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safety


Although the methods in this book have been reviewed for safety, it is not possible to overstate the importance of using the safest methods you can. What follows are reminders—some do’s and don’ts of work safety—to use along with your common sense.


■ Always use caution, care, and good judgment when following the procedures described in this book.


■ Always be sure that the electrical setup is safe, that no circuit is overloaded, and that all power tools and outlets are properly grounded. Do not use power tools in wet locations.


■ Always read container labels on paints, solvents, and other products; provide ventilation; and observe all other warnings.


■ Always read the manufacturer’s instructions for using a tool, especially the warnings.


■ Use hold-downs and push sticks whenever possible when working on a table saw. Avoid working short pieces if you can.


■ Always remove the key from any drill chuck (portable or press) before starting the drill.


■ Always pay deliberate attention to how a tool works so that you can avoid being injured.


■ Always know the limitations of your tools. Do not try to force them to do what they were not designed to do.


■ Always make sure that any adjustment is locked before proceeding. For example, always check the rip fence on a table saw or the bevel adjustment on a portable saw before starting to work.


■ Always clamp small pieces to a bench or other work surface when using a power tool.


■ Always wear the appropriate rubber gloves or work gloves when handling chemicals, moving or stacking lumber, working with concrete, or doing heavy construction.


■ Always wear a disposable face mask when you create dust by sawing or sanding. Use a special filtering respirator when working with toxic substances and solvents.


■ Always wear eye protection, especially when using power tools or striking metal on metal or concrete; a chip can fly off, for example, when chiseling concrete.


■ Never work while wearing loose clothing, open cuffs, or jewelry; tie back long hair.


■ Always be aware that there is seldom enough time for your body’s reflexes to save you from injury from a power tool in a dangerous situation; everything happens too fast. Be alert!


■ Always keep your hands away from the business ends of blades, cutters, and bits.


■ Always hold a circular saw firmly, usually with both hands.


■ Always use a drill with an auxiliary handle to control the torque when using large-size bits.


■ Always check your local building codes when planning new construction. The codes are intended to protect public safety and should be observed to the letter.


■ Never work with power tools when you are tired or when under the influence of alcohol or drugs.


■ Never cut tiny pieces of wood or pipe using a power saw. When you need a small piece, saw it from a securely clamped longer piece.


■ Never change a saw blade or a drill or router bit unless the power cord is unplugged. Do not depend on the switch being off. You might accidentally hit it.


■ Never work in insufficient lighting.


■ Never work with dull tools. Have them sharpened, or learn how to sharpen them yourself.


■ Never use a power tool on a workpiece—large or small—that is not firmly supported.


■ Never saw a workpiece that spans a large distance between horses without close support on each side of the cut; the piece can bend, closing on and jamming the blade, causing saw kickback.


■ When sawing, never support a workpiece from underneath with your leg or other part of your body.


■ Never carry sharp or pointed tools, such as utility knives, awls, or chisels, in your pocket. If you want to carry any of these tools, use a special-purpose tool belt that has leather pockets and holders.
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Introduction


WALKS, PATIOS, AND WALLS turn outdoor areas into usable living spaces. Walks connect the focal points of your yard, both physically and visually. A patio links your house and yard, providing outdoor living, eating, cooking, and entertainment spaces. A brick, stone, or block wall adds character and privacy.


This book will help you get started creating these structures for your yard. An extensive design section aids in laying out your property and planning your project. The section also deals with the practical matters of drainage, and sun and climate control.


The rest of the book is devoted to helping you design and build the projects that will increase the value of your home and make your yard more livable. Grouped into sections that cover walks, patios, and walls, each chapter covers a specific type of structure. Each section contains dozens of design ideas that you can use in your own yard. The projects themselves are the most popular among homeowners and designers. The materials and tools needed to complete them are readily available. The instructions provided here are simple and straightforward. Each sequence lists the tools and materials you will need to do the job and easy-to-follow directions for completing the projects.




GUIDE TO SKILL LEVEL
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	Easy. Even for beginners
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	Challenging. Can be done by beginners who have the patience and willingness to learn.
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	Difficult. Can be handled by most experienced do-it-yourselfers who have mastered basic construction skills. Consider consulting a specialist.
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Greenery allowed to grow between the stones of this patio enhances the natural look of the design, above.
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Rough-cut stone adds a rustic charm to the walls and walks around this house, opposite.
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This stone walk guides you through the garden without feeling formal, top right.
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A fun, tropical feel is achieved through the bold color of this brick patio, right.
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design basics


YOUR SITE, YOUR LIFESTYLE


BASIC SITE DESIGN


GOOD LANDSCAPE DESIGN requires a blend of elements. There are technical considerations dictated by the site and your budget, and creative possibilities determined by how you plan on using the landscape. Each site is unique and offers its own challenges, especially when it comes to hardscapes such as walls, walks, and patios. But there are basic principles you can follow that will help you create a design that meets your needs.
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YOUR SITE, YOUR LIFESTYLE


In many ways, the concept of site design goes back a long time. The Romans called it genius loci—spirit of place. When designed correctly, a place affects all of our senses by providing a combination of sights, sounds, smells, textures, and temperatures. A place is memorable; we can return to it again and again in our minds whenever we want. We all have special places that we hold dear. A good site design can and should provide a memorable experience for all who visit that particular place. Essentially, there are two factors for you to consider as you begin the design process: your site’s features and how to enhance them.


Identifying. Your first order of business should be recognizing the unique combination of elements that your site has to offer. These could be such things as special views and vistas; natural features such as trees, rocks, or streams; or even historical artifacts or events that occurred there in the past. Any and all of these will add up to the unique spirit of your particular location. Spend some time getting acquainted with your landscape and noting these special features. Every site has something to tell you.


Intensifying. Once you feel that you understand the special qualities and elements of your site, think of ways in which these features can be preserved and, better yet, enhanced through the placement of such things as walks, walls, patios, and vegetation.
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A low wall, above, helps to contain a hilly site without obstructing the view. Plants soften the look.
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A walkway constructed of native stone, left, helps to connect a home to its geographic location.










[image: Illustration]


Locating outdoor living spaces, opposite, to take advantage of views enhances relaxation and open-air activities.
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In terms of material and design, this patio, opposite, is an extension of its California Mission-style home.






Working with Your Surroundings


If your site is in a historic district or an architecturally distinct region—New England or the Southwest come to mind—your design will fit into these contexts if you make an effort to work with the prevailing materials, colors, and architectural elements. This doesn’t necessarily mean copying or mimicking every little detail you can find in your neighborhood. There’s still plenty of latitude here to design your personal interpretation of what you think makes your region or neighborhood unique. Of course, the choice of whether or not you want to fit into or stand out from your surroundings is entirely up to you. In fact, with so many of today’s newer houses looking the same as others in the neighborhood, this is the perfect opportunity to express your personal values and tastes.


One design concept popular in landscape planning involves creating designs that are “of the site” versus those that are not. A design that is considered of the site appears to grow or spring directly from what is already a part of the site, as if the new design were always meant to be there. Frank Lloyd Wright liked to call this “organic design.”


Imported Designs. The opposite of an “of the site” design is one that seems to come from somewhere else, such as a New England Cape Cod house in the middle of the Sonora Desert. Although most professional site designers prefer the more organic approach, that doesn’t mean you can't incorporate a Japanese Zen rock and sand garden into your design if you wish. It simply means not forcing something onto the site that seems unnatural or incongruous. However, it’s best to work with the site.
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A somewhat formal look has been achieved with this symmetrical design, below left.







FORMAL OR INFORMAL?







CONSIDER WHETHER YOU WANT a formal layout; a relaxed, informal layout; or some combination of both. Consider the size and shape of your lot, the style of the house, and your lifestyle. Formal layouts are usually symmetrical and uniform, whereas informal layouts are typically asymmetrical with irregular or naturally flowing shapes. Some of the most satisfying site plans have aspects of both.


Combining informal and formal elements in close proximity enhances and strengthens both through their contrasts. For example, you might try a formal patio layout integrated into a system of informal curvilinear walks, walls, and planting areas. But remember that informal doesn’t mean random or chaotic. An underlying sense of balance is just as important to informal layouts as it is to formal layouts. Base a curving walk or wall on circles, radii, and tangents, not just careless squiggles across your site.
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A wall composed of random rocks and a crushed-stone path, below, have a rustic, casual appeal.
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A yard that isn’t perfectly flat isn’t necessarily an obstacle to building a patio. This is a slightly hilly location, but with some site grading, it became an idyllic spot for grillin’ and chillin’.
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An excellent example of a positive space, above left, features a walkway and borders.
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Tucked into a corner, the patio, above right, has a sense of privacy and security.





Positive and Negative Spaces. Site designers often talk about creating positive and negative spaces. This is a simple yet extremely important aspect of designing a good site. Positive space refers to well-defined and enclosed spaces, while negative space refers to poorly defined spaces and/or spaces with little or no sense of enclosure. Think of trying to drink out of a good, solid coffee mug versus a sieve. Positive spaces, with well-defined borders and edges—walls or walkways, for example—help to gather and contain as well as define spaces. They have a feeling of reaching around and embracing you. Negative spaces, on the other hand, tend to leak and flow out and away from you. As human beings, we tend to find negative or shapeless spaces much less satisfying than well-defined, positive spaces.


Enclosure. The best site designs provide varying degrees of enclosure. A good way to think of enclosure is in terms of shelter—how much we are protected from the elements and how much the enclosure provides a sense of privacy and intimacy. A sense of enclosure or positive space is really very simple to achieve, but it certainly does not mean an airtight box. After all, you want to be outdoors to enjoy a free, open feeling. To achieve a satisfying degree of enclosure, a low wall along the edge of a planting area or along the side of a walk—even the edge of a patio with one or more low planters—is all you need.


A Sense of Security. Perhaps you remember how pleasant and secure it felt to sit on the front porch of your grandparents’ house in the summertime, or maybe you have another special place that gave you a feeling of security. Ever wish you could re-create that feeling? Well, you can. The people who study these types of things say that humans have a natural tendency to seek slightly elevated and sheltered places and to avoid open, exposed places whenever possible. The slight elevation allows you to see farther in all directions, and the semi-open shelter provides you with a sense of security and allows you to watch and participate in the passing world. Whether it's in your front or backyard, you can create this sense of security by elevating your patio slightly above the surrounding grade, providing a sense of enclosure with a few low walls and planters, and perhaps adding an overhead trellis or patio roof to provide shade and rain protection. Voila! Time to make some lemonade.




FORCING PERSPECTIVE







HERE ARE A COUPLE OF NEAT TRICKS to use when working with small spaces. The perceived size of a space can be increased by slightly narrowing the far end of the area in relation to the width of the end nearest the viewer. This is called forced perspective, and it is a trick that landscape designers learned from painters. It works because our eyes trick our brains into thinking that the space is longer than it really is. You can create this type of perspective by placing larger or taller trees or shrubs in the foreground of a space and then placing smaller, shorter trees or shrubs toward the far end of the space.





Outdoor Scale. A quick note about outdoor scale versus indoor scale. No rocket science here, folks. Outdoor spaces need to be scaled up from the typical dimensions used for rooms inside. If you are using an average-size room inside your house to get a feel for the size of your new patio, add a few extra feet to the dimensions, if possible. What seems like a perfectly adequate space inside can feel uncomfortably cramped and small when it is outside.


And you thought you weren’t going to get a good reason for making that new patio just a little bit larger!
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An undulating shape makes this tall wall, opposite, feel less imposing while it carries the eye along the site.





Varying Texture. Use fine and coarse textures to increase (or decrease) your perception of spatial depth. Think about standing on a small mountaintop and looking out into the distance. You can see every leaf on the trees and shrubs near you. Then, as you look farther out into the distance, the leaves begin to blur until you can no longer perceive individual leaves or even individual trees. By varying the textures of the vegetation and/or the wall surfaces in small spaces, from coarse at the near end to finely textured at the far end, you can trick your eyes into thinking that the space is larger than it really is. The reverse is also true (just in case you want to make a large space look smaller).




smart tip


STEAL SOME IDEAS


DON’T BE AFRAID TO BORROW IDEAS AND DESIGNS FROM FRIENDS AND NEIGHBORS. MOST PEOPLE FIND IT FLATTERING WHEN SOMEONE COPIES THEM. IT IS ALSO A GOOD WAY FOR YOU TO LEARN ABOUT POTENTIAL MAINTENANCE PROBLEMS AND LONG-TERM LIFE-CYCLE COSTS.
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Small rock plants, tucked between the slabs of a walkway, opposite, vary the texture from hard to soft.






BASIC SITE DESIGN


To get to the point where you can put your ideas onto a site drawing, you will first have to understand some basic techniques and terms. Don’t worry if you don’t grasp the terms immediately. Read through the next section before attempting a design. As you work on your plan, you will find that terms and ideas will become apparent to you.


Design Techniques


These basic design techniques are more or less common to all design professions, including artists.
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Mexican tiles border a mosaic walkway, above, that comprises shards of flat stone.





Balance. Arrange various site elements so that they are resolved and balanced. A visually heavy or larger object can be balanced by a lighter or smaller one that is darker in color, is unusually or irregularly shaped, is contrasting in texture, or is more elaborately detailed.


These strategies help to draw attention to the smaller object and visually balance it with the larger one. For example, let’s say you have a large clump of conifer trees on one side of your yard. To visually balance them, you might plant smaller, more colorful ornamental trees on the other side of the yard, or you might install a man-made object, such as a fountain or a gazebo.




OTHER CONSIDERATIONS







HERE ARE A FEW ADDITIONAL POINTS to consider as you attempt to find the right location for your project.


Site Repair. Rather than picking the nicest spot in your backyard to locate your new patio or other site improvements, choose an area that could stand some enhancement or repair.


Maintenance. It goes without saying that maintenance is an important consideration, especially outdoors. Once your new patio and walks are constructed, it’s time to take care of them. Obviously, it pays to select durable and easily cleaned materials, but keep in mind that your design can also create headaches when it comes to cleaning, raking, sweeping, and shoveling snow. Odd angles and tight corners might increase your cleaning tasks. If you live in snow country, ask yourself where you will pile the snow, and plan accordingly.


Life-Cycle Costs. Over the long run, the cheapest materials may turn out to be the most expensive if they need to be replaced or repaired often. For example, if you have 100 square feet of a material that costs $3 per square foot and it needs to be totally replaced every five years, the annual replacement cost will be $60 (100 square feet x $3 = $300 divided by 5 years). On the other hand, if you pick a material that costs $4.50 per square foot and it needs to be replaced every 10 years, the annual replacement cost will only be $45 (100 square feet x $4.50 = $450 divided by 10 years).
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Color is an important unifying factor. The color of the stone links the wall to the evenly spaced face and foundation of the house, opposite.





Harmony. Harmony can be achieved by selecting and using elements that share a common trait or characteristic. By using elements that are similar in size, shape, color, material, texture, or detail, you can create a cohesive feeling and relation among the various elements on the site. An example of this might be a brick patio that is bordered by a brick planter near a brick walkway leading to a brick-lined garden area. In this case, the various elements are made of a common material. Another example might be using a common shape, such as a square. Imagine having a square concrete patio scored in a square (or diamond) pattern with a square table, square chairs, and a square-checkered tablecloth. The results can be extremely pleasing.


Unity and Variety. While both balance and harmony are used to achieve unity, too much unity can be boring. That’s where variety and contrast come in handy. By varying size, shape, color, material, texture, and detail, you can introduce a note of interest or a focal point into the total composition. For instance, placing a round wooden planter onto the square-pattern patio discussed earlier will provide a pleasing contrast of both shape and material. The contrasting object (the round wooden planter) will draw attention to itself and provide a degree of visual relief and interest to the total setting. This is the right time and place to add your individual touch, including a bit of whimsy or humor if that feels right. However, too much variety can be worse than too much unity and result in a confusing, chaotic jumble. When introducing variety into your plan layout, it’s probably better to lean toward the conservative side.


Rhythm. In design terms, rhythm—or the spacing of elements relative to similar elements—can create another type of unity in a composition. Rhythm helps to establish a visually satisfying progression or sequence to a site design. For example, on a walkway, you can establish a regular rhythm if you place a band of decorative brick at 4-foot intervals. This acts as both a control joint and as a source of visual rhythm. Or as another example, you can place pilasters or half-columns along a brick or masonry wall at regular intervals. On the other hand, a song composed of only one sequence of notes is boring. You can avoid visual boredom by varying such things as the interval, color, size, shape, texture, or material of the elements you use to create your sequence. Another fun way to introduce an interesting visual rhythm is to create subsets of elements between the evenly spaced elements. You could also install a series of colorful glazed tiles with their own rhythmic sequence between regularly spaced pilasters of a brick or masonry wall.
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Keep rhythm in mind, particularly if you will be installing a long wall. Concrete pilasters keep the eye moving and look refined in contrast to the rough-cut stone face of this wall, left.





Emphasis. A lot like unity and variety, emphasis assumes that within your site some of the elements have more significance or importance than the rest and that these special elements should be somehow identified as such. You can emphasize an element in any one of a number of ways, including making it larger than other elements, placing it among items that have a different shape, centering it within a circle or at the end of a walkway, or highlighting it at night with floodlights or accent lights. But as with unity and variety, if you emphasize everything then nothing is really emphasized and you end up with a chaotic, visually confusing site design. Use this one with caution.


Simplicity. Don’t be fooled. Just because simplicity is the last item on the list doesn't mean it’s the least important. In fact, to many designers it’s probably the most important concept of all—and you thought this was going to be complicated! Ironically, simplicity is also one of the hardest things to achieve in any design concept. That’s because when you realize how many design tools and elements you have to work with, you have a natural tendency to want to use all of them.


Remember trying to mix every color in your new watercolor set together just to see what that color would look like? Remember the results? In virtually every case, the most elegant and satisfying site designs are those that begin and end with simplicity as a guiding design principle. The Zen rock gardens of Japan are perhaps the best example of this way of designing—so much is said with so little effort. And that’s probably because so much is left to our own individual interpretations. Subtlety and simplicity are good words to remember.
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Evenly cut stone slabs installed tightly in a horizontal pattern make a simple but strong statement on this patio, opposite.
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Low walls and walkways surrounding the patio and pool, above, help to define and connect the various outdoor living areas of this home.







smart tip


PLAN FOR THE FUTURE


THE WAYS IN WHICH YOU USE YOUR NEW PATIO WILL HELP DETERMINE ITS VALUE. DON’T FORGET TO ADD SOME AMENITIES, SUCH AS A LIGHTING SYSTEM, AN OUTDOOR ELECTRICAL RECEPTACLE, SPACE FOR A GRILL, STORAGE FOR PATIO FURNITURE, AND ROOM TO ADD A SPA OR HOT TUB LATER.







DIVIDING YOUR DESIGN INTO SPECIFIC PARTS







THERE IS MORE TO A DESIGN, however, than the actual physical parts and conceptual places of any given site. To help you arrive at your overall plan, you will have to juggle the following design elements.


Centers. Centers are gathering areas where people come together for a common purpose. We are typically drawn to centers because of their location or placement on the site and their sense of importance within the design. On a larger scale, some examples of centers might be the town square in a traditional New England village or even Rockefeller Center in New York. For our purposes, the obvious example of a center is the patio you are about to design. What are some of the social activities you intend to accommodate in your new patio?


Edges. Edges can be thought of as the linear boundaries between distinctly different areas. Edges can take many forms: natural features, such as streams and rows of shrubs, or man-made elements, such as walls. Low walls, such as the ones illustrated in this book, provide very effective edges that separate areas in a yard, such as planting beds and lawns. Edges give these areas a crisp definition that is much more aesthetically pleasing than unclear, poorly defined boundaries.


Districts. Districts can also be thought of as areas, zones, or fields. For our purposes, examples of districts might include lawn areas, flower beds, play areas, gardens, and especially patios.


Paths. Paths are the obvious complements to the areas of your site. Paths or, better yet, walks connect the outdoor rooms of your site together and make them usable and accessible, and therefore deserve a high degree of thought and consideration on your part.


Nodes. Nodes are basically the same as centers, except that they are more closely associated with walks. You might also think of them as intersections or crossroads. Because intersections are typically busy places when there is a lot of traffic, consider enlarging the major nodes or intersections of your site plan to accommodate passing room or the occasional impromptu conversation.
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Stone tiles unify a multifunctional patio, opposite. Evenly spaced individual tiles on the ground make a visually interesting walkway.






Organizing Your Site Design


So how are you going to organize all the elements of your site? That’s where the use of one or more ordering systems can help make sense of it all. These are the planning tools we can use to gather and arrange the physical places of your site into a cohesive, unified whole instead of a haphazard assortment of unrelated spaces.


Keep in mind, though, that using an ordering system doesn’t exclude variety, spontaneity, and points of emphasis within your plan. Also, you might consider using more than one ordering system, depending on which element or place you’re designing. For example, a grid system might work best when you are laying out the walls for a lawn and garden area; then you might switch to a symmetrical layout for the patio and to an axial layout for the walks. Impress your friends and neighbors, not to mention your family. Let’s see what’s in the planning toolbox.


Axes. An axis is an imaginary yet powerful line. You can arrange your outdoor rooms or the lineal elements such as walks and walls on either side of an axis to achieve a sense of balance. An axis will end either in a panoramic view or with a symmetrical vertical element such as a statue, a fountain, or an arbor. Walks and sight lines are good places to use an axial layout.


Grids. Grids can be useful in site design. For example, you might think of your yard as a nine-square grid. When planning your layout, you might overlay this grid on your site to organize such elements as patios, play areas, gardens, and a gazebo. In arranging elements in your grid, consider such factors as traffic patterns, views, and the path of the sun over the yard.
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A soaring chimney serves as the endpoint of the axis layout in this patio’s design, top.
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Pathways intersect at a center fountain in a European-inspired garden, right.





Hierarchy. You will use hierarchy to rank spaces and elements by order of importance. Every site plan has certain spaces that are more important than others. Think of it this way: normally, the living room is a far more important space than the utility room. You put your best furnishings and carpets and the most money into the living room—not the utility room. Your priorities are up to you. but it’s a good bet that your new patio is probably going to be the most important space you are planning. You can give your important spaces the amount of attention they deserve by making them larger than the other spaces. By giving them an unusual or unique shape (for example, a round space within a square grid), or by locating the space in a prominent position, such as the center of your site or at the end of an axis.


Datum. A datum is a reference point, or more accurately, a reference line or plane. An axis is a datum in that it gives elements on either side of it a common line of reference. Walls make good datum lines. Their presence and continuity often help emphasize unique elements. For example, a fence could act as a datum to emphasize plantings of various shapes. Interestingly enough, grids also make good datum lines, as when you overlay a variety of differently shaped objects on a regular pattern. The grid holds everything together.




BASIC GEOMETRY







GEOMETRIC SHAPES are always fun to use when designing just about anything, especially site plans. The basic geometric shapes are the circle, square, and triangle. With these shapes, combined with the other ordering systems, you can design just about everything that comes along. Interesting geometric variations include overlapping the basic shapes to form a third shape (or space) and creating spiral or pinwheel compositions. All of these geometric systems can be combined, overlapped, rotated, and shifted relative to each other and themselves for added variety and complexity. In your yard, the geometric elements might be a triangular trellis, rectangular patios, and round shrubs.







[image: Illustration]


Arranging stone tiles in a grid gives this patio, opposite, a modern look.
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A compass rose surrounded by tile, right, draws attention to the area in front of the patio’s focal point—a fireplace—and provides a logical axis around which to arrange furniture.
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The edge of the patio, below, keeps the circle created by the landscaping uninterrupted. Notice how the low shrubs in front of the tall trees play with perspective.
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planning your site


SOIL


DRAINAGE


A COMFORTABLE PATIO


A USEFUL WALK


SITE DESIGN


BEFORE YOU CAN APPLY THE DESIGN PRINCIPLES covered in the previous chapter, you need to familiarize yourself with some of the more mundane, yet important, aspects of landscape design. Soil, drainage patterns, and grading are extremely important to your final design. Even the most beautiful patio won’t be pleasant to use if it’s underwater; carefully laid-out walks won’t function if they turn into rivers of mud when it rains; and retaining walls won’t serve their purpose if they crack and topple over.
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SOIL


Soils have three main properties that you should note: the bearing (structural) capacity, the drainage characteristics, and the fertility (ability to support plant life). Soils are divided into two major classifications, depending on the size of the soil particles. There are coarse-grained soils, such as gravel and sand, and fine-grained soils, such as clays and silts.


For both structural and drainage purposes, the coarse-grained soils are preferable. As you can imagine, coarse-grained soils will support more weight and will drain much better than fine-grained soils. Soils such as clays and stilts, besides having poor structural and drainage capacities, also have a tendency to expand as they become saturated with ground water and then shrink as they dry. This can cause major problems such as cracking and excessive settling of walks, patios, and footings. If you suspect that the soil on your site has these characteristics, you should excavate it to a suitable depth and replace it with coarser soil.




smart tip


GOOD FOUNDATIONS


BE SURE TO INCLUDE A 4- TO 6-INCH LAYER OF GRAVEL UNDER YOUR PATIO AND WALKWAYS. THE GRAVEL ACTS AS A DRAINAGE SYSTEM THAT KEEPS WATER FROM COLLECTING OR PONDING BENEATH THESE SHALLOW CONSTRUCTIONS.





Almost every county in the United States has a County Soil Conservation Service, which will provide countywide soil surveys, indicating the predominant soil types in your area. Another source for this information is your local plant nursery, which will have a general knowledge of soil types in your community.




DEALING WITH DRAINAGE







UNLESS YOU HAPPEN TO LIVE on a rock in the middle of the Mojave Desert, you probably already know where the low spots on your site are. You know the locations of those miniature bogs and swamps where the water tends to collect after every good rain. Note and record these places, as well as the existing natural drainage patterns, on your site plan. Here is your opportunity to correct any annoying or destructive drainage problems you may find on your property.


However, the best advice is to identify and work with the natural drainage paths whenever possible. (See “Drainage” here.) These existing paths have generally reached a state of equilibrium with the surrounding terrain. Altering, blocking, or interfering with these natural paths requires expert planning, extra labor, and materials. Re-grading a site can be disastrous if not done properly.
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When planning your landscape design, it’s best to consider the natural characteristics of the site, including the soil. On a sloping lot, it’s important that the soil is a type that will drain well.









DRAINAGE


Site drainage involves the collection of rainwater and snow runoff, the channeling of this water, and the disposal of the excess water. There are two primary kinds of systems: surface drain systems and subsurface drain systems, such as area drains, catch basins, trench drains, dry wells, and drain tiles. Due to the expense and work involved, use subsurface systems only as a last resort.


Surface drain systems basically consist of shallow drainage ditches, called “swales,” and built-up mounds that direct runoff, called “berms.” After you have identified where runoff enters your site, decide where to channel it. Generally, it’s best to direct it to an existing storm sewer located in the street. Try to channel the water with swales, berms, and retaining walls. If for any reason it is impossible to run storm water to the street system, a substitute location must be chosen (and, no, not in your neighbor’s yard). The new drainage pattern should not cause damage to or increase runoff to surrounding properties.




GRADING YOUR SITE







SITE GRADING INVOLVES RESHAPING and recontouring the earth, which is a fancy way of saying "moving a lot of dirt around." Try to work with the existing contours whenever possible to minimize time and expenses. Grading consists of two basic steps: cutting and filling. A cut involves removing dirt (that is, cutting into a hillside), and a fill involves adding dirt to the site’s original grade. To avoid having to move excess dirt to or from your property, try to balance the amount of dirt you wish to cut with the amount you wish to fill.
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