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Sedums and succulents add brilliant swaths of color on the west side of Alcatraz Island.
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Wisteria blossoms along a veranda overlooking the romantic gardens at Filoli, south of San Francisco.


 


To the directors, docents, and dedicated volunteers who
keep California’s gardens alive and growing, I tip my
hat, lower my sunglasses, and say “thank you.”





Introduction


“I firmly believe from what I have seen that it is the chosen spot of all this earth as far as Nature is concerned.” Luther Burbank wrote those words in 1875. He had just arrived in California and could barely contain his excitement. The state’s natural beauty, diverse plant life, and Mediterranean climate acted on this transplanted New Englander just as it has on millions of visitors since.


Of course, California is a very different place from what it was in Burbank’s time. He arrived only twenty-five years after California had achieved statehood. It hadn’t yet become the political, economic, and agricultural powerhouse it is today. Now, with a population of nearly 39 million people, California shares the same urban and environmental woes we all share, and a few that are unique to California alone. But California also has some of the greatest gardens you will ever see, anywhere. Period. And once you visit a few of them, you may find yourself texting, tweeting, or emailing your friends back home using the same exultant language that Burbank used in 1875.


A Brief History of California Gardens


The fifty gardens I’ve included fall into four basic types: estate gardens (once private, now public), botanical gardens, parks, and art gardens. In each entry I describe the background or backstory of the garden, but it’s also useful to have a historical overview of gardens and gardening in California as a whole.


Native Peoples


Dates vary, but it’s safe to assume that California has been inhabited for at least 12,000 years and probably longer. The two primary native groups were the Tongva people, who lived in the south, roughly from the Los Angeles Basin to San Diego, and the Ohlones, who inhabited the San Francisco Peninsula down to Monterey. Although it’s possible that there was some cultivation of plants, the two indigenous groups were primary hunter-gatherers who subsisted on game, fish, shellfish, and a seasonal harvest of acorns, berries, seeds, and roots. They also used native plants for basket weaving and dyes, and to make their shelters.


The San Diego Botanic Garden’s Native Plants and Native People Trail features a re-creation of the frond-roofed, dome-shaped dwellings of the Kumeyaay people, and shows the plants they used. The Native Basketry Garden at the Marin Art and Garden Center is a habitat garden created to show the kinds of plants native peoples used to fashion their baskets.
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The magnificent collection of king palms at the Virginia Robinson Gardens in Beverly Hills is the largest outside of Australia.




The Mission Era


Gardening in California began in the late eighteenth century with the establishment of Catholic missions by the Spanish Franciscan Order. Twenty-one missions were founded from San Diego to Monterey and as far north as San Francisco between 1789 and 1833. Their goal was to convert (“civilize”) the Indians and further cement Spain’s claims to Alta California (what is today California). The Franciscans had to become self-sufficient in short order and feed the Spanish military forces. To that end, they created farms and gardens at each of their mission outposts and began cultivating European fruits, grains, and vegetables.


To maintain their gardens and ranches (livestock was also raised), the missionaries basically enslaved the native populations and forced them to work in the fields. So, even as it introduced agriculture to California, the mission system undermined and eventually helped to destroy a way of life that had existed for thousands of years.


Barley, maize, and wheat were the most common cereal crops grown at the missions. The Franciscans also planted the first stone fruit and citrus trees in California. These were grown from seeds brought from Europe. Their fruit crops eventually included apples, peaches, pears, figs, and oranges.


The first grapes in California—criolla or Mission grapes—were planted in 1779 at Mission San Juan Capistrano and used to make wine. The region’s first citrus orchard was planted in 1804 at Mission San Gabriel Arcángel. Olives were first cultivated and pressed for their oil at Mission San Diego de Alcála. None of this could have happened without water. The Franciscans created the first irrigation systems in California, channeling water from rivers and streams to water crops, fill cisterns, and trickle from fountains. You can see a preserved portion of one of their aqueducts, built with Indian labor, at the Santa Barbara Botanic Garden.


Farming, yes, but what about gardens? The Franciscans were focused on food, but it seems more than likely that some prized and purely ornamental plants, vines, and trees made their way into protected courtyards and perhaps into graveyards. We can’t know for sure, because although the missions have been restored—they are the oldest buildings in California—none of the mission gardens survived. The gardens you can see around the San Carlos Borromeo de Carmelo Mission in Carmel-by-the-Sea and the courtyard garden in Mission Santa Barbara are both recent, and don’t necessarily reflect the original plant material or how it was cultivated. But if you visit Marin Art and Garden Center, you can pay your respects to a living descendant of the mission era: a pear tree grown from a graft taken from the last remaining pear tree in the orchard of Mission San Rafael.
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The Native Plants and Native People Trail at the San Diego Botanic Garden takes visitors to a re-created Kumeyaay dwelling site.


Mexico Takes Control


In 1821, Mexico gained independence from Spain and took control of Alta California, but the Spanish missions remained in control of their vast land holdings for another twelve years. Following the passage of the Mexican secularization act in 1833, the missions were dissolved, their buildings and gardens abandoned, and mission lands were divided into land grants. The land grants were the basis for the establishment of huge ranches encompassing tens and even hundreds of thousands of acres. A few of the gardens in this book—Rancho Los Alamitos and the Marin Art and Garden Center are prime examples—occupy former land grant ranches.


On the ranches, small adobe homes were built and the land was used primarily for raising livestock. But, again, it’s hard not to surmise that some of those adobes built during the Mexican era, at least the ones in Monterey, the capital of Alta California, did not have an ornamental plant or two. Since the days of Spanish control, Monterey had been the only port of entry into Alta California, and seeds and cuttings of plants probably arrived by ship from foreign ports.


The Golden Garden State


In 1848, following the Mexican-American War, the United States marched troops into Alta California and took control of land that had been claimed by Spain, won by Mexico, and would, in 1850, become America’s thirty-first state. The gardenization of California was underway.


The discovery of gold at Sutter’s Mill near Sacramento, and the ensuing Gold Rush, brought tens of thousands of immigrants from around the world to the new state of California. In the 1850s, San Francisco became a city (it had been a Mexican settlement called Yerba Buena) and the horticultural know-how of transplanted easterners and Europeans, combined with the wealth created by the Gold Rush, began to transform the community into a city of gardens.


After the Gold Rush came the Land Rush. In 1862, President Lincoln signed the Homestead Act, entitling male U.S. citizens to claim 160 acres of land; if they were married, they could claim an additional 160. The stipulation was that the land had to be “improved.” Easterners and immigrants from all over the world began to claim land and settle throughout California.


Farmers, orchardists, fruit growers, and vintners began to plant the crops that would eventually turn California into the nation’s agricultural giant. But San Francisco, because of its accumulation of wealth, became the center of a new world of horticulture. Plant nurseries flourished. New plants arrived by ship, later by train, from nurseries in the East and in Europe, and were imported from Australia, Central and South America, and other exotic locales. The grounds of city mansions and estates on the Peninsula were transformed as acacias, eucalyptus, fig, and palm trees were planted; rose bowers were established; and pelargoniums, fuchsias, begonias, camellias, lilies, and other ornamental plants proliferated.


None of those early San Francisco gardens remain, but Golden Gate Park certainly does. Surveying for the park got underway in 1870. The Picturesque style of landscaping (a naturalistic approach) created by Frederick Law Olmsted in New York’s Central Park was the model for Golden Gate Park. The park’s Conservatory of Flowers, erected in 1879, is the oldest public wood-and-glass conservatory in North America, and among the few buildings to survive the 1906 San Francisco earthquake. The first gardens on Alcatraz Island, back when it was an army fort and not a federal prison, were also planted before 1900.
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Beautiful old catch basin grates in the Conservatory of Flowers, Golden Gate Park, San Francisco.


Fairs and Expositions


World’s fairs and expositions have disappeared from American life now, but in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries they were huge booster events that drew hundreds of thousands of people to California and introduced them to new plant materials, new garden styles, and a Mediterranean climate that provided seemingly endless possibilities for gardening—provided you had a water source. They were also a source of rivalry between San Francisco and San Diego.


The first big event was the California Midwinter International Exposition of 1894, held in San Francisco’s still uncompleted Golden Gate Park. One of the exposition’s most popular attractions was the Japanese Village exhibit, with its Japanese tea house and tea garden. It was the first time most people in California had seen an Asian-influenced garden, and it was such a hit that the garden remained as a permanent fixture when the exposition ended. The Japanese Garden in Golden Gate Park is now recognized as the oldest Japanese-style garden in the United States.


Although the land for Balboa Park—San Diego’s answer to Golden Gate Park—was acquired in 1868, the creation of the park didn’t really start until 1902. Work was spurred on when San Diego lost its bid to host the 1915 World’s Fair to San Francisco and decided to hold a fair of its own: the Panama-California Exposition. The buildings erected for the event epitomize the Beaux-Arts style then in vogue. One notable veteran of the exposition is the Botanical Building, a remarkably attractive cast-iron conservatory sheathed with redwood and fronted by a rectangular lily pond. The Japanese Friendship Garden also dates from that time.


San Francisco, meanwhile, hosted the immensely successful Panama-Pacific International Exposition, a world’s fair that left the city with several notable structures, including the Palace of the Legion of Honor and the San Francisco Ferry Building. The fair was meant to signal to the world that San Francisco had risen from the rubble of the 1906 earthquake and was ready to grow again. The fair’s Japanese Pavilion had such a profound impact on San Francisco socialite and philanthropist Isabel Stine that in 1917 she created her own Japanese-style garden, called Hakone, about fifty miles south of San Francisco in Saratoga.


San Diego eventually did get a world’s fair of its own: the California Pacific International Exposition of 1935. The park’s Alcazar Garden, created for the fair, reflects the Hispano-Moorish (Spanish Colonial Revival) style that had become popular throughout California in the 1920s. I haven’t been able to discover if the park area where professional nudists frolicked behind a fence for the titillation of fairgoers had a garden in it or not.



Beaux-Arts, Spanish Colonial Revival, and the Country Place Era


Starting in the early 1900s, as fortunes were made from railroads, oil, mining, and ranching, grand estates with lavish gardens began to appear on the Peninsula (propelled by an exodus from San Francisco after the 1906 earthquake), in Santa Barbara, and in Los Angeles. These locales were not the overbuilt, car-clogged places we see today. California was still rural, agricultural, and relatively undeveloped (although you could see oil derricks in Los Angeles). It was possible, if you were rich enough, to buy lots of land and transform it into your personal Eden.


Up until the 1940s, California mansions, villas, and gardens were typically built in an East Coast or European formal style supplemented by a vast assortment of exotic plant material. French-inspired Beaux-Arts was one style, Italian Mediterranean was another, but it was the Spanish Colonial Revival style with its patios and tiles—the style we now associate with California—that really caught hold. Moorish elements, in the form of geometrically shaped fountains, found their way into many gardens of the 1920s, along with imported palm trees and other semi-tropical plants.


The 1920s are part of a period referred to as the Country Place Era because many wealthy easterners and Californians built rural retreats during that time—retreats that, in most cases, became their permanent homes.


Plant collecting became a passion among wealthy Californians establishing new estates, and horticulturalists and landscape architects entered the gardening arena. William Hertrich, John McLaren, Kate Sessions, Florence Yoch, Lockwood de Forest, Jr., and Ralph Stevens are some of the garden designers and horticulturists you will meet in the pages of this book.


Seeds and cuttings of new plants were obtained by rich plant lovers on their world travels or from a network of botanical gardens, specialty nurseries, and other private estates. Except for trees, there wasn’t much interest in utilizing local native plants in any of these gardens. The goal was to transform the landscape into something that reflected status by mimicking garden styles from the East Coast or Europe. This impression was possible because if you could obtain the plants, virtually anything would grow in California’s Mediterranean climate—provided you had the right soil, drainage, and a source of water. Private estates had their own private sources of water in the form of streams, rivers, and aquifers. The large-scale dam building that transformed California’s water supply didn’t begin until the 1920s.


Cacti and succulents were the exceptions when it came to using native California plants in gardens of this era. They were dug up from the Sonoran and Mojave Deserts (and from deserts in the Southwest, Mexico, and Central America) and used in gardens throughout fast-growing Southern California. It was this wholesale destruction of California’s desert ecosystem that inspired Minerva Hoyt to seek federal protection for what is now Joshua Tree National Park.


There are several century-old and 1920s-era gardens in this book. The justly famed and world-class gardens at the Huntington Library in San Marino were begun in 1904. Work on the Virginia Robinson Gardens in Beverly Hills started in 1912. Like all the gardens described in this book, these two gardens were added to and subtracted from over the ensuing decades. Filoli, in Woodside, is another European-style formal garden, begun in 1917, with long vistas, allées, fountains, pools, brick walls, and hedges that create separate garden rooms. Casa del Herrero (1925) in Montecito is a prime example of a house and garden created in the Hispano-Moorish style, as is the Adamson House (1929) in Malibu. In the 1920s, the Olmsted Brothers firm helped create the romantic gardens at Rancho Los Alamitos on California’s southern coast. All these exceptional gardens come with equally exceptional houses that you can visit as part of your garden tour.
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The arched patio behind Casa del Herrero in Montecito frames views of a formal garden with Moorish and European elements.


The Depression and the WPA


In 1929, the economy crashed and the Great Depression took hold. Needless to say, it was not an age when great estates were established—at least, not any with gardens that we can visit today. FDR’s Works Progress Administration (WPA) created jobs—and a couple of public gardens, too. Those included the Berkeley Rose Garden and the Morcom Amphitheater of Roses in Oakland. Both feature beautiful stonework and reflect the Arts and Crafts aesthetic that was popular in the Bay Area into the 1930s.


Postwar and Midcentury Modern Gardens


The size and style of California gardens changed after World War II, with one outstanding exception. Lotusland was an existing 1920s estate that became the home and private garden fantasy of the flamboyant opera singer Ganna Walska when she moved there in the 1940s. You may think the gardens at Lotusland are over-the-top—they are, gloriously so—but personally, I can’t help but admire a woman who, at the end of her plant-collecting life, sold her jewels to buy a million-dollar cycad collection.


Ordinary mortals with cash—but not that kind of cash—scaled down their homes and gardens. It was the dawn of midcentury modern design and there is no better example than the Hortense Miller Garden in Laguna Beach, with its modernist, glass-walled house perched over a canyon, surrounded by a native plant garden.


The 1960s saw the creation of two urban public gardens in Oakland: the Kaiser Center Roof Garden and the terraced gardens at the Oakland Museum of California, an architectural icon of the Brutalist style. The small but exquisite Sherman Library and Gardens in Corona del Mar was begun in 1966 in a style that evokes a private botanical garden.



Art Gardens


Many gardens contain works of art, but there are also some newer California gardens created by artists. I call these art gardens. In the early 1980s, the Japanese-American artist and designer Isamu Noguchi created a remarkable landscape-sculpture called California Scenario for a public plaza in Costa Mesa. You have to pass through an office lobby to reach this small and relatively unknown art garden that uses stone, plants, and water in sculptural ways to comment on California’s different landscapes.


Artist Robert Irwin’s Central Garden at the Getty Center in Los Angeles, completed in 1997, is full of color, movement, and dazzling horticultural details and effects. And at Cornerstone Sonoma, you’ll find an outdoor gallery of nine small, intriguing, site-specific art gardens designed by a roster of artists and landscape architects. All these art gardens expand the boundaries of what a garden is and how people interact with it.


Botanical Gardens


The need to preserve the indigenous flora of California—and of every other place on Earth—is now of critical importance. California’s many excellent botanical gardens not only display fascinating plants from California and around the world, they serve as safe havens for plants that are endangered or threatened in their native habitats. Some of them, like the San Diego Botanic Garden and the UC Botanical Garden at Berkeley, are rescue gardens that literally save the lives of plants that have been illegally transported or stolen. The wonderful but little-known Quarryhill Botanical Garden near Sonoma is unique in that every plant specimen there was grown from wild-collected seeds or cuttings obtained during plant expeditions throughout Asia.


More and more California botanical gardens have created demonstration or native plant gardens to show how the aboriginal plants, trees, and shrubs of the region can be used to create home gardens in California today. After all, these are the plants that adapted to California’s climate and thrived for thousands of years on their own, without irrigation. The wildlife of the region still depends on them for food, shelter, and survival.


Several of the botanical gardens in this book are specifically devoted to California native plants; if at all possible, visit them in the spring when they are in flower. An easily accessed site is the Arthur L. Menzies Garden of California Native Plants within the San Francisco Botanical Garden in Golden Gate Park. The newest botanical garden, the Forrest Deaner Native Plant Botanic Garden, is dedicated to plants of the East Bay and San Francisco region. Regional Parks Botanic Garden in Tilden Park near Berkeley, a WPA project that opened in 1940, contains a collection of plants gathered from all four zones that make up the California Floristic Province. That is also the case at Rancho Santa Ana Botanic Garden in Claremont, one of the first botanic gardens in California to collect, preserve, and display plants from around the state. The Santa Barbara Botanic Garden is another place where you can expand your knowledge of California’s rich and fascinating floristic heritage.


I have to add a few words here about the many botanical gardens and arboreta associated with the University of California at its various campuses. The University of California (UC) Botanical Garden at Berkeley, the UC Santa Cruz Arboretum, and the Mildred E. Mathias Botanical Garden at UCLA all began as research and teaching gardens. They still are, but the funding from the once-great University of California public education system that kept these gardens alive has been consistently cut back. As a result, UC gardens have had to do a lot of community outreach and restructuring to become more accessible to the public. They are rich botanical resources, and if you love plants you will love visiting them.


The California Floristic Province


The California landscape that we see today and associate with palm trees, citrus groves, lush gardens, and verdant green lawns, all in the middle of the desert, is a complete fabrication. If you’d arrived in California with Luther Burbank in 1875, you would have seen a very different landscape: one that was still relatively unexploited (except for gold) and still had vast tracts of undeveloped or minimally developed land. This book, with the exception of Joshua Tree National Park, is about human-made gardens. They could not exist without humans tending to them. But I want to give you a bit of background information to help you understand California’s natural landscape and the native plants found within it.


The United States has thirteen floristic provinces, each characterized by its own unique plant distributions based on climate, geology, and geography. Four of these thirteen biotic provinces occur within the state of California: Californian, Vancouverian, Sonoran, and Great Basin. Together, these four bits of distinct botanical zones make up what is called the California Floristic Province. The nomenclature here is a bit confusing and you may be wondering what the difference between the California Floristic Province and the Californian floristic province is. Simply put, “California Floristic Province” refers to all four floristic provinces together (when conjoined, these four zones cover the entire state of California); the Californian floristic province is only one of the four provinces within the larger California Floristic Province.


Most of the gardens in this guide lie within the Californian floristic province, which is characterized by a Mediterranean climate—that is, cool, moist winters and hot, dry summers. The same climatic conditions are found in just four other places on Earth: Mediterranean Europe, South Africa, Chile, and a small part of Australia. Although it is the smallest of North America’s floristic provinces, the Californian province has the greatest diversity of plants north of Mexico. The plants that grow naturally in this climate can survive long periods without water and have adapted strategies to regenerate after the wildfires that are a regular part of this ecosystem. Coastal sage scrub (buckwheats and sages), southern maritime chaparral (tough evergreen shrubs like manzanita and chamise), oak woodlands, and grasslands are all part of the Californian floristic province, and you will see remnants or examples of them all in the gardens featured in this book.


If you visit the Mendocino Coast Botanical Gardens on the North Coast, you’ll be in the Vancouverian floristic province. It’s essentially a southern extension of the temperate coastal rainforests of the Pacific Northwest. The climate is cooler and wetter, fostering the growth of mixed evergreen and coniferous forests. Pines, madrones, and California’s iconic coast and Sierra redwoods are all found in the Vancouverian province.


Giant cacti and desert scrub characterize plant life in the Sonoran zone. Although you will encounter several stunning cacti gardens in this book, the actual Sonoran floristic province in California covers only the northwestern edge of this enormous desert system. You can experience it in Joshua Tree National Park near Palm Springs.


The Great Basin region of California’s four-zone floristic province is high-elevation desert that lies east of the Cascade and Sierra Nevada mountain ranges. It is magnificent country, covered with sagebrush—but we won’t be going there in this guide.
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A quiet spot at Sunnylands Center and Gardens, one of California’s newest public gardens, near Palm Springs.



How This Guide Is Organized


The fifty gardens I write about in this book span an area of roughly 685 miles, from Mendocino, on the northern coast, to San Diego, near the Mexican border. That’s a lot of ground to cover, so I’ve divided the book into two parts, Northern California and Southern California. Within those two halves (some might think of them as separate states), I’ve further divided the book into geographic or urban regions. This will make it easier to plan your tours if you want to visit several gardens in the same vicinity. The maps will give you a quick overview and geographical summary of where the gardens are located.


Northern California Gardens


My Northern California chapter begins with San Francisco and the San Francisco Peninsula. Magnificent and multi-gardened Golden Gate Park dominates the City by the Bay, and a short, scenic ferry ride across that bay takes you to the surprisingly picturesque gardens at Alcatraz. The Peninsula, extending south from San Francisco, includes places like Palo Alto and Saratoga, where you’ll find a historic estate, Montalvo, and the second-oldest Japanese garden in the United States, Hakone. Woodside is the home of Filoli, the greatest estate garden in Northern California.


The East Bay section of the guide includes Berkeley, with its world-class botanical garden; Oakland, with its iconic midcentury modern rooftop and museum gardens; and two botanic gardens devoted to California’s native plants: the Forrest Deaner Native Plant Botanic Garden in historic Benicia and the Regional Parks Botanic Garden in Tilden Park near Berkeley. A true East Bay garden gem, the Ruth Bancroft Garden, is located in Walnut Creek.


Cross the Golden Gate Bridge to find the unique assortment of gardens featured in the Sonoma and Vicinity section. From the contemporary art gardens created at Cornerstone Sonoma to the historic grounds of the Marin Art and Garden Center and the wild-collected Asian specimen plants at Quarryhill Botanical Garden, you’ll find plenty to whet your garden-loving appetite. You can also visit the home and experimental farm of Luther Burbank (who created so many new plant varieties that he became known as the “Wizard of Santa Rosa”), enjoy a glass of local wine, and stroll through a lovely garden at Ferrari-Carano Vineyards and Winery.


Three very different garden destinations are included in the Central and North Coast section. The much-loved Mendocino Coast Botanical Gardens are the only botanical gardens in the continental United States with plantings right along the Pacific Ocean. Monterey, with its bevy of charming “secret” gardens arrayed around some of the oldest buildings in California, is another fabulous garden-themed destination. At the UC Santa Cruz Arboretum, you’ll find the largest collection of Australian plants outside of Australia.
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Young and old enjoy exploring Robert Irwin’s art garden at the Getty Center in Los Angeles.


Southern California Gardens


Forget about those celluloid stars of the silver screen. The real stars in the Los Angeles and Vicinity section are the ones planted in the ground—A-list gardens that will amaze and delight house and garden lovers. Did you know you can visit the very first estate in Beverly Hills—and that it has one of California’s most exquisite gardens? It’s called the Virginia Robinson Gardens and it’s unforgettable. If you want some good old-fashioned Hollywood scandal and extravagance to go with your garden touring, it’s just a hop and skip from Virginia Robinson’s place to Greystone Mansion and Gardens, built for a wealthy California oilman. Two gardens in Malibu more than make up for the crowded commute out to the beach. The Adamson House, built in the 1920s above the white sands of Surfrider Beach, is lavishly decorated with tiles made at Malibu Potteries. A short distance and 2,000 years away is the Getty Villa, a superlative re-creation of a Roman garden-villa that was buried under ash spewed out by Mt. Vesuvius in 79 A.D. The garden created by Robert Irwin at the Getty Center high above Los Angeles is a dazzling work of contemporary landscape art. Not far from it is the Mildred E. Mathias Botanical Garden at UCLA, stuffed with botanical treasures.


And speaking of treasures, if there’s one California garden that almost every garden lover has heard about and dreams of making a pilgrimage to, it’s the botanical garden at the Huntington Library. You’ll find this amazing early twentieth-century collection of rare books, rare art, and rare plants in the Pasadena and Vicinity section, along with three other botanical gardens that lucky locals use like parks. Descanso Gardens and the Los Angeles County Arboretum and Botanic Garden were both created from the private estates of larger-than-life figures. Anyone interested in California’s fast-disappearing native flora should make a point to visit Rancho Santa Ana, which contains plants from all four zones that make up the entire California Floristic Province.


The five gardens I feature in the South Coast section run the gamut in terms of style and content. The gardens hidden behind the walls of the Sherman Library in Corona del Mar are a garden connoisseur’s delight. Rancho Los Alamitos, a fascinating estate with an impeccably maintained historic ranch house and period gardens, is a must-see. Completely different but no less fascinating is California Scenario, the contemporary landscape garden in Costa Mesa created by the renowned artist and designer Isamu Noguchi. If you’re a fan of midcentury modern design, put the Hortense Miller Garden in Laguna Beach on your South Coast list; created by an artist, it’s perched in a protected canyon above the Pacific and surrounded by a garden of mostly native plants. The South Coast Botanic Garden in Palos Verdes was among the first gardens in the world to be created atop a landfill, but you’d never know that as you’re exploring its rose garden and appealing plant collections.


One of the great gardens of California, a true reserve-in-advance-and-don’t-miss-your-chance attraction, is Lotusland, described in the Santa Barbara and Vicinity section. You’ll be dazzled and delighted as a guide shows you around the extravagant gardens created by Ganna Walska at her estate in Montecito. Just minutes away is another marvel of Montecito, Casa del Herrero, with its historic house and gardens from the 1920s. Nearby, the Santa Barbara Botanic Garden showcases California native plants in a grand and historic landscape.


Are you interested in desert gardens? Have a look at the Palm Springs and Vicinity section. The new Sunnylands Center and Gardens, a part of the Annenberg estate in Rancho Mirage, is a low-water, desert-themed delight. And what better place than Joshua Tree National Park to explore a true, unwatered desert landscape where you can get up close and personal with cacti and succulents in their native habitat?


In San Diego and Vicinity, you’ll find Balboa Park, one of California’s greatest public spaces, which contains several fascinating gardens. And the San Diego Botanic Garden is home to a lush and colorful assortment of tropical and Mediterranean plants and a renowned collection of cycads, among the oldest plants on Earth.


As you can see, it’s quite a diverse list and it provides a lot of exciting garden-touring possibilities. It’s a selective list but it is thorough in terms of presenting the best and most interesting California gardens to visit. If a garden isn’t worth at least a half-hour of your time, it’s not included. Some, of course, need two hours or more for a leisurely exploration.


Drought and Water Issues


California was in an extended period of drought as I visited all these gardens. And all the garden personnel, without exception, were well aware of that fact. Watering was a huge issue and will remain so into the future, whether this drought cycle abates or not. But the amazing thing was that even in the midst of the drought, the gardens were glorious.


Some, however, had plants that were experiencing periods of early bloom (three to four weeks earlier than usual) and premature leaf drop. Some water-loving trees (like redwoods) were showing signs of stress. When the state mandated a thirty percent reduction in the use of water, the gardens without private sources of water met and sometimes exceeded that goal. Watering was reduced, a few of the verdant lawns associated with great estate gardens were allowed to go brown, and many fountains were turned off. But all the cacti, succulents, and native plants—the ones adapted to long periods of low or no water—were doing just fine.


The fact is, California has always experienced periods of drought. Drought is part of a cyclical pattern in Mediterranean climates, but climate change has exacerbated the problem. Over the past decades, however, as more and more water has been “harvested” from the Colorado and every other river in the state, many Californians and visitors have grown accustomed to the idea that water in California is a resource that will never run dry. There’s a whole lot of rethinking going on in the California garden world.


Here are a couple of tips to help you enjoy these wonderful gardens to the fullest. If at all possible, visit in the spring, from March through May, when native plants, wildflowers, and established garden plants have been revived by whatever winter rains have fallen. If you are garden touring later in the summer, lower your expectations a bit and don’t expect Technicolor green lawns or every garden plant to look its best.


By the way, none of my photos in this book have been recolored or enhanced in any way. As you can see, drought does not eradicate the brilliant colors, forms, and textures you’ll find in California gardens.



Visiting the Gardens


Every garden in this book is open to the public. If it’s a park, like Golden Gate Park or Balboa Park, you can just walk in any time of the day. But many of the other gardens have opening and closing times, closed days, or reservation requirements. Before you go, check the website or call to make sure the garden is going to be open on the day you want to visit.


To get into the Virginia Robinson Gardens in Beverly Hills, Lotusland and Casa del Herrero in Montecito, and the Hortense Miller Garden in Laguna Beach, you must make a reservation in advance. Don’t be put off by the need to do this—each of these gardens is worth the effort. This advance reservation system is necessary because these four special gardens were bequeathed to cities or counties by their owners; the neighbors, not wanting to see their streets turned into parking lots, have put restrictions on the number of visitors per day. You will get directions to the gardens when you make your reservation, and a docent-led tour when you arrive. No advance reservation is necessary at Filoli, also in the pantheon of great California gardens.


You can take a self-guided tour of the gardens at Rancho Los Alamitos, but if you want to visit the ranch house—I highly recommend you do—you must also make arrangements in advance. The same is true at the Luther Burbank Home and Gardens in Santa Rosa. The Getty Villa in Malibu and the Getty Center in Los Angeles are free, but you must reserve a parking space in advance (and pay for it) in order to get in.


If you’re driving, it’s possible in many cases to visit two or more gardens in one day, provided they are in the same geographic region or neighborhood. The maps will give you a better idea of what gardens are close to one another. A few quick suggestions: Sherman Library and Hortense Miller Garden; Lotusland and Casa del Herrero; Virginia Robinson Garden and Greystone Mansion and Gardens; Cornerstone Sonoma and Quarryhill Botanical Garden. You can easily reach Golden Gate Park, Balboa Park in San Diego, and some of the other gardens by public transportation. Most, however, require a car.


Support the Gardens


Most public gardens are not-for-profit organizations. To keep their gates open and their plants growing, they depend on membership and admission fees, grants, donors, plant sales, and gift shop sales. Volunteers are essential to their operation and ongoing maintenance. If there is a public garden in your vicinity, support it. Become a member, or join the garden’s team of docents and volunteers. Help to keep these unique and valuable treasures open and available to all.


[image: image]


A brilliant bougainvillea blooms beside the eighteenth-century bell tower at the old Carmel Mission in Carmel-by-the-Sea.


Happy Garden Touring


The public gardens I’ve included in this book tell a tale of plant loving, plant collecting, and plant protecting, from the time of California’s earliest native peoples right up to the present day. That’s the wonderful thing about garden touring: not only are the gardens dazzling and inspiring places to visit, they provide a horticultural history lesson that ties you to a place and an era, introducing you to all kinds of fascinating personalities. I hope you will find this a useful, informative, and entertaining guide for your garden touring adventures in the Golden State.





Northern California
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San Francisco & Peninsula
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One of the most famous spans in the world, the Golden Gate Bridge opened in 1937 and connects San Francisco to Marin County and the rest of Northern California.








Alcatraz
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Lush gardens like the ones on West Road amaze most visitors to Alcatraz.





Alcatraz Island, San Francisco Bay, San Francisco, CA 94133


nps.gov/alca (National Park Service); alcatrazgardens.org (garden information)


Visit year-round; March–June offers best weather and maximum blooms
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	(415) 561-4900 (National Park Service); (415) 981-7625 (to purchase tickets)
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