


owners have more disposable income 
and design sense. Overall, they’re 
watching garden makeover shows 
and reading lifestyle magazines, and 
they’re saying average isn’t good 
enough anymore. Essentially what 
people are saying is, “My yard is func-
tional - and pretty blah. I want some 
curb appeal.” Then, I help them take it 
from a yard to an environment.

One of the comments I get over and 
over again is that nurserymen and so-
called designers come out to the house 
and ask, “What do you want?” Instead, 
in my professional practice, I come out 
and list possibilities with enthusiasm. 
Customers say, “You made us so excit-
ed about our yard, we can’t wait to do 
it!” If the homeowner or landscaper is 
bored with the whole situation, there is 
little incentive to do much.  

Where should homeowners start 
in making the transformation? 
Where do they go from there?
It depends. If the intent is to create a 
comfortable environment, I usually start 
with the back yard. On the show, we 
only do front yards, but for my clients, I 
start with an area they actually use and 
where they spend the most time.

Look at restaurants - when the weath-
er is wonderful, people request outdoor 
seating. Sitting by an outdoor fireplace 
or hearing the sounds of trickling water 
makes you feel like you’re on vacation. 

That’s where I get started. I say, “Let’s 
take what you’ve got and make a reason 
for you to enjoy the outdoors.” A slab of 
concrete isn’t a reason to go sit outside. 
But a fireplace, an outdoor kitchen or 
the sound of running water are reasons 
to enjoy the outdoors. 

Make it comfortable. When it’s cold 
outside, add heaters and fire so it’s 
warm. When it’s hot, add misters. If 
it’s beautiful, they will use it. If it’s just 
there, that’s not reason enough. 

Once in a while in the past, you’d see  
firepits that weren’t very functional. We 
design a lot of outdoor fireplaces, and 
find that people bring their friends out-
side to sit around the fire, have drinks 
and talk. 

The outdoor kitchen, the whole idea 
of being outside - cooking, talking, sit-
ting at the bar - is so wonderful. We’re 
even designing outdoor vineyards as 
people are getting into making their 
own wine. 

What role do accessories play?
When you look in a model home, the 
furniture is necessary, but it’s the art-
work, floral arrangements and knick-
knacks that create a personal state-
ment. The same thing is true in the 
garden. Accesso-
ries make it feel 
more like a home, 
warm and cozy.

Indoors is the 
same as outdoors. 
Homeowners have 
a hard time un-
derstanding this. 
They have no prob-
lems working on 
the inside of their 
homes - it’s beauti-
ful,  cohesive and 
wonderful. Then, 
they walk outside 
and think they’ve 
been transplanted 
to Mars! They’ll 
stand there, with 
no concept of what 
to do or how to 
get started. Gar-
den centers need 
to start throwing 
ideas at them. 

I don’t care if it’s a 
big or small space, 
people make pa-

tios way too small because they don’t 
think in terms of the big picture - how 
they plan to entertain. They’ll make 
the patio small and discover there isn’t 
enough room to sit on it. Then, they’ll 
bring the patio up to a blank wall. 
When they look up at the blank stuc-
co, it’s not pretty. But when they add a 
piece of artwork, a trellis and plants, 
it suddenly becomes a focal point and 
more interesting. 

What roles do independent  
garden centers play in  
inspiring and guiding  
homeowners to transform their 
gardens into outdoor rooms?
That is a great question. The No. 1 thing 
I have to say to garden centers is people 
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have a hard time visualizing things. 
You can tell them and show them a 
drawing, but most people still just 
don’t get it. 

Too often, garden centers line up their 
fountains, trellises and plants in their 
stores, and homeowners can’t imagine 
them in their gardens. But customers 
actually get it when they see them in 
a display. 

Garden centers need to present dis-
plays and change them often. For in-
stance, once a month, highlight a spe-
cialty, such as herbs, vegetables and 
other edibles. Customers will love it. 
Next month, do a different display. Put 
in an outdoor patio, show outdoor fire-
places - sell it like furniture.

Remember, homeowners don’t gen-
erally know how to put together their 
outdoor rooms. If you demonstrate 
with samples and provide photographs 
of outdoor rooms that incorporate some 
of your product, customers will say, 
“Ah, ha! What a great idea!”

How can garden centers get 
people in their doors to see 
these displays? 
If they had a program where, once in 
a while, they gave away a freebie con-
nected to a themed display, people 
would be motivated to visit more of-
ten. Sometimes, my assistant and I go 
to Costco for free food samples. Then, 
we go back and buy the things we like. 
Similarly, a garden center could give 
away a tulip bulb in the spring.

I’ve always believed some retailers 
have missed the boat, in some respects, 
because people need to see things. 
Anything that brings customers back is 
worthwhile.

What is one of the most surpris-
ing designs from your show? 

This season, we did an English Tudor 
cottage with a garden that was basi-
cally nothing. Now, the owner has an 
authentic knot garden planted with 
herbs and edibles. It has a formal grid 
pattern that plays off of the lines of the 
formal architecture. 

The homeowner loves it. Up until then, 
she could never figure out what to do. 
We heard back from her several months 
later, and she said she feeds the entire 
neighborhood with all the cuttings. This 
is an example of taking a tiny space and 
turning it into an environment. 

People don’t know what their oppor-
tunities are, so you need to show them 
there is more to the garden than what 
they have been conditioned to see. You 
don’t always have to have a lawn in the 
front yard; you can have a sitting area 
out front. 

You’ve been described as an 
environmental evangelist .  
It’s something a lot of people con-
sider me because I’m so vocal on the 
subject. I have such a passion for the 
environment - not just plants and 
beautifying the environment, but the 
lifestyle. 

I tend to stand on my soapbox and 
preach. What I’ve found is, when you 
create a beautiful environment and 
excite people to get out there and en-
joy it, their whole way of life changes. 
A new garden can be a life-affirming 
experience. 

What’s hot right now for the 
garden?
Everything for the outdoor room: out-
door kitchens with barbecues, sinks 
and refrigerators; outdoor speakers; 
big-screen TVs; fountains; fireplaces; 
outdoor heaters; and misters with exte-
rior fans. 

Mixing opposites is popular, such as 
fire and water, whether it’s a fireplace 
or flames mixed with water. 

Then there’s the idea of sustainable 
garden shrubs or herbs.  

You’ve mentioned what’s in.  
Now, what’s out? 
Plastics, including furniture! This 
is not fiberglass. I’m talking about 
cheap, trendy plastic. Any of the fad 
things made from resin and plastic 
tend to go out.

Teak is starting to go out, though teak 
with metal is still in. 

Gazing balls are out. 
We are in a cyclical period where gar-

den gnomes are out, too. 
In concrete products, aggregate is out. 

People tend to want more natural ma-
terials. What we’re finding is, any time 
you use natural materials, they last for-
ever and never go out of style. 

As far as I’m concerned, “cutesy” is al-
ways out. I’m finding more people are 
moving away from it. 

Bark is out, mulches are in. People are 
also using more organics.

What product category is  
most underserved? 
There aren’t enough contemporary 
fountains or types of fountains that can 
be set up and moved around. There is 
just too much cutesy stuff. 

There needs to be more arbors, 
which solve problems and are aes-
thetic. We need more items that hide 
ugly things.

There is very little art in the garden. 
We need more unusual pieces. There 
is the cutesy stuff, but there aren’t 
enough elegant, contemporary pieces 
- be it a painting, sculpture or mirrors 
in the garden that give the illusion of 
more space. ■
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