
C h a p t e r  1  

The web of life is the interrelationship of man and 

nature, whereby a balance is achieved through 

judiciously shared resources. Small ponds, rivu-

lets, and butterfly, rain or wild gardens are land-

scape types that invite nature to be appreciated 

at close range. This is the first of the nine prin-

ciples of lifelong landscape design and provides 

many archetypal landscape patterns.

Simply being in nature offers positive health 

benefits. Evidence-based landscape design 

reveals that interaction with nature reduces 

stress. Your body and mind relax when you enjoy 

a woodland walk or quietly read in the shade, 

and this reduces your cortisol level, a known 

physiological stressor.

Inspiration is found 
perched; on top of 
a mountain, Ushuata 
connects earth and man. 
Whatever happens here 
rains down upon the 
valley below and the 
owners are careful to 
control water runoff.
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Outdoor rooms, terraces, decks and arbors 

are environments that encourage connection 

with the web of life by providing a flat space 

for entertaining or relaxation. In a lifelong land-

scape, the approach and arrival sequence, the 

hub, perimeter and destinations of the house 

set the stage for connection with nature. 

The seamless integration of these four parts 

becomes your home’s own personal web of life. 

Lifestyle needs, like a convenient compost cen-

ter or movement from the car, can rest lightly 

on the land when constructed of sustainable 

materials.

Resting lightly on the land is a thoughtful 

design process. Holistic, in that ecological and 

functional properties of your home grounds are 

integrated like a fine engine; this process deter-

mines how the parts of your landscape system 

behaves. By employing both eastern and west-

ern site-planning principles, holistic landscape 

design provides a sensitive site development 

philosophy for existing and new residences. 

Sustainability principles, such as leave nature 

alone, restore nature’s balance, sculpt your 

niche thoughtfully, use flexible building materi-

als, consider origins of supplies, pave less, har-

vest and conserve water, let nature rest, and 

keep up the good work, are foundations for 

holistic and lifelong landscape design.

Developing a philosophy
The web of life is intricate and complex. Mother 

Nature evolved a set of holistic interconnections 

that existed on this planet long before man 

evolved as hunter-gatherer. I call it the web of 

life to punctuate how nature relates to man in 

a fragile, tangible and symbiotic way. The eco-

logical niche occupied by man evolved slowly 

over thousands of sleepy generations, then 

catapulted into the computer age in one fre-

netic, generational burst.

Centuries of man’s industrial relationship 

with the land resulted in much heavy-handed 

development practices. Habitat destruction 

and degradation of the air, water and soil lead 

the pack of man’s intrusions. Over-exploitation 

of food, pets, introduced species, pollution 

and disease resulted as man profited from the 

environment without moderation. Without a 

crystal ball to divine future repercussions, cli-

mate change is now recognized as a serious 

threat. The world’s biodiversity is declining at 

an unprecedented rate, according to the IUCN 

Red List, the global watchdog on endangered 

species. Current extinction rates are at least 

100 to 1,000 times higher than natural rates 

found in the fossil record. A startling decline of 

73 percent occurs in primates.

You can help the world recover, one gar-

den at a time, by beginning with your plot of 

ground. A holistic landscape philosophy is 

worth pursuing to produce the most sensitive 

site development on your property. 

Rest 
Lightly on 

the Land

The inTerface 
between soft and 
hardscape is cleverly 
integrated by using 
crab orchard stones set 
into grass in a random 
ashlar pattern in the 
O’Leary garden in 
Atlanta, Georgia, and 
helps Mother Nature by 
soaking up excess water 
from rain.
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The web of life is intricate and complex. By 

keeping the tenets of sustainability at the fore-

front of design, you are one step further toward 

consciously helping Mother Nature.

Sustainability techniques are do no harm, 

restore nature’s balance, sculpt your niche 

thoughtfully, use flexible building materials, 

consider origins of supplies, pave less, harvest 

and conserve water, let nature rest, and keep 

up the good work. These tenets are all underly-

ing foundations for holistic, lifelong landscape 

design.

TeneT #1: leave naTure alone
It is often more difficult to keep a property 

healthy than to create a healthy new place.

Trees are valuable, fragile and often taken 

for granted. For instance, mature trees are far 

more fragile than you might imagine. Trees in 

construction zones often slowly regress, drop 

branches and eventually die over a period of 

four or five years. This loss of vitality is com-

pletely avoidable and seldom considered. 

Compaction from construction equipment 

crossing over soft ground above roots com-

presses the earth, squeezing out the interstitial 

spaces that provide for respiration between 

root, water and oxygen. A cushion of six inches 

of chopped mulch, perhaps from site clearing, 

will mitigate this situation.

Defining corridors for traffic, if even just for 

light-duty cars and workers’ trucks, is highly 

effective. Using chain-linked fence or silt pro-

tection fence backed with wire to outline the 

drive and parking areas is a simple technique 

that will save lives of trees.

Mountaintops and beachfronts are to be 

treated with great respect. They are fragile. 

With soils created by eons of gentle wind and 

water action, the ecosystems that sprung up 

support more interconnected, biodynamic 

activities than you can imagine.

TenanT #2 : resTore The 
Balance of naTure
So many ways exist to injure a site; the cost to 

ameliorate is slow and staggering. 

Excavated chasms and banks in the mountains 

Six Tenets 
of Sustainable 

Landscape 
DESIgN

Leave naTure in 
peace. This simple 
woodland stream in 
Joyce Kilmer Forest 
is doing far more to 
perpetuate its precious 
niche on the planet 
than any re-created 
landscape.
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on highway rights of ways certainly illustrate the 

power of man over nature. The sheer height of 

a cut bank, be it clay or stone, is an unnatural 

visage. Erosion, the drift of clay and soil fines 

from one spot to another, can cause enormous 

environmental impact.

The siltation of streams literally smothers the 

invertebrates that live in the waters. A fine cov-

ering of dust-like silt on gravel in a creek bed 

is enough to keep insect eggs from maturing 

and therefore providing larvae for fish to eat. 

There goes the native trout population. When 

the silt becomes really deep in natural ponds, 

it makes the water shallower and warmer. This 

again is detrimental to trout, since they can-

not reproduce in warm water when the tem-

perature gets as little as 3 degrees above its 

average temperature. The trout are but one of 

many steps in the food chain; other animals 

depend on trout to eat for survival.

Topsoil, when stripped from a site, is often 

saved aside. It is virtually impossible to rebuild 

woodland, even with preserved topsoil and the 

best biodiversity science can muster. In a gar-

den, a healthy soil layer can be created, simi-

lar to natural duff, by harvesting every sack of 

leaves you can find. Scour your neighborhood 

in the fall and investigate the leaf sacks beside 

the road and harvest heavier ones with mower-

mulched leaves. Spread these found treasures 

on top of your barren earth at a depth of three 

to four inches and let sit all winter. It sounds 

labor intensive, but it will degrade into some 

nice stuff by spring. Soil fertility and structure 

is a lengthy topic and many references are 

available online, via magazines such as Organic 

gardening and in bookstores.

Another way to rebuild a damaged ecosys-

tem is to plant baby trees. Trees Atlanta and 

other urban forestry programs provide trees 

at a good price for community improvement. 

You can also become your own local Johnny 

Appleseed, like John McCarley of Cashiers, 

who grows baby spruce from seed, backpacks 

them to mountainsides and transplants with 

a sip of water from his canteen. They magi-

cally take hold. With the decline in the native 

hemlock due to wholly adelgid, his actions will 

preserve both habitat and reduce erosion for 

future decades. 

PROJECT FILEA 
Blank 

Canvas
well, they bravely seized upon 

the opportunity to create 

a southern stroll garden. 

included in the master plan 

was the vision of a lake. Within 

three years, magnolias, crepe 

myrtles, camellias, azaleas 

and a host of favorite shrubs 

were employed to screen the 

house from the road as well 

as to create a winding set of 

paths. Today it is a utopia with 

shady benches and leisurely 

walkways.

from hurricane and floods 

to tornadoes and white fly 

infestations, the south has 

seen plenty of extreme activity 

in the past few years. friends 

george and anne peagler of 

americas, georgia, sent us 

photos of their devastated 

home, wrecked by an ef3 

tornado on March 1, 2007. 

a blank canvas was left in 

the wake of the disaster in a 

hitherto mature setting. having 

lost their roof and a car as 

a sTeep sLope  
conducts water with 
blinding speed in a rainfall. 
When denuded of trees, 
precious topsoil is swept 
off the hillside and into 
surrounding streams, 
suffocating insects upon 
which trout feed.



28 The Web of Life The Web of Life 29

TeneT #4: harvesT anD 
conserve WaTer
Harvesting water for home garden consump-

tion is a stewardship act.

To solve water needs, it is best to look at 

your property as a whole, a mini “watershed” 

waiting to be harvested. Your roof, driveway 

and garden areas compose a drainage sys-

tem. Best practice dictates to enlist a storm-

water expert to help size a cistern or multiple 

tanks, determine where to place them, and 

exactly how much water your property needs. 

Of course, a rain garden can be designed in 

low areas that naturally receive water. Rain 

barrels are useful on a gutter-by-gutter basis, 

so an overflow area is necessary. Overall, 

underground tanks are the best storage sys-

tem and investment in an expert to install a 

proper overflow, pump and irrigation system 

is money well spent.

Of course, harvesting and conserving water 

revolves around more than cisterns and tem-

porary storage systems. Understanding your 

environment and the native and introduced 

plants that are compatible with your site is 

paramount. Horticultural prowess, the use of 

permeable surfaces and thoughtful planning 

for functional space are design considerations. 

Sharpen your pencil and plan ahead!

TeneT #3: sculpT your niche 
using susTainaBle BuilDing 
MaTerials
Sustainable landscape construction is about 

thoughtful choices in building materials.

Are you considering a new or improved 

parking area? “going green” can be as simple 

as installing a natural brown gravel instead of 

asphalt. Asphalt is a black, bituminous product 

that takes a lot of oil to produce. Although it 

is composed of natural products, it has a high 

carbon footprint. A little research will provide a 

wealth of options.

Concrete now comes in pervious paving 

choices that capture ground water and allow it 

to seep into the ground, thus reducing storm-

water runoff. Carefully controlled amounts of 

water and cement-forming materials are used to 

create a paste that forms a thick coating around 

aggregate particles. A pervious concrete mixture 

contains little or no sand, creating a substantial 

void content and is primarily used in pavement.

Packed gravel of local origin is one of my 

favorites. Natural colors of buff and gray, 

enhanced by river action on rocky pebbles, 

creates a beautiful natural finish. A 2-inch layer 

of larger stone on top of crushed gravel, run-

ning base is preferred. Most slopes more than 

12 percent will require a more stable surfacing 

such as cobbles or pavers to reduce erosion.

LefT: Sustainable 
building materials are 
used to absorb water, 
such as in this drive, 
where grass is used as 
a layby for occasional 
parking. 

righT: At the Asheville 
Arboretum in Asheville, North 
Carolina, a display of sustainable 
practices shows water-harvesting 
techniques such as rain barrels 
and cisterns, plus composting 
techniques such as bullet 
composers. These principles are 
essential kit for lifelong landscapes.

beLoW: This simple 
pond is 8 x 14 feet and 
collects water runoff into 
the woodland, thereby 
providing a place for 
frogs to breed.

beLoW: The stepping-
stones are set into 
grass to allow water to 
percolate into the ground 
and recharge the ground 
water, and large river 
gravel for a driveway 
takes the place of a less 
porous surface.
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TeneT #6 : Keep up The gooD 
WorK
The devil is in the details and maintenance is 

next to godliness.

Taking good care of your property is a steward-

ship principle. Healthy lifelong landscapes have a 

natural life cycle of mowing and chopping or har-

vesting leaves, composting, mulching and spread-

ing, weeding and more mulching and spreading.

I look at my garden clippings, rakings, lawn 

trash and deadheads as compost. This is a harvest 

that ebbs and tides in the garden. Right now, it 

is a very heavy early summer harvest. We have 

clumps of clippings in large piles that will quickly 

decompose, but need management.

But compost management is but a small part 

of your maintenance plan. Understanding organic 

pest control, fertilization, soil chemistry, microbes 

and drainage mitigation is a lifelong landscape 

pursuit. It is a process of using a calendar and 

intuition to assess the seasonal needs of the prop-

erty, and disciplined nurturing of your garden 

and knowledge, and conscious study of ways to 

improve the health of your environment. 

TeneT #5: leT naTure resT
Let there be a minimum of light, mostly low and 

small.

Nightlights. garden visits along dimly lit 

paths. The garump of a frog. Listening with a 

beverage in hand. Laughter. The romantic won-

der of nature at night. These are a few of my 

favorite things. gardens at night are very spe-

cial. However, the wonder of nightscapes can 

be ruined by harsh headlights, unsafe changes 

in grade such as terraced steps, or trails that 

leave too much to the imagination.

Design for nighttime use is as simple and 

creative as your fixtures and their placement. 

Any fixture, be it bottle light, Amish hammered 

tin, a Mexican star light or a coal lantern, once 

wired and connected to an electrical source, 

can be a quiet, atmospheric light source. Use 

the lowest-wattage bulb you can, such as a 

9-volt refrigerator battery or chandelier light. 

Employ an automatic timer that comes on at 

dusk (change it seasonally) and goes off at 11 

p.m. Birds like this.

TimberLine in Cashiers, 
North Carolina, enhances 
evening experiences 
with low-voltage lights to 
encourage safe, pleasant 
garden use at night. A 
variety of fixtures illuminate 
where light is needed. 
These lights use little energy, 
and timers operate on a 
regular basis for a limited 
amount of hours to lessen 
impact on wildlife. The 
Outdoor Lights, a site-
sensitive lighting company, 
provided coordination and 
installation.
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Ushuata: 
Where the 

Earth Ends, and 
Dreams Begin 

ushuaTa is a native 

american cherokee term 

for “Where earth ends, 

and dreams begin” and 

describes a home site 

with beauty and brains. 

as a superior example 

of sustainable landscape 

practices, ushuata 

addresses over thirty-

five documented points 

of sustainable practices 

and their performance 

over time. The landscape 

artistry is informed by 

the unique genius loci on 

top a mountain.

The owners’ brief was 

to restore the damaged 

site’s ecosystem, reduce 

resource consumption 

and integrate the land-

scape design with the 

emerging architecture to 

produce a home environ-

ment that honors its set-

ting. The house complex is 

clad in tulip-poplar bark, 

a local byproduct of the 

logging industry, and is 

perched above a dynamic 

view punctuated by steep 

granite gneiss bluffs.

ushuata is a personal 

botanical garden, to be 

enjoyed in all seasons, and 

witnesses the diversity 

of native and introduced 

Architecture by the 
architectural firm 
of Meyer, Greeson, 
Paullin and Benson 
of Charlotte, North 
Carolina, Ushuata 
features vernacular, 
sustainable materials 
and a traditional 
housing form 
reminiscent of an 
early farmhouse.
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plantings adaptable to 

severe climatic change. 

The design encompassed 

the entire property. 

The rain garden at 

the “big view” overlook 

absorbs and disperses 

water during major 

storms to reduce siltation 

and erosion to the moun-

tainside below ushuata. 

We selected locally avail-

able plants to create a 

botanical garden for zone 

5. it includes a cutting 

and butterfly garden, 

a stroll garden, native 

upper garden and park-

ing court. Despite the 

twenty-two-foot drop in 

elevation, the gardens 

are cozy, and the wood-

land provides shelter for 

botanical specimens and 

native plants. natives are 

encouraged to self-seed.

The arrival sequence 

features a permeable, 

native river gravel drive 

bordered by nuggets of 

local crab orchard stone. 

The parking court and 

front entry is paved with 

gravel and large slabs. 

plants in mossy wood-

land and conifer proving 

ground on terraces. a herb 

and provisions garden for 

family use is adjacent the 

kitchen entrance.

The property is el 4,410 

feet and overlooks a 

picturesque lake approxi-

mately three-quarters mile 

distant. rainfall (87.75 

inches yearly) can be 

thirty-six inches in a sum-

mer month. alternately, it 

can be as dry as a bone. 

The very thin, granite dust 

soils have little fertility. 

native plantings are along 

the drive.

The overlook terrace is 

retained by a twenty-foot-

tall perimeter boulder wall. 

This large plateau supports 

a 37,500-gallon capacity 

of water harvested from 

four tanks with filters. it 

provides grassy lawns for 

children to play and is 

rimmed with rustic, black 

locust splitrail fencing and 

four tiers of espaliered 

apple branches as a living 

screen.

The owners, to provide 

water for irrigation, previ-

ously constructed an 

existing 28,000-gallon 

cistern on the site. light-

ing and winds are severe.

newly built, broad 

plateaus provide both 

intimacy and offer 

280-degree views to 

encompass surrounding 

mountains. To reduce the 

feeling of “falling off a 

cliff,” five stone terraces 

featuring native stone and 

rustic steps provide tran-

sitional spaces between 

The broad plateaus at 
Ushuata conceal large 
cisterns that provide 
37,500 gallons of water 
harvested from the 
property to provide fire 
protection and irrigation. 
John Warren of Natural 
Landscapes in Cashiers, 
North Carolina, installed 
the entire project 
designed by Dargan 
Landscape Architects.
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rain garDen
Rain gardens are planted depressions or swales 

in the earth that reduce storm-water runoff by 

capturing and filtering water from impervious 

surfaces like roofs, driveways and parking lots. 

Because of this ability to capture and slow 

down water, rain gardens improve water qual-

ity in nearby water bodies.

While rain gardens are a highly functional way 

to help protect water quality, they are also gar-

dens and should be an attractive part of your yard 

and neighborhood. 

t When choosing native plants for the garden, it 

is important to consider the height of each plant, 

bloom time and color, and its overall texture. Use 

plants that bloom at different times to create a 

long flowering season. Mix heights, shapes, and 

textures to give the garden depth and dimension. 

Landscape patterns provide a candy box of 

ideas for your garden. Chosen to connect you 

with the web of life, they also illustrate activities 

you can undertake to connect with the web, such 

as raise bees, compost or propagate goldfish.

This library of landscape patters features 

a graphic icon, photograph or detail such as 

a bench niche or allee. Alphabetized for easy 

reference, this system provides a lexicon of 

inspirational ideas to help visualize areas in 

your landscape. Only a sampling is in the book. 

The full library is located at www.dargan.com/

landscapeyourlife.

Keep in mind that many of these ideas and 

images easily work for other chapters. We 

chose these as shortcuts to accessing the web 

of life and are valuable additions to your life-

long master plan.

Landscape Lifelong 
Patterns for Landscape 

Sustainable Patterns and 
ACTIvITIES PLACES

Rain Garden

wal l

water

rain gardens at 
Ushuata collect water 
prior to discharge and 
encourage a gentle 
seeping of overflow 
onto the fragile mountain 
surrounding the property. 
The stone edging is 
lowered to grass level to 
allow water to cross into 
the bed and pond.
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t When laying out plants, randomly clump indi-

vidual species in groups of three to seven plants 

to provide a bolder statement of color. Make sure 

to repeat these individual groupings to create 

repetition and cohesion in a planting.

t Try incorporating a diverse mixture of 

sedges, rushes and grasses with your flower-

ing species (forbs). In natural areas, a diversity 

of plant types not only adds beauty but also 

creates a thick underground root matrix that 

keeps the entire plant community in balance. 

In fact, 80 percent of the plant mass in native 

plant communities is underground. 

planting the rain garden
Select plants that have a well-established root 

system. Usually one- or two-year-old plants will 

have root systems that are beginning to circle or 

get matted. (Note: Use only nursery-propagated 

plants; do not collect plants from the wild.)

Dig each hole twice as wide as the plant 

plug and deep enough to keep the crown of 

the young plant level with the existing grade 

(just as it was growing in the cell pack or con-

tainer). Make sure the crown is level and then 

fill the hole and firmly tamp around the roots to 

avoid air pockets.

Apply double-shredded mulch evenly over 

the bed approximately two inches thick, but 

avoid burying the crowns of the new trans-

plants. Mulching is usually not necessary 

after the second growing season unless the 

“mulched look” is desired.

As a general rule, plants need one inch of 

water per week. Water immediately after plant-

ing and continue to water twice a week until 

the plugs are established. You should not have 

to water your rain garden once the plants are 

established. 

rills, rivuleTs anD sTreaMs
A rill is a man-made, narrow rivulet of water 

that leads the eye along its curving or straight 

path. Historically, rills are a device used since 

the early geometric period to convey drama 

and mystery. They are unnatural but beauti-

ful to behold. Stone bordered and filled with 

water-loving plants, the rill played an organiza-

tional role in Arts and Crafts gardens, separat-

ing the badminton court, for instance, from the 

tea party. I long for a rill but must settle for a 

rivulet instead.

Depending on the run of the rill, stream or 

rivulet, generally a medium-sized pump will do 

if the terrain is flat. Like all bodies of water, your 

rill or rivulet must be contained. In Morocco, 

clay tiles form a channel of water; in Portugal, 

the rill is lined with tiles. In America, a plastic 

black liner set as a small swale will accomplish 

the look and feel of a rill. Fish are generally 

not included—unless they escape from your 

pond! Rills may be filled by hand or an auto-

matic system, and like all water features, may 

be pumped and recycled.

a naTuraL creek bed  
becomes a rivulet in 
Cornelia and Tom Richards 
woodland pond garden at 
High Hampton in Cashiers, 
North Carolina. Designed 
by Bob Dews and lined 
with native boulders, 
this new water body 
merges naturally into the 
environment by slowing 
water flow to ameliorate 
erosion downstream.
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sMall ponD
Hugh and I claimed possession of an unloved 

patch of land in the middle of our driveway 

and created our first basin, fed it ten goldfish 

and dubbed it “Anniversary Pond.” As simple 

as could be, this unfiltered pond, filled by water 

hose and rain water, was dug as large as possi-

ble to accommodate a liner 16 x 16 feet square. 

We cut and shaped the liner to curve slightly 

into the bend of the drive, dug the hole, rolled 

happy; water lilies took hold and multiplied. 

We think the best-looking ponds mimic 

nature. River rocks line the bottom, and sides 

should be sized anywhere from five to eight feet 

wide. Make the pond no more than three feet 

deep with shelves. Fill the pond by hose or auto-

matic system. We extended an irrigation pipe to 

add water every third day in the dry season. A 

ground fault switch provides electricity and the 

small fountain pump is easily changed.

back the liner edges to hold water and stuck 

river rocks around the perimeter. An aquarium 

pump added a modicum of movement through 

the broken arm of my great uncle’s crumbling 

cupid.

Our pond is 100 percent homemade, and for 

two landscape architects to proudly present this 

unsophisticated pond to friends ten years ago 

was laughable. The goldfish flourished and repro-

duced by the hundreds. Pondweeds are now 

Now the fun part, the fish! Provide stone 

shelves for fish to hide from raccoons and 

herons. Don’t feed your fish or they will, 

 Pavlov-like, rise to the surface whenever shad-

ows cross and get scooped up by varmints. 

Let them feed off the plantings. We love 

basic golden orfes, goldfish and shubunkins. 

We clean and compost large debris from the 

pond once a year; thus, the pond is a mainte-

nance dream.

JusT Large enough 
for a few goldfish, this 
pond at the bottom of the 
long slope at Timberline 
is planted with horsetails 
and ferns to mimic a 
natural water body, and 
it’s surrounded with large 
boulders so children can 
get close to the water.

Smal l Pond
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TrelliseD WalK or pergola
A pleasant, transitional space that offers enclo-

sure on a leisurely walk, the English referred to 

these structures as pergolas. Used for peram-

bulations in the shade, they help shape out-

door spaces and emphasize a walk. A typical 

size is five feet wide and ten feet long. visit 

Dumbarton Oaks in Washington, D.C., or 

Hampton Court Palace outside London to see 

the perfect pergola based on historical models 

with groin vaults and barrel arches, featured in 

Timeless Landscape Design.

WilD anD WooDlanD garDens
Wild and woodland gardens may consist of 

native plants or be a mix of ornamental and nat-

ural plantings such as grasses, mosses, ground 

covers, large and small shrubs, evergreen and 

deciduous trees. Plantings are installed as if 

they occurred naturally without formal edges 

or bedding. Through this process, the natural 

balance is enhanced, not threatened.

These gardens tend to be self-regulated. This 

balance, achieved in some of the oldest Eng-

lish gardens, today looks entirely like a natural  

LefT: At Heale House, 
one of our favorite 
English gardens, the 
arched pergola of 
apples provides a 
shady walk.

facing: A stage 
set for a party! The 
purple wisteria finally 
bloomed after seven 
years and a luncheon 
is planned in its 
honor each spring to 
celebrate.
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setting. A formula for creating a new woodland 

walk is to begin with encouraging natural leaf 

litter to enrich the soil. Cut timber allowed to 

decompose naturally will eventually provide 

fine topsoil. Collect leaf bags from the side of 

the road in the fall and spread them around the 

new garden. Weeds may join the leaves, but 

these are easily roughed out.

Choosing plants depends on the amount 

and diversity of trees. Woodland walks are 

shaded environments. In a natural setting, there 

are low-growing ephemerals, such as trillium, 

that emerge only in the spring when trees are 

deciduous. A second tier of taller plants con-

sists of ferns and evergreen plants such as hel-

lebores. Emerging from this ground-cover mix 

are the small and large evergreen shrubs such 

as native azaleas, which form natural-looking 

patches. Depending on the amount of high 

dappled shade, a wide variety of small trees 

will flourish and provide perches and nest-

ing sites for birds. When designing woodland, 

think about providing habitat for birds to rest, 

so they will nest, and feed so they will breed.

Beneficial insecTs: Bees
What is the first thing that comes to mind when 

you think of bees? Honey or flowers? What 

about tomatoes, onions, carrots, and hundreds 

of other fruits and vegetables—and livestock? 

No human activity can ever replace the work of 

bees, yet their work is largely taken for granted. 

Bees pollinate about one-sixth of the world’s 

flowering plant species and approximately 400 

agricultural plants. A 2000 Cornell University 

study concluded that bees contribute more 

than $14.6 billion to U.S. agriculture through 

pollination. The U.S. Department of Agricul-

ture estimates that about one-third of what we 

eat is pollinated by insects, and honeybees are 

responsible for 80 percent of that pollination. 

Plants that are poorly pollinated are oftentimes 

lower yielding, misshapen and lower quality—

consequences that affect the price and avail-

ability of food.

Having bees in your home garden will not 

only contribute to your personal plant species 

collection, but also the flowers, fruits and veg-

etables of surrounding areas—sometimes miles 

away. Pollen is one of the purest natural foods. 

It consists of 35 percent protein and 10 percent 

sugars, as well as carbohydrates, enzymes, 

minerals and multiple vitamins. Eating a small 

amount of pollen every day, from local honey 

sources, will help reduce symptoms of pollen-

related allergies. Bees are the only insect that 

produces food eaten by humans and honey 

is the only food that includes all of the sub-

stances necessary to sustain life. 

Lifelong 
Landscape 

ACTIvITIES

gerard mccann 
keeps bees in the urban 
midtown area of Atlanta. 
Sheltered by shady trees 
and complimented by 
a chicken coup nearby, 
Gerard provides homes 
for several hives as a 
hobby. He serves the 
community by moving 
unwanted colonies 
from public places and 
relocating them to a 
new home.
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garden with clippings and weeds and then 

there is access from the toolshed for pitchforks 

and wheelbarrows.

At Highcote, we put our compost center 

behind the fence that encloses the kitchen gar-

den. Here we have a little shed roof approxi-

mately eight feet long and four feet deep 

where clippers and the chipper are kept out of 

the elements. Along the backside of the fence, 

we place wheelbarrows and rakes, large shov-

els and bulky objects such as fertilizer bins. 

The compost tumbler is accessed where it can 

be loaded or unloaded using the large garden 

cart, and a four-foot path links it all together.

Compost tea is made from steeping compost 

in water and extracting the juice, or tea. This tea 

may be used as a foliar spray or a soil drench. 

We use comfrey and soak it in plastic trash-

cans, pumping or pouring it onto the garden 

plants after about three weeks of fermenting. 

It has a pretty high smell, so we are careful to 

plan garden visits before spraying.

Why go through all of the effort of mak-

ing tea instead of using “regular” compost? 

Compost tea extends the benefits of its origi-

nal counterpart. When sprayed directly on the 

leaves, it helps control foliar diseases as well 

as increases the amount of nutrients available 

to the plant. It also speeds the breakdown of 

toxins.

coMposT
Composting is not only an easy way to signifi-

cantly reduce personal waste, but it is also a 

wonderful and natural way for organic waste to 

be processed. Nutrient-rich compost is great 

for gardening, tree pits and even indoor plants. 

And unlike traditional recycling where you 

send your glass/plastic/cardboard to a recy-

cling plant, with composting you can actually 

see every step of the natural recycling process. 

Composting has a huge effect on lowering 

waste reduction impact. In fact, the U.S. EPA 

estimates that each American throws away 

an average of 1.3 pounds of food scraps daily; 

the combination of this waste, along with yard 

trimmings, contributes to 24 percent of our 

nation’s solid waste stream.

A composting area is functionally the heart 

of your landscape but not very attractive 

placed in the middle of your garden. Often 

shielded behind a fence, the assorted compost 

bins, tumblers, tools and tea makers of a fully 

expressed compost center take up a good bit 

of space. You never stop composting. There is 

a path from the house with kitchen green mat-

ter and select paper goods, a path from the 

our composT cenTer 
is always evolving as we 
modernize and add new 
equipment. A basic arrangement 
is linear in form for easy cart 
unloading. A chipper for small 
branches, the compost tumbler 
and places for active bins need 
about thirty-five feet.



48 The Web of Life The Web of Life 49

does the Worm Factory work? Start with the 

bottom tray and add a handful of organic waste 

and worms. The worms will immediately begin 

to process the food. Once the bottom tray is 

filled, stack another tray on top of it—gradually, 

the worms will work their way up to the newest 

food and leave nutrient waste below.

The UrBin grower is also sold by Cascade 

Sales, Inc., and serves as a counterpart to the 

Worm Factory. Not unlike the Worm Factory, 

the UrBin grower is perfect for urban families 

and comes in portable multipurpose contain-

ers. Using the Square Foot gardening method, 

natural soil amendments, and a self-watering 

reservoir, the UrBin grower can provide an 

abundance of organic vegetables. In order to 

continue and promote good health, fourteen 

essential and trace nutrients are included with 

the grower—this allows you to control the qual-

ity of food that you and your family consume. 

Because of chemical fertilizers and ground-

water pollution, trace minerals are depleted 

from almost all agricultural land. These trace 

minerals are extremely beneficial to plants, ani-

mals, and humans, and are transferred through 

vegetables grown in rich soils.

verMiculTure
vermiculture is a process that uses worms to 

decompose organic waste. vermicomposting is 

different than other compost systems because 

it can be done inside—making it more accessi-

ble to the average family. A single person using 

a small worm bin can produce about thirty 

pounds of compost in four months! The Len 

Foote Hike Inn, a LEED gold medal backcoun-

try lodge in Amicalola, georgia, utilizes vermi-

culture for all its dining refuse in four 8 x 4-foot 

beds located in an unheated shed. vermiculture 

boxes are not complicated nor is the process.

How can you get started? There are many 

vermiculture kits available today. Two popu-

lar kits are the Worm Factory and the UrBin 

grower.

The Worm Factory, made by Cascade Sales, 

Inc., features an easy-to-use, odorless operation; 

it is compact, making it easy for indoor or out-

door use; it is expandable; and it is made in the 

USA with recycled materials. The Worm Fac-

tory is virtually odorless when used correctly, 

and the multi-tray system separates the worms 

from the compost for you—no more time spent 

turning piles or removing worms by hand! How 

composT is goLd 
and takes some elbow 
grease. You need space to 
be creative! Our six-foot 
fence separates the kitchen 
garden from the compost 
center and does double 
duty as a tool storage area.


