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Creating A Sanctuary In The Garden
by Cecile Garrison, UC Master Gardener

Create a calm oasis in a chaotic world with an Asian themed garden space. It doesn't have to be
elaborate. Actually, it shouldn't be.

My husband and I have turned a former “weed patch” into our version of a Japanese Garden. It was the
last section of our four year landscaping project.

The first big project was creating a Wildflower Garden with hundreds of annuals, perennials, trees,
shrubs, and ornamental grasses where a horse pasture had been. My husband added a huge windmill, a
twenty foot long arbor for gourds and roses to climb and two water features. Another small pasture
became a Rose Garden with a huge fountain and lots of perennials and annuals as companion plants for
the roses.

We have a riot of color twelve months a year from self seeding calendula, cosmos, zinnias, salvias, and
sunflowers. Orange and yellow California poppies compete with Shirley poppies for space and attention.
Yarrows in yellow, white, pink and red have spread over wide areas of the wildflower garden. Old
fashioned hollyhocks reach five to six feet in height and range from pink o chocolate. Sometimes your
eyes just need a rest!

So we decided to turn the last frontier of our garden into a soothing area where we would not be
distracted by riotous color and could relax and meditate.

We began the process the same way we did the other gardens. We removed all the weeds and the
biggest grapefruit tree I have ever seen. It seemed to be always covered with fruit that we could not
give away and we did not like. It was messy and thorny so it went to my brother's house for firewood.
We kept a beautiful old fig tree which fit the theme exactly. It has a sculptural beauty inall four
seasons and our relatives love the figs.

According to Sunset Western Landscaping Book, "Oriental gardens tend to symbolize nature. A single
tree represents a forest, a patch of gravel suggests a riverbank, and a swath of raked sand mimics
water. Shaped evergreen and deciduous trees and shrubs are used. Green dominates, with floral
displays limited to a few flowering cherries, camellias, or azaleas in spring; maples provide fall color.
Structures are built of natural materials such as bamboo, stone, and wood.”




We used a garden hose to give us an idea how much would be lawn, where the pathway would lead and
how big the sand area surrounding the “teahouse” or viewing platform would be.

We took pictures of just the structure we thought we wanted in one of the display gardens at the San
Francisco Flower Show. My husband recreated it perfectly right down to the Shoji doors and bamboo
roof. We surrounded it with white contractor sand lined with medium river rock to create a space
within the Japanese Garden for the teahouse.

The granite pathway winds through the garden to the tea house. It is lined with vinyl bender board to
control the lawn on one side and medium river rock on the other to keep the bark and sand in place.

Majestic thirty year old Italian Cypress and Sequoia trees surround this area. We added five Aptos
Blue Coastal Redwoods, several small Japanese Maples, and a Western Redbud.

Another essential was the addition of small boulders strategically placed to accentuate the evergreen
ferns and ornamental grasses. It is preferable to have a water feature but we placed small rocks and
colored marbles in a shallow concrete planter placed inside a stationary irrigation pipe. This represents
our Kiku water basin. It simulates the water one would use to cleanse their hands and mouth before
entering the tea house. My grandkids love running their hands through that basin of rocks and marbles
looking for the perfect one. I feel like a Koi pond is in our future and I know just the spot for it.

Instead of using camellias and azaleas, I chose to use pink and white Astilbe, which adds soft color with
lacy foliage. I placed some orange Kalanchoe at the back of the garden surrounding a small lantern.

One essential feature in a Japanese garden is bamboo, but I am reluctant to plant either the clumping
or the running types in the ground for fear of spread. So to help set the theme, I've placed two large
ceramic pots of golden bamboo at the garden entrance.

The size of your Japanese Garden doesn't matter, but it is essential to have rocks or boulders, water,
either real or simulated, and a variety of evergreen plants. I hope you find a spot in your garden for a
little calm oasis.
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