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O
ver the past two months 
we have explored the im-
portant role that contrast, 

balance, symmetry, and repetition 
play in the development of a great 
garden. We have created an out-
line of considerations that everyone 
who gardens in the constraints of 
a 10x12 space must embrace. We 
have looked at the importance that 
soil and water play in every garden. 
In our fi nal article, we will look at 
some of the limitations that chal-
lenge every urban gardener.

Many of the reasons that our 
city gardens thrive, or fail, come 
down to some simple yet real issues 
-- environment, space, and time.  

Traffi  c
Our city gardens can be up close and personal 

with the good and bad attentions of our two and 
four legged neighbors. Planting delicate fl owers in 
the tree box in front of your home is beautiful, yet 
everyone will not be as caring of your handy work 
as you. Planting a border of liriope can be just as 
beautiful and many times more hardy.

You can install fencing to help protect tree box 
plantings, but make sure you are not creating a haz-
ard to pedestrians.  Many DC gardeners do install 
fencing for their front yards. Th is is a good idea and 

will go a long way to protect your 
plants. Another consideration is 
the postal worker. If your mail car-
rier has been using a short cut to 
navigate your garden consider this 
when planning a redesign. Perhaps 
a walkway can be installed in fl ag-
stone or steppers as a design ele-
ment of the garden. Th is will give 
a proper place for your mail carrier 
to pass. 

Scale
Scale is the most important 

element to consider when design-

ing or redoing an existing garden. 
If your front garden is 10 x 8 feet, 
using an arbor, statue, or fountain 
designed for a country estate will 
not work. One of the main reasons 
small gardens fail is the determina-
tion to fi t one of everything into the 
space. Th is is poor design. Perhaps 
the second most common failing 
is not considering the mature size 
of  the plants that are installed. A 
good design will work both when 
installed, and when it is fully grown 
10 or 15 years hence. A 60-foot tree 
that takes up half the garden and 
shades the rest is not what you ulti-
mately want. 

Time
When considering your garden 

design you have to be realistic on 
your time constraints. How much 

time do you have to devote to the project? Many 
homeowners turn the actual maintenance over to 
a professional. Th is by no means indicates that the 
garden is no longer yours. You are the one who can 
decide how much involvement your schedule al-
lows. A small garden demands at least two hours a 
week to do basic maintenance. If you can’t do this, 
consider hiring a professional company to come 
two times a month. 

Planning
From initial design, to consultation with a pro-

fessional, to assessment of soil and light, appropri-
ate plants, your own time, your budget – planning 
is the most important element in achieving garden 
greatness. Put together a good plan now and this 
summer your garden will thank you for it.  

Budget
When deciding what to do with your garden 

keep in mind that traditional thinking says that 
you should expect to spend 5% to 15% of your 
homes value on landscaping. Th ere are ways to re-
duce this cost if you are willing to do some of the 
work yourself. If you are working with a landscape 
professional, you should decide how much you are 
willing to spend before meeting with them. Most 
landscapers charge between $50 and $75 per hour 
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Scale has to be considered when designing great gardens, statuary and garden art must not

overwhelm the space.

This water feature fi ts into the garden and is a part of the good design.

This lush garden has all the trappings of a great garden, be 

realistic, if you install a high maintenance garden do you have 

the time to maintain it?



for regular maintenance. And 
when purchasing a one time 
renovation or new install ex-
pect to pay a 50-100% mark 
up per installed plant. Th is will 
make a $4 plant cost $6-$8 at 
install time. 

Th is is one place where 
letting the hired professional 
know your budget range will 
probably help you both have a 
good experience. Landscapers 
can make adjustments in the 
size of plant material they are 
installing to meet most bud-
get ranges. A one-gallon plant 
may cost $15 installed where as 
a fi ve-gallon plant of the same 
variety may be $100. Th e good 
thing about plants is that with 
proper care the $15 plant will 
grow to fi ll the space of the 
$100 one.

Avoid Costly Mistakes.
Th ink about what you real-

ly want for your outdoor space. 
If you love water features yet 
hate the summer heat, perhaps 
your water feature could be an 
indoor fountain that would 
give you year round enjoyment. 
Keep in mind that your garden 
is ever changing and you can 
do things in phases. Th e invest-
ment you make in your garden 
should be comforting not fi lled 
with anxiety. 

Over the past three months 
we have hopefully helped many 
of you get started on your 
quest for garden greatness. 
Take the time to print out the 
three articles and refer to them 
as you set out to design, create 
and most importantly, to enjoy 
your garden. 

Derek Th omas is principal of 
Th omas Landscapes. His gar-
den designs have been featured 
on HGTV’s Curb Appeal. His 
weekly garden segment can be 
seen on WTTG/Fox 5 in Wash-
ington. He can be reached at 
www.thomaslandscapes.com or 
301.642.5182. Find parts 1 and 
2 of this series at  www.capitalc-
ommunitynews.com.  ★
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