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Small spaces can help us appreciate gardening’s simple pleasures.
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A small deck surrounded by a small garden makes a perfect spot for relaxing.


	


	


foreword


Every time I visit a well-designed small garden it makes me feel envious. These spaces, which are a quarter — or less — the size of my one-acre property, have more interest, impact, charm, and style than I can imagine for my landscape. As the editor of a national gardening magazine, it is my job to find these spaces that inspire the rest of us to try to improve our own gardens. What the best of these gardens have in common is understanding one simple concept: less is more.


When confronted with something that isn’t turning out the way we’d hoped, be it a recipe, a living room design, or a garden, our impulse is to add something. That thing we add might just be the key to success. When it is not, we add something else. And things still aren’t working. What we wind up with is something so full of competing flavors, color, tchotchkes, or plants that we can’t even tell what the problem is anymore. Small spaces offer little room for error, so the stakes are higher.


Fortunately, you have this book. Many books on small-space garden design are filled with random, trendy ideas the author merely imagined or happened to have a photo of. This one, however, is written by a real, down-in-the-trenches designer who is as concerned with practicality as she is with beauty. Susan has designed countless small spaces, successful in no small part because she listens intently to the cares and concerns of her clients. This grasp of the hopes, fears, desires, and struggles of people who want the most from their limited space makes her uniquely qualified to help you handle yours.


If you listen to what Susan is saying in this book, and internalize the principles she is proposing, I have little doubt that the garden you create will make me feel envious, too.


— Steve Aitken, editor, Fine Gardening magazine





preface



the less is more approach to garden design


Once upon a time, small gardens were mainly confined to the condos, courtyards, and terraces of crowded urban areas. In contrast, the typical suburban landscape tended to be large and sprawling. But in the past forty years, America’s suburban lots have shrunk, from the Southeast to the Midwest to the West Coast. In fact, the term small garden is gradually losing its meaning, as many of us live on a quarter, an eighth, or even less of an acre. Urban and suburban aren’t so different anymore. Small has become the new normal.


In my practice as a landscape designer, most of the backyards I design measure less than 2500 square feet; layouts are rarely more than 40 by 60 feet. I no longer think of that as small; it has become standard. Interestingly, while active gardeners are often concerned with fitting everything into a space that is generally smaller than the backyards they grew up in, I am just as likely to hear from homeowners more interested in creating a space that will be as simple as possible to maintain. In our time-crunched, overworked, two-career society, taking the time to envision, create, and maintain a garden can seem overwhelming. No one wants another to-do list item, but most of us want a backyard that’s a refuge: a place where we can unwind, entertain, and enjoy ourselves in whatever forms those pursuits take.


This shift in how we live, work, and play is what led me to develop the less is more approach to garden design and outdoor living. My clients want to spend more time enjoying the outdoors, but less time fussing with and maintaining their space. I understand what they’re looking for, because the hypothetical family I’ve described could be mine.


I spent my middle school and teenage years in a ranch-style home on a quarter-acre lot in Southern California. While the house was a mere 1600 square feet, the large backyard more than made up for the elbow bumping my family of four tolerated inside. We spent as much time as we could outdoors. Our backyard was home to a swimming pool, two full-sized patios, flower beds, fruit trees, and a vegetable garden, not to mention plenty of lawn on which to play games and run around. With that much space, it’s easy to accommodate an active, multi-generational, outdoor lifestyle. Of course, my childhood memories aren’t just about fun in the sun. Looking after a space that big took a lot of effort. Growing up as the designated lawn mower and pool cleaner meant my Saturday mornings weren’t exactly my own.


Fast-forward to my first house in a newly constructed development. Despite the fact that the backyard was a fraction of the size of my childhood home’s yard, I did what so many of us do, and modeled the landscape on what I had growing up. While I didn’t have the space or the budget for a swimming pool, I replicated the garden I remembered as closely as I could. I made sure there was lots of lawn, and surrounded it with beautiful flower beds. This only left room for one smallish patio, and no dedicated areas to grow a few tomato plants, or to enjoy a good book or a nap. As for practical considerations, such as privacy screening from my all-too-close neighbors, well, I didn’t think about that until after I’d filled all my planting beds with blooming shrubs and annuals.


While we enjoyed our sunny backyard, my husband and I spent far less time outside than my family had while I was growing up. And because I had created a landscape that included two of the most time-intensive aspects of garden care — a lawn and fussy flowers — the small space required a lot of effort to maintain. This became a problem for two busy professionals who traveled a lot, as yard upkeep was constantly at the top of our chore list. (More so for my husband than for me. After all those years chained to a weekly mowing schedule, I refused to ever push a lawnmower again.)


We eventually moved to a new home in Northern California, where we finally got it right. Our new backyard was even smaller — only 18 feet deep by 60 feet wide. But this time, I embraced the less is more philosophy. At its heart, this approach to garden design means:




• Less space, more enjoyment


• Less effort, more beauty


• Less maintenance, more relaxation


• Less gardening-by-the-numbers, more YOU





The pleasure I took in creating the garden of my dreams is what inspired me to trade in my business suits and briefcase for jeans and a drafting table. As a garden designer, I discovered many of my clients were making the same mistakes I had with my first garden. Despite living in California, my typical clients are not movie stars or dot-com millionaires. They are ordinary people just like me, looking to get the most out of modest-sized lots, while juggling jobs, kids, and busy lives.


If this describes you, and you are hoping to get more out of your garden with less time and effort, this book will help you. Twelve years of designing gardens and consulting with homeowners has taught me that the same issues come up over and over again, regardless of budget or lifestyle goals. Whether you are designing a new landscape from the ground up, rehabilitating an existing one, or just hoping to take your current yard to a new level with a few easy fixes, the less is more approach to garden design will get you there.





the lifestyle garden
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Part of planning a new garden includes considering how it will be used.


It doesn’t take long for a garden designer to learn that designing for real clients is very different than designing on paper. A lovingly rendered backyard plan may successfully incorporate classic design principles like rhythm, unity, and scale — and be a beautiful piece of artwork — but if it will never exist in the real world, it doesn’t need to be practical. Conversely, many homeowners skip straight to the practical, beginning design consultations with a laundry list of garden elements to include and problem areas to address. But without laying a foundation based on lifestyle goals, there is a significant risk the design won’t be an accurate reflection of what the homeowner hopes to achieve. This foundation is even more important when the space involved is that of today’s typical home, which is far from expansive. A better approach is to set design objectives not based on decks or structures or even plants, but rather on how the space will be used.


To help clients figure this out, I’ve developed key questions based on the three Ws. These aren’t traditional design considerations, but I have found them invaluable.




• What will you be doing in the garden?


• When will you be outside?


• Who will be with you?





Beginning with the three Ws often leads to a completely different design than what homeowners initially envision. For example, I once consulted with a couple who had three small children. The family spent a lot of time outside, and wanted their backyard to be more attractive, as well as more practical. This was a newer home, and the backyard was organized in the typical style of what I like to call “the contractor’s special” — a concrete rectangular patio leading to a rectangular lawn, with a thin moustache of plants around the edge.


Defining their goals was easy. They wanted to maintain play space and make the backyard look bigger. Most homeowners would assume, as they did, that the solution would be to increase the size of the lawn at the expense of the already-small planting beds. In design-speak, I could have said that making the largest element in their backyard even larger would throw off the scale and balance even more than it was currently, but how meaningful would that have been? Instead, I focused on creating a design that addressed their lifestyle goals: family time in a beautiful but modest outdoor space.
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Families often need a garden design that can evolve with kids’ changing activities.
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A curving path winds through the garden, creating a track for kids’ games as well as for adults to admire the greenery.





One of the first things I noticed was the crowded patio, stuffed to overflowing with furniture and kids’ playthings. No point in suggesting they try to declutter; the “stuff” was an inevitable byproduct of their active, outdoor lifestyle. Instead, our solution was to expand the size of the patio. This initially felt counter-intuitive to them because it meant devoting less space to greenery. But because it was the first thing visible when one entered the space, the cramped patio set the tone for the whole backyard, making the rest of it feel crowded as well. For that reason, devoting adequate space to furniture and toys was our first change.


The family was equally surprised to hear that the unrelieved expanse of lawn was actually making the backyard look smaller. This is because our eyes have a tendency to foreshorten a space that is flat and monochromatic. Simply expanding was not the best approach. Instead, we changed the lawn’s shape to a curvier one, allowing us to add more plants closer to the patio. This not only broke up the overwhelming section of grass, but offered the happy bonus of creating a much more attractive view from the patio.


Finally, we explored the idea of facilitating play in other ways besides providing a lawn. Adding a flat, curving pathway around the lawn’s perimeter created a track for bikes, trikes, and games, while breaking up the space so that it was better proportioned. Although these changes were very different than what the homeowners initially thought they wanted, the result was a dynamic, inviting garden that could be used in multiple ways.


Defining realistic goals is critical to creating lifestyle spaces. If you are contemplating changes to your yard, you may already have a list of the features you think your new garden should include. But amassing too many elements can quickly lead to what I like to call the “thingy” garden. A typical, modest-sized, urban or suburban backyard has room for only so much. To be shown in their best light, these yards need a little breathing room.


Beginning with a lifestyle-based approach will help you maximize the usable space, which in turn means you and your family will enjoy your backyard more thoroughly. Since my goal with this book is to teach you how to be your own designer, think of this chapter as our first consultation. Learning to define and communicate goals in a meaningful way will help you explain what you are trying to achieve — whether it’s to contractors, garden professionals, or even your own family!


Designers refer to this process of gathering information about a new landscape’s requirements as the design program. For large and complex gardens, determining the program is an essential first step. But even a simple design for a tiny backyard will be more successful if a program is established before any actual design work begins. Remember, the essence of a lifestyle garden is creating a space that reflects you and those who will use your garden in as many ways as possible. It sounds easy, but I know firsthand it can be surprisingly difficult! Trusting in the three Ws and what they say about how you live keeps things simple and reveals the essential components of your ideal garden.
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Your design should include space for the activities you enjoy, like a comfortable lounge chair for reading or relaxing.





What Will You Be Doing in the Garden?


A lot of glossy magazines and online media outlets present gardens as belonging to specific design styles, such as cottage or contemporary, so we feel a certain pressure to create something elaborate or with a cohesive selection of plants. Most of us, however, are simply interested in crafting a garden that reflects, accommodates, and enhances our time at home, one that encourages us to use the space we have.


To create a garden that responds to your true needs, the first step is to figure out what kind of activities you realistically plan on doing in your new backyard. You might think, “But my needs are straightforward, like a deck with a table and some chairs. What’s that got to do with my lifestyle?” While it may sound surprising, even something as seemingly simple as a deck needs some forethought to be successful. A layout that works well for reading and relaxing, for instance, will look quite different than one that is used mainly for dining and entertaining.
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Containers with a mix of culinary herbs and flowers are both beautiful and practical located close to a barbecue.





Here’s a specific example. When clients tell me they want a barbecue island or outdoor kitchen included in their design, I ask these questions:




• How frequently do you cook outside?


• Do you grill year-round?


• Are most meals family only, or do you entertain regularly?


• How elaborate is a typical menu?





Why do these details matter? If a family grills year-round, providing a barbecue with some protection from the elements (or at least locating it near the kitchen door) is important. Likewise, someone who prepares more elaborate meals will require more prep space than the cook who occasionally flips burgers on a sunny afternoon. Questions like these are not only important for space planning in a small area, but for budgeting as well. It makes sense to allocate the highest percentage of your budget to elements that will play a central role in how the garden is enjoyed.
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Planting vegetables in Woolly Pockets is a great space-saving strategy.






Enhancing your garden experience



Understanding how you will spend time in your backyard garden also helps identify other design elements that can add to your appreciation of the garden. To continue the example of the backyard barbecuer, I might suggest placing a big pot of herbs or a dwarf fruit tree nearby, if the grill is manned by a serious cook. Not only does this put fresh ingredients within easy reach, it’s an inexpensive yet thoughtful touch that reflects your interests. Including simple but useful or meaningful details is one of the best ways to create a garden uniquely your own.


A smaller footprint may mean there isn’t room for your entire wish list of features, so focus on creating space for activities instead of objects. More important, considering the “how” encourages a creative approach to doing more with less. For example, if you want vegetables in your landscape but lack the room for a dedicated raised bed, don’t jettison the idea of growing your own edible plants. Explore some of the many clever systems now widely available for planting vertically on walls or fences, such as Woolly Pockets. Veggies and herbs can also be mixed with ornamentals in the ground or in pots.


While there is really no right or wrong to garden design if your finished garden makes you happy, over time I’ve noticed several trends in my clients’ satisfaction levels with particular features of their installed, finished landscapes. Regardless of how you plan to spend time in your backyard, elements that emphasize qualities unique to the outdoors will enhance any garden activity.


Water features. One classic example that many homeowners enjoy year after year is a water feature. Not only does such an addition infuse a garden with movement and sound, but because flowing water attracts birds, butterflies, and other beneficial visitors, it also brings a garden to life. However, concerns about maintenance or safety issues (if young children are present) can prompt homeowners to shy away from including a water element in their design. A good compromise solution is to choose an attractive urn or container as an alternative. If in time you decide a water feature would add to your outdoor experience, simply convert the existing urn.


Hardscapes. Unless you are attracted to a strongly contemporary look that revolves around man-made materials like concrete, including some natural hardscape materials helps connect a garden to the natural environment. This is particularly true for those who think of their backyards as a refuge from the day-to-day grind, where they can escape to unwind. Depending on your budget, this can be as expansive as using flagstone as your primary paving material, or as simple as nestling landscape rocks and boulders in planting beds. Remember that landscape rock will be partially embedded in the soil and must have enough heft to stand up to the plants nearby, so avoid choosing rocks that are too small. If your landscape will be professionally installed, it is worth the extra effort to visit your contractor’s supplier and choose any landscape rock yourself.
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Including natural hardscape materials like river rock will keep your garden connected to the natural world.





Standout plants. Unlike the static décor inside your home, a garden is a living, breathing ecosystem. The changes that occur naturally, whether seasonally or over the years, are something to be celebrated. Although most of us reject the maintenance that goes along with a garden full of fussy plants, having one or two plants that stand out from the ordinary is a charming way to give your garden unique character. High-performing plants include not only those with strong seasonal attributes, such as masses of spring flowers or brilliant fall hues, but also multi-functional plants that are both edible and ornamental, or that combine flower color with intoxicating scent.


Minimizing elements that are seldom used


Remember that gardens require maintenance beyond plant care. It’s important to be honest with yourself — not only as to what you will be doing in the garden, but regarding how much time you are willing to spend maintaining the elements you introduce. Features requiring intense maintenance to look their best, particularly if they are in a highly visible area, are often underutilized. This is especially true of things that duplicate functionality, such as outdoor sinks and refrigerators — they are simply a lot easier to clean and maintain indoors. Think about it. Have you ever started planning a party, only to stop because of the effort of getting your house ready? Now imagine if your kitchen had no roof and the windows were always open!
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‘Hot Lips’ sage (Salvia microphylla ‘Hot Lips’) is an easy-care perennial that blooms over a long season.





Elements that take up a lot of space but can only be used or showcased on limited occasions or during one season also tend to become eyesores quickly. Fire pits in warmer climates are one example, as are high-maintenance flower beds in colder climates with a short growing season.


Finally, in a modest-sized lot, space is often at a premium. If the goal is to create a backyard you can relax in as comfortably as you can in your family room, avoid hard benches, undersized seating, or essentially anything that makes the backyard less comfortable to be in. Remember, your goal is not to create a magazine vignette, but an outdoor room you and your family will enjoy for years to come.


When Will You Be Outside?


If you are fortunate, you will have the opportunity to enjoy your backyard at various times of the day and evening as well as multiple days of the week. Depending on the weather where you live, your family’s schedule, and personal preferences, you will probably tend to be outside more consistently at certain times. In my family, my husband and I make a point of carving an hour out together in the early evenings, as we transition from work to family mode. So I’ve designed a modest two-person seating area that is shielded from late afternoon sun in spring and summer, with room for just two comfortable chairs.


Of course, every household is different. For families with young children, the backyard probably gets considerable use on weekday afternoons and weekend days. If you work outside the home, your primary time to enjoy your garden might be on mild evenings or weekend afternoons. Knowing when you will spend the most time outdoors will help you design a garden that is at its most comfortable and pleasant when you are most likely to be in it.


Protection from the elements


Factoring in outdoor conditions is an important part of planning your space. This can mean filtering out sun, adding overhead structures that protect from the rain, or even saving room in the budget for outdoor heaters or a fire pit if you enjoy brisk autumn evenings outside. As a bonus, many of these solutions will extend how often the garden is available to you.


In my own hot California climate, protection from the sun is at the top of almost everyone’s list. Arbors and pergolas are popular options for providing respite on sweltering summer days, but are more effective at certain times of the day than others. In the middle of the day, when the sun is directly overhead, a pergola does a good job of blocking intense heat. Later in the afternoon, however, when the sun’s rays shine at an angle, they can slip right under an overhead structure. A strategic grouping of small-scale trees or columnar shrubs with a low, branching pattern on the west side of your patio or yard might compensate. To thwart piercing morning or afternoon sun, attach an outdoor curtain to the arbor’s beams. Choose a material that can handle the elements but is flexible enough to roll up easily, such as canvas or bamboo.
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Pergolas provide structure to a backyard and protection from hot summer sun.





In parts of the country that enjoy warm summer rain, an overhead structure with a solid roof will allow you to relax in your garden even during a shower. A space that is also partially enclosed on the sides, such as a gazebo, will provide additional protection. If rain is not as common in your area, a less permanent solution might be a better option. Pop-up cabanas can be recruited for as long as they are needed, whether that is a day or a season, then packed out of the way. Add a string of party lights, and a cabana like this creates an instant outdoor dining room — and the perfect excuse to move your next dinner party outside.





shrubs for blocking sun


Arbors and pergolas are effective at blocking midday sun, but do nothing to prevent the angled sun of late afternoon and early evening, which otherwise is often the most pleasant time to be in the garden. Look for shrubs or small trees with a medium to dense branching pattern that reaches to the ground, and a profile that is narrow rather than wide. Wide shrubs are impractical in smaller gardens — without constant shearing, their girth eats up too much precious real estate.














	Plant

	USDA zones

	Description
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American arborvitae
(Thuja spp.)

	4–9

	Similar to cypress trees, but with brighter green foliage, cleaner structure, and more compact size. Ideal for gardens where a somewhat formal appearance is desired.
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cape mallow
(Lavatera maritima)

	5–9

	Fast-growing cape mallow reaches 10 or 12 feet, making it good option for quickly creating a natural sun barrier. It is also short-lived, so consider planting this as a first line of defense while a more permanent option has a chance to gain height.






	
[image: Image]


purple hopseed bush
(Dodonaea viscosa ‘Atropurpurea’)

	8–10

	Fast growing to 12 to 15 feet tall, narrow, evergreen hopseed bush is an excellent choice both to block sun and create privacy from neighbors. Leaves turn a lovely burgundy-red in winter.
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smoke bush
(Cotinus coggygria)

	5–9

	The shorter days of fall and winter mean afternoon sun protection is less of an issue then, making deciduous plants such as smoke bush an option. A low-water, easy-care shrub reaching 10 to 15 feet.
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‘Alphonse Karr’ clumping bamboo
(Bambusa multiplex ‘Alphonse Karr’)

	8–10

	A popular choice for screening. Unlike invasive bamboos that spread by sending out underground runners, ‘Alphonse Karr’ is a clumping bamboo. Can reach 20 feet or more, but easily maintained at a lower height.
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‘Bright ’N Tight’ Carolina laurel
(Prunus caroliniana ‘Bright ’N Tight’)

	7–11

	With its dense, evergreen foliage, Carolina laurel maintains an excellent defense against hot, afternoon sun. Its smaller size compared to many similarly dense shrubs — only 8 to 10 feet high and 3 to 6 feet wide — minimizes pruning chores.














[image: Image]


Plan your garden to be at its best whatever time of the year you expect to spend the most time outside.





Seasonality


In addition to considering the times of day you are likely to be outside, think about the times of year. For most of us — unless you live in winter-warm climates common in some parts of the Plains and southern states, for example — this is when our gardens are the perfect mix of not too hot and not too cold, typically some combination of late spring, summer, and early fall. The more space devoted to living areas, the less space will be available for plants. For that reason, I like to emphasize plants that will be putting on their best show during the time of year the garden is in most use. Plants that bloom for two or more seasons and those with colorful or texturally interesting foliage top my list for temperate gardens.
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This woodland garden shows off the beauty of a Northeast spring.





In areas with more extreme seasons, be thoughtful in choosing plants that highlight the garden when you will be most available to enjoy it. For example, when choosing a vine for its scent, I am more likely to select star jasmine (Trachelospermum jasminoides), which blooms in warmer gardens on and off throughout the summer, rather than pink jasmine (Jasminum polyanthum), which provides only three to four weeks of intense scent in early spring — when the temperature is generally too cool to spend extended time outdoors. Be thoughtful at the nursery, and don’t pop the first pretty plant you see into your cart. Take the time to research whether the brilliant blooms or delicious scent you are enjoying will last more than a few short weeks.
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The sweetly scented flowers of star jasmine (Trachelospermum jasminoides) bloom over an extended period.





If you are in a colder climate, consider a more encompassing approach, and perhaps include a few spring showstoppers or late winter bulbs, even if summer will be your garden’s high season. After months of snow, nothing is more cheerful than the first signs of new life right outside your backdoor.
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A mix of furniture sizes makes a patio comfortable for adults and kids alike.





Who Will Be with You?


The makeup of most households changes over time. When putting together your program, understanding who will be using the space, both now and as your family expands or shrinks, will ensure that the investment you make in a new landscape today will serve your family’s needs well into the future.


If there will only be one or two people using the garden, less space can be allocated to seating. Designing a space for just a few users can also make it easier to find room for more than one seating area. Consider devoting one patio, or portion of a patio, to a dining table and creating a separate area for conversation, reading, or relaxing. Just remember to leave enough space for comfortable furniture! Cushioned seats you can sink into, rocking chairs, or a space with room for a couple of lounge chairs are more likely to be used on a regular basis than a cute but spindly bistro set.


Family time


In addition to dining, large families need space dedicated to play. This may mean lawn, but other surfaces can also accommodate play, such as gravel or gold fines (also known as decomposed granite or DG). If your yard is quite small and there is a neighborhood park close by, don’t waste space on a swing set or a patch of lawn that will be too tiny for most kids’ games. Dedicate garden space to creative play instead, such as a sandbox, a children’s garden, or a craft area.
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