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What makes a garden work?
We sat down with noted Vancouver landscape  

architect Ron Rule in his own garden to find out.
Text by Jennifer D. foster  |  Photography by Janis nicolay

The patio outside ron rule’s 
garden studio is furnished 
simply, with mod Lord Yo chairs 
by Philippe starck and a rustic 
wood table from ikea. A crisp grid  
of 10' x 18' concrete pavers is set 
in crushed granite for an elegant 
French-inspired look. Pavers, 
Abbotsford Concrete Products.
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“I’ve always been attracted to gardens that function as more than just 
decoration — and to fruit trees,” says Ron Rule, an award-winning 
landscape architect and director of the University of British Columbia’s 
certificate program in garden design. And this leaning holds true for his 
own 56-by-70-foot “country modern” garden in scenic West Vancouver. 
With its lyrical fountain, crushed-gravel paths and basalt stone steps 
knitted evocatively with plantings of Japanese irises, sculpted boxwood, 
decorative grasses, and ornamental pear and apple trees, Ron’s garden  
is both stunning and functional — a feast for the eyes and the bees.

Redesigned in 2000, the garden is divided into two “outdoor rooms” 
separated by a massive but manicured yew hedge. First, a formal country 
garden encloses the traditional 1940s bungalow Ron shares with his wife, 
Carolann, and teenage son. This welcoming, potager-style space features 
three metal arches punctuating a central pathway, masses of blue catmint, 
tiered plantings and a pretty, 20-foot-long pond with two simple fountains.

Next, what Ron calls the “garden room” surrounds his 700-square-foot 
studio, a one-storey building added in 2000 that closely resembles the main 
house. This intimate oasis, with its 10-by-18-foot patio set in gravel and 
surrounded by hellebores, a variety of ornamental grasses, three mountain 
ash trees and a mature cedar, serves as both a spot for Ron to meet with 
clients and a peaceful retreat for relaxing or entertaining. 

ron (pictured) buffered the 
studio’s patio with maiden 
grass and golden bamboo 
grass; together with the 
mature cedar here, they 
create an intimate setting. 
Chairs, Inform Interiors; 
table, Ikea.

Japanese irises add pops  
of bright purple alongside 
the reflecting pond.

A 5'-high sculpted yew hedge 
divides the formal country 
garden here, from the casual 
garden room around ron’s 
studio (background).
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With 30 years’ experience and 2,000 gardens under his belt, Ron knows 
what makes a great garden, and sits down with us to share his insights.
HoUse & HoMe: Did you choose this property for its garden?
ron rUle: I chose it for its location. It’s extremely private and peaceful. 
You feel like you’re 50 miles from civilization because the neighbourhood 
has a lot of mature trees that make it intimate and enclosed. It also gets  
a lot of sunlight because the neighbour’s house is very low.
H&H: How did you decide where to start your redesign?
rr: I wanted the space around the studio to be simple and flexible, with an 
indoor-outdoor feel. When all the doors are open, the studio has an amazing 
connection to the outdoors. Every window looks out into a garden space.  
I was inspired by the English, many of whom create this strong connection 
to the garden and countryside around them in their homes.
H&H: What essential elements should every garden have?
rr: A visual connection to the house’s style is important. A garden should 
relate to its house, sometimes in its materials, like stone or brick, or in the 
simplicity or elaborateness of the design. Other keys are making it intimate 
and establishing a sense of discovery. If everything is visible from the house, 
there’s no reward for going out into the garden. In my garden, you get that 
going from the studio, through the hedge, down three steps and into the 
potager garden: when the catmint and irises are in bloom, you’re in a sea of 
blue flowers and bees. An elevation change is also important. Even a couple 
of steps will add to the sense of moving from one space to another. If there 
isn’t one in your garden, create one; if there is, exaggerate it. And water is 
essential, even in a small garden. No other element has the same kind of 
strength. It doesn’t have to be a pond; it can be as modest as a birdbath. 
H&H: Why does your garden work so well?
rr: One of the keys to any garden is the flow, the transition from one area 
to another. You can have a different feeling in each space, but connect them 
all by repeating materials. In my garden, the gravel and stone are unifying 
elements, as are the boxwood and hedging.

ron’s red masterwort 
plants really have more 

of a blue-pink hue.

Tiers of plantings step up from the 
reflecting pond by the house to the  
studio (beyond hedge). The pond, 
which has a poured-concrete base and 
bluestone cap, adds a sense of calm. 

The catmint bursts 
with bloom twice: 
in spring and late 
summer. The 
crushed-granite 
paths are soft 
underfoot and less 
expensive than 
hardscaping.

Studio
House
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H&H: Do you recommend gravel?
rr: I like using gravel because water drains through it, it’s easy 
to maintain, and there’s a softness about it.
H&H: What would you change about your garden?
rr: I’m always looking for the ultimate gravel. My crushed-granite is okay, 
but the Jardin des Tuileries in Paris has incredible crushed-stone paths. 
H&H: What type of maintenance does your garden require?
rr: I’ve made my garden as bullet-proof as possible maintenance-wise. 
I don’t want to be a slave to it. I rake the gravel as a Zen thing almost every 
day — that makes me feel connected to the garden and relaxed, and keeps 
the gravel clean and level. Otherwise, I water occasionally, cut back the 
grasses once a year, and trim the boxwood and hedges once or twice a year.
H&H: What’s the loveliest time of year in your garden?
rr: When the catmint blooms in the spring and again in late summer, it 
has a real country look to it. And I love the first plants out in early spring, 
like the hellebores and witch hazels. They’re like bears coming out of their 
caves. We need that boost that comes with the renewal of the season.
H&H: What’s your favourite plant?
rr: I like plants that attract bees, such as catmint and California lilac. 
I was probably a bee in another life! I also like boxwood; 

Purple chives are a 
pretty contrast against 
grey licorice plants.

The gravel and basalt stone  
path is flanked by boxwood, 

Japanese irises, hellebores  
and red masterwort. Black- 

metal arches add height  
and anchor the path. 
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BREAKING 
GROUND
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 145

inside and the smoothness of the 
limestone floor.” They painted the  
other, drywalled interior walls the  
sort of velvet white that, says Clinton,  
“is like a chameleon, taking on the 
colours of the space.”

Meanwhile, the green agenda kept 
pumping through the design. The family 
pledged to avoid PVC plastic — the home-
building equivalent of the Styrofoam  
cup. They also implemented extensive 
geothermal heat pumps that store heat  
in wells deep underground, and other 
heating elements, so that this spacious 
home “consumes less energy than our  
old 2,500-square-foot bungalow did.” 
They introduced hydronic radiant floors 
throughout. And here is Clinton’s pride 
and joy: a hydroponic green roof that 
absorbs rainwater, saving local sewers 
and ultimately waterways from excess 
runoff and keeping the house cooler in 
summer by exhaling moisture, which 
lowers the house’s ambient temperature 
(the reverse of conventionally used dark 
shingles, which heat the surrounding air). 

Above all, none of the eco-fixes scream 
out in that boring, beige way that virtuous 
equipment so often does. “When it came 
down to it, the architecture always won.  
I wanted this house’s environmental 
agenda to become the new default for 
architectural design” — so it had to look 
great, too. “So I didn’t amplify the use of 
environmental techniques by expressing 
their presence; rather, I infused the 
design with green principles that aren’t 
overt, like the radiant floors, green roof, 
and lack of PVC,” says Clinton.  

Two years after breaking ground, 
Clinton finally got his Fallingwater: a true 
home that engages with the landscape as 
if it has been here forever. It looked great, 
but would it stand the Cuddington-Berdin 
litmus test — would it make a great home 
for the pair and their young children, 
Olive and Eero? 

At mealtimes, the open kitchen-dining 
area invites the kids to hang out, while 
parents prep the meal. And it’s equally 
welcoming of dinner parties that go late 

into the night. The private, sunny  
back terrace is a perfect haven for warm-
weather meals, lets the family grow and 
harvest herbs and vegetables a stone’s 
throw from the kitchen, and even hosts 
the occasional ball hockey game. 
Expansive doorways and windows 
throughout the house allow living  
to flow outdoors seamlessly from inside  
— and bring the outdoors in. 

On the other hand, quiet nooks and 
perches let parents and kids get away 
when needed, and Clinton even 
incorporated sliding translucent-glass 
dividers between the dining room and 
kitchen, and between the basement studio 
and adjacent children’s play area, so that 
those spaces can be separated when 
needed. And the cosy library at the top  
of the stairs lets the entire family choose 
different reading materials each night  
as they head up to bed. Indeed, the 
experiment is a huge success, with the 
house accommodating and even shaping  
a busy family lifestyle.

Beyond that, the house does have 
wonderful luxury of space, with the open 
spaces providing relief from furnished 
living areas, and connector spaces 
creating a sense of transition. It looks and 
feels expansive and airy, but never cold.

In fact, the size of the house is Clinton’s 
one caveat. While he used just 12 per cent 
of the property footprint for the house,  
as opposed to the 35 per cent he was 
allowed, he says, “it’s still too big for my 
sensibilities. I worked to create a building 
that’s appropriate for the site. But I don’t 
think people need so much to live.” (His 
son, Eero, would disagree: all the more 
space for building forts or playing tag!) 
“But the experiment wouldn’t be complete 
without learning from it,” he continues. 

“Similarly, when my wife tells me, 
‘This or that is ridiculous,’ I take note.  
It now allows me to be able to sit down 
and say to a residential client, ‘I know 
what you’re after, right down to the day-
to-day activities.’ I wasn’t armed with 
that sensibility when I was working in  
the realm of commercial architecture,  
so it was a fundamental lesson for me…. 
In designing this house, I infused it  
with what I knew, and also learned  
some critical lessons. It was like  
making my first album — I got it all  
out of my system.” 
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it grows in all kinds of exposure, lends 
colour in winter and is so flexible. And  
I love masses of ornamental grasses: when 
the wind and afternoon light go through 
them, that’s about as good as it gets!
H&H: What’s your gardening pet peeve?
RR: Red foliage on trees or shrubs. I like to 
use shades of green to create a calmness. 
You can’t do that with red foliage: it says, 
“Look at me!” It looks chaotic.
H&H: And you feel similarly about fences?
RR: Fencing is not usually very attractive. 
It also tells you exactly how big a property 
is. Try to get away from the fence being 
the dominant element. It’s better to 
disguise the size of a property. Tie in your 
garden with the neighbours’ plants and 
trees; the more you do that, the more you 
visually extend your property. When 
security is truly needed [around a pool, for 
example], I might use a black chain-link 
fence but disguise it in a hedge. The ideal 
is a mix of hedges and trees. This gives a 
layered look and blurs the property edge.
H&H: Why is it best to layer plants?
RR: Layering creates a sense of movement. 
The more trees you plant in a small space, 
the bigger it will feel. They break up the 
mass of a house and help establish the 
layers. Deciduous trees are especially 
important. I like maples with delicate 
green leaves and interesting bark, and 
upright beeches. Then, vary the heights  
of smaller plants to add interest. 
H&H: How important is colour?
RR: It’s overrated. I prefer texture and 
subtle tonal differences. I’m not afraid  
of colour. I do like flowers and certain 
colours, like blue-greens and blue-greys, 
which accentuate a tapestry of greens.
H&H: So what about flowers?
RR: Textures are more important to me 
than flowers. Flowers don’t last; whereas 
you can layer tonal varieties of green 
foliage, and that will last all season.
H&H: Why is having a garden important?
RR: It’s not just a visual thing; in this high-
tech world, they provide an essential 
sense of calm. They’re a needed contrast 
to hard urban environments. There are 
also tremendous psychological benefits 
that come from watching things grow  
and change with the seasons.  


