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				What is a garden wonderland?
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						‘North Shore’ and ‘Triple G’ sweet peas climb over an arched trellis for an inspired walk-through experience.

					
				
				Each person’s wonderland will of course be different, as what feeds our individual spirits is as diverse as we are. What nurtures you may be a food-filled plot, a garden with overflowing flowers, a place to commune with loved ones, a healing sanctuary, or something else. Whatever your focus as you approach your own space, I believe the aim of your design should be to create possibilities for experience, beauty, connection, and belonging. These are broad principles, so I’ll start by explaining what they are and how to think generally about designing for them in your own outdoor area.

				As you get started, this is a good time to get out a blank notepad so you can jot down ideas and goals and make sketches of anything you feel inspired to include as you read along.

			

			Principle 1: Make plants part of your daily life

			I believe in plant-centric gardens and that we are intended to live in relationship with the natural world, but we are often disconnected from truly experiencing that in our modern lives. Because the basis for any strong relationship is regular, ongoing, positive contact, creating a space that offers diverse, rich, spontaneous, and supportive daily experiences with plants is key. Your yard is one of the best and most available places for this.

			Focusing on plants in a landscape may sound obvious, but so many of today’s yards seem to center around expensive hardscape elements, an outdoor kitchen, or designer furniture. In contrast, a garden wonderland is a plant-based space where fairly minimal hardscape will do. By designing your garden using lots of lushly layered, interactive plants, you can create a place where you will be surrounded by plant and animal life and awaken all your senses. You may brush past a scented geranium and welcome its fragrance or savor the taste of luscious homegrown fruit. Your garden may inspire specific feelings, such as the awe of watching a butterfly visit the flowers you’ve planted, the pure relaxation brought on by wiggling your toes in the grass, the awareness of autumn brought on by changing leaves, or the delight of sharing the space with others.
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					Breadseed poppy (Papaver somniferum) seed heads are beautiful in their own right and provide edible seed.
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					Farfugium japonicum, Trachelium caeruleum ‘Hamer Pandora’, and Pittosporum tenuifolium ‘Marjorie Channon’ are planted to maximize visual contrast.
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					A simple gravel pathway lined with fragrant, edible English lavender, an apricot tree, and pineapple guava (Feijoa sellowiana) shrubs is beautiful and productive. Mountain cabbage tree (Cussonia paniculata) at the far end of the patio echoes the gray-green foliage of the lavender and pineapple guava but has an eye-catching, and contrasting, foliage shape.

				
			
			Principle 2: Surround yourself with beauty

			It’s easy to speed through our days without pausing. But by deliberately surrounding ourselves with what we consider beautiful, we’re gifting ourselves opportunities to stop and focus on things that invite wonder, gratitude, and awe and to let that beauty become part of our being.

			Beauty is often presented as though it’s a privilege of the rich and comfortable and even wasteful or frivolous to focus on if you’re working with a smaller budget or are trying to make conscientious choices. None of this is true—we all have a birthright to be in connection with beauty, and you can choose to claim that any and every day.

			A garden provides a special opportunity to collaborate with nature and co-create beauty, as we choose to include specific plants and arrange them to highlight the appeal of each. Especially if we’re working in a limited space, we may feel conflicted about making room for what’s most useful (such as edibles or a needed storage area) versus what’s most visually pleasing. Remember that it’s OK to prioritize what’s beautiful as that’s often what feeds our souls.

			Lastly, remember that surrounding ourselves with beauty in a garden is a constant practice, as plants grow and change just as we do. By paying attention to how our landscape is evolving and adjusting as needed so that everything continues to work together and inspire, we give the greatest gift of care to ourselves and our communities.

			Principle 3: Make space for connection

			I believe—and have found to be true from the hundreds of gardens that the Pine House team and I have created over the years—that harvesting directly from your yard is one of the easiest and most powerful ways to remind you of your connection to the environment, other people, and yourself. In every garden we create, we include fruit, vegetables, culinary herbs, cutting flowers, and medicinal plants, all of which help highlight these connections. By tending the plants that feed and inspire us, we experience a reciprocal relationship through which we can learn how best to appreciate the land that we live with and harvest from each day.

			The more you grow, the more opportunities for connection take root. Add plants and watch how many birds, bees, and all kinds of animal and insect life show up! As you spot more of these new critters in your garden, you may be prompted to learn about growing milkweed to support monarch butterflies, or find yourself simply setting aside time to sit and observe the birds that visit each day.

			Whether you grow a few potted flowers or dedicate your entire yard to food production, growing plants in your garden wonderland is less about self-sufficiency and more about generating the abundance and creativity that will help you to connect to the people around you—sharing bumper crops with neighbors, using seasonal harvests to create new family recipes, or gifting a simple posy of freshly cut blooms.

			Lastly, growing plants for harvest requires people, in this case—you! Humans have historically had a mutually beneficial relationship with the plants they’re cultivating for food, shelter, medicine, and beauty. By tending to plants that nourish your own body and spirit, you become more present and connected to yourself.
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					Strawberries are an easy and delightful garden harvest.

				
			
			
				[image: ]
				
					Verbena bonariensis attracts swallowtail butterflies and other pollinators to the garden.

				
			
			Principle 4: Fortify your sense of belonging

			Belonging is a natural human desire. One of the ways that we know we belong is by telling stories that remind us where we come from, who our family or community is, what we do, and even how we’d like to shape our future. We all descend from ancestors who used plants for food, shelter, medicine, and art, so our gardens and the plants in them can serve as conduits for returning to plant-based practices, rituals, and ways of being that we can make our own.

			For many people, specific foods are very important reminders of their belonging. You can grow and eat food that links you with your family stories or cultural heritage. Beyond food, you can nurture other types of plants that are meaningful to you. This could mean planting medicinal lemongrass to use in a healing remedy passed to you by your mom, roses that remind you of your grandfather, palms that resemble those that grow in a place you visit every year, or a tree like the one in your childhood backyard.

			Your garden can also be a place to create new stories with plants that support how you’ll belong moving forward
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			Gratitude

			Leslie Bennett

			This book is a testimony to the relationships that have supported me over the last fifteen years as I’ve found my way in the gardens.

			First and foremost, my deepest thanks to Julie Chai, my writing (and dreaming!) partner for this book project and friend and collaborator for more than a decade. It’s been the greatest gift and comfort to work with someone whose mind and heart I respect so much and whose values and work style are so aligned with my own. Our creative process with this book has been nothing less than transformative for me. I am so thankful for it and for us!

			So much love and gratitude to Rachel Weill for taking exactly the beautiful, warm, and authentic photos I dreamed this book would include, and for bringing your full, passionate, honest self to every single shoot and brainstorming session! I appreciate you so much. Thank you also to Linda Peters for showing up so fully for us all at so many photo shoots. You were the secret sauce that made everything better!

			To Holly, Lonna, Jessica, Jorge, Rhan, Corazon, and the whole Pine House team: I’m so proud of the gardens and relationships that we’ve grown together over the last decade. Thank you for being the hearts and minds of Pine House along with me and for being my friends too.

			To all the Pine House clients who have supported Pine House over the years, especially those who shared their gardens in this book, thank you for giving me and the Pine House team the space to be creative; thank you for being our community too.

			Thanks to our agents, Leslie Jonath and Leslie Stoker, for believing in this project and in us. To our editors, Lisa Regul and Claire Yee, for saying yes to this book and then really being in it with us. To Ashley Lima and Betsy Stromberg for your inspired design. And to Sohayla Farman and the entire Ten Speed team for your commitment and care in making this book.

			Lastly, thank you to my friends, especially Clara, Rebecca, Jillian, Kaitlin, and Lin, for being alongside me for all the ups and downs. To my parents, Christine and Ian, for always supporting me so much, in so many ways. And to my bright stars, Samuel and Zeta, for loving me even when this book project kept me away from you.

			Julie Chai

			Leslie Bennett, every part of our collaboration has been grounding, clarifying, and restorative. Thank you for bringing your highest self to our time together each day, and inspiring me to do the same. I am grateful for the nourishing friendship and partnership we’ve cultivated, and I have the deepest appreciation, admiration, and respect for you. Our work together has felt like magic and lifted me up in every way.

			To the Pine House team, I’ve felt and am grateful for the tremendous care you put into designing, building, and nurturing each of the stunning gardens that bring to life the lessons in this book.

			Rachel Weill, you captured the essence of these gardens and were able to highlight not only their beauty, but also their meaning and depth. Thank you for going above and beyond to draw out the best of each one. Linda Peters, you are pure joy, warmth, and kindness, and kept us uplifted through marathon shoots. Reuniting with you was icing on the cake.

			Leslie Jonath and Leslie Stoker, you two are the ultimate pros. Thank you for supporting and guiding us from beginning to end. I feel lucky to have had the chance to work with and learn from both of you over so many years.

			Lisa Regul, thank you for saying yes! Your wisdom, insights, and thoughtfulness were essential to getting this project off the ground and keeping it on the right track. Claire Yee, many thanks to you, Sohayla Farman, and the Ten Speed team for guiding us through the finish line.

			Betsy Stromberg, thank you for translating our early notes and mockups into beauty on the page. Ashley Lima, thank you for creating the book’s stunning design. Your spot-on choices elevated everything, and it was such a pleasure to work with you again.

			My parents, Phyllis and Hi-Dong, your warmth, endless curiosity, and delight in forging your own paths have shaped every part of who I am. Thank you for showing me how to live deeply and authentically.

			My husband, George, and our son, Ellis, both of you are sunshine and rainbows and continually help me grow into the best version of myself. I love you more than everything.

			To everyone who welcomed us into your gardens, thank you for sharing your spaces and yourselves with such generosity. This book wouldn’t exist without you.
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			Leslie Bennett is a landscape designer and writer based in Oakland, California, who creates gardens that help to nourish us and tell the story of who we are. Raised in the Bay Area and based in Oakland since 2009, Leslie holds degrees from Harvard University, Columbia Law School, and University College London in the fields of environmental justice, land use law, cultural property, and preservation.

			Leslie is the founder and owner of Pine House Edible Gardens (www.pinehouseediblegardens.com), an Oakland-based landscape design/build firm that creates aesthetic edible gardens and productive outdoor spaces, and she is co-author of The Beautiful Edible Garden (Ten Speed Press, 2013). She and her team create culturally grounded gardens that provide as much visual inspiration as they do organic harvests of food, flowers, and medicinal herbs.

			Leslie and the Pine House team’s work have been featured in Architectural Digest, Elle Decor, Martha Stewart Living, OprahDaily.com, Better Homes & Gardens, Sunset Magazine, Garden Design, C Magazine, American Gardener, New York Times, Los Angeles Times, San Francisco Chronicle, and Gardenista.com.
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			Writer and editor Julie Chai has spent her career covering gardening and landscapes and is the editor of Floret Farm’s A Year in Flowers, Floret Farm’s Cut Flower Garden, and Floret Farm’s Discovering Dahlias. Her work has been featured in media including Martha Stewart Living, Better Homes & Gardens, the San Francisco Chronicle, Gardenista, HGTV, and Sunset Magazine, where she was the senior garden editor. She lives and gardens in Los Altos, California, with her husband and son.
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			Photographer Rachel Weill has spent the last twenty-five years capturing garden, travel, food, and lifestyle images for the publishing and hospitality industries. She loves storytelling through photos and has an energetic dedication to her work. Rachel photographed the books Succulent Obsession, Growing Weed in the Garden, and Every Cocktail Has a Twist, and her work has been featured in magazines including Martha Stewart Living, Conde Nast Traveler, and Sunset Magazine. Rachel loves to grow food and create eclectic foraged bouquets from her home and garden in San Anselmo, California.
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