landscape style

An old-fashioned garden makes a vintage home picture perfect. By Karen Di Milia

This side gurden is newly worthy of Suzenme and Frederic Johnsom's old home (right).

e're people who are in quest of a project, let's face ir!”

says Suzanne Sullivan, with a laugh, It's a perfect sum-

mer afterncon on the wide and welcoming wrap-around

porch at the home that Suzanne and her husband Fred-

eric Johnson share with their three dogs: Puck, a West-
ie; and Finne and Brickeens, a sweet pair of enormous Leonbergers, The
restored turn-of-the-century farmhouse sits high on an irregular-shaped
6,000-square-foor lot in southwest Portland, surrounded by tiers of flower
beds and shrubs. The land is steep, but through a combination of stairs,
regaining walls and foot paths, the skilltully contoured garden is accessi-
ble for both strolling and gardening,
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Installed just
two years ago, the
garden seems quite
mature, with a dis-
tinctly old-fash- \
ioned, nostalgic |
feeling that comple- \
ments the vintage
structure, “We just real-
ly love old homes,” says \
Suzanne. “That's one of
the reasons we were excit-
ed about this property. We
wanted the yvard to be in \
keeping with the house, to \
respect the integrity of the |
home and to be compatible \
with ir." :

Suzanne and Frederic are orig- \
inally Midwesterners who spent
some time living in San Francisco \

before making the move to the
Portland area three years ago, “We *

are chronic renovators and had reno- \

vated two houses previously,” Suzanne

says. “Our first home in Chicago was a

1906 toursquare. We lovingly restored ir,
paying artention to every derail in the
house.” The Partland farmhouse had
been remaodeled prior to the couple's
purchase and didn’t require that level of
atrention.

*lt was pretey clear from the time we
looked ar the house that the big project
would be the yard,” says Frederic. “le
begged for renovation and landseaping.™
The stony hillside sloped steeply down
to the curb and was planted with vinca
and some parched rhododenrons and
hydrangeas.

"We recognized immediately that it
was too big a project for us o do our-
selves,” he says, "It required bringing in
professionals and gerting their ideas.”

Through an architect they knew, the
couple met landscape architect Sam
Williamson, who has practiced for more
than 10 years and has been located in
Portland since 1997, Williamson has
designed landscapes in many parts of the
Unired States, focusing primarily on res-
idential work.

"We chose Sam because he had fresh
ideas and 1 fele he really listened o what
we were interested in," says Frederic.
“We'd be able to have an involvement
in the project, and felt thar Sam would
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be casy to work with
and would be comfortable with thar.
Suzanne doesn’t have a lot of time to
spend in the garden, bur it's imporrant
to her. One of the main features that we
wanted was something thar would create
a sense of relaxation and an unfolding
experience while walking through the
garden. Sam picked up on thar and
incorporated it into the design. The gar-
den isn't big, but it's very nice 1o walk
through,”
In addition to the challenges of the
site, Williamson discussed the inregra-

Willicemson's rumihr.rl:hm Chaelivw ) dlefagel<
how the lundscape architect made the
most aof the Johnson lot, Before leaving for
work every morning, Suzanne walks the
]'hu:lh that meanders thrvaugh the gur:h_*l:.

rion of the landscape into the context
of the neighborhood.

Williamson presented the couple
with a rendered plan (above) showing a
contoured hillside garden with a retain-
ing wall at the curh, low dry-stacked
stone walls and circularion throughout
the garden by stone paths and stairs.
Planting beds allowed for a rock garden,
shrub border and cortage gardens. “It
was amazing to have him come here and
show us the plan and say, *This is what
we want to do,'™ Frederic says, recalling
his reaction to the proposed design. “We
were committed o the project and very

" happy with everything we saw.”

Williamson delights in recontouring
a landscape. "We were trying to create

» some places that were a little bir flarter,
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but we didn't want to try to do it in sont
of & monumental way," says Williamson,
describing his approach. "We wanted it
tor still seem connected 1o the street. We
were trying to create level spaces with-
out making it too engineered.”

Landscape contractor Horticulture
Northwesr preserved the existing mossy
boulders and relocared many of the
mature shrubs and vinca, Williamson
routinely recyeles marure plant material
to create an established look in the gar-
den. “On the East Coast, more clients
will walk around o property with me and
say, 'Hateat . . . Haee it . . vip it all ot
But in Oregon, people say, “This is a full-
grown plant; will you relocate it or will
you throw it away "

The nstallation process gave
Suzanne and Frederic an opportunity
to meet and appreciate the wark of

many craftspeople. *We run at a pace
that's fairly fast, and watching the
stacked wall evolve was a lesson in

patience,” recalls Suzanne. "The
o guy who laid the stacked wall
3 was truly an artist. He must've
= - taken at least a month to build
- S it Every rock was placed lov-
o ingly and carefully.”

' Williamson specified
- Camas gray basalt for the

" stonework, "Thar was part of

the learning for us,” says Suzanne.
“l didn't know whar basale was until they
started ralking about these rocks, and then
I began to understand thae's part of the
Gorge and the geology of the area, We
really relicd on Sam's expertise.”

“And there was also the pleasure of
meering artisans like Berkley Tack,”
adds Frederic, "who is the blacksmith
whao did the handrail. He's a joy to deal
with, a terrific craftsman.” The handrail
is designed to ccho a morif which is
found on the planters at the staircase
entrance from the sidewalk.

“The band on the outside of the pot
i @ Lous Sullivan design,” says Suzanne.
“We lived in Chicago—and you can't
come away from Chicago withour being
a great lover of Frank Lloyd Wright and
Louis Sullivan. So we asked Berkley 1o
pick up a sense of the design used on the
planter, which you see in the railing and
in the gate that he did for us as well.”

Working with Williamson gave the
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A goul of the landscape plan
was to better comnect the howse
with the sidewalk so it felt less
“perched” om a hill. Landscape
architect Williamson envisioned
a 3+ to $-foot-tall concrete wall,
punctuated with piers, that
wworsiled ﬁhmﬂj anchor the house
to the street—and to the rest of
the neighborhood as well.

couple the added bonus of meeting his
ussociate Kailla "Kai" Platt, who became
wn important part of the desipgn ream.
Plaet was educatal in landscape archirec
rure and has a strong horticultural back-
grounid. Plants have always been parr of
her life, a passion that was caltivared by
her grandmother Jane Platt, “In a fanly
small site, Suzanne and Frederic wanted a
rock garden, a perennial garden, mixed
dhrubs—and they wanted interese all year
round,” explains Plate. "Those are very
doable things, especially in the Pacific
Morthwest, but 1o integrate all those ele-
ments into a small space and have them
relate to the architecture of the house
amd the site, thar was a challenge.”
Suzanne and Frederic learned that
their old favorives would thrive in the
triendly climate of the Pacific North-
west. "You see old friends like forsychin

and spirca—plants that we were used
in the Midwest,” says Frederic. "And
they're just so abundant here.”

Mlact appreciated the enthusiasm the
couple brought to the process. “Bemy new
to the area, Suzanne or Fredenic would call
and say, ‘| was over on the comer of ths
street and that street, and 1 saw this plant
and it looks kinda like this and [ love ir. |
want one of those.” And so0 I'd fipure owr
what it was, There were a lot of conversa-
tinns like that. What worked really well
was, they were responsivee and respectful of
the knowledge we broughr ro it, and their
enthusiasim and interest made it fun.”

Platr worked with Suzanne o put
rogether a plant list thar ulrimarely
included 120 different species. Frederic
remembers that dav. *Kai agreed to
come over for an hour on o Saturcay,”
he says. "She arrived with a stack of

plant books abour that high, with Post-
its sticking out all over them. She and
Suzanne sat down and she ended up
staying for three or four hours.”

“We had a wonderful time," Suzanne
says, “1 didn't come in with a wishlist but
| wanted to be involved in the choice of
the plants in the garden and Kai really
did engage me and taught me things. She
pulled out of me what [ might be interest-
ed in. | was a Midwesterner and | didn't
know what would work in the Pacific
MNorthwest. [t was a joy to be exposed o
things and have her suggest plants. She
took many of the wonderful plants that
were in her grandmother’s garden and
helped me put them in this garden.”

Although the different garden areas
are separated by paths and by the con-
tours of the land, they're tied together in
the way the plants relate. *We pulled
some perennials from the perennial area
and put them into the rock garden,” says
Plate. "Some of the more sculptural
percnnials made that jump really well
because of their strong forms.”

“In Detroit, you experience
a garden from June to

October,” says Suzanne.
“] began to understand that

here, a garden can give you
great pleasure throughout

the year.”

Grasses were useful in tying together
the rock garden and perennial beds.
Variegared Molinia and Japanese blood
grass are small and their wonderful tex-
ture and color work well in the rock
garden, while larger grasses, like feather
reed grass and zebra grass, were placed
in the perennial border. To create thar
cottapge garden feeling in an area thar is
shaded part of the day, Platr used
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monkshood, Thalictrum and foxglove.

The couple has also learned abour
the pleasures of year-round gardening.
“Sam and Kai did a wonderful job of
chosing plants that work throughour the
seasons,” says Suzanne. "] grew up in
Dietroit, where you spend many months
under snow, talking to the ground, wait-
ing for the tulips to come up. There, you
experience a garden from June ro Octo-
ber. | began to understand that here, a
garden can give you great pleasure
throughout the vear. It unfolds—every
season is an awakening.”

For winter interest, the garden
includes Beautyberry (Callicarpa), a
fountain-shaped shrub which bears small
purple berries through much of the win-
ter; three different varieties of dogwoods;
Osmanthus heteraphyllus Purpureus, an
evergreen shrub with fragrant flowers in
winter and early spring; and the conifers
hinoki cypress and weeping hemlock.

Suzanne has come to appreciate the
wide variety of plants that thrive in the
Pacific Morthwest. *The climate does a
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Lot for vor—it made my chimb g Tiole
bir greeesee!™ she swys. “There's a lor of
pratificacion, | bhiod a parden in ghe Mid-
wacst, Bt it didda® gove me the snme posi-
tive reindoecement Toe all my hard Labar,
Here, 1 dom'e do very much aml vhe por-
e sprivgs back ar me”

“I't's only the secomd Tull sepsom,”
Frederic muses. "ln 20010, when
the installation, 1 tesok maost of
summer. | remomber Tase yoear sanding
o the porch i eaely March, ook
alevery e the yard and thinking,

“This is the wow vear,”

]

says Fredevie. "We'se just
heginning to appreciate
the cvele the gavden
poes through.”

preney sidelooking govdim, A monch Tager
everything sieered o grow and vou
could see there was noching o wosry
alwout, the garden would Toak fine. This
year i3 the wow vepr, We're just begin.
ning o appreciate the cvcle o goes
thirousl. Every two weeks It recreares
irself. We hate to0 go away {oF any
length of bime becmese there's alawuys
soanething new blsming,

W hail fomplimees e here rhils year;
1 ecuildn't nssch the op of them," Fred
Pric Treels, “They wem gigantic. Amd
the astilbe! We wsed to b psrilbe In
Chicager, and they were mice limrle
plangs, O astilbe got § feet gall. The
Faleangens have eakenw over thar peart of

- _H_iudifplh.l_.nﬂnlﬂ_ pr el frovged T Chily

thetr blubonuileeflesbley Tavk of Nengies,

i 2 e for surel Acnuallyy e fabai.

' Vst the cuatum Se gy - -day i

; radling chad picks ap the devsil an the o

&0 phmters that o the asiery e, Greg Las-
u:u-ll Cemnstmeciin il the repmmrg aoalil,

the pardem, Grmwth like that ampges us”
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A new path leads you from the front steps to a wooden bench in the garden™s comer {left)
before it meonders back wup to the side poreh (above) and continies o Lo the pardage dir.
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Fur Suzanne, the new parden was an

Aot Lty 1O IncorpoTaiy UInorivs ot
tamily inee a new secting. 1 por lits of

plants in the parden thar | remember
[Fcim 'l.'l.'}'l (| I Wk ':_'..I:'ll]_I_L" ::'.I__I.I;_" SilWas ":}'r'i"i.'
j:i'-l.El-ll:."r I;E'.T:"u‘i' EIfY Comb i !Hrm. HI._': |:':1_"F'{ rh:_ﬂ:
lowe of the earth and | pur into this gar-
den many of those things 1'd had a

IH‘II'I'I-::. r'-."1'!.- l.'::Hil Wi :'|]|'|1 |::'|_'_"!|| CTates l:_'IF r_l_:_l]l:l
bulbs and we'd have ro help ham plan
the bulks, sodad also has been a wonder-
ful part of this garden, T ga bulb shoppme
in the fall and [ spend way 100 much. Fan
just sticking them in the ground and
waiting to see what'll come up nexe

'r'e:-'u—ull.-:'[t'.'«i resally fun!' G
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