




       How to Create Natural Looking Landscape to make your Natives Look Better






   By Al Kyte

I.    General:  This garden is a result of 40 years of trial-and-error learning.  I started growing California Natives to attract birds, at the same time realizing that I did not want to step out into a garden, but into a natural-looking chaparral, woodland or stream side setting.  Along the way my interests shifted to attracting butterflies, then, native bees, to help restore my piece of pollinator habitat .  My primary purpose is now to create beauty with native plants.  Such beauty depends not only on the plants but also on how I landscape between and around  them.  That is what this talk is all about.

Whenever I change the landscape, I ask myself five questions to help guide the project:

     1.Does this change detract from the garden’s overall theme of California Natives or   from the specific plant community in which the change is being made (i.e. chaparral, riparian, open woodland)?  If I don’t maintain internal consistency between the specific elements and the overall look of the garden, the result may become "eclectic".

     2.Does this change maintain an attractive balance between space used by plants, rock, and water (or the suggestion of water)?  

     3.Does this change use natural materials? (Thus minimizing modern man’s influence)

     4. Can I make this change in a way that also benefits the wild animals?

      5. Can I make this change in a way that also serves some practical garden purpose,   
such as finding natural ways of retaining soil or improving drainage. 

II. Landscaping Features in this yard: 

     A. Flats, pathways, and streambed walkways

     B. Transitions to elevated beds:  moss rock, mixed river rock, off-set rock    

          terracing, dry walls, steep rocky points.

     C.  Mounding/elevation:  soil and/or rock hills and mountains, rock garden model

     D.  Depressions and pools

     E. Water flow:  falls, dry canyons, arroyos, streambeds

     F.   Misc.:  stone bridges; wrought-iron items; wooden steps, fences, wheels,  

            teepee, woodpile, old work bench.

III.  Tour of the Yard
     A. First Stop--Driveway-view of chaparral

           1. Streambed (balance, pruning access-practical, jungle gym)

           2. pathway-chaparral (lawn, succession,  animals-raked clean)

     B. Second stop:  Oak Tree-transition from chaparral 

           1. walk-up streambed:  formerly a straight line;  practical=drainage channel 

           2. Brush pile: (for sparrows, doves, and quail vs. sharp-shinned hawk).

     3. Mounds and spacing: (for open, rolling look to landscape; repeated for

               consistency).  Practical= get above clay and also slow the runoff

     4. Narrow planting area:  interest through elevation and meandering.

               Practical= hose "guide rocks"

C. Third stop:  Back patio-open woodland-shortest to tallest plants 

          1. Open, rocky flats: Transitions learned from nature/photos.  High-water 

              run-off areas.  Repetition for consistency...Mixes of rocks used in screes,                                    

   transitions, and pathways:  (a) 2-4” river rock with ¾” gray and tan river rock; 

   b) 3/4" tuscany gold with 3/4" gray drain rock above transition; c) 3/8" red 

   and/or tan lava rock mixed with 3/8" gray or pea gravel.

2. Openness: (provides great area for birds, lizards, butterflies, bees, squirrels).       

    Practical: rocky transitions help hold soil during rains. 

           3. Peak mounds:  Along with depressions, create dramatic up-and-down dimension

              a. Balance:  Rock/dirt mounds keep plants from dominating and provide perches   

                  for various birds and animals and "cover corridors" for lizards;  depressions

                  provide butterfly mudholes.

         b. Practical:   Rocks hold soil at elevated levels and provide shade, vertical    

                   backdrops and attractive nooks to help feature plants.

           4. Remnant walls, teepee frame, pump table, and fences suggest past human life,        

                  utilize natural materials, and provide perch and access for birds and animals as

            well as interesting backdrop for plants.  Woodpile is yard's best lizard cover.

   D. Fourth stop: Pond-focal point of interest and "source" of riparian habitat.

         1. Pond and stream:  Formerly rock-dominated area is now balanced.  Natural  

       materials in surrounding bench, railroad ties, wheel, and fence all tie-in.

 Yet ‘modern man’ is evident in the table, chairs and stone bench near the house.         

            Animals featured here are fish, turtles, and bathing birds.

         2. Rocky, steep bank:  The wall as well as additional staggered, step-down rocks    

             provide natural retaining-wall features that allow for additional soil to be added

       to plant out away from the heavy clay.  The streambed drains much of the yard.


