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PLANNING MAKES PERFECT

By Jeanna C. Godfrey, DVM, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners


The old adage “practice makes perfect” doesn’t apply well in gardening unless practice takes the form of a well thought out and, preferably, written plan. If you want an appealing garden which adds, not detracts from your home, advance planning is the answer. Even native gardens and gardens designed to attract wildlife require some thought before the actual planting begins.


One of the first items to consider is the style and size of your house. In general, the tallest plantings (whether trees or shrubs) should be one-half to two-thirds the height of your house eaves. So a one-story house would call for mature plantings next to the house no taller than 4 to 5 feet. A two-story house could handle plants two or three times taller. If you have a small, cottage-style single story home, a large shade tree planted next to it will look out of scale. A smaller, ornamental tree might snuggle in perfectly. If you still want a large shade tree to help keep the summer heat at bay, all is not lost. You can offset some of the disparity in scale between the tree and your house by planting a garden bed which includes the base of the tree then extending it out some distance from the house. Why? Because scale can be horizontal as well as vertical and deep beds situated in front of the tree move your eye out, so the tree’s height is less obvious.


The architecture of your home can also dictate the type of plants to consider. A stark, modern house with lots of sharp angles would look out of place surrounded by the jumble of perennials typical of a cottage garden. This is especially critical when designing the “public” part of your landscape—the front yard. Landscaping which enhances the beauty and curb appeal of your home can have a major positive impact on resale value. However, the opposite holds true as well. A poorly designed landscape can make even the most attractive home unappealing.  


Another important element in designing the foundation plantings in front of your house is balance. Using a picture of the front of your house, make a point at the bottom of the front door then draw two lines moving outward  and upward to a point on each corner two-thirds up from the ground. Unless your door is in the exact middle of your house, one line should be shorter than the other. This is the “lighter” side of your house and the largest, heaviest plantings should go on this side to balance the picture. Just don’t plant anything directly in front of the house that at mature height won’t fit under the lines. Not only will this ruin the scale of the landscape but a mass of tall foliage close to the house can be a perfect hiding place for intruders or burglars.


One final consideration when designing the landscape for your front yard are the focal points of your house. Outward facing corners, like the front corners of your house, are natural focal points because two sides or planes of your house meet at that point. The eye is naturally drawn to that intersection, so anything planted there gets “star billing”.  Take advantage of this to highlight a particularly attractive specimen tree or a favorite garden ornament. Just don’t forget about the scale in relation to your house! Inward facing corners, although not as attention-grabbing as their outward facing counterparts, are great for sheltering more tender plants which might be damaged by wind or cold.


If you want to add color in your front yard in addition to foliage try to limit your palate to 3 hues (the technical term for pure color). Within the boundary of those 3 colors you can vary the value (relative lightness or darkness of the color) to provide some variety. Just don’t get carried away in the front yard, because too much value contrast can be overwhelming, even if you limit yourself to just 3 colors.


Once you move to the backyard or the “private garden” space, most landscape design rules can be relaxed to some extent. This is the area to experiment with different color combinations as well as juxtaposing textures and forms of flowers and foliage to find your own personal style. If you have the space, you can even design a variety of differently themed garden rooms, uniting them with repetition of a particular plant or color.  


Gardening is meant to be fun and your backyard is your playground. Just remember to follow some basic guidelines.

1- Make sure it is the right plant placed in the right place. Study the mature characteristics of the plant as well as its needs in terms of light, water, wind, heat, and cold. Have at least a general idea of the different environments in your yard in regards to relative shade, wind, moisture, etc. and put each plant where it has the best chances of flourishing with the least amount of human intervention. Obviously, native plants make this decision process easy, so utilize natives whenever possible and you’ll spend more time enjoying your garden and less time maintaining it.

2- Use color to enhance or camouflage areas in your yard. Darker colors or shades have a tendency to reduce dimensions (one of the reasons why black has a slimming effect in clothing!) If you have a large yard, using a dark stain or paint on the fence or planting a dark-leafed hedge will make the yard feel smaller and more intimate. Use bright colors to play up areas you wish to emphasize.

3- Do remember that plants grow OUT as well as up. That cute little shrub in the 1-gallon container can grow into a 20ft. wide monster engulfing surrounding plants and preventing them from getting the sunlight and nutrients they may need.

4- DON’T PLANT INVASIVE PLANTS. Check with the Extension Office for a list of plants considered invasive in our area. Remember, plants considered welcome garden additions in some parts of the country can turn into ugly predators in other Zones. And the final and most important guideline is…. 

5- Don’t forget to have fun. Gardening is a great way to meet new friends, get some exercise, and reduce the stress of our hectic lives. Enjoy yourself!

Contact an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener at the Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office, by phone at 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu. AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

Green Acres Demonstration Garden is located at the AgriLife Extension - Aransas County Office, 611 E. Mimosa, Rockport, Texas. Because of generous community support and the work of volunteer Master Gardeners, the gardens are free. Visit the gardens during daylight hours, seven days a week.

