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The leaves of upright wild ginger (Saruma henryi) are textured and shaped like hearts.
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Stinking hellebore (Helleborus foetidus) brings flowers to the Wild Garden late in winter through early spring.



This publication was made possible by the vision and support of one of Wave Hill’s most ardent admirers, Beverly Frank. Throughout its creation, we were guided by consideration of her deep understanding of this extraordinary place. This book is for everyone who loves gardens, but it is especially for Beverly.
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Located on 28 acres overlooking the Hudson River, Wave Hill is one of the last surviving country estates in New York City’s five boroughs.




INTRODUCTION


Wave Hill History
and
Principles of Design

From the first day Wave Hill opened to the public in 1967, this garden began to break new ground, figuratively as well as literally. It is no exaggeration to say that over the following decades Wave Hill remade American gardening—as it continues to do today.

The country had never seen a public garden like this: intimate, personal, rich, and dynamic. And Wave Hill remains unique. The gardeners there practice a kind of classic horticultural craftsmanship unrivaled among other public gardens in the United States. The skill and commitment to detail of the Wave Hill staff is legendary. Yet coupled with this devotion to the craft and its inherited lore is a design spirit that has always been, and continues to be, daring and innovative. Every year brings changes to Wave Hill, new combinations of colors, textures, and forms, new themes and experiments. The different areas of the garden, each an original composition in its own right, have become emblems of American gardening, yet all are undergoing continual redevelopment. For this reason, the Wave Hill way of gardening remains as timely and exciting today as it has ever been.

The site of the garden is unexpected and extraordinary. Wave Hill is one of the last surviving country estates in New York’s five boroughs. Former farmland that became summer villas in the mid-19th century, this expanse of open space overlooking the Hudson River has, at various times, served as home to Mark Twain, Theodore Roosevelt, and Arturo Toscanini. As the residence of the British ambassador to the United Nations it even hosted Queen Elizabeth, the Queen Mother. In its present form, the 28-acre estate was assembled at the beginning of the 20th century from a couple of neighboring properties by its then-owner George W. Perkins, a financier who was also instrumental in preserving the Hudson River Palisades, the magnificent cliffs across the river from Wave Hill. Wave Hill as it looks today reflects a collaboration between Perkins and Viennese-trained landscape gardener Albert Millard to unify the two estates.
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George W. Perkins, a financier who was also instrumental in preserving the Hudson River Palisades, assembled the current Wave Hill property at the beginning of the 20th century.



Louis Bauer, Wave Hill’s current director of horticulture, and only its third, counts the site’s location among its greatest assets. First, there is the surprise of passing through a gate in the Bronx and finding such a rural retreat—in his words, “the vastness of the view and the generosity of the grounds.” More important, though, from a grower’s perspective, is the former estate’s peculiar geography. Set on the crest of a steep slope, it is swept by the breezes blowing down and across the river valley below. These keep Wave Hill warmer in winter and cooler in summer and help to relieve the stagnant humidity that can grip New York City at midsummer.
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A many-layered garden in May, with a dramatic backdrop.



Mark Twain wrote of the place, “I believe we have the noblest roaring blasts here I have ever known on land; they sing their hoarse song through the big tree-tops with a splendid energy that thrills me and stirs me and uplifts me and makes me want to live always.” Certainly, the airy nature of the site benefits the longevity of many exotic plants; Wave Hill can grow humidity-hating Mediterranean and South African plants outdoors that do not survive even in the botanical gardens elsewhere in the same city.
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Black cherry (Prunus serotina), left, and sweet gum (Liquidambar styraciflua), right, stand tall against the winds of Wave Hill so remarkable to Mark Twain.
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Wave Hill House as it appeared in 1940.
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Wave Hill’s second estate house, Glyndor, in 1928.
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A portrait of the Perkins family (date unknown), who donated Wave Hill to the City of New York in 1960.
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The glasshouses as they were during the Perkins residency at Wave Hill; only the columned entrance (right) still survives in its original form.



Aside from geography, however, some existing structures (including a pair of estate houses, Wave Hill House and Glyndor House, as they are now called), and a scattering of fine mature trees, there wasn’t much planting here in 1967. George Perkins’ heirs—the last private owners of the property—had donated the estate to the city in 1960, and other than periodic mowing of the grass, there had been little upkeep. The glasshouses that the Perkins family had built on the property were in a ruinous state, and though there were the remains of a rock garden, aquatic garden, pergola, and lower lawn, only a couple of shrubs survived. Even the rather straightforward, formal rose garden was in need of restoration.
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Marco Polo Stufano (left) and John Nally (right) touring Wakehurst in West Sussex, England, managed by the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew.



The budget for the new public garden was not generous initially, but in some respects this was to prove a blessing. Founding director of horticulture Marco Polo Stufano and the three gardeners he was able to hire (the current staff includes seven gardeners, a horticulture assistant, and four interns, as well as an assistant director and director) were largely left to their own devices, though with limited funds for purchases. The plants for the new gardens they established had to be started on site, from seeds or cuttings. There is no better way to get to know a plant, and a willingness to start plants from scratch freed Wave Hill from dependence on local nurseries, which in the late 1960s were notably deficient in interesting plants, woody or herbaceous.

Indeed, the threadbare state of Wave Hill at its founding to some extent reflected the low ebb to which American horticulture as a whole had sunk. The great estates, together with their imported gardeners, which had once been the mainstay of fine gardening in the United States, had disappeared in the wake of World War II, leaving little other than suburban foundation plantings. To secure the kind of plants and design ideas to which Stufano aspired, it was necessary to go abroad. Repeated garden tours of Great Britain followed, as well as visits to Italy. Besides seeds and cuttings, what Stufano, and later his gardening partner John Nally, brought back from these trips was a very different approach to gardening.

Both men had backgrounds in the fine arts. Stufano had completed a degree in art history at Brown University (he had specialized in late-19th-century American architecture), and Nally had earned a master’s degree in printmaking before signing on as a gardener at Wave Hill. For both of them, garden-making was as visceral as the work of an artist with a canvas and paints. They abhorred planning on paper and gardening by the rules of accepted plant combinations. Instead, taking a hint from the plantsmen’s gardens they had visited in Great Britain, such as Christopher Lloyd’s Great Dixter, Stufano and Nally relied on the plants to inspire them—with a personal twist, however.

For Stufano, the architecture of the plant, its form and pattern of growth, came first. Color was still essentially important, especially to Nally, as was texture and, where relevant, fragrance, but the displays were structured around architecture. Stufano and Nally would work out a design by setting out plants on the bed in question, arranging and re-arranging them on the spot. The color combinations that resulted were partly calculated, partly fortuitous; Stufano still maintains that some of his most striking combinations were inspired by accidental juxtapositions he observed in the nursery areas where he and his gardeners grew plants to a usable size.

These traditions survive at Wave Hill. Although Louis Bauer’s experience with architectural studies and graphic arts makes him more comfortable with planning on paper, his design philosophy is unequivocal: “Plants first.” For this reason, even in this era of ecologically defined gardens, Wave Hill remains an unashamed celebration of the special—sometimes rare and exotic, sometimes not—from all around the world. Stufano and Nally would bring back cuttings of choice plants spotted during their far-flung travels. Closer to home, Nally was also the proud discoverer of the “Chicago Bus Stop” aster, a particularly fine specimen of the native heath aster (Symphyotrichum ericoides) that he pried from a crack in the sidewalk at the intersection of Chicago’s Madison and Des Plaines Avenues.
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From the start, the architecture of a plant was key—such as the structure of this weeping blue Atlas cedar (Cedrus atlantica ‘Glauca Pendula’) and the bronze fennel (Foeniculum vulgare ‘Purpureum’) at its foot.
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A view of the Wild Garden through the weeping blue Atlas cedar. Ornamental onions (Allium) and camas (Camassia) in bloom.
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Wave Hill remains an unashamed celebration of the special from all around the world, including Idesia polycarpa, a native of eastern Asia, in fall fruit; Eucomis comosa ‘Sparkling Burgundy’, like other Eucomis species from southern Africa, is dubbed pineapple lily because of its inflorescence; the foliage of redvein enkianthus (Enkianthus campanulatus ‘Red Bells’), from Japan, turns a vibrant orange to crimson in fall; gladiolus (Gladiolus ‘Carolina Primrose’).

Likewise, the plant combinations are all the more striking for breaking conventional rules concerning what goes with what. Stufano was very fond of what he called the Barbra Streisand effect, “a jarring combination of plants that initially sets your teeth on edge, but that you learn to appreciate not so much for its prettiness, but for its strength of character, its gutsiness.” Louis Bauer and the current staff would also rather land on their faces occasionally than lapse into predictability. “Bury your mistakes” is one of their maxims, revealing both an impatience with the less than extraordinary and an understanding that there will be missteps while reaching for the novel delight.

The truth is, at Wave Hill, even the gardeners cannot anticipate the precise effects that the gardens will create each year. A theme that runs throughout the plantings is the self-sowing plants—foxgloves, larkspurs, aquilegias—that pop up throughout the landscape. In some areas, such as the Wild Garden, these self-sustaining performers play a greater role than in others, but with the exception of the Aquatic Garden, self seeders are always an element. These are edited by the gardeners, as a check on their numbers to keep them from overrunning less prolific neighbors, and to make sure that they enhance rather than compete with planned effects. Nevertheless, through these spontaneous seedlings, the garden expresses itself, adding an unforeseeable element to nearly all the displays.

Given the founders’ aversion to master plans, it’s no surprise that the landscape at Wave Hill grew organically and incrementally. Stufano’s first major project was to renovate the glasshouses, creating spaces in which to cultivate the succulents and alpine plants that were among his passions, as well as a repository for the tropical plants that play such a big part in the summer displays. The late T.H. Everett, Stufano’s mentor and an English-born horticulturist who ran the New York Botanical Garden (NYBG) when Stufano was a student there, called New York City’s climate arctic in the winter and like Sumatra in the summer. He believed this weather prompts an exuberant growth that differentiates Wave Hill from the cooler, dimmer English gardens that played a role in its inspiration. In England, the plants tend to remain more compact. In New York, when plants are not cut back they soon exceed their bounds. But the heat, humidity, and intense sunlight are perfect for the tropical plants that come out of the Marco Polo Stufano Conservatory to ornament the open-air gardens during the warmer months, adding a flamboyance that is very un-English and thoroughly New York.
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Enthusiastic self sowers that pop up every year at Wave Hill include columbine (Aquilegia species); poppies (Papaver somniferum); foxglove (Digitalis species); and love-in-a-mist (Nigella damascena).
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Marco Polo Stufano’s first major project was to replace the glasshouses; the entrance to the Perkins’ structure was preserved and incorporated into the new glasshouses.
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Rebuilding the glasshouses.



After the glasshouses were rebuilt, the creation of individual gardens began. Perhaps subconsciously, Stufano and Nally recognized that the sweeping view across the Hudson River to the monumental Palisades cliffs was an asset that needed to be rationed lest it overwhelm their plantings. Aside, then, from a pergola-ornamented overlook where the sweep is fully exploited, the views are carefully controlled. In another early project they undertook, for example, the conversion of the old rock garden to the informal and eclectic Wild Garden, the entry is at the garden’s lower end and the visitor’s attention is kept facing uphill, away from the river, on the splendid tousled beds and meandering paths, until the gazebo at the upper end is reached. Only after entering the gazebo and looking out through the frame of a pair of carefully clipped, mounded yews is one allowed a view of the river and opposing cliffs.
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The new conservatory provides a wintertime refuge for the tropical plants that play a pivotal part in Wave Hill’s summer displays.
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The entrance to the Wild Garden is arranged to keep the visitor facing upward and away from the river view.



This garden area was just the first of many to be developed, each conceived on an intimate, human scale, their growth organic and often opportunistic. The old rose garden was torn out and the rectilinear space it had occupied was transformed into the Flower Garden, a series of beds in which Nally explored the contrasts and harmonies between different perennials and annuals. A swimming pool was filled in and is the center of a formal display of native plants (the Elliptical Garden). Just as often, though, it was the nature of the site that inspired the design. The canopy of mature trees at the northern end of the cultivated area inspired a shade border, and the stepped footprint of former glasshouses became a pair of south-facing terraces, comprising a dry garden and an herb garden. (Eight of the property’s 28 acres are woodland, officially the Herbert and Hyonja Abrons Woodland.)

Although decisions ostensibly rested with Stufano, he recalls the designing of the gardens as often a process of argument. John Nally and later John Emanuel, another creative and influential voice on the horticultural staff, argued energetically with Stufano, who remembers at least one occasion when the two overrode his diktat. There were two parrotia trees growing in the nursery and Stufano had chosen a planting spot for one of them, ordering the other one to be discarded. But he recalls with affection and amusement how he later discovered the second parrotia occupying another spot inside the garden: Nally and Emmanuel had decided on their own to rescue it. Wide latitude was also allowed Nally in arranging and refining the Flower Garden; Emmanuel took charge of the Wild Garden as it continued to grow and develop.
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Only as you enter the gazebo at the Wild Garden’s upper end, and turn around, do you have an opportunity to focus on the view of the river and contrasting Palisades cliffs.



This is a process that has expanded under Louis Bauer’s supervision. He has allowed the gardeners all to specialize, each one concentrating mainly on a particular area of the garden. A crucial factor in making this work has been the fact that as a group, the gardeners have an intimate knowledge of the grounds as a whole, thanks to an exceptional degree of stability in the staff. Most of the gardeners have worked at Wave Hill for many years and learned their horticulture there, often starting as interns. This was a necessity in Stufano’s day, as expert gardeners were scarce in the United States when he started at Wave Hill, and he was obliged to train his own. Even Bauer learned much of his gardening this way, working as a gardener under Stufano’s direction for a decade before leaving Wave Hill to serve as the director of horticulture at Greenwood Gardens in New Jersey, another historic estate, for ten years.

Bauer’s return to Wave Hill in 2013 was a homecoming, and part of his role today is to serve as institutional memory. While the gardeners experiment with new arrangements, Bauer remembers what has been tried in the past, what worked and what didn’t. He knows which of the self-seeders have proven aggressive, and which will overrun choice but less robust neighbors if not severely restrained. He knows that the Flower Garden isn’t the first of Wave Hill’s gardens to bloom in spring, because the space that the very early, ephemeral spring flowers would occupy is needed for plants that bloom later in the season. Such continuity is important. Before being taken over by gardener Gelene Scarborough in 2014, the Wild Garden had, atypically, passed through the hands of three different gardeners in five years and, as Bauer admits, “it showed.” Because the gardeners hadn’t had time to learn the garden, they didn’t have the knowledge of what to restrain. The more delicate elements of the garden’s palette were being lost.

This succession of bloom, incidentally, is one of the areas in which the Wave Hill gardeners best demonstrate their mastery. The conventional wisdom, of course, is that a garden should have something in bloom, or at least in color, during every season. This is to an extent true of Wave Hill; in early spring, for example, the Alpine House and the Wild Garden are glorious, and the woodland flowers of the Shade Border move to center stage later in that season. Other gardens offer displays throughout the summer and fall, and winter visits to Wave Hill, when the skeletons of the shrubs and trees are exposed, are well worth the trip.

There is also a recognition of the realities of the New York City climate, however, and of the habits of visitors. Spring is relatively short in New York, soon overtaken by heat and drought as summer settles in with the arrival of June. Summer is torrid, and though there is much that can be done with tropicals during that season, even Wave Hill’s most faithful supporters tend to stay at home and indoors some days. Fall, by contrast, is a long and glorious season of sunny days and cool but not yet cold nights. That is a season when, by design, Wave Hill’s gardens peak, when all its patrons are eager to catch the last good weather of the year.

To time the garden this way is a point of pride as well as a service to the visitors. It’s easy to have a garden that is glorious in spring what with that season’s profuse bloomers, such as peonies, lilacs, and tulips. It takes real skill, though, to have the garden peak again in the fall. There is much preparation—early staking and grooming—involved in making sure that plantings will hold up through the summer and beyond. The tendency to overplant spring flowers must also be avoided. Space must be left for the insertion of fall bloomers such as asters. Careful timing is also essential: in late June and early July, the reseeders are edited and thinned to make room for a late planting of dahlias, tender salvias, and gladioli that come into flower as the days grow shorter.

Marco Polo Stufano is clear that Wave Hill is now Louis Bauer’s garden, and has embraced the idea that it must continue to change. One innovation, subtle though important, is the work that Bauer is doing to improve access. Assembled as it was, originally, from two separate properties, Wave Hill continues to deal with some disconnects between different areas of the grounds, and ADA accessibility is less than ideal. These will be improved. More significantly from a horticultural point of view, some of Stufano’s plantings have aged out. Dwarf conifers, for example, though very slow-growing, can eventually attain a considerable size, and some that were planted in the Wild Garden have had half a century to outgrow their space. The result was a garden that increasingly looked like a conifer collection. The outsized plants have been removed and replaced, often with more recent cultivars of the same species that do not grow as large, sometimes with other plants favored by the current gardeners.
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Views change with the seasons: a sugar maple (Acer saccharum), rear right, and an American elm (Ulmus americana) furnish a summertime backdrop for a bottlebrush buckeye (Aesculus parviflora), center front, and a variegated giant dogwood (Cornus controversa ‘Variegata’), left front.
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In the same scene, winter strips away the foliage, revealing the intrinsic structures of the trees and shrubs.
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A burst of blue asters contributes to the fall display that is such an important part of Wave Hill’s year.



On one score, though, the gardeners of Wave Hill past and present are united. Despite having created such a crowd-pleaser, they have worked primarily to satisfy themselves.

“In making a garden,” says Stufano, “we never did anything we thought people would like. We did what we thought was the right thing to do.” Ironically, this willingness to break with accepted practice has been crucial to Wave Hill’s success. Inspiration from European traditions was brought home and then translated to an American idiom. Direction was taken from the site and from the plants. Rules were broken and remade. In the process, an example of originality and creativity was created that visitors and colleagues can take home and apply to their own landscapes.

All in all, the effect is more than ever what Mark Twain described a century ago: Wave Hill has the power to thrill, stir and uplift, to make the visitor feel more alive.
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April is a time of awakening: willows brighten; almonds, cherries, and bulbs come into bloom, and the lawns turn green, creating a vivid contrast with the shrubby dogwood, Cornus sanguinea ‘Midwinter Fire’.








The Flower Garden
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View of the Flower Garden from the northeast.



“We can’t do that here.”

Marco Polo Stufano was told this over and over again by both visitors and accomplished gardeners when he returned in 1967 from his first tour of English gardens, full of memories of the colorful and subtle mixed borders that adorned those landscapes. Such linear complexes of perennials, annuals, and shrubs presented a unique vision of living colors blended and contrasted, and Stufano, as a student of art as well as a horticulturist, was fascinated.

Encouraged by Miss Elizabeth Hall, the recently retired head librarian of the New York Botanical Garden and a leading light of the New York horticultural scene, Stufano was buying and reading books. Not just English gardening books, but also American classics by authors such as Louise Beebe Wilder and Richardson Wright, whose descriptions indicated that a far more sophisticated approach to flower colors had once held sway on this side of the Atlantic, too. By the 1960s, however, American flower gardening had devolved into simplistic patterns of annuals in primary colors. Stufano rebelled.

First he, then later he and John Nally when Nally joined the staff in the early 1970s, decided to indeed “do that here”—just with different plants. A simple resolution, but it had to wait for Stufano and Nally’s impatience with Wave Hill’s rose garden to reach the boiling point. A holdover from Wave Hill’s days as a private estate, the rose garden was a simple arrangement of eight rectangular beds framed by four long, L-shaped borders, occupying altogether a 70-by-90-foot expanse. The turf paths that divided the beds were narrow and could not stand up to the traffic of a public garden. Nor was it a good spot for growing sun-hungry roses, given the shade of a large old elm situated outside the garden’s southwest corner. The shrub and hybrid tea roses in the beds required constant spraying and upkeep, and the return on all that work was but scrawny growth. They had to go, Stufano decided. Nally agreed.

Getting the City of New York to broaden the paths and repave them with brick and bluestone was a slow process. In the meantime, just to show what could be done, Stufano and Nally for three years planted a “$16.30 Garden” of annuals they raised from seeds purchased from a catalog for that exact amount. This was one of the pair’s early encounters with self-seeding flowers. So many of the annuals in the former rose beds returned as volunteer seedlings that, Stufano jokes, they could have called the composition the $14.20 Garden the second year, and in the third year, they could have been turning a profit with the sale of seedlings. This lesson was not forgotten, as self-seeding flowers came to be a mainstay not just of the Flower Garden but of Wave Hill’s gardens in general. With the annuals, Stufano and Nally also began to develop the soft and undulating style of planting that would become a hallmark of Wave Hill.
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The “$16.30 Garden” that Marco Polo Stufano and John Nally grew from seed. The original budget for plants was small.




[image: Image]

The Marco Polo Stufano Conservatory provides a backdrop for the Flower Garden.
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Backlit by the early morning light, the Flower Garden offers a lush interplay of textures, forms, and colors.



Once the new, broader, and more durable paths were finally installed, Stufano and Nally set about creating what they called, in a bow to the vintage garden books Stufano had been absorbing, an “old-fashioned flower garden.” Originally planted with such traditional favorites as clematises, irises, and peonies, the concept soon succumbed to the duo’s omnivorous appetite for fine plants and evolved into something far less predictable. Today, the only requirements for inclusion are outstanding form and color, so that exceptional cultivars of garden standbys are placed alongside exotic imports, with the effect of a sort of brilliantly eclectic cottage garden.

In the conversion, the basic layout of the rose garden’s beds was preserved, as was the rustic cedar fence that surrounded the space. Even a handful of climbing roses were retained: those that shade the benches set into the fence on the east and west sides of the garden are original and now 60 to 80 years old. For the rest though, the space was transformed, becoming a sort of master class in garden color, taught with an innovative flair.

Each bed had a theme: the extreme northeastern plot was the red bed, where plants with red flowers and foliage predominated. Adjacent to it was the plum bed, where purples were the dominant hue. Over the years, the color palette has evolved and changed as the gardeners have changed. The plum bed, for example, under the care of Harnek Singh, the current gardener in the Flower Garden, has morphed into an intriguing, if unconventional, mixture of magentas, deep pinks, and oranges. Yet the original concept, of each bed devoted to a contrasting or harmonious color palette, has persisted. There is, currently, a bed of pink, peach, and orange; a bed of yellow foliages accented with pink flowers; a silver bed, where elements of pale yellow and blue provide contrast; a blue bed, with accents of white and yellow; and a white bed. The outer, framing beds, have been planted to echo adjacent inner beds.
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