LIVING ALFRESCO
A self-contained
dining area is
charming on its
own (left), but it’s
even better when
it’s a seamless
extension of the
house’s interior
(right).

Outdoor Rooms
1o Draw You In

Landscape designer Wesley Rouse talks about
how to create cozy exterior spaces

BY ENID JOHNSON

With a backgr ound in plant science and extension
education, Wesley Rouse has been creating gardens and
growing specialty plants for almost a quarter century. Today
he is the owner of Pine Meadow Gardens, a design/ build
landscape firm in Southbury, Conn. Rouse talked to Inspired
House about how he transformed his property from wild
meadows and fields to a series of inviting garden rooms.

Your landscape is mature and lush. How has it evolved?
Spaces have a way of growing out of how you use

the land. When I bought this house 35 years ago, the

land around it was a tangle of forsythia, multiflora rose,

autumn olive, and overgrown pastureland. I didn’t have
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an overall plan to begin with, so I started clearing little
by little. I added the screened porch (photos, p. 72) and
some terraces. Then came a larger addition to the house,
which created a protected area that became the outdoor
dining room (facing page).

The other two outdoor rooms grew up around entries.
The backdoor area with its fieldstone patio and wooden
benches (photos, p. 70) was created by changing the grade
of a slope, which came right down to the back door, and
adding a retaining wall. This area is filled with shrubs,
perennials, and many potted plants.

The other outdoor seating area is outside my office,
which opens onto a small bluestone patio bordered by

All photos: Matthew Benson
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A FOUNTAIN
SET AGAINST
A TALL HEDGE
contributes
the soothing
sound of trick-
ling water to
this outdoor
dining room.

A LUSH
BORDER
offers a vari-
ety of shapes,
textures, and
colors. Potted
plants, like the
sedums and
agapanthus
below, can be
moved to fill
in or to pro-
vide color.

a stone wall and a boxwood hedge that loop around a
wrought-iron bench (photos, p. 73). This garden room
is tucked away, so it feels private and sheltered, even
though it’s right outside the busiest room in the house.
This area is also a function of grade. Terraced beds lead
up to the main entrance to the house.

People are often advised to live with a space for a while
before changing it.

Yes, it’s true. Unless you're really experienced, it’s a
good idea to allow some time to figure out traffic pat-
terns and be sure of what you need for the way you live.
If you have big cocktail parties or family gatherings, you'd
want larger spaces. Or you may want a big space for spe-
cial occasions and a small space for intimate gatherings.

Living with your space will also allow you to become
familiar with the light patterns throughout the year—
when you want to be in the sun and when you don't.
Sometimes you don’t have a choice, and then you know
you'll have to plant trees or shrubs or build an arbor or
pergola for sun protection.
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TEN TIPS FOR THE SELF-TAUGHT GARDEN DESIGNER

Evaluate your lifestyle » What kind
of outdoor room do you need for the
way you live? Be realistic about how
much you can maintain.

Keep a notebook of pictures and
ideas » Look through magazines for
appealing gardens that fit the style of
your house.

Rough something out on a piece
of paper > Play with the space, and
remember that you can always move
the plants if you don’t like where you
put them the first time.

Go on garden tours > The best inspi-
ration often comes from walking around
someone else’s garden. Every year, the
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Garden Conservancy sponsors Open Days
at private gardens around the country
(www.gardenconservancy.org).

Visit your local garden centers »
Take a picture or two and your basic
plan and see if somebody can evaluate
it for you. Or perhaps find a profes-
sional who would look over your plan
for a small fee.

Select plants in sizes you can
afford » Plants grow, so if you're
patient and cost is a consideration,
start with smaller ones.

Don’t select all your plant material
at once » First choose the structural
plants, then put in filler plants as you

can. The smaller plants are more fun
because they add color, texture, and
fragrance to your garden room.

Use critter-resistant plants >

For example, if deer are a problem,
choose, as much as possible, plants
they don’t like. Your university exten-
sion service can give advice on plants
your local pests will avoid.

Choose hardy plants » For instance,
don’t plant shrubs you’ll have to cover
with unsightly burlap. Select plants

whose structure you can enjoy all year.

Don’t be afraid » Just do it—you
learn by doing.

—Wesley Rouse

HARDSCAPING
THAT BLENDS IN
This patio is
softened by
moss growing
between the
stones and by
the occasional
self-seeded
perennial. The
stone and the
plants enhance
each other by
providing tex-
tural contrast.
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SITTING IN THE
SHADE The area
outside Wesley
Rouse’s backdoor is
mostly shady, but
enough light filters
through to keep

a few sun-loving
plants going strong.
Trees can often be
pruned to control
light selectively.
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How do you create the hardscape, especially if you're
starting with nothing?

Each case is different and depends on the lay of your
land, your own needs, the style of your house, and your
budget. You can usually start by either capitalizing on
the grades you have or creating some interesting varia-
tion. If you have a flat yard, for instance, you might
want to have a slightly sunken area outside the back-
door to create a dining area. A simple change in the
levels makes the area more interesting.

Hardscaping can take a number of forms—terraces,
fencing, stone walls, walkways. Lattice fencing with big
squares is an inexpensive way to break up space. The
nice thing about hardscaping is that it not only defines
an area, but it also brings elements of the house out into
the yard. You have the house and you have the lawns, but
it’s not until you introduce a hard surface—stone, wood,
brick, bluestone—that the two become blended.

Also, decide if there is a focal point you want to
highlight—a lovely tree, a distant view, a beautifully
planted urn. You'll want to be sure the focal point is

what you see when you look out from the interior.
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A GARDEN FOR THE SENSES

A garden, by its very nature, is
sensual, but one that highlights a
particular sense can offer an extra
measure of enjoyment.

Smell > If you have the right
conditions, you can plan for a suc-
cession of fragrant plants: perhaps
lilacs, peonies, roses, and honey-
suckle. A pot of gardenias or a
couple of potted citrus trees could
be brought in for winter if you live
in a cold climate. Thyme planted
around stepping stones will release
its fragrance when stepped on.

Sound » Movement creates sound.
Grasses, willows, and bamboo all
rustle gently in a breeze. Bird song,
of course, is always pleasant in

the garden. The sound of water is
soothing and can even cover street
noise. If you include a waterfall,
however, make it look like it be-
longs in the environment; to have
something that looks artificial is
worse than not having it at all.

Sight » The repetition of plant
varieties and colors and textures

in a garden room creates a subtle
rhythm that can produce a feeling
of peace and well-being. A mixture
of perennials, annuals, and potted
plants can provide continuous color.

Touch » A garden room can offer
many textures in plant material
alone: fuzzy, leathery, or smooth
leaves; fluffy, silky, or papery
flower heads; soft, damp moss;
rough tree bark. In addition to
the plants, you may have the hot
or cold smoothness of a wrought-
iron table, the grainy texture of a
wooden bench, or the hardness of
a stone patio or rock wall.

Taste » Many plants are edible,
including nasturtium, mint, bor-
age, calendula, lavender, lemon
verbena, bee balm, and scented
geraniums. Be sure you know what
you have, and don’t spray anything
you may want to eat. —W.R.

SUBTLE EFFECTS Gardens grab your attention, some-
times in quiet ways. Clockwise from top: Chickens cluck
about busily; leaf, metal, and stone come together
harmoniously in a corner; the repetition of plants and
color carries the eye down a path; rock, moss, lady’s

mantle, and lichens form a natural collage.




72

THE BLUE-
GRAY COLOR
of the house
blends with the
gardens that
surround it.

OUTDOOR
ROOMS
SHOULD BE
APPEALING
from inside
as well as out,
since that’s
how you’ll be
seeing them
most of the
time.

INSPIRED HOUSE

How do you get your outdoor rooms to be so cozy?
Foremost, you want the space to have a pleasing size
and proportion. Hedges and structural items create line
and balance and a certain peacefulness. Then the interior
of the space can be formal or informal. It’s fun to have
a little bit of structure to create the borders, then have a
lot of informality and lushness within—flowing plants,
ground covers, and moss, always with an eye toward

mixing textures and colors.

How do you work with vistas?

When I'm creating spaces, I often leave an opening,
which acts as an invitation to go towards another
element in the garden. Most of the outdoor spaces also
have views from inside, so if you're looking out the
doors of the house, you see the enclosed space, then
another space beyond, and possibly even an additional
space, until it ends somewhere with a view or a focal
point. So you're framing vistas, either with just an
opening or with gates, or pots, or some other structure.

The color of your house is perfect for your garden rooms.
The house was white originally, then I played with
brown colors, but for many years it’s been this blue-gray.
The color was selected to blend and flow with the gardens.
In general, subtle house colors rather than highly
reflective ones work best with gardens. You'll notice that
I haven't used a lot of white. In some situations white is
completely correct, but it does stand out and take away
from the total integration of house, garden, and hard-
scape. White picket fences, for instance, are perfect in
the right setting, but so often they create a line in the
landscape and give the fence too much prominence.

How should people go about choosing plant material?

Start with plants you know you like, then branch out.
What are your childhood memories? What fragrances
appeal to you? What colors do you prefer? Know your
planting zone and be familiar with the sun and shade
conditions of the area you're planting.

First choose your key plants, both vertical and
horizontal. After that, it'’s a matter of filling in with
interesting plants, which should be repeated enough
times that there’s some kind of pattern.

Don't forget that houseplants and potted tropicals can
be outside for the summer. Pots add a lot to a garden
room, but they require quite a bit of maintenance. So
you have to balance the complexity of your room with
your lifestyle. Your outdoor space should be manageable
enough that it's fun and does not become burdensome. [h

Enid Johnson is a gardener and senior copy editor
at Inspired House.
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A SHELTERED DOORYARD Tucked away in the
embrace of a boxwood hedge is a wrought-iron
bench that sits outside Wesley Rouse’s office.

The bluestone patio anchors the space, while
stone-walled terraces lead up to the main entrance.
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