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FOREWORD







My childhood collection of bearded iris enlivened our small Michigan garden, but I struggled to maintain a collection of succulents in tiny pots on overly shaded windowsills. Upon moving to California in the late 1970s, I was thrilled to learn that both groups of plants thrived here. In old issues of California Horticultural Society Journal, I read of a magical garden in Walnut Creek filled with all sorts of shrubs, roses, and perennials (including a 200-foot-long border of bearded iris), as well as a two-acre succulent garden.


In 1979, my employer, Mai Arbegast, took me to see that garden and meet its creator, Ruth Bancroft. On a perfect day in late April, we arrived to find the bearded irises in full bloom and a stunning succulent garden bursting with color, textures, and exotic shapes (at least for this Midwesterner). I was in love—with both the garden and Ruth (who was, admittedly, older than my mother).


I talked about that garden to anyone who would listen, and began taking people to Walnut Creek to see it and to meet Ruth. Each semester-long plant-identification course I taught at UC Berkeley ended with a field trip to Ruth’s garden, where I introduced the landscape architecture students to Ruth and to a bold and beautiful world of plants we scarcely had time to consider in class. I organized expeditions for members of the Strybing Arboretum Society to see this outstanding garden; even those who were disinclined toward succulents came away dazzled.


Frank Cabot was among those visitors. As a result of his first tour, he established the Garden Conservancy and encouraged his board of directors to choose Ruth’s garden as its first sponsored garden. I worked alongside prominent Bay Area horticulturists, landscape architects, and educators to help the Conservancy and Ruth map out a strategy for turning her private garden into a public space.


As a member of the advisory board and, later, executive director for the Ruth Bancroft Garden, Inc., I had the pleasure of spending many hours with Ruth, gradually absorbing her vision for the garden and learning to appreciate the intellectual curiosity that guided its development.


A distinctly private person, Ruth created her garden for herself, but she was always happy to share it with others who were intrigued with her selection of plants. A major task of the Garden Conservancy was to spread the word about this seemingly secret garden to those who might benefit from its many messages: the value of texture and form over flowers, the dramatic compositions possible with big-and-bold forms, the diversity inherent in the world of succulents, and the important role these beautiful plants can play in water conservation for an arid (and drying) climate.


And now, Johanna Silver, the Ruth Bancroft Garden, Marion Brenner, and Timber Press have produced this magnificent book to enchant and educate even more garden enthusiasts with the story of this inspired plantswoman—and the brilliant garden she created.


Richard G Turner Jr
Editor emeritus, Pacific Horticulture
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PREFACE
My Journey to Ruth’s Garden








Before I started working on this book, I had never been to the Ruth Bancroft Garden. This was embarrassing for a garden editor at Sunset magazine to admit. Sure, I had heard of Ruth’s garden. I knew it was a dry garden. I had seen photographs of the arching bed of tightly planted small succulents shielded by a shade structure and portraits of Ruth standing next to a patch of giant Agave franzosinii, but I had never visited. My first trip to this iconic garden was to be interviewed as a potential writer for this book.


My first impression of the garden was that it was small (it is 3 acres under cultivation). I wondered if there was enough for an entire book, if I would get bored, and if there was enough to photograph. Despite my hesitation, I was grateful for the opportunity, eager to immerse myself in the topic of dry gardening in the face of California’s worst-ever drought, and excited about the chance to work with photographer Marion Brenner.






[image: Image]


Yucca ‘Bright Star’ shines surrounded by Tradescantia ‘Purple Heart’, with a backdrop of Kenyan Aloe kedongensis.







The year that followed was a crash course in Ruth’s life, Ruth’s plants, and Ruth’s garden. It has been the ultimate humbling experience. The first thing I learned was that fancying us both “plant people” would not be enough to make me understand Ruth’s drive. Ruth is a collector. I had no previous exposure to this subgroup, so I had to learn that more than just a love of plants motivates this population. Collectors have an insatiable need to possess knowledge, both intellectually and materially. Ruth’s garden came from her desire to grow each and every plant that interested her (a list that never shrank) in order to learn each one fully. I quickly realized that while I might pass as succulent-literate to a beginner, Ruth’s plant collection earns her extreme expert status, as her garden is a double black diamond of dry-adapted plants. Her “small” garden was too big and too full for me ever to fully grasp.


Many months into the project, it struck me that Marion—no stranger to shooting gardens large or small, foreign or domestic, natural or formal—had not once tired of Ruth’s garden. She gleefully packed up her camera, tripod, and scrims and toted them out to Walnut Creek every weekend. Her enthusiasm deepened my interest. Marion, often bored by plant close-ups, could not get enough of them in Ruth’s garden. Individual species were endlessly fascinating: the spiny, ornate cactus are curiously enticing, and their flowers are disproportionately delicate and dainty—an awesome foil to those spines. Marion and I obsessed over subtlety we had never known, like the metallic sheen on new opuntia growth that we spent almost a full afternoon capturing. But Marion never tired of the vistas in the garden; I often had to holler at her to keep moving. Finally I acquiesced. Marion was right to linger, as the garden was always changing. The plants ebbed and flowed in their seasons of bloom and sleep. I expected year-round structure from cactus and succulents, but not the constant year-round change in growth and dormancy we encountered. We would arrive at the garden and try to walk around before setting up the camera, just to make sure we would not get so captivated by something near the entrance that we would never make it to the further reaches. Different things caught our eyes each time, from the tiniest ring of flowers that had developed along the crown of a cactus sitting at ground level to a freshly formed agave flower stalk that looked like a rocket about to propel into space. Ruth’s garden boasts aloe plants in bloom from winter through summer, thanks to her longtime greenhouse manager, Brian Kemble, who has mastered a collection that is always giving. In spring, agaves swam amid a sea of orange- and yellow-flowered bulbine, but by early summer, ruby grass (Melinis nerviglumis) replaced the space between, adding movement and texture, with seed heads catching backlight.
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Agave parryi with pink leaf litter.
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Tall, columnar cactus frame a mysterious walkway.







The light was another dynamic factor. The garden grows in a flat stretch of low-lying suburbia, unimpeded by tall buildings, and is awash in constantly changing light that plays perfectly with all the plants, from the statuesque to the ephemeral. The glow softens in the afternoons and evenings, backlighting structural plants, peeking through strappy leaves, and making spines look like radiant auras. One evening, when I was sure I had seen it all, the large, drooping melaleuca branches caught the sun in a way I had never noticed. Its beauty paralyzed me. We had trouble walking away as we lost the light, and Marion increased the camera’s exposure to see if we could capture one last shot.


Today I am no closer to being a plant collector than I was when I signed up to write this book. But a few things have changed. I will never again pretend to be literate with succulents (hearing someone loudly make that claim is your first indication to keep looking for a real expert). I am more lost than ever in a world of almost endless species, hybrids, and variations. But I am also fascinated by the details of plants, both as individual specimens and members of a diverse planting. I cannot resist peering into the leaves of an eye-level palm so I can witness the gentle geometry of its leaves making room for one another to unfold unimpeded by the one before. If a haworthia is in a small pot, I will likely pick it up to see if I can catch its leaves’ surreal translucent glow. And with a love of Dyckia fully realized, I do not plant a succulent mix without its dreamy sharp, radial structure as part of the composition. I am now more likely to research where a plant comes from and track down photos of its natural habitat in order to get a sense of what helps it thrive in the garden.
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Ruth and Brian.







A love of plants is not what makes me feel connected to Ruth; rather, it is the practice of indulging my curiosity, as that is how she has spent her life. Intellectual as Ruth’s love of plants might be, she retains a childlike curiosity. She is open to any plant type she finds appealing, from roses to cactus, and happy to talk with anyone, knowledgeable or not, about what they find appealing. You do not have to be an expert like Ruth to enjoy her garden. As long as you bring your curiosity, you are welcome inside her garden and into her world.


I started this book just after Ruth’s 106th birthday and wrapped it up right before she turned 107. I met with her on several occasions in her home and once in the garden. While her memory is understandably unreliable, she is very engaged with the world. She spends her days reading, listening to classical music and opera, and catching up on British dramas. When I first met her, I mentioned her recent birthday, and she swore there was no way she could have been 106. One sunny day we helped her into the garden because Brian was eager to show her recent updates. He gently oriented her to the history of a bed, updated her on the reasons behind particular choices, and asked for her approval. While they were staring at giant desert fan palms, he said, “You were planting the garden when you were in your sixties, and people said, ‘It takes so long for these things to get big, you’ll never live to see it.’ But you did, and there they are. And they became magnificent.” He reminded Ruth of her response: “You told them, ‘Well, who cares if I’m around or not? Someone will be around. And if I don’t plant it then nobody will get to see it.’”
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Planted from one-gallon containers in the early 1970s, Ruth’s trio of desert fan palms (Washingtonia filifera) looks exactly as it would in a desert oasis. Ruth was always a fan of a more natural look, so she left their grass skirts, which became part of their structural appeal.







During my time with Ruth, her eyes lit up twice: once on the subject of weeding (“I always felt like I was doing just a little bit of good in the world”), and once at the mention of Brian, who started working for her in 1980. Brian found a home for his horticultural obsessions in Ruth’s garden, and a lifelong friend in Ruth. I interviewed many people and practically memorized Ruth’s oral history, but I relied most on Brian for hard-hitting plant information and for understanding Ruth’s intentions. He is a most trustworthy guide into her world.


I am honored to share Ruth’s garden with you. And I hope you will find, like I did, that the longer you stare, the more there is to see. This is an opportune moment to reclaim our gardens as regionally appropriate spaces, and Ruth’s is a treasure chest of inspiration, lessons learned, and beauty.


Johanna Silver
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MEET RUTH







It was an accident that Ruth became a pioneer of dry gardening


in the American West. Her lifelong love of plants—all of them, from wildflowers to roses—eventually led to an especially deep dive into cactus, succulents, and other dry-adapted plants from arid climates around the world. More than any other genre of plant she collected, the dry palette bit her the hardest. Her love affair started with a small rosette-shaped, fleshy-leaved aeonium. The architectural, ornately symmetrical forms of the genus stole her heart. And while she did not design her garden out of any desire to prove a point about water-wise gardening, their adaptations to dry conditions make these plants even more enchanting.





A DRY CLIMATE
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Ferocactus glaucescens, from eastern Mexico, has the bluest barrels, with matching yellow blooms and spines.





Walnut Creek, California, has always been a dry-summer Mediterranean climate with no precipitation in the warmer months. The town’s population boomed after the Second World War, when railroads, real estate developers, and municipalities sold California as a state of abundance filled with rich soil, sunshine, and water for everyone. Many believed it was a good thing that the state population was growing and that dams would be sufficient for providing enough water for farmers, industry, and residents. Concepts like drought or regionally appropriate landscaping were far from the mainstream consciousness. As suburban development closed in on her husband’s historic family farm with single-family homes and green lawns, Ruth unintentionally created a model of dry gardening on the little patch of land they still possessed.


California residents are waking up with what feels like a collective hangover from the idea of turf as status quo, which is a long-outdated metric of affluence. We are becoming aware of just how wasteful our landscapes are. California is the only Mediterranean climate–region in the world in which lawns are the norm, and these could not be more of a regional mismatch, as the grass needs regular irrigation during the season when no rain falls. The figures are stark. As much as 70 percent of the water flowing to California’s cities and suburbs is used to support gardens and outdoor features. The typical suburban lawn in California uses as much as 45,000 gallons of water per year to irrigate front and back yards, plus regular inputs of synthetic fertilizers and gas-powered mowers.


Yet we need our home gardens more than ever. New research suggests that the cultivated parts of suburbia actually support a surprisingly large amount of biological diversity that is otherwise losing its habitat. But it is critical that we cultivate a space in sync with our regional environment. It is time to act as stewards rather than conquerors, and to understand that our yards and gardens are part of the natural environment, not distinct from it.
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The bright blooming candelabra of an Aloe hybrid (A. ferox × A. arborescens).







Long before this wake-up call (and without even knowing it), Ruth created a dynamic garden that responded to the logic of place. She constructed an ecologically sound garden and rehabilitated land that decades of ranching had compacted and decimated. The Great Depression forced Ruth to abandon her dreams of becoming an architect, but she was able to use her innate design skills in her garden. From spirals to rosettes, silver-green leaves to sharp spines, the dry plant palette is bold, structural, and anything but understated. Ruth has proven that a xeric garden can be lush, welcoming, and full of hidden nooks and views—exactly what we are thirsty for in this changing climate.


Ruth was fearless in her approach to gardening. Although she nearly lost her entire collection to a freak cold spell the first winter it was in the ground, she started over immediately—but never played it safe with her choices. She had a strong case of zone denial; an unwillingness to be limited by a few degrees of cold. She tried anything she fancied, and went to great lengths to protect plants during winter.


In addition to horticultural experimentation, this special plot of land also represents the first of its kind in garden preservation for the United States. While Ruth was content growing the garden just for herself, Frank Cabot, one of the world’s leading garden preservationists, had the foresight to recognize the space as uniquely American and worth protecting. In 1989, he established the Garden Conservancy, which is devoted to preserving unique and noteworthy private gardens and helping them convert to public ones. As of 2015 the organization has helped save or restore more than 80 gardens, and Ruth’s was its very first.





RUTH’S EARLY YEARS




To call Ruth Bancroft a gardener is the understatement of a lifetime. Although she gardened diligently for decades, it was simply a means to an end on a lifelong quest for knowledge. Ruth is blessed, or perhaps cursed, with intellectual curiosity that is satisfied only when she accumulates something in its entirety. For Ruth, to collect is to know—to study, record, and preserve. Along the way, she was able to learn, travel, and design without leaving her own yard. And she built one of the most impressive collections of dry-adapted plants on the planet, all for the sake of knowing and marveling at the natural world.


Ruth always loved plants. Born in 1908 to Swedish immigrants, Ruth Petersson moved from Boston to Northern California as an infant when her father was offered a job as a professor of Latin at the University of California, Berkeley (UC Berkeley). Every time her mother pushed her in the carriage, Ruth insisted on carrying a yellow flower during the ride. Once she grew out of the buggy, she explored the largely undeveloped hills of North Berkeley, admiring wildflowers like delicate, white-blooming Trillium, showy pink-flowered currant (Ribes), and blue- or white-flowered soap lily (Chlorogalum). She even dug up small plants to replant in her own backyard, showing the innate confidence she brought to gardening later in life.
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Ruth and her mother, circa 1909.
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Ruth as a toddler, circa 1911.
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Young Ruth posing with a parasol.







Ruth adored books in equal measure, a testament to her desire to learn. Her first favorite was a German book called When the Root Children Wake Up (Etwas Von Den Wurzelkindern), by Sibylle von Olfers, which features a parade of children carrying stems with different flowers on top. Ruth loved that image and spent ample time examining the variations among the blooms.
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A page from a book Ruth enjoyed as a child.
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Ruth, circa 1913, studious from the start.







Berkeley was the perfect cross-section of intellectualism and a mild climate—an ideal environment for breeding horticulture enthusiasts. Ruth shared her neighborhood with two noteworthy iris breeders who fostered her budding tendencies toward plant collecting. Sydney B. Mitchell, founder of the American Iris Association, and Carl Salbach, a great iris breeder of the 1940s, both spent time with Ruth and taught her about bearded iris culture. This was a great first plant for Ruth. Irises are generally carefree and generous with their flowers, and they provided a wonderful array of shades to catch her attention.






[image: Image]


Young, curious Ruth. On the back of the photo, Ruth’s shaky writing reads, “Ruth. Five years old?”







Ruth’s penchant for thrifty collecting began early, as these generous breeders gave her iris rhizomes to plant in her fledgling home garden. As a little girl, she did not have money to buy plants, but she acquired things, in her words, “one way or another,” and found great satisfaction in seeing plants grow and bloom.


Before he was the father of modern California landscape architecture, Thomas “Tommy” Church lived in Berkeley near Ruth’s school. Tommy, six years older than Ruth, showed her his flower garden at his mother’s home, which included enormous dahlias. Tommy graduated with a degree in landscape architecture from UC Berkeley in 1922, and he went on to become a pioneer in developing a type of garden design known as California Style. Although Ruth and Tommy did not cross paths again later in life, their childhoods indicate what a great time it was to be a plant lover in Berkeley.
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Ruth, likely in her twenties.







Six years on Thomas Church’s tail, Ruth enrolled in UC Berkeley in 1926, planning to study architecture. She really wanted landscape architecture, but the program was new, and her parents steered her onto the more traditional architecture path. In a program of 50 students, Ruth was one of two women. Three years later, the stock market crashed and Ruth was forced to abandon her career ambitions: “None of the men could get architecture jobs. And of course there were very few girls studying it then. So I decided to go into teaching, which was safe.” Ruth graduated with a teaching certificate in 1932 and taught home economics at a school in Merced, although she was less than passionate about the curriculum, particularly cooking. Decades elapsed before her penchant for landscape design had a chance to bloom in her dry garden.
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