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introduction



MY LOVE OF GARDENING—AND MY CREATIVITY AND RESOURCEFULNESS—started as a child of hippie parents living in Marin County during the funky 1970s. My craftsman father truly enjoyed bucking the system, and my mother, a home gardener, enjoyed nurturing the ecosystem. We lived in a house my father built almost exclusively from reclaimed, salvaged finds. Featured in Life magazine, this ahead-of-its-time house would go on to win Sunset’s Western Home of the Year award. At our next house, my mother cared for a petite garden where I learned about tending fruit trees, the power of perennials, and how to garden organically.


Many years later, my parents built another home, incorporating a much larger garden that once again was guided by ecological responsibility, embracing recycled materials and creative salvaged treasures. With them, I helped grow, maintain, and edit their inventive and resourceful garden, which won Garden Design’s Golden Trowel in 1998. In this aesthetically adventurous garden, I learned the importance of reusing lumber and stone, dividing plants, pampering pollinators, building healthy compost, and (literally) turning gardening on its side.
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My father designed the upside-down potting shed using cast-off windows. He wanted it to look as if it had been picked up and dropped on its side, like an element from the Wizard of Oz.





I consciously and unconsciously absorbed my parents’ sentiment, practices, and ethos like leaves absorbing sunlight. In my twenty-plus years of designing and maintaining landscapes, I carry these imaginative ways of creating and caring for a garden, always wondering how to create a beautiful, productive, and healthy garden, or refresh and update a tired one, without spending crazy amounts of cash or using an excess of our Earth’s valuable natural resources.


The effects of climate change and our recent global pandemic, (which has not only restricted our movements but limited our physical contact with others) are creating a mandate for us to take action. We have a growing awareness of the need to change things up, turn things upside down, and pivot and morph in ways we never imagined. Now is the time to start buying less and enjoying more, spending less but having more. I’m reminded every day of the reasons why we need to connect with nature and the earth. One way to regain that crucial connection is through gardening, which gives us a sense of belonging to a special place while we experience the physicality of digging in soil, the instinctual nurturing of plants, the scientific approach to observing life, and a childlike sense of awe.


Historically, we have turned to our gardens in troubling times. Something about soil makes anxiety more manageable and helps us imagine better, happier, even prettier times. For a great example, see the victory gardens of World War II, in which Americans patriotically grew food at home, even in abandoned lots, to feed their families and support the troops. Today, the thing that drives people to garden isn’t so much fear of hunger but hunger for tangible physical work that gives us hope for nature’s (and our own) resilience.


As I write this, shelter-in-place orders are beginning to lift, but I continue to witness the ways our gardens have become and continue to provide necessary shelter—today’s gardens are valuable and well-used living spaces, sanctuaries where we can escape from strange stresses and uncertain times. Don’t get me wrong: taking care of a garden can be utterly stressful too, even exhausting, frustrating, and completely baffling. Yet, when we get it right, it is deeply satisfying. This is the nature of gardening and why we love it. Gardens are ever-changing experiments full of surprises.


 Because the nature of gardening is a bit lawless and “it takes a village,” it’s undeniably useful for beginners and veterans alike to get help and learn tips and insider info. This book is that collection of inspiration and helpful tips. Some of the featured gardens were designed by me and some were created by other talented designers. Peppered throughout you’ll find pro tips, top plant lists, creative suggestions, easy homemade recipes, and reasons why certain actions in the garden save money and make the earth a healthier place to live.


This book is a gift for my fellow creative gardeners who conscientiously attempt to work with nature, not against it. We study the environment, look out early for weeds, bugs, disease, flooding, drought, cold, heat, and soil changes, and quickly react to these situations with an inventive approach and natural solutions and ingredients that we already have at home. We also look to resources we have on hand or in place and think of ways to reuse them instead of tossing them out. Cultivating this awareness and responding to the nuances and changes and little dances that our gardens perform, saves us money, heartache, back pain, and time, so we can sit back and enjoy the fruits of our labor.


For me, smart gardening isn’t about rushing or being cheap or cutting corners. Instead, it’s about achieving a rewarding and personalized garden no matter the size of the space or budget. It’s about making informed choices and spending money where it counts without sacrificing design or style.


I encourage you to start your wise and aware garden practice wherever you can, maybe even adopt a little buck-the-system attitude, add in some creativity, and see where the gardening journey takes you.


Let’s dig in.










PART ONE



ASSESSING SPACE and RESOURCES
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Ask yourself, “What purpose do I want each area of my garden to serve?”













Chapter 1


THINKING and OBSERVING


THE FIRST THING TO DO BEFORE STARTING ANY GARDEN PROJECT is to look and think. Now, you might be saying, “Thinking? I thought this was a garden book, not a self-help book.” Well, in my opinion, gardening books should always be shelved under self-help—but I understand your skepticism. Gardeners are a busy bunch. We like activity, movement, and getting dirty, and we usually have one hand ready to grab pruners and snip that wayward stem or fading bloom (even in other people’s gardens).


But it’s worth pausing at the start of any garden project—small or elaborate—for all kinds of reasons, be they financial, environmental, aesthetic, or logistical. When planning a make-over or redo of an existing garden, it’s important in terms of both money and resources that you don’t immediately run to the nursery, buy cartloads of plants, break out the shovels, and get planting. Your smartest move is to slow down and start with pencil and paper. I know it’s not very “get your knees dirty,” but this step will get your mind moving.


As a landscape designer, I always start client garden conversations with the same important question: What is the purpose of your garden?


The idea is to start with a sort of mission statement. What role does the space serve now and what do you want to accomplish with it? You’ll want an answer to this question whether your area is large or small, on a city balcony or behind a brownstone. While clarifying your intentions and goals, you can also ask yourself why you’re creating or changing the garden. By defining a purpose for the space(s), you can create center points around which to keep your design focused—this keeps you from spending money on plants, projects, or materials that you end up not needing or that would create a garden you’re not entirely happy with.




[image: Image]


This minimalist entryway requires little maintenance to stay looking sharp.







Fill in the blank:


I WANT A GARDEN _________


• focused on beauty and aesthetics.


• that embraces a sustainable, environmental awareness.


• that prevents waste and pollution and conserves valuable resources.


• to support wildlife and pollinators.


• to give back more than it takes by producing food and flowers.


• that needs minimal maintenance.


• with something of interest year round.


• where I can entertain guests.


• where children can play.


• for my pets to safely roam and enjoy.





After outlining your goals, your next step should be to walk or drive around your neighborhood and look for inspiration. Notice what plants look healthy and happy in your area—especially if you live someplace with challenges like drought or deer. Scribble notes, snap photos, talk to neighbors, and ask for contractor and designer references.


Your ultimate goal is to establish a relationship with your garden—one that enriches you both—so in addition to how you want to use it, think about the kind of mood, temperament, and atmosphere you’d like to cultivate. Do you want to create a soothing space that calms the senses, or an energetic one bursting with color and activity? All this preplanning is important because it helps you create your garden space together with nature rather than against it, a sort of co-creation. Think of yourself as an author crafting a green, living story. Some of the most memorable and inspiring gardens are the ones that welcome you in then lead you along, just like a good book. Twists, turns, and surprises live around corners, and each area acts like a new chapter. Focal points and borrowed views reinforce the narrative. A good garden blurs the lines between the natural and the planned, between the wild and the cultivated, and artfully blends aesthetics with practicality. It exists not just for humans but also for a community of creature characters who enjoy and rely upon it. And, as no garden (thankfully) is static, it must have the potential and permission to change over time as it finds its own rhythm.
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A calming entrance welcomes guests (or even yourself after a long day) into your garden.
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Take advantage of a borrowed view to enhance the visual experience.






the wish list


A successful garden is all about matching preferences, needs, and budget with fixed site conditions like size, location, and existing elements worth keeping. But before you get too wrapped up in reality, I give you permission to make a wish list. This is your chance to act like a kid enthusiastically running down a list of dream birthday gifts (but with plants and patios instead of dollhouses and videogames). Put it all out there—really! Think big, like castle-in-the-sky big; get all your garden wishes down. Think about items you want or need and remember to include whatever will support the activities you want to do in the garden. Don’t forget about unsexy items and areas, like a storage space for trash cans or a dog run. Don’t worry about getting too far out because you’ll come back to reality in the next step and cross off the can’t-do items or maybe mark a few to save for later or add over time.
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Dream big, but realize you may need to implement some expensive items from your wish list in stages.
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Even garden corners can be packed with attractive edibles.










SAMPLE GARDEN WISH LIST


• Patio


• Wood deck


• Retaining wall


• Built-in barbecue


• Arbor/pergola


• Privacy hedge


• Fence


• Swimming pool


• Hot tub


• Outdoor shower


• Storage shed


• Potting bench


• Greenhouse


• Compost pile


• Twinkle lights


• Bocce ball court


• Fire pit


• Water feature


• Wildlife habitat


• Chill-out area


• Flower-cutting garden


• Herb or vegetable garden


• Rose garden


• Fruit orchard


• Rooftop garden


• Potted garden


• Water storage


• Trees


• Mini wildflower meadow


• Drought-tolerant/native garden


• Succulent garden


• Dry streambed


• Children’s play area


• Chickens and a coop


• Swing or hammock


• No-mow lawn


• Tidy-looking service areas
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A smart storage shed can keep the rest of your garden looking tidy.
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Warm copper lighting fixtures help highlight the garden after the sun goes down.
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A tiered hillside creates a space for growing cut flowers to enjoy or share.
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An outdoor shower is the ultimate summer luxury, especially if your life involves sand, mud, or kids.
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Bocce ball is a unique way to entertain guests and the playing “field” doesn’t need to be watered.
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Even a simple water feature adds calming and tranquil notes to a garden.
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A wildflower meadow provides cut flowers for you and an important habitat for a multitude of wildlife.
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Don’t underestimate the sincere pleasure of a hammock or swing in the garden.
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A Corten steel planter gives a modern feel to this herb and vegetable garden.
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A dry streambed evokes the serenity of water during dry seasons and provides drainage during wet ones.
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Various comfy seats provide opportunities to chill out, take in the garden, or socialize.





Use zones


Make note of what areas you use and don’t use, and the reasons why. Is a space frequented because it’s conveniently located outside the living room, or is it rarely used because it’s too far away, the grade is treacherous, or perhaps you don’t appreciate the banter of your noisy neighbors? Once you pay attention to why certain areas are used more than others, you can focus your first efforts (and money) on enhancing only those spaces in which you’ll actually wind up spending time.



befriend your site


After compiling your wish list, the next thing to do is observe and pay close attention to your garden site and all its quirks and nuances, watching all the areas as if they’re your friends and you’re observing their likes, dislikes, and habits. This is where we become garden scientists and investigators. Start watching, taking notes, and asking questions like why and how and what if. Make guesses and test your theories. If an idea fails, move on and try the next one. Sometimes we never solve a problem; sometimes we unfortunately uncover different problems. In the end we are always learning.


By understanding your garden and its nuances, you can take advantage of existing soil, materials, structures, exposure, and plants, then narrow in on a garden plan that works with what you have. This will save you time, effort, and resources, because you won’t be forcing unnatural elements into your garden or fussing over unhappy, misplaced plants.


To help make the most out of your garden, start by drawing its layout on graph paper (be sure to label north and south) and use this to inform your notes. Each space will have its own benefits and challenges as related to the big gardening factors: sun, wind, frost, soil, slope, microclimates, and other local stressors.
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Even small spaces can hold a productive posse of plants.
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A pup-friendly garden allows for safe pet antics and minimizes gardener frustrations over trampled plantings.






Sun patterns through the seasons



Sun information is critical to a successful garden. The sun’s path affects a plant’s health and growth. It determines where you should plant things like shade trees or create plots for edibles. I have many new clients who think their garden gets a certain amount of sun, when, in fact, the area is much shadier or sunnier than they have estimated. This could explain why some of their plants seem to be “mysteriously” struggling. Sun patterns can be quite shifty and complex, changing with the seasons. Sometimes mountains hide the winter sun. Sometimes deciduous trees that made a garden shady in summer allow for a much sunnier space in winter. Unless the exposure of your space is obvious (I’m talking an open field or unchanging deep shade), you should always determine north and south in your garden then chart the sun’s pattern throughout the day for as many months as you can.




PRO TIP


● Full sun = 6 or more hours of direct sunlight every day


◑ Part sun/part shade = 3 to 6 hours of direct sunlight every day


○ Shade = 3 (or fewer) hours of direct sunlight every day
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Sun exposure can vary greatly throughout the day in different areas of the garden.
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Salty wind can be especially damaging at seaside locations.





Wind patterns


Like us, plants get windburned. Gusty conditions can fray delicate leaves, cause trees to grow irregularly, and quickly sap moisture from soil and foliage. Observing prevailing wind patterns in your garden will help you make smart choices. Perhaps you’ll want to install a windbreak (whether living or manmade) to shield a windy spot and protect delicate plants or better situate a fire pit, patio, or outdoor dining area. In windy areas, remember to stake and tie newly planted trees and think about installing ground-level drip irrigation, which is preferable to overhead sprinklers that blow water everywhere. If your garden is near the ocean, be sure to take into account salty spray, incessant wind, and the damaging effect of both.




TOP SEASIDE PLANTS


African daisy (Gazania spp.)


Beach rose (Rosa rugosa)


Blue fescue (Festuca glauca)


Calendula (Calendula officinalis)


Coast rosemary (Westringia fruticosa)


Fleabane (Erigeron spp.)


Hop bush (Dodonaea viscosa)


Ice plant (Delosperma spp.)


Lavender (Lavandula spp.)


Lavender cotton (Santolina chamaecyparissus)


Nasturtium (Tropaeolum majus)


New Zealand Christmas tree (Metrosideros excelsa)


New Zealand flax (Phormium spp.)


Russian olive (Elaeagnus angustifolia)


Scented geranium (Pelargonium spp.)


Sea lavender (Limonium platyphyllum)


Stonecrop (Sedum spp.)


Yarrow (Achillea millefolium)
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Knowing your hardiness zone will help you create a garden that looks its best in every season.





Frost patterns


Find out your average first and last frost date and notice where in your garden ice settles first and lingers longest. There are a few different sources for finding out your frost dates. Your local garden center should be a reliable source. Remember that this info is an average and doesn’t take into account any nuanced microclimates your garden may have.


Frost information can also help you figure what zone you are in or vice versa. I’m not talking end zones, battle zones, or danger zones—in a gardening context, zone refers to USDA hardiness zones (and when referring to plants, hardy just means “able to survive winter”). The zone system, determined by the US Department of Agriculture, divides up geographic areas based on their annual minimum temperatures. Many plant descriptions include the USDA hardiness zone or zones in which the plant can grow successfully. Knowing which zone you live in will help you make informed plant decisions. Two great resources for hardiness info include the National Gardening Association (garden.org/nga/zipzone) and the Old Farmer’s Almanac (almanac.com/content/plant-hardiness-zones).
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Always read a plant’s label to learn its tolerance for cold.





Microclimates


Microclimates are areas in your garden that experience different conditions from the rest of your space. The differences can be subtle or obvious and caused by sheltered corners or exposed spots, places that get hit by frost first or stay warmer longer because of heat radiating off a building. Depending on the conditions, microclimates can aid or hinder plant growth.


Soil status


Getting to know your soil, whether it’s well-draining, rocky, sandy, clay, acidic, or alkaline, will help you determine what kinds of amendments you need (if any) and get you thinking about matching the right plants to your soil type.


Remember that different parts of your garden may have different soil types. After a rain, inspect your yard for areas showing good drainage or poor. Take note of substantial puddling, hillside runoff, and roof-gutter activity, as these might be things you want to address in your garden redesign.


For more on soil, turn to chapter 12.
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Plants like ornamental grasses can help stabilize a slope—a less expensive option than regrading or terracing.





Slope


Soil on a hillside is typically poor, rocky, and shallow. Watering plants thoroughly can be challenging when erosion and runoff come into play. Though it’s possible to change the grade of a slope, moving soil and building retaining walls are pricey projects. Instead of battling a hill’s contour, consider working with it. Many plants complement the lay of a hillside with naturally cascading habits and roots that hold soil in place to help prevent erosion.




TOP PLANTS FOR HILLSIDES AND EROSION CONTROL


Blue chalk sticks (Senecio mandraliscae)


Blue sedge (Carex flacca)


California lilac (Ceanothus spp.)


Creeping Oregon grape (Mahonia repens)


Creeping raspberry (Rubus calycinoides)


Creeping rosemary (Salvia rosmarinus ‘Prostratus’)


Myoporum (Myoporum parvifolium)


Rockrose (Cistus spp.)
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Salvage or scrap steel, like the Corten steel panel at the back of this garden, can make an effective privacy screen that ages to an attractive rusty patina.







[image: Image]


A view of the garden enhances this kitchen window.





Surroundings


It’s important to assess any views you want accentuated or framed, any sights you want hidden (like the neighbor’s yard or your parked car), and even any noise pollution you want quieted. Proper plant placement can solve many view and sound challenges. Remember to go inside your house and look out key windows to get a true sense of what you would like erased or highlighted. Please also be mindful of your neighbors and how your choices to block something unwanted might affect their own garden or deprive them of a view.


Maintenance


To help bring things into perspective, think about future maintenance costs in relation to the cost of your investment. How much time, effort, and money do you want to donate to your garden? Will a hired crew be helping or will you be doing the work yourself? Certain types of gardens will get your gloves dirtier and give your clippers more action than others. Vegetable and fruit gardens demand a surprising amount of attention and effort to be productive and healthy. Formal hedges and shrubs grown as topiary need routine haircuts. On the flip side, a garden growing mostly succulents is way less needy. When making choices, remember to think durable, sustainable, useful, and classic—preferably not trendy or too custom.



Dear deer



Do deer make unwanted appearances in your garden? This is a need-to-know factor. Waking up one morning to see remnants of a deer dinner party is discouraging and costly. Aside from building a sturdy high fence (eight or ten feet tall) around your garden, your best defense is choosing plants that deer don’t like. Many less-tasty but attractive options exist. Look for plants with foliage that is hairy, grassy, fuzzy, fibrous, toxic, prickly, or fragranced.


Unfortunately, no plant is completely deer proof. Deer habits and appetites vary by location, even within neighborhoods. What these furry fiends devour in one yard they turn their noses up at in another. Plus, though you might make smart selections, deer—especially young ones—will sample most new plants, even the supposedly “deer-resistant” ones. This is because new shoots and buds are fresh, tender, and haven’t yet developed their strong flavor, aroma, or toxicity. As the plant matures or the deer wise up (whichever comes first), the destructive nibbling will normally stop.




If you’re not sure whether a plant in your yard is deer proof, try leaving it out (still in its nursery pot) for a few nights to observe any nibbling and formulate a plan for how to protect it (or not). A store-bought deer repellent spray can shield vulnerable plants and tree trunks. Remember to reapply frequently, especially after a rain, and look for egg-based sprays, as these are effective deer repellents. Gardening with deer requires flexibility in plant choices, experimentation, and a little luck.




TOP GENERALLY DEER-RESISTANT PLANTS


Abelia (Abelia spp.)


Agave (Agave spp.)


Aloe (Aloe spp.)


Bleeding heart (Dicentra spectabilis)


Catmint (Nepeta spp.)


Coast rosemary (Westringia fruticosa)


Fern pine (Podocarpus spp.)


Fountain grass (Pennisetum spp.)


Foxglove (Digitalis spp.)


Hellebore (Helleborus spp.)


Lavender (Lavandula spp.)


Lavender cotton (Santolina chamaecyparissus)


Mat rush (Lomandra spp.)


New Zealand flax (Phormium spp.)


Red hot poker (Kniphofia spp.)


Rosemary (Salvia rosmarinus)


Salvia (Salvia spp.)


Stonecrop (Sedum spp.)


Sweet box (Sarcococca spp.)


Thyme (Thymus spp.)




City circumstances


If you live in the city, remember to consider the heat island effect, the phenomenon in which cities are much warmer than their less-urban surroundings. Cement, asphalt, and other building materials in cities retain heat; a lack of tree canopy means less cooling shade; and even the grid pattern of most streets helps make cities hotter. Growing zones for certain cities might be different from what the USDA suggests for their general region.
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Rooftops often function as different hardiness zones than land on the street below due to wind and sun exposure.





Besides heat, city gardens have special challenges. Plants, like humans, have difficulty handling air pollution, so if you live in an urban area, choose plants that can stand up to smog. A city garden might be protected by the buildings that surround it or vulnerable to whipping wind patterns. Much of the soil in cities is rocky, nutrient deficient, and potentially contaminated, plus many city gardens are small and will require you to use every inch of space wisely. A vertical garden with wall-hanging planters is one method of maximizing your planting opportunities. If you’re a city dweller, you’ll need to pay close attention to all the elements and will likely need to be creative with limited space.





AIR POLLUTION–TOLERANT PLANTS



Black-Eyed Susan (Rudbeckia fulgida ‘Goldstrum’)


Bleeding heart (Dicentra spectabilis)


Boxwood (Buxus sempervirens)


Camellia (Camellia spp.)


Flowering quince (Chaenomeles spp.)


Maidenhair tree (Ginkgo biloba)
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Vertical gardening can save space in small urban gardens.






homework time


The next step is to begin researching and doing your homework to see which items on your wish list are doable—both logistically and financially. This includes the sometimes disappointing and reality-heavy task of scaling down your wish list and rethinking your plan based on a budget. The practicality of things like climate, exposure, and grade should inform your choices just as much as what you can afford.


It can be hard to knock items off your list when they sound so charming, useful, and full of curb appeal, but if you’re on a strict budget, focus on what you actually need (a level space for a grill) and not what you dream of (a built-in stainless steel outdoor kitchen). And while it’s hard to resist our inner Veruca Salt—“I want a deck and I want it now!”—by avoiding hastiness and instead researching the heck out of material costs and different plant types and design elements, your project will pay off later.


There’s no doubt that new landscaping can be costly, especially if you want high-end materials and large specimen plants. As a landscape designer who provides estimates to clients, I often find myself explaining how expensive plants are, that certain materials are pricier than others, and that labor costs and the expense of your own back (if you’re doing the work yourself) can quickly add up. While doing your homework, get a sense of costs by calling or visiting building-supply companies, looking online for local chat boards, and asking any friends or neighbors about their recently completed garden projects. Landscaping costs can fluctuate depending on the size of your yard, where you live, the materials you choose, and the amenities you want, but your new garden doesn’t have to completely rock (or sink) your financial boat. By approaching your project slowly, honestly, and smartly, you’ll avoid costly mistakes.



splurge on the right stuff


While the term splurge may have a negative reputation for being impulsive or irresponsible, calculated splurges have many benefits, the biggest being that some elements are worth spending money on up front because they save money in the long run. Some elements, like professional master plans, privacy hedges, or specimen trees, are an investment that produce a high return. Safety is another concern worth paying experts for, specifically properly designed and installed retaining walls and other load-bearing hardscape.


We all have individual preferences and notions of what would be considered a splurge. If you’re considering spending a good amount of money on something, be sure you’re happy with the answers to these questions:


• Will the item or project hurt your current financial situation?


• How long are you planning to use the item?


• Will the benefit be worth the cost?




TOP ITEMS WORTH THE SPLURGE


• Quality hardscape materials


• A master plan for large yards


• Grading


• Properly designed and installed retaining walls


• Durable and safe main walkways


• Nutrient-dense planting soil, amendments, and compost


• French Drains


• Specimen trees


• A privacy hedge


• An irrigation system with a smart controller
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An attractive and functional walkway is worth splurging on.
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Hardscape choices are critical. They set the mood, give the garden structure, and provide a strong backbone on which to build plant relationships.













Chapter 2


DREAMING of a REDESIGN


WE’VE ALL BEEN TEMPTED TO RIP OUT EVERYTHING AND START with a clean slate, but few of us have the budget. And even with unlimited resources, the smart move is to pause and assess what elements you already have that are working (like plants and hardscape) and what can be assimilated into your refreshed garden.
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