Summer Garden Tours 2011
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Summer weekends are all about visiting gardens for me. I hang up my gardening apron and give over what little exposed soil remains in my gardens to the weeds that choose to invade for now. I head out to visit the labors of others to see what I can see and learn. Luckily I have a partner in this venture, David, who enjoys trudging through hours of hot and often bug infested areas to see what we can see. This past month we visited a tremendous variety of gardens. Most recently we spent a day in New York City. We began the day on what I call one of my “bucket list” gardens. We took a cab from Grand central to 105th and 5th to visit the Conservatory Garden in Central Park. This garden is a series of formal rooms with one central fountain and two smaller fountains rooms. There are many mature plantings and a huge Wysteria covered pergola in the central room. My favorite area of the garden was designed by Artist and Designer Linden Miller. The large space to the south side, contains winding hedges, a lily filled water fountain and an intricate flower garden composed of a mix of perennials, flowering shrubs and annuals. The color combinations are amazing. 
Next, we walked south along the reservoir through Central Park to see the Shakespeare garden. This naturalized space features rustic woodwork, hand carved stone steps and restful groupings of mixed perennials, shrubs and trees. (picture link here) Our final garden of the day was much further south in the area of Manhattan referred to as the Meat Packing district. We were there to join a tour of the High Line public garden given by landscape architect, Steven Cantor, author of “Green Roofs in Sustainable Landscape Design”. This tour was coordinated by the Association of Professional Landscape Designers. 
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The High Line Park is located on the lower west side in an area once occupied by a raised railroad line. We entered the garden from the Gansevoort Street steps, around 12th street, and proceeded north for about 20 blocks on the elevated walkway. This park is open to the public and is generally open until 11pm in the evening. It is an amazing and beautiful space.  A detailed history of the area, its transformation and future plans, is available on the web site for the park (thehighline.org). According to a 2009 New York Times article “The High Line project is something of a New York fairy tale, given that it started with a couple of guys who met at a community board meeting in 1999 — Joshua David, a writer, and Robert Hammond, a painter — and discovered they shared a fervent interest in saving the abandoned railroad trestle, which had been out of commission since 1980 and was slated for demolition during the Giuliani administration. That began a decade-long endeavor that involved rescuing the structure and enlisting the Bloomberg administration in its preservation and renovation.” According to our guide, Steven Cantor, the first two sections of the High Line cost $152 million to construct and the current maintenance budget is estimated at $671,641.00 per acre per year with the first phase alone being 4.7 acres. However, the investment has clearly sparked a transformation of the entire area. Cantor stated that the overall design of the High Line, an elevated garden along the tracks of the former rail line, was meant to echo the look of the abandoned rail lines and the plants and grasses which had over grown the site. The High Line design is a collaboration between James Corner Field Operations (www.fieldoperations.net), Diller Scofidio + Renfro, (www.dsrny.com) and planting designer Piet Oudolf. (www.oudolf.com/piet-oudolf.) 
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Since the train trestle itself was intricate to the design, the track was disassembled, numbered and then reassembled mostly in its original location in the gardens. It is truly fascinating to walk along this elevated path, look out at the city and be amongst some amazing plant collections. Parts of the walk are meant to be more like forest, others like grass lands. An extensive and unusual plant list of native and non native trees, shrubs, perennials, grasses and annuals is woven amongst cracks in concrete. The plants are in planters along the walk, below the walk and at times above the walk. There are beautiful benches, an unusual water feature, and various artistic elements of the neighborhood are incorporated in the design. The entire Meat packing district has been revitalized with many new shops and restaurants. Open nightly til 11 pm the walk is punctuated with multiple sophisticated LED lighting systems.  I highly recommend visiting the park. There are places to lounge, eat, listen to music, etc. I suggest allowing at least a couple hours for the walk. Blooms are staggered but the grasses are most spectacular in late summer. I would try to see it late afternoon or early evening. It is truly a magical experience.
You can see pictures I’ve taken of these gardens as well as a trip to the some gardens in the Berkshires with the Garden Conservancy in July, by going to our Facebook page (http://www.facebook.com/ChristensenLandscapeServices).   

Have a Happy Labor Day !

Sincerely,

Donna Christensen

