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The Patio Home Garden
By Kitty Angell, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener

As empty nesters flock to the popular patio/garden homes, new landscaping questions surface.   For instance:  how to design the long, skinny strip that begins at the front door/or garden gate and curves along a long walk before wrapping around to the back?    This strip, meandering around the house, is a common characteristic of the patio home.  It unfolds between the brick walls of the owners’ and neighbors’ homes and winds around to the back where a privacy fence is usually in place.  These tall boundaries create a canyon effect that causes battles with sunlight and air circulation.
The landscaping challenge is thus:  morning shade, followed by intense bright sun in midday, then more shade as the sun travels westerly—rarely a middle ground.  Plants may lie in shade for hours, and then be exposed to hot midday sun.  In summer the hot rays reflecting off the brick walls can create a bake/broil environment.

For these tough growing conditions, tough natives and perennials can come to the rescue.  A few hardy plants for Aransas and San Patricio County are:  Crepe Myrtle, Vitex, lantana, salvias (especially Indigo Spires), Carolina jasmine, pentas, gaillardia, sweet autumn clematis, Henkley’s columbine, Mexican bush sage, coreopsis, Katie ruellia, and yellow bells.  Check plant labels for sun/shade requirements, and consult with your nurseryman. Plumerias trees can be successfully grown in Aransas and San Patricio County but smaller ones may have to hang in the garage during the winter. Esperanza and Bottle Brush make great shrubs if you have just one or two sunny spots.  Amaryllis and daylilies like a little sun but can be grown in dappled shade as well. 

Plant size is another important consideration.   When selecting plants, anticipate what their size will be in five, ten, or twenty years in order to assess their suitability.  The key is to keep everything in balance with each other and in scale with the house and overall space. That beautiful Brugmansia (Angel Trumpet) that looked so great when the landscaper planted it now looks like it is going to eat the entire little garden!

Focal points along the garden path should create pictures to be viewed from the windows of the home.  Begin with the view from the kitchen window, where you spend much of your time.   For starters, a birdbath or feeder provides constant interest.  A beautiful tree with handsome structure and bark, beautiful flowers and/or berries, is another possibility.  Static objects such as statues or benches placed beneath vine-covered trellises offer other choices.   

In some gardens, a meandering dry creek winds from the back yard and through the gate, providing both interest and drainage.  A small bridge over the creek leads to a waterfall fountain from the back patio.  Beds on either side of the creek provide seasonal color.  A small bench nestles beneath a pear tree.  Bird feeders dangle overhead.    

A Japanese garden is another style that is appropriate for small spaces and generally requires low maintenance.  Elements of this design include raked gravel surfaces, fairly sparse planting and a water feature.  The overall effect is calmness and serenity.

If you have a wall or fence several feet from a bedroom window, trellis the fence and plant Carolina jasmine. In the spring, the blooms from this prolific vine will flood the room with scent. 

Creating a successful patio garden can be fun and the rewards are many.  In this small plot there is a realistic prospect of completion within a foreseeable time scale.  Once the garden is created, its upkeep will take less time than a large plot, giving you time to enjoy the fruit of your labor.

For more ideas on plants for a patio home garden and to learn the growing requirements and size of full-grown plants, visit the Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service, 892 Airport Road, or call 361-790-0103 and visit with an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener.  You can also visit the website at www.aspmastergardeners.org.

Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office is located at 892 Airport Road in Rockport.  AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

