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Introduction

Since Gardenista launched in 2012 as an online sourcebook for outdoor living, the conversation around gardens has changed completely. The old idea of gardening as a way of controlling nature, as outdoor decoration, is being thoroughly questioned, at last.

No longer shorthand for an extension of the house, with outdoor furniture and a “vacuumed” lawn, this new kind of garden is more enjoyably abundant and imperfect, looked after by a person rather than a cleanup crew. Low-impact, nature-based gardening is about stepping away from old habits and thinking more about the life that our gardens sustain. In this paradigm, we humans are just a part of the landscapes that we shape, not the main point of them.

The whole business of “outdoors” is easier when you know that weeds and insects are not out to get you: that green growth quickly covering bare earth is acting as a temporary Band-Aid; that the doily edging on your rose leaves is nothing to worry about, just the work of a leaf-cutter bee. The many references to habitat and invertebrates in the following pages show that each of us can be a conservationist, simply by making more generous choices.

But navigating the new terrain can be confusing. Does a landscape that prioritizes biodiversity even look like a garden? The gardens profiled in the pages that follow, from a prairie garden in Texas to a town garden in Brooklyn, show that style and ecology are natural partners. And a closer look at some of the elements that cause angst in gardening (we’ve got lawns covered) shows that the more thoughtful beauty of this approach not only is achievable but demonstrates an optimism for the future.

The exciting ideas that we encountered on our travels throughout the United States—and in Australia, Canada, and the United Kingdom—are, we hope, a salve to even the worst case of solastalgia (distress caused by local environmental change). Creativity responds to a crisis through radical thinking, mixed with ancient wisdom, and the low-impact gardens discussed in this book demonstrate that this approach is infinitely compatible with tangible ideas and great design.








The Low-Impact Garden Manifesto

1. Minimize hardscaping. Make sure that any and all paving is permeable, so that rain can be absorbed into the ground instead of pooling on smooth surfaces and putting pressure on drains.

2. Feed the garden with its own waste. Composting is a way of life, and so much more pleasurable than taking a bucket of sludge out with the garbage every week.

3. Retain fallen branches. Find a place to leave woody waste and old Christmas trees (behind a shed is good). Undisturbed, these natural structures provide habitat for beetles, arachnids, and toads: all useful predators in a garden.

4. Think of shrubs as living shelters for birds and insects. Move away from one-note formality and cultivate a mixture of species, pruned (if you like) and unpruned. There will be more abundant blossoms, berries, and perching places on shrubs that are allowed to grow more naturally.

5. Put out fresh water. Create opportunities throughout the garden for thirsty bees, butterflies, and birds.

6. Increase your ratio of indigenous plants. This can be done slowly, but aim for 50 to 70 percent local native, even in cities. The fauna that depend on them will come back surprisingly quickly.

7. Grow from seed. You will have dozens of plants instead of a few, with room for error. This is an easy way of establishing a seed bank in your soil of plants that will keep returning year after year. Self-sown plants get an early start in the season and look after themselves.

8. Stop rushing. See beauty in germination and senescence; in other words—embrace the process.
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GARDEN VISITS

Twelve Low-Impact Landscapes

The gardens on the following pages showcase the best thinking in ecological design, where beauty is always paramount. In applying the logic of working with nature and not against it, we get results that are tangibly energetic and vital—these gardens are exciting. Join us on a tour.
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The garden is a microcosm of John Hart’s fieldwork. “Everything in this garden is native. I try to include species that are representative of our landscape’s biodiverse past.” Here pink evening primrose, tall poppy mallow, prairie parsley, and goldenrod replace a flattened backyard that featured a barely alive lawn.









AUSTIN, TEXAS
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Shorter grassland plants were chosen for the left side of the pocket prairie, to keep the sight line to the swimming area open. Species include Texas bluegrass, prairie onion, Texas wintergrass, Drummond phlox, Indian blanket, and winecup spilling over the path. On the other side, big bluestem, switchgrass, and eastern gamagrass are free to reach for the sky.



The Pocket Prairie Garden

In his work with Blackland Collaborative, John Hart Asher restores prairie grasslands into the places where people live. His own garden is a prairie in miniature, with far more resilience—and life—than the patch of invasive turf he found when his family arrived there eighteen years ago.

The wildflowers that mingle by the mailbox of this home in central Austin, where historical Blackland Prairie meets Hill Country, give a clue to what is going on behind the house. Everything in the Asher garden is native, but theirs is not a “rewilded” landscape. Strong design underpins the shagginess in a garden that’s made for people but also many others. “I don’t feel it’s my yard,” says John Hart. “There are all these other critters; it’s about living within a habitat.”

When John Hart and his wife, Bonnie Evridge (who works in clean air advocacy), asked their friends at architecture studio Thoughtbarn to design a new home for them, they did not request a substantially bigger house than the one they were about to pull down. It had to work around the mature trees in the garden, and they wanted to keep what they could from the 1950s house, including floorboards of longleaf heart pine that were found under layers of linoleum. Their approach to the garden was similar: it had to be dismantled before it could be put back. “The existing vegetative cover was just weeds; the product of mowing and some neglect,” says John Hart. He covered it with high density polyethylene (HDPE) sheeting for a year before planting could begin.

A boardwalk forms an axis across the garden prairie, a restoration of many of the species that existed on this land before. It’s inviting but also practical, preventing soil compaction while allowing a nutritious buildup of organic matter. “I use the boardwalk as a means for people to circulate through tall grasses,” says John Hart. “But you might say I’m protecting the prairie, more than vice versa.”

The pool is a place to cool off rather than swim laps; it is 4 feet (122 cm) deep and only partially submerged. A deeper pool would have been more costly—in the conventional sense but also to the environment—and these considerations factored into the decision to surround the pool with buffalo grass instead of paving. The native grass also gives the family’s hens something to scratch when they are roaming and is unperturbed by kids running around the pool.

“It’s exciting that people can have a healthy, biodiverse environment at home,” says John Hart. A born communicator, he is good news for Texas, hosting Central Texas Gardener on television and teaching pocket prairie classes. “We need to move on from landscapes on life support and plant habitat that provides for all species,” he says. “Truly inclusive landscapes consider those who literally don’t have a voice.”
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Hens are happy to sit on recliners from Hay, with the Asher boys, Adler and Fen. Concrete slabs add design rigor to long-haired turf.











[image: ]
Home to Roost 
As one of the extant trees in the garden, this old Arizona ash is tall enough for the “screech owl shack” that John Hart nailed together.
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For the Birds 
A lesser goldfinch feasts on sunflower seeds. Uncommon birds that are attracted by the garden’s habitat include blue-gray gnatcatchers, great crested flycatchers, yellow warblers, indigo buntings, common yellowthroats, Savannah sparrows, magnolia warblers, red-breasted nuthatches, eastern phoebes, and dark-eyed juncos.
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Double-Duty Pond 
A small pond near the back porch is made from poured concrete and the plainest of spouts. “It’s just a simple design to allow me to include native wetland plants and smaller native freshwater fish,” says John Hart. “I also want to support amphibians and provide a continual source of water for wildlife. It’s supplied by two 500-gallon (1.9 m3) rainwater cisterns on the side of the house.”




THE NEW BEAUTY STANDARD IN GARDENS

“We need to get down with brown,” says John Hart. Gardeners who choose to follow natural growing patterns, rather than focusing on order and control, also embrace the colors of dormancy; it’s an important part of the seasonal cycle. Citing his friend and former colleague at the Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center, the late Dr. Mark Simmons, John Hart suggests that we do for landscape what Coco Chanel did for fashion when she moved the accepted perception of black from bleak to chic.

And it’s time for an aesthetic reimagining of the growing season, too. Greens that are unique to specific regions need to be appreciated rather than pushed aside for “traditional” plants chosen for a vague European formality. “A lot of the invasive stuff, it’s a deep glabrous, shiny green,” says John Hart. “These hills, these lands used to be covered in silver-green. It’s much better with the light here.”










[image: ]
Off-Grid Irrigation 
A utilitarian water tank for storing and redistributing stormwater in the vegetable garden is elevated by the work of local sign artist Greg Jones.
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Prairie Paint Box 
A community of tickseed (Coreopsis), tall winecup (Callirhoe leiocarpa), and mealy blue sage (Salvia farinacea).
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Flowering Grasses 
Eastern gamagrass grows to between 3 and 12 feet (1 and 4 m) high. In this urban pocket prairie, it’s about halfway between.
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Pink Wave 
Winecups come in several sizes; scrambling Callirhoe involucrata, (pictured here) perfectly complement pink evening primrose (Oenothera speciosa).
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Grass and Grassland 
Native to the Southeast, St. Augustine grass is used closer to the house. Tolerating shade, it allows for a naturally sheltered lawn but requires some watering. That’s a small negative in the context of this ecologically robust garden.




LESSONS LEARNED: SOLVE IT WITH NATURE

Grasslands are a type of managed landscape practiced over millennia. They naturally soak up rainwater and store carbon in deep and anchoring roots that will survive fire. Old-growth prairies are vanishingly rare; here are three tips for starting your own.

1. START SIMPLE.

John Hart suggests beginning with a list of about five herbaceous species (Indian blanket, Brazos penstemon, sideoats grama, green sprangletop, and tropical sage are some of the plants used here). The aim is for a lively mix and a healthy ecosystem: “You get resilience out of diversity.”

2. THINK SMALL AND LOCAL.

Seeds are cheap, and an unsuccessful seed is less tragic than a dead plant. Seeds that are harvested and raised from very local genotypes are far more likely to succeed than flown-in versions, even when they are technically “native.” But remember, says John Hart: “Failure is a great teacher.”

3. BE HOSPITABLE.

John Hart was delighted to find climbing milkweed vine settling of its own accord into his pocket prairie. While less desirable blow-ins are removed, dynamic native plants have a will to live and cost nothing, and their presence indicates that your garden is connected with other native landscapes. “There’s a good chance that wildlife brought the seed in from an intact habitat elsewhere.”
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Having spent many years looking at wild plant species, Fiona wondered how they would respond to being treated like ornamentals. “I’ve got a reputation for torturing plants,” she says. The slightly Japanese atmosphere is aided by sandy granitic gravel that is fine enough to rake. “You can walk on it with bare feet.”









MORNINGTON PENINSULA, AUSTRALIA
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Sea box (Alyxia buxifolia, foreground) is found in native coastal scrub, but Fiona shapes it like regular boxwood. Behind the table, clipped Melaleuca lanceolata grows into a large tree in the wild. Here, it appeared as a seedling, but she saw its potential: “I thought, I wouldn’t mind having a large shape in the middle of the courtyard; I think this will anchor it quite well.”



The Arranged Wild Garden

Fiona Brockhoff grew to love the Mornington Peninsula’s wild ocean landscape as a child on vacation. When the renowned landscape designer built her family home here, the style was a nod to 1950s beach shacks—powered by solar panels and rainwater. Her garden is rooted in ecological resilience.

Fiona Brockhoff’s love of plants stems from long acquaintance, aided by her passion for bush walking (or hiking) and camping. The house, named Karkalla after an indigenous coastal plant, and which she shares with her partner and extended family, sits on a strip of land that has the ocean on one side and Port Phillip Bay on the other. “It’s quite a harsh environment; it’s very windy, and the soil is sandy,” explains Fiona. “The decisions we made were not just about the layout of the garden and the hard landscape elements. A lot of the plants that I chose were those I’d seen when I’d been walking in the Mornington Peninsula National Park, adjacent to our property.”

The provenance of materials is as local as the plants: “The gravel comes from a nearby quarry, and a lot of the timbers are from a jetty that was renovated when we were building the garden.” Walls of regional limestone anchor the house and garden and are the continuing work of stonemason David Swann, Fiona’s partner, whom she met on the build.

City people on the Mornington Peninsula can bring with them a Melbourne mentality, thinking that constant vigilance is required in watering and general fussing over plants. Fiona tells clients that unless they are growing vegetables, this is not necessary. “It’s more about allowing those plants to be themselves. They don’t require a lot of maintenance because they’re mainly indigenous, or they’re a good ecological fit. Yes, there’s some pruning, and the gravel needs a bit of raking, but on the whole, it’s about working with nature.”

Fiona focuses on “appropriate planting” rather than lecturing people on natives versus nonnatives. When a client asks about dwarf maples and bamboos for a Japanese-style garden, she asks them to go back a step and think about what it is about Japanese gardens that attracts them. Is it the simplicity and the restricted number of plants and elements in that kind of garden? If so, she suggests creating that feeling using local indigenous plants.

Fiona sees potential in the shrub and tree species that she observes on her walks as subjects for shaping, no matter how unlikely. This is not so radical when you think of topiary and the clipped forms of native species in northern Europe or Japan that would normally grow into trees if left alone. “A lot of my work has been about experimenting with Australian plants and seeing what they are capable of; I felt like that hadn’t been done a lot,” says Fiona. “We’ve pruned boxwood, roses, and lavender. Why weren’t we pruning Australian plants?” The main barrier is perception, she suggests. “People say to me, ‘Is that really a native garden? But—it’s so beautiful.’”
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Fiona uses the lower-lying areas of the property for a vegetable and herb garden as well as an orchard. The soil is slightly better here, and chickens contribute nitrogen-rich manure. The corrugated henhouse is burnished with hollyhocks, from the seeds of a neighbor in Melbourne.
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Dinner for Fourteen 
A long table is slotted into the unfolding landscape, the ground laid here with compacted limestone rubble. Its permeable surface invites some self-seeding. “That’s a really big wild rocket, which I leave during winter because bees love flowering brassicas. We keep bees, so I’m always thinking about what they might like to eat.”
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Beach Party 
Like a 1950s beach house from the misty past—but surrounded with more interesting planting—the building is a backdrop for yucca by the windows, with red-coned Banksia praemorsa. Coast tea tree (Leptospermum laevigatum), with rough bark, is joined by rounded seaberry saltbush (Rhagodia candolleana).
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Water, Water, Everywhere 
You can never have too many bowls of water, although strictly speaking, this is Fiona’s “aging center” for the birdbaths that she designs, which are manufactured by a local metal spinner. They are set out in the sea air to transition from bright copper to verdigris before being sold or given away as gifts (see The Gardenista 50, here).
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Shelter and Screen 
David’s most recent limestone wall separates the ocean side of the garden from a utility area that captures the sun and is designated for herbs and laundry. In permaculture terms, Fiona explains, this would be considered “zone one,” being used frequently. The gap leads to an exposed part of the garden where local indigenous plants are left “to make their own pictures.”
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Woven Retreat 
A “cubby house” for Fiona’s great-nieces, built by willow artist Gay Chatfield. It could just as easily be a “meditation hub,” or any number of things: “Gay makes enclosures for animals to sleep in at the zoo. She’s done all these beautiful homes for the lemurs,” says Fiona.
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Making Mounds 
Looking toward Port Phillip Bay, rounded small-leaved plants are balanced by mounds of succulents, including several forms of Aeonium arboreum ‘Atropurpureum’ and silvery Cotyledon orbiculata ‘Silver Wave’. New Zealand natives Phormium tenax cultivars and Cordyline australis contrast with their swordlike leaves. Fiona first learned about gravel gardening as a student with British modern design guru John Brookes.
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Speed Limit 
The land around Karkalla is naturally undulating, but this long driveway had been flattened for expedience. “People used to fly up the driveway and arrive in a cloud of dust,” recalls Fiona. David restored the track, in a tunnel of local indigenous Allocasuarina verticillata, to the rises and dips that slow vehicles down. Instead of putting your foot on the gas, “the experience of moving over the land is a way of respecting the land.”




LESSONS LEARNED: SEE PLANTS IN A DIFFERENT WAY

Fiona’s planting choices were almost entirely influenced by the landscape around her, in the national park near her house. Here are three ideas for landing on the right plant palette.

1. NOTICE HOW PLANTS PAINT A PICTURE.

“It’s really important to use your eyes when you observe nature, but also when you see other people’s gardens,” says Fiona. “Try to look at that garden analytically, and figure out why it is that you’re drawn to it, or why it works.”

2. BE OPEN-MINDED.

Step away from set ideas and look a bit deeper. Says Fiona: “A lot of my consideration when it comes to planting is about foliage color and shape—and also plant habit, rather than Has it got purple-blue flowers?”

3. GO FOR FULL IMMERSION.

Hiking is good and camping is even better for learning about plants. When she was thirteen, Fiona spent a whole year living out in nature with her classmates. “I started looking at the bush [trees, brush, and scrub] with completely different eyes.” Fiona is now permanently drawn to spending time in coastal and alpine environments (and not always in Australia), noting the adaptations of plants in surviving harsh conditions, and seeing how they might work in her own garden.
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Small-Leaf Tapestry 
The garden’s boundary is invisible when native trees and shrubs are used. With small leaves to minimize evaporation, silvery Olearia axillaris, coast beard-heath Leucopogon parviflorus, and trees (like black paper bark Melaleuca lanceolata and Leptospermum laevigatum) direct the eye toward the ocean at Bass Strait, just beyond the Mornington Peninsula National Park.
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The perennial meadow in front of the house gives more enjoyment, in every season, than a vast lawn. It’s not difficult to maintain, either: “The plantings are pretty much self-sustaining, with no need for irrigation or pest control,” says landscape designer Karina McIntosh. “There’s a big cutback in late winter before the bulbs emerge, then we edge the grass pathways.”









HASTINGS COUNTY, ONTARIO, CANADA
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Fast encroaching on the remaining lawn are pale spires of Veronicastrum virginicum, globes of Echinops ritro, and metallic blue Eryngium planum.



The Garden of Enchantment

Toronto shop owners John Baker and Juli Daoust transformed a farmhouse field with a driveway running through into a series of charmed spaces. Instead of stripping out their property and starting with a “clean palette,” they slowly put in a lot of plants, section by section.

When Remodelista’s editor-in-chief Julie Carlson spotted a good-looking “natural” pool in Canada, it was no surprise that it was in the garden of Juli Daoust and John Baker. The design duo’s store Mjölk in Toronto has cult status, showcasing their talent for making complicated things look simple. Their kind of alchemy is a light infusion of Japanese craft with design traditions from northern Europe, blended with an appreciation of Canadian manufacture (take a look inside their house in Remodelista: The Low-Impact Home). Their small swimming pond in rural Ontario was never going to suffer from that plonked-in look.

On their property set amid rolling farmland, John and Juli have made a family garden of many parts, comprising a perennial meadow, crevice gardens, a Japanese-inspired garden using only Canadian plants, and a “rewild anti-garden path” (which translates to a piece of remnant lawn, left to its own devices with a path mown through). “It’s good work; it’s enjoyable work,” says John, who tackles the 2 acres (0.8 ha) incrementally. Juli’s job is in the finessing, but the couple know their limits and have help at the beginning and end of every season.

Juli and John happily admit that much of their design aesthetic hangs on serendipity. On visiting a local shop run by landscape designer Karina McIntosh, they noticed books on her shelves by people they admired, including Jinny Blom and Piet Oudolf, and hired her to help them to make a perennial meadow. “The plantings developed into this giant, magical aromatic garden,” says Karina. “Plants with a history of medicinal and culinary use mingle with native plants and traditional ornamentals.” The designer was then on hand to create a series of crevice gardens made from sliced local stone, and finally the swimming pond.

John and Juli maintain that the house and garden have gained from certain limitations. “We don’t want to intervene with anything that’s unnecessary,” says John, and this includes pointless expense. When the quote for a wooden deck by the pavilion came in thousands of dollars over budget, they chose slabs of local stone instead, which associate well with the vernacular of the house while giving a more natural setting to the pond. There was not much space left over by this point, and the pond was shoehorned into the property’s edge, next to a field of corn. The visual collision has worked to their benefit. Says John: “You wouldn’t necessarily think that so much texture could be put into such a small footprint.”







ALSO AVAILABLE

Remodelista

Gardenista

Remodelista: The Organized Home

Remodelista in Maine

Remodelista: The Low-Impact Home
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