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FOREWORD


It is always a joy to learn new things and to be reminded again of others. I’m always looking for resources to continue to hone my gardening design skills. Beginner’s Guide to Garden Planning and Design accomplishes just that. This book methodically outlines a foundation of best practices starting with the basics and adding to those building blocks to help us develop into the best gardeners that we can be. The confidence gained from understanding how to add design features, while developing our own personal style, will take us and our gardens to that next level.


Beginner’s Guide to Garden Planning and Design is a true labor of Helen Yoest’s love of our common pursuit. Helen has outlined 50 ways to add style to express one’s personal creativity in the garden when in fact her 50 will inspire at least 50 more ideas in us.


Helen covers all of the topics that any beginning gardener will want to know about and offers more seasoned gardeners many inspiring ideas. I am taken in by all the themes but particularly by the chapters on garden planning and creating your garden environment. I am crazy about moss gardening and all the wildlife topics she documents in the book.


In this book, she instills gardening self-assurance with her relaxed and easy, unprescribed approach. She introduces us to basic concepts and patiently explains them with an informative and gentle voice written with the ease of someone who has garnered a wealth of personal experience over the years— making her an ideal guide to lead readers through all the helpful ideas and concepts. She gives readers the courage, the confidence, and the tools to strike out on their own and develop their personal style. Each step is a rewarding journey encouraging us to take that next step, then another and yet another.


Beginner’s Guide to Garden Planning and Design provides all of us an overview of garden style without dictating what it should be. Helen helps readers explore, discover, and express what their own style actually is. She leads us through this voyage of self-expression not as a designer would approach the subject, but as an enlightened guide who over the years has worked through the obstacles. It’s obvious Helen has practiced and discovered what works and what doesn’t.


This experience helps her to communicate on the same level as the reader. Like working through a puzzle with a trusted friend, she gives us the gift of gardening success through self-realization.


P. ALLEN SMITH
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INTRODUCTION


Each of us brings a unique quality to everything we do. While garden types are definable— cottage, formal, contemporary—your personal style will make your garden unique. There are some gardens that make me feel like I’m in the pit of a well-balanced orchestra, with each instrument—a flower, a shrub, a tree—insignificant on its own but lyrical within the arrangement. These gardens may not all be expensive, but they are all thoughtfully arranged, with each addition carefully considered. The rhythm, the scale, the color echo—it all works well together. Nothing dominates or upstages the other important performers.


Considering the garden as a whole allows it to sing. Knowing what makes a garden work begins with understanding the elements of a garden. Once you understand how to use and place elements, an arbor, a trellis, a bench, you can give your garden a voice.


This book is designed to give you insight into the basics of arranging the components of your garden. The confidence you’ll gain from knowing how to add design features, while developing your own personal style, will help take your garden to the same levels occupied by the fantastic gardens that inspired you to begin your own work of art in the first place.


The gardens with the most melodic voices are those that reflect good design along with the owner’s individuality. You may find you’re comfortable with your fashion or interior style, but once you step outside, you lack the confidence to create a beautiful space. The purpose of this book is to teach you how to develop a stunning design that reveals your own signature.


Keep in mind that each childhood memory, each turn of the page in a gardening book or magazine, and every trip to a botanical garden has influenced your gardening style. It’s not a mystery. Hand me a garden magazine you’ve just read, and I can tell your garden style by reading the dog-eared pages. If you peek at the colors in your bedroom closet, you’ll realize they’re echoed in the garden; racks of red or pink or blue or yellow clothing often repeat as rows of colorful flowers or foliage in your garden beds. Even the way you hang your family photos on the refrigerator door can say a lot about your gardening style. Those of you who allow your photos to touch and overlap or to be a bit off-kilter will gravitate to a certain gardening style. Those of you who don’t want your photos to touch at all will likely incline toward a different style.


If you express your true self and let your passion be your guide, your unique style will always be the right choice.


Natural curiosity and wanderlust took me around the world several times over, and with each trip, I sought out great gardens along the way. I learned to appreciate each and every garden type and all the many styles that fit within each. I’ve never met a garden I didn’t like. It’s true. From frothy cottage styles to minimalist, contemporary styles. I see something to appreciate in each garden I visit.


During my career working for of some of the nation’s leading shelter magazines and gardening organizations, I found myself in a position to evaluate gardens for touring and publication merit. In every case, whether I saw them for a tour or a magazine, the most memorable gardens had good design, with the homeowner’s unique touch.


This book shares my design perspective, providing tips that you can apply to your garden at home. Each chapter will walk you through an element of design, allowing you to think about your own situation at home. Then you can add your own flair so that you can create a fantastic garden, a garden that sings.


So, get comfy and come along with me as we journey down the garden path.


HELEN YOEST
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Flowers are just one of the tools for adding color and uniqueness to a garden.













CHAPTER 1








CARVING OUT SPACE





Nature has a magic number: 3. Threes abound in all forms of art, nature included. It’s called the “rule of thirds.” Used in architecture, painting, photography, and landscape design, the rule of thirds helps put things into perspective. It’s the handiest tool to use whenever you want to create art, and landscape and garden design is certainly art.


When in doubt, break your design into thirds relative to a reference point. Most often that object will be the house itself. For example, you can use the rule of thirds when determining the width of front yard foundation beds (the plants that hug the house). Imagine if the front of the house were to lie down flat. The width of your foundation bed should be two-thirds of this length.


During new home construction, a row of foundation plants may be planted with no regard to the scale of the home. A single-story house might get the same depth of bed as a two-story house. A well-planned foundation bed, however, should be in proportion to the height of the house. With the bed done, you can then move on to your planting scheme.


Avoid putting all your planting beds around the perimeter of your house and the outer perimeter of the property line. It’s easy to carve out creative space in other areas of your landscape, too.


When carving out space, it’s important to know your “aspect”—basically, you need to know which way is north. It matters. Knowing your aspect will help you understand the amount of sun the plants will receive. When you are locating features like patios, playsets, or swimming pools, you need to consider what sort of sun they’ll get. South-facing slopes are hot and sunny. This would be a good location for a pool but not necessarily for a playset. Make sure that the place you’ve chosen for your sunny wildlife garden doesn’t have too much shade.


Don’t be afraid to use straight lines when forming bed edges, lawn shape, paths, and retaining walls. It is often best to mimic the shape of the house. Most home shapes have straight lines, and it works well to repeat this pattern. As you move away from the house, the lines can begin to form a more natural curve.


What do you like about the garden here? Most likely, it’s not the plants or the accents that please you, although they may. Take a closer look at the scale. Does it seem like it’s a good fit? Creating a garden that is in scale with the lot and the house is one of the most important things you should consider for your design. This particular garden followed the rule of thirds with the patio, steps and landing, and privacy wall and gate beyond. It all works together beautifully.


For my home garden, I carved out space by using low boxwood hedges to define the edges. The straight lines give shape to the garden, allowing for year-round structure as the spring, summer, and fall flowers fade. Rows of trees can also give the same effect but with a more casual look.


Look at your existing beds. Are they pleasing in scale? If not, follow the rule of thirds, and increase or decrease your garden and its components to fill two-thirds the width of the closest structure, whether that structure is a house, fence, or gazebo.
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This patio with steps and green areas creates a sense of balance within a smaller area.










GARDENING WITH CONFIDENCE


Scale and Balance


When I first pulled up to the curb of our current home, it was obvious something was off. The two-story brick traditional home sat elevated about 8 feet (2.4m) higher than the sight line from the street. There were no large trees; the ground was covered in English ivy; and the foundation plantings were tight against the house, lined with identical boxwood hedges. To make matters worse, the faux Georgianstyle home had these ostentatious columns that made the house look even more imposing from up high on its hill and entirely out of scale with everything surrounding it.


The first thing I did was extend the foundation beds out from the house to two-thirds the height of the house. Immediately, the house “felt” better, with the extended beds keeping the space from feeling tight and anxious. Even without plantings, widening the beds to be in scale with the house improved the look.


I also added trees to visually “bring down” the imposing height. The trees reached about two-thirds the height of the house. It worked. Today, the curbside view is of a home that is comfortably in scale with its surroundings.
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This patio space is well-defined by the chairs and potted plants.
















CHAPTER 2








SKETCH YOUR IDEA





Agarden is a place of wishes and wants. Often you imagine how something would look over in the corner or under the old oak tree. You wonder how a swing would look in that space. Or maybe you have a vision of a bench, plantings, or a container or two.


When planning your ideal garden, landscape designs are a valuable tool for placing plants, but you may decide to add much more than greenery or flowers. If you’re considering creating a structure or putting “hardscaping” (paved areas, patios, or walkways) in an existing location, it’s fun and easy to mark up your ideas on a photograph.


Confidence is born with pen and paper. Start by taking photos of your garden from various angles. With several copies of a photograph, printed from your computer or scanned, begin to play with lines, seating, buildings, arbors, and so on. Something as simple as marking over an existing bed can bring life to the image, allowing you to better visualize your thoughts. This technique is an amazingly handy way to look at your garden and imagine change, and it is used by many experienced landscape designers, including myself, to help homeowners visualize their new gardens.


When I planned my garden, I needed to keep my children in mind. Their time at home would be about half the time I expected to live in the house, so my design needed to be adaptable. Using black-and-white printed copies of an overall view of my garden, I could mark up the photographs to see how my ideas would affect the space.


A long, flat area in the back garden serves as the kids’ soccer field, where all sorts of balls are hit and kicked about. At one end of this space is a gazebo, and at the other end the children’s playset. While the kids already enjoyed this area as their space, I planned how to add a bit of space here for myself, as well.


My dream came to life on the page as I sketched and crumpled one page after another until I got my thoughts down. I wanted to have a garden house. By sketching the garden house on the page, I could immediately see the scale I needed and the best position to place my new “home away from home.” I was able to perfect the idea with my sketches. Today, the garden house sits in that area and brings many hours of enjoyment, whether I am alone or watching the kids play in the yard.


Before I did my sketch, I measured out a footprint of the space available for my garden house. What I could support with regards to space based on the footprint was at least 50 percent bigger than what the space could visually hold. The scale would have been overpowering. If I had put in a garden house based solely on the available space, I would have made a very big and expensive mistake. A simple sketch gave me perspective—I could see that my garden house would need to be smaller. This gave me a more informed point from which to move forward.


When sketching over printed photographs, I recommend using a permanent marker like a Sharpie® because the bold lines show up better on the page. Mark up your ideas on the printed photo. You don’t even have to be good at drawing. (I’m certainly not.) Once the thick line is drawn, the existing lines fade away. Your new vision becomes clear and prominent. Immediately see the effect of widening the beds, changing the curve, or adding a bench, an arbor, or a gate. If you don’t like what you see, crumple up the page and toss it into the recycling bin. Begin again. It’s that simple.


One of the best advantages of this technique is that it allows you to see the scale at a glance. Even though you may not know the exact dimensions of your space, you’ll have a relative sense of the proportions. Try it. You may just surprise yourself!


With your sketch, you can shop for your needs with a better understanding of what you have to work with. Take it with you when you shop at the garden store. Showing the staff your sketch will help them put the dimensions into perspective, too.
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This is the sketch I made over the “before” garden space.










GARDENING WITH CONFIDENCE


Sketch First


After 25+ years in my garden, I began to evolve further. I started to move away from squiggles and curves in my front garden. My house was very linear, and I started to think that, rather than trying to mimic nature in a clearly manmade garden, it would be more appropriate to follow those lines.


I had trouble visualizing what the new bed lines would look like going from curved to straight. And I couldn’t grasp how much this change would add to (or take away from) the current bed space. Within minutes, I’d printed photos of the front beds, pulled out a marker, and sketched on top of the pictures until I finally got it right. I could easily see on the paper where and how to change the existing lines into new edges. With this confidence, I took a can of blue marking paint and marked my new lines. I stood back, looked everything over, and said, “Yeah, man; that’s it!” Now I can say that it’s hip to be square.
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The “after” photo of how my sketch became reality to transform my garden space.
















CHAPTER 3








PREPARE A PLAN





The best part of having a master plan to work from is that the design will carry you through the process of building your garden as resources become available. Not all the work needs to be done at once. Creating a plan, by yourself or with a designer, ensures that you are building a garden you’ll love that will truly reflect your style and your vision.


Planning ahead also helps to minimize disruption to the garden—less will need to be edited, moved, or unearthed if, for example, you decide at a later date to add electric lines for night lighting. You will consider the obvious things, of course: your own preferences. Do you want a formal garden? A low-maintenance one? Wild splashes of color or orderly, precise patterns?


Consider the practical issues, too, like shade, sunlight, and soil type. When you’re digging during the initial installation, it’s the perfect time to add hardscape features and maybe an irrigation system. This will save your garden from being torn up as you move forward.


Reading the dog-eared pages of magazines you’ve saved is one of the best ways to quickly identify your gardening style. It’s like reading palms or tea leaves—you’ll find messages in the pages. Notice how each page reveals a pattern—perhaps you repeatedly gravitate to hot pops of red and purple. Perhaps you bent the corner of every page displaying a jumbled mix of plants, or maybe you leaned toward images filled with specimen plants—those noteworthy enough to stand on their own. Identifying these themes will help you plan your garden.


If you feel that the whole process of creating the garden is overwhelming and daunting, help is but a conversation away. It might be as simple as asking a friend who has designed their own garden. Searching the internet is another good way to find designs you like. Many homeowners tinkering with their own designs who want to do their own work still rely on various professionals to help with certain steps along the way. Before you do your own final design, you may want to talk with a design professional. Hiring a landscape designer can be your best outdoor investment.


As an avid gardener and design professional, I understand how important getting another opinion can be. Long ago, I left my ego at the curb, gaining the confidence to ask for help. Sometimes we just need to step away from something that is too familiar and ask for help. Decisions about a design element that could paralyze me in my own garden were the same decisions I could easily make for my clients.


A designer can help with patios, decks, and dining areas, or even with siting children’s playsets. Designers can help you consider and place shade structures, rain gardens, a pool, or a spa. The placement of these elements within the design will give you a coherent plan for your entire lot, saving you from later heartache.


A designer can help you consider your future needs. Even if your budget doesn’t currently fit your wish list, adding a future dream to your master plan will allow the garden to grow when your budget is ready.


As with most professionals, each designer gravitates toward a niche. Working with a designer who has a strong interest in horticulture will help you with the selection and care of your garden plants. Certainly, if you are looking for a professional to help choose plants to complete a design, a horticulturist is the one to call. Working with a designer who specializes in swimming pool garden design will enhance your plan if your focus is to add a pool.


When I added steps leading up an incline and through my mixed border, in an area that would also be a very visible focal point, I went to a professional who specialized in this kind of design. It was the best decision I ever made for my own design, and I don’t say that lightly. I waited ten years to have the budget and inclination to make it happen.


Before your first visit with a landscape designer, make a list of all your wishes and wants. Identify any problem areas you want to address. Be sure to take your collection of dog-eared magazines along to show the designer your favorite garden elements and discuss why you are attracted to them.


It’s fun going plant shopping and coming home to find the best place to plant your newest acquisition. You walk the garden, plant in both arms, resting it on your belly, until you find the perfect spot. It may not be the most practical thing you and I do, but we all do it. We will all continue to do it, so we might as well plan for it.


With a plan prepared, you can better understand where new plants will fit in the overall scheme of your gardening vision. If nothing else, you can more quickly find a home for any new addition.
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Garden plan sketches should include as much detail as possible, but still allow for flexibility.










GARDENING WITH CONFIDENCE


Be Practical


In 1997, when I first planned my current garden, I did it with kids in mind. At least, I thought I did. At the time, I had one child, who was one year old. Understanding what I needed for a child-friendly design was about as foreign to me as the Gettysburg Address would be to my dog, Pepper. You can read and do, plan and prepare; but life always happens. When planning your garden, be practical. Don’t plant bee-enticing flowers along the entranceway, spilling into the path. Don’t put pretty poisonous berries in direct reach of a curious toddler. Don’t forget to include an area of lawn for spread-blanket picnics and daisy-chain making, cloud watching and counting shooting stars. Kids should feel their bare feet on cool summer grass and know the sensation of the blades tickling their toes. Your weekend doesn’t have to be spent caring for a large expanse of lawn, but a patch of green can become a magical place where children build memories to last a lifetime.
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Having a plan in place will help you visualize your new space even while it’s still in progress.
















CHAPTER 4








VIEW FROM THE INSIDE





There’s no reason to enjoy the garden only while outside. Most of us will spend more time inside than out, even those of us who spend a considerable amount of time in the garden. It is also true that not all family members will share your enthusiasm for being in the garden. However, they can be captivated when the view becomes a part of their everyday scenery. Concentrate on views in areas where you spend the most time, and your garden will be enjoyed by everyone all year long. In addition to designing your view from the inside, considering good placement of plantings can also provide other benefits, such as buffering a direct view from a neighbor’s window or blocking the glare of the setting summer sun.


Whether by design or desire, the kitchen is the heart of a home. As the central hub, the kitchen is the gathering place to share a meal, do homework, work on a puzzle, or to slow down just a bit for conversation or silence. Why not admire the garden view, breathe in the fragrance, and perhaps even watch the wildlife that the garden attracts? Having the garden in view brings joy and conversation, from a quick walk through the kitchen to a long, lingering meal with friends and family around the kitchen table. You will never tire of the ever-changing scenery a window view provides. The addition of feeders will attract more birds and create the opportunity to watch them alight for a bite while you dine or clean up after a meal. Slow smiles will form on the faces of children and adults alike as they watch a cardinal take a sunflower seed and pause for a moment to see if the seed’s weight is worthy of cracking.


Each window can frame a view to be enjoyed from inside. The living room window can frame a fountain birdbath as you sit on the couch to read. A casual look up from the book in your hand will bring the garden indoors for a moment as you reflect. Your thoughts may drift as you listen to the soothing sound of water or watch a bird sip and then fly away.


The dining room windows can hold scenes from your garden illuminated at night when the room is used most often. The light can fill the room for added romance and mystique while you enchant your guests. Outside lighting can add layers inside a room to create ambiance for your evening meals.


The view from the family room windows can fill the scene with the bright beauty of fragrant flowers, and when the windows are open, the scent will waft into the room. Add flowers with colors to match your interior décor to blend the rooms with the exterior spaces, visually expanding the interior space.
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