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Teamed in Work and Marriage,
Charleston's Hugh and Mary Palmesr
Dargan Are Two of the South’s
Leading Landscape Architects

A'II only elght vears, lands: ape archi
tactz Hugh and Mary Palmar |:':||..'.||| Ari

relatively new to Charleston, yvet they are at
the hub of parden activity in the city. Their
house in the Old Ansonborough neighbor-
bioanel i famt becoming a esthering |'I.|.- finr
the garder wprosrenti, And their skill in gar
den desipn has brought old Charleston 1o
their door and attracted newcomers wanting
niroduction to this balmy clime.

Ihe Dargans have an unbiased perspective
on Charleston. Because their ||Illh"\1"\-i||||.|| COn-
nections and experiences are of a national
and international scale, thev understand
the context of the historlc Southern city's gar
den tradition and have made an informed de
ision to live and work thers. When parden

mnaisseurs come to Charleston, Hugh and
Mary Palmer are I|-'|;|||'-||I v the contact, and
they are on hand to conduct the tours and to
imterpret the gardens of the historic district

Following the footsteps of Hugh and
Mary Palmer will lead wyoun on am exten
sive tour of Charleston’s courtvards. Exam
;'l-"u af their B partise Hourish on ust
thoul every block, Theirs is 8 creative mE-
proach to gardens reminiscent of another
sntury but tailored to todayv's lifestyle

“This is our favorite thing 1o do—1to

pet out, walk, and look at our pardens,"” zavs
|'.|l_'" |:'-II'_|.|II Il |l"\-'|'|'|'!\_-l,|'i LH (H | ',',;'||,-_| 1%
;

Country draw “And this is mv fsvorite
gireal,” he savs, relerring o a clean, urban
scene of tightly spaced houses, Twice more,
Hugh pronounced avenues to be his “fa
vorite atrest.” but each Hme he was sinoere
|“'--r||||'~: his favorite sireet., or his favorite
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_ue|rgig-:'_ is the one '.-.'|'||'-r1' he is ~-I:||||||r:|'1 il a
|.',_i'l'l."|'l mixment

While strolling these manicured blocks, Mary
Malmer oocasionally steps over to touch a par-
ticularly fine brick wall. Ht'rH||||I|l 2ye Cr 'i:|. a8
the eighteenth-century mortar and brick, and
shie axercises her keen memory by dissecting its
architectural elements. It iz this passion for
excellence combined with a love of place that
drives the couple’s success

Mary Palmer has had a litelong interest in
both gardening and historic preservation
Following her undergraduate degree in
botany and her tenure as botanist and edo
cation director at Cheekwood Botanical
Gardens and Fine Ars Center in Mashwille,
she recelved a masters degree in landscaps
architecture from Louisiana State University
writing her thesis on the Early English
Kitchen Gorden. As an early membser of ths
Garden Conservancy s Mational vidwisory
Board, Mary Palmer has served this national
organization dedicated to the preservation
of landmark private gardens.

Hugh studied landscape architecture at the
University of Georgia and began practice in
Darlington, South Carolina, in 1973, In the early
19805, his interest in historic gardens led
him to become a founding board member of
the Southern Garden History Society, the first
American regional organization dedi-
cated to the study and preservation of gar
dens. While attending one of these meetings, he
and Mary Palmer met for the Arst time.

The couple's marriage has brought about
a merger of interests, energies, and ideas
that has been a boon to garden preservation
Even their honevmoon had a garden focus
they spent it in Sussex, England, at the

National "I'rl_l::l.".-"l.lIirl:._'||:'||1'| Frogram gl y
ing the restoration of historic landscapes.
Ginoe then, they have meturned to England
to conduct landscape evolution studies for
Stanway and Newark Park in Gloucestershire
Although the Dargans also enjoy working
throughout the South, they count Charleston’s
historic district their best workshop, And a
workshop it is. As Hugh observes about the
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“When we are done and walk out, no one should know that we've been there

architectural elements in Charles-
tom's gardens, “For anything vou
do, there’s an example of it heres
anid you can study the proportions
and details.” When Hugh was de
g & new wall for a significant
site, he textbook in the

gardens all around him. *1 learned a

found his

tremendous amount about the his-
tory of walls in this town, and that's
what makes this town so rewarding

is all here t i the Damgans' skill

recognizing what is around them
ind applving those lessons that sets
their designs apart.

In Charleston's tight gardemn
is critical and every
detail counts, Each garden has indi-
vidual lirmits

SPECES,. SCHEIB

and possibilities, so
15 ditferent. There is
no formula for a Dargan garden ax-

pt that it 12 always :|'.-||r-'|||ri-

ate—to the site and to the client. For

that reason, most & i in their

gardens are custom designed.

1 signature siyle or

plant, and you will not find it. Hugh

“When we are done and
walk out, no one should know that

we've been there, That's not a veary

asserts,

;.:r-||-:| advertizement, but we like it
that way,"”

“We are irying o elevate the un-
derstanding and appreciation of
outdoor environments that are
works of art.," -explains Mary
Palmer. If & bricklayer can’t grasp
the artistry of a brick paving pattern
interrupted by stone, Mary Palmer
will help set each stone. She plans
the placement of each brick for a
re=created wall, Contractors learn to
respect even a six-inch gap drawn
on the paving plan, though it may
seem inconsequential, That gap i
where Madison jasmine and Rosa
mutabilis are planted to climb Mary
Palmer’s carefully designed wall.

If there is any problem with their
work, it is the difficulty of discern-
ing old from new, for the Dargans
pride themselves in the authentic-
Although the
the com-

ity of every detail

congtruchion may e naoew

ponents will not be, Budget provid-
ing, their painstaking attention may
mean seeking out vintage bricks
even if that requires getting them
from a sunken harge at the bottom
of tha Cooper River.

Az Oasigners, the '|:|-||...1.|||h ane
closely attuned to plants. They
hlend severnl vines on g single ar-
hor for evergreen folisee and ex-
tended =summer bloom, and when

they need a rose, they choose an
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That's not a very good advertisement, but we like it that way,” says Hugh Dargan.

old-fashioned one that is authentic
to the era of the garden, such as Old
Blush, If they need to re-create a
boxwood hedge, they use the slow-
growing English box that would
have HIT O the =zame =ite twao
hundred vears ago.

Because they observe their gar-
denz clozaly ||l.|.I:'I|'||:1' inatallation and
establizhment, the Dargans will oc-
caglonally create a gardener as well
as a garden. Under their tutelape,
more than one homeoswner has
learned to enjoy tending their own
pretty plot of ground.,

For all the Dargans® concentra-
tion on historic preservation, they
are actually one of the primary in-
struments of change in the historic
city known for its gardens, The
forces driving that change are sev
eral. With the past decade of in
creasing real estate values and a
dawning consciousness of preser
vation, residents of the histori
district have turned their atten
tion {:I'I:I‘.‘d‘l.lﬁ'r!; to restore or re-create

the 51'|1'ir|!_=| aof a historic home.

In addition, the |i|!-|=r:|:.'|-::-i of
Charleston's residents are |||:|r||=I
ing 'I"r;|4‘|i1ir'|n'.||'|:.'. gardens were
'|:||.;||1||'-|_| with camellias, tea olives,
ﬂ]'ﬂ:i .g'|'.!.¢'|||"'.i|!-i_ il” III '.'uI'I1|"|I .IIIIZII!III
during the winter and spring. For
penerations, it was & Charleston
custom for entire families to leave
the city in the humid summer and
retreat to Flat Rock, Highlands, or
other spots in the cool mountains
of Morth Carolina. So there was
no need for 8 summer garden

But with the coming of the an-
nual Spoleto festival in 1977 and
the fall preservation tours that be-
gan sixteen years ago (not to men-
tion the ubiquitous air conditioner),
homeowners have begun to take
vear-round plessure in their gar-
dens. Today Charleston gardens are
used for enterfaining. And for that
reason, the Dargans create outdoor
ronms for many of their clients. One
of the couple's favorites is an arbor-
covered terrace that steps down

into a garden which is scaled to fit a
tent. The owner has used it for
fund-raisers, weddings, and atter-
concert gatherings during Spoleto.

For all the emphasis on detail and
:1*::1||1'||||I.i|:-.'. the Dargans' pardens
are remarkably functional. Where a
privy traditionally has stood, they
might design a garden pavilion. In-
gpiration may come from an archi-
tectural fragment or & client's
gculplure, Sometimes it comes from
the relics of a garden past, whether
found in old documents or in the
soil by an archasologist.

The kev to the success of preser-
valtion in Charleston has been strin-
gent control over new construction
or changes to structures in the his
toric district, It is indicative of the
quality of the Dargans' work that
thieir ril:sigrlu pass the s=crutiny of
|h|-r'i|:.."'\-' Boards ||f.-"l.-:|i||:~;|'.r||:r|r.'|||||
Architectural Review, As Hl.l.;:h
1“'-:]1|ili1'|"~. “"Man ¥ huginesses
‘We get

have slogans. Ours is,

things approved.” ™




