet an abundance of succulents has been used to create a lush composition. In any narrow space, the key to making the planting area feel dynamic is to mix up the plant heights and textures.

			AMiniature pine tree

			(Crassula tetragona)

			BMother of thousands

			(Kalanchoe daigremontiana)

			CBlack rose aeonium

			(Aeonium ‘Zwartkop’)

			DBlue chalk sticks

			(Senecio mandraliscae)

			EGiant velvet rose

			(Aeonium canariense)

			FGhost plant

			(Graptopetalum paraguayense)

			Amend the soil with 2 to 6 inches of well-finished compost (see this page).

			Miniature pine trees and mother of thousands are slender, upright growers that provide the texture of a sculpted bonsai. In this narrow planting, place them against the wall midway down the path, behind lower growing plants so their height doesn’t block small succulents and so they stand out as focal points.

			Plant a richly colored black rose aeonium next to the miniature pine and mother of thousands, as these will also grow taller over time. The dark burgundy aeonium foliage provides contrast to the blues and greens of the other plants, making the color appear even more saturated.

			Moving outward from the taller succulents, intersperse blue chalk stick plants with pinwheel-shaped velvet roses. Blue chalk sticks contribute their sapphire color and open, twiggy texture to the composition, while the repetition of mint-green velvet roses in this small space gives weight to the presentation.

			Tuck in smoky, pink ghost plants along the outer edges of the planting and among the larger succulents to accent the larger rosettes and provide further contrast to the blue and green hues.

			GARDEN PROJECT

			Succulent Tapestry
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			A small space can carry a mighty impact, as evidenced by Stacy Peralta’s wall-to-wall succulent scramble in Cayucos, California. An avid aloe collector, he’s managed to pack in a diverse collection of choice aloe species and groundcover succulents that carpet a modest 20-by-30-foot front yard. Tree aloe varieties (some of Stacy’s own hybrids) provide good scale and dominate the skyline, while shrubby succulent types add structure to the perimeter. Though the aloes are impressive, you can use a rainbow of plants in the Crassulaceae (aka Crassula, or stonecrop) plant family to knit together a tapestry of color and draw the viewer into the intricate space. Along with the strong diversity of creeping succulents, repeated groupings of particular plants throughout the garden provide continuity. The pathway draws the eye through the scene, and the dense pools of sedums and graptopetalums in and around the path create an impression that the stepping stones are floating in a sea of succulents. This garden is an excellent example of how to showcase a polymorphous collection of succulents in an everyday front yard garden.

			AToothless torch aloe

			(Aloe arborescens ‘Spineless’)

			BQuiver tree

			(Aloe dichotoma)

			Cchimanimani aloe

			(Aloe munchii)

			Dfrench aloe

			(Aloe pluridens)

			EHummel’s Sunset jade plant

			(Crassula ovata ‘Hummel’s Sunset’)

			FGhost plant

			(Graptopetalum paraguayense)

			GJelly bean stonecrop

			(Sedum pachyphyllum)

			HCoppertone stonecrop

			(Sedum nussbaumerianum)

			IPork and beans stonecrop

			(Sedum rubrotinctrum)

			JBlue Spruce stonecrop

			(Sedum reflexum ‘Blue Spruce’)

			Amend the soil with 2 to 6 inches of well-finished compost (see this page).

			Spread a 3-inch layer of decomposed granite to create a pathway to a reading bench. (See photo this page.) Lay pieces of quartzite flagstone over the decomposed granite. This path will provide access to the plants for occasional maintenance.

			Plant taller tree aloes and shrubby succulents such as Chimanimani aloe, quiver trees, toothless torch aloe, French aloe, and Hummel’s Sunset jade plant on the perimeter. If your garden is fairly open to the street or to neighboring yards, they provide some visual relief and privacy.

			Midway down the path, place a Hummel’s Sunset jade plant to provide interest and break up the flat carpeting of groundcover plants (see photo, this page).

			To create the stonecrop carpet along the pathway, plant pinkish ghost plants, pale green jelly bean stonecrop, glowing coppertone stonecrop, and pork and beans stonecrop along the sides of the path. Between the flagstone pavers, plant low-slung pork and beans stonecrop and chalk-colored Blue Spruce stonecrop. Use 2- to 3-inch plugs of all these plants, spaced at 12- to 18-inch intervals. It may seem far apart at first, but these spreading groundcovers grow quickly, and their older leaves will fall to the ground and root in time, filling any gaps.

			Around the bench, dig in more clumps of jelly bean stonecrop and jewel-toned ghost plants for continuity.
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					A menagerie of sedums and variegated elephant food (Portulacaria ‘Variegata’) overflow a recycled planter.

				
			
		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Outdoor Container Gardens

			The marvel of cultivating plants in containers harks back to the fabled Hanging Gardens of Babylon, one of the ancient Seven Wonders of the World. Built by King Nebuchadnezzar II during his reign from 605 to 562 BCE, this major engineering feat involved the erection of a majestic tapestry of containerized plants surrounding a stately palace, possibly along the River Euphrates. The story goes that the king had the gardens created to help his wife overcome her homesickness for the lush landscapes in her home country of northern Iran.

			Although container materials and methods have morphed over the centuries, the beauty of contained cultivation has remained constant. Containers provide invaluable solutions for growing plants beyond the constraints of location, climate, and season. The vessel, its contents, and the surrounding microclimate become a highly portable gardening experiment. Any environmental issues with water, sun, or airflow can be modified quickly with a change in setting, plant species, or soil type. Containers expand the possibilities of keeping plant allies with you, wherever life leads. If astronauts can grow lettuce and mizuna (Japanese greens) in containers on the International Space Station, it’s no stretch to realize that anyone on Earth can succeed with container culture.
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					Blue chalks sticks (Senecio mandraliscae), Echeveria 'Perle von Nurnberg', ghost plant (Graptopetalum paraguayense), and pork and beans stonecrop (Sedum rubrotinctum) knit together happily.

				
			
			Succulents are able solutions to the challenges of growing plants in the dry soil and confined space of containers. Being natural survivors, succulents
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			Resources

			Retail Nurseries

			Some of these growers also offer mail-order.

			Arizona

			B & B Cactus Farm

			11550 E Speedway Boulevard, Tucson

			bandbcactus.com

			(502) 721-4687

			California

			Aloes in Wonderland

			114 Conejo Road, Santa Barbara

			aloesinwonderland.com

			(805) 965-0895

			Desert Theater Nursery

			9655 Kiwi Meadow Lane, Escondido

			deserttheater.com

			(760) 594-2330

			Flora Grubb Gardens

			1634 Jerrold Avenue, San Francisco

			floragrubb.com

			(415) 626-7256

			Grow Nursery

			2024 Main Street, Cambria

			grownursery.com

			(805) 924-1340

			Solana Succulents

			355 N. Highway 101, Solana Beach

			solanasucculents.com

			(858) 259-4568

			Succulent Gardens

			2133 Elkhorn Road, Castroville

			sgplants.com

			(831) 632-0482

			Waterwise Botanicals

			32151 Old Highway 395, Bonsall

			waterwisebotanicals.com

			(760) 728-2641

			Florida

			Florida Cactus Inc.

			2542 Peterson Road, Apopka

			floridacactus.com

			(407) 886-1833

			Paradise Found Nursery

			3570 Tallevast Road, Sarasota

			paradisefoundnursery.com

			(540) 229-1997

			North Carolina

			Plant Delights Nursery, Inc.

			9241 Sauls Road, Raleigh

			plantdelights.com

			(919) 772-4794

			Ohio

			Groovy Plants Ranch

			4140 County Road 15, Marengo

			groovyplantsranch.com

			(740) 675-2681

			Oklahoma

			J & J Cactus and Succulents

			600 N. Pine Street, Midwest City

			jjcactus-succulents.net

			(405) 737-1831

			Oregon

			SMG succulents

			Eagle Creek

			smgsucculents.com

			(503) 637-3585

			Texas

			Cactus King

			7900 I-45 North, Houston

			thecactusking.com

			(281) 591-8833

			East Austin Succulents

			801 Tillery Street, Austin

			eastaustinsucculents.com

			(512) 701-3448

			Mail-Order Nurseries

			United States

			Cold Hardy Cactus

			coldhardycactus.com

			Greg Starr’s Nursery

			starr-nursery.com

			High Country Gardens

			highcountrygardens.com

			Mountain Crest Gardens

			mountaincrestgardens.com

			Plant Delights Nursery

			plantdelights.com

			Steve Super Gardens

			stevesupergardens.com

			South Africa

			Silverhill Seeds

			silverhillseeds.co.za

			Botanical Gardens

			Arizona

			Desert Botanical Garden

			1201 N. Galvin Parkway, Phoenix

			dbg.org

			(480) 941-1225

			California

			Ganna Walska Lotusland

			Cold Spring Road, Montecito

			lotusland.org

			(805) 969-9990

			Huntington Botanical Gardens

			1151 Oxford Road, San Marino

			huntington.org

			(626) 405-2100

			Ruth Bancroft Garden

			1552 Bancroft Road, Walnut Creek

			ruthbancroftgarden.org

			(925) 944-9352

			Colorado

			Denver Botanic Gardens

			1007 York Street, Denver

			botanicgardens.org

			(720) 865-3500

			Nevada

			Ethel M Botanical Cactus Garden

			2 Cactus Garden Drive, Henderson

			ethelm.com/botanical-cactus-garden

			(800) 438-4356

			New Mexico

			Desert Conservancy at the ABQ BioPark Botanic Garden

			2601 Central Avenue NW, Albuquerque

			cabq.gov/culturalservices/biopark/garden

			(505) 768-2000

			New York

			New York Botanical Garden

			2900 Southern Boulevard, Bronx

			nybg.org

			(718) 817-8700

			Utah

			Ogden Botanical Garden

			1750 Monroe Blvd, Ogden

			ogdenbotanicalgardens.org

			(801) 399-8080

			Wisconsin

			Mitchell Park Horticultural Conservatory

			524 S. Layton Blvd, Milwaukee

			milwaukeedomes.org

			(414) 257-5600

			Garden Tool Suppliers

			A. M. Leonard Horticultural Tool & Supply Company

			amleo.com

			Gardeners Supply Company

			gardeners.com

			Hida Tool & Hardware

			hidatool.com

			Niwaki

			niwaki.com

			W. W. Manufacturing Company

			wwmfg.com
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					Fan aloe (Aloe plicatilis)

				
			
		

	
		
			About the Author

			Gabriel Frank is a devout advocate for all things green and growing. He is the head dirt-monger at Gardens by Gabriel, Inc., a licensed landscape design + build firm on the Central Coast of California. He and his team enjoy working with clients to create one-of-a-kind outdoor living environments that infuse water-wise beauty with artistic flair. Outside of building landscapes for others, he can be found cultivating edibles, succulents, and Mediterranean natives in his own home demonstration garden. A father of two young girls, he enjoys peddling Hannah and Clara on their orange e-bike through the hills of Morro Bay.
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