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This is the story of the transformation of a wild old-growth hardwood forest in                                                                                     

Maryland into a serene, Asian-inspired ornamental garden. Emphasizing the 

integration of science and mathematics with nature's aesthetics, the article details 

the planning and execution involved in creating the garden. It covers the selection 

of plants compatible with Maryland's climate, inspired by Japanese and Korean 

designs, and the strategic incorporation of water features, paths, and a variety of 

plant species to encourage exploration and tranquility. The narrative also touches 

on practical challenges such as dealing with local wildlife and the importance of 

maintaining a balance between natural beauty and scientific principles in 

gardening.  
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In 1981, my wife and I bought a house in eastern Silver Spring, near 

Cloverly. The sloping back yard (about 0.3 acres) was a wild old-growth 

hardwood forest, as shown in this photo. For years it was left 

unattended, but when we retired in 1999, we thought that it would be a 

good active retirement hobby to landscape the property into an 

ornamental shade garden.  
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The first step in developing our garden was to learn about the native 

trees and plants already there, which ones were best for a woodland 

garden and which ones might be problematic. We had a lot to learn, so 

we read some books about identifying local mid-Atlantic plants, and I 

even sat in on a course from the Montgomery College landscape 

architecture program, given at nearby Brookside Gardens. 
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My wife and I enjoy international travel and have seen many beautiful 

gardens around the world. We were especially attracted to gardens with 

an Asian flair, such as the Japanese gardens I had seen on business trips 

to Japan, as well as Claude Monetôs Garden in Giverny, France. Such 

gardens often have winding paths, water features, natural rock, 

weathered wood, moss, and Asian decorative features. In these gardens, 

one typically cannot see the entire garden from one vantage point. The 

effect is to encourage exploration and inspire tranquility.  
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Fortunately, many of the beautiful plants and trees that we had seen in 

Asian gardens can be grown successfully in Maryland. In fact, you can 

see on the world map below that the horizontal yellow line, marking the 

latitude of Maryland, passes through central China, Korea, and Japan, 

suggesting that we might have a generally similar climate.   
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In 2000, we began the labor-intensive work of clearing the land of 

undesirable trees and plants, digging out all the poison ivy and 

greenbrier, and cutting down the silver maples, mulberries, and sassafras 

trees. The remaining big trees, such as the Oaks, Tupelos, and a Tulip 

Poplar, were saved to become the backbone of the garden. Along the 

way we discovered that many wild native plants and smaller trees were 

already growing on the property, sometimes smothered in invasive 

thorny vines. We found Dogwood, Deer berry, American Hornbeam, 

Viburnum, Black Eyed Susan, and - most surprising to us- a beautiful 

species of early-blooming azalea, called a Piedmont Azalea, that is 

native to this area.  
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Garden development  
We did not have a master plan for our garden. Rather, it developed 
organically, one section at a time, with lots of learning by trial and error, 

ultimately influenced by gardens that my wife and I had seen on our 

travels 

An early project was to deal with the slope. The property is on a gently 

sloping south-facing hillside. Some garden features would require level 

ground, such as seating areas, ponds, and structures such as a 

greenhouse. So, we began to regrade the property into level areas 

connected by a network of gently sloping paths, starting in one corner 

and gradually expanding the path network over the next few years.  
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It didnôt take us long to learn that dirt paths, covered with leaves or with 

wood chips, would become muddy and eroded after heavy rains. Poured 

concrete walkways would be too expensive and wouldnôt look right for a 

woodland garden. We decided instead to cover the paths with crushed 

brown stone, or in some areas with grey round river rock, on top of 

landscape fabric. The crushed stone has several advantages: it bears 

weight well underfoot, wonôt wash away in heavy rains, is available in 

bags at a local garden center, and it allows for the possibility of changing 

the paths, for example widening, re-directing or re-grading them as 

desired.    
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All the while we collected and planted shade-tolerant hardy plants that 

would form the backbone of the garden, with an emphasis on those that 

are of Japanese or Korean origin. These included Japanese Maples, 

Painted Fern, Rhododendron, Hosta, Toad Lily, Japanese Andromeda, 

Fountain Grass, Bamboo, Nandina, and Kousa Dogwood.  
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Garden construction 

Our first construction project, in 2001, was to install a small goldfish 

pond on a level area near the house, with a natural flagstone patio and 

benches. We added a small fountain and a filter to help keep the water 

clean, and Mary arranged some flowering plants around the pond to give 

it a more natural look. 
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Overlooking that pond, we set up a so-called ñoutdoor roomò adjacent to 

the back of the house, with comfortable seating, lighting, and cover for 

sun or rain.   
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Another early project was the construction of this greenhouse, which we 

made from a mail-order kit in 2005. (It was delivered in many separate 

parts that were light enough that we could carry them from the driveway 

down to the back corner of the garden). We use it for dividing and 

potting plants and for storing garden implements and materials, but not 

so much for starting seedlings.     
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Because of the hillside slope, it was often necessary to construct low 

retaining walls separating the planting beds from the paths. There are 

several ways to do this, depending on the height of the wall. In different 

parts of our garden, we used wooden railroad crossties, landscape 

timbers, found rocks (dug up from the garden when digging planting 

holes), and stacked slate. Crossties and timbers are less expensive than 

purchased slate, but they have a limited lifetime. 

 

  



tŀƎŜ мс ƻŦ ул 
 

 

In 2004, we installed another pond in the lower back corner of the 

garden. That required moving soil to make a a large level area, 

constructing a retaining wall for the patio area, digging a big hole for the 

pond, and removing the rocks and tree roots. We lined the hole with a 

pad and rubberized pool liner and covered the edges with small boulders 

and river rocks that we purchased from a local landscape firm. 
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After I compacted the soil in the adjacent patio area, my wife Mary 

fitted the flagstones together over a layer of paver base and coarse sand. 

This results in a stable weatherproof base for furniture that retains a 

natural look. Behind that, we planted a stand of bamboo in large tubs, 

for a traditional Asian touch.   

  

  



tŀƎŜ му ƻŦ ул 
 

 

The only landscaping that had been done by the previous owners of our 

house was a large level area near the house, with a 2-foot-high retaining 

wall made of stacked wooden railroad crossties. The crossties are 

protected against rot using creosote, a tar-like substance derived from 

coal and petroleum. With proper treatment, crossties so treated are 

claimed to last about 40 years. 
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And sure enough, in 2015, just about 40 years after their initial 

construction, the crossties began to decay and the wall began to sink and 

slump several inches, as indicated by the level line in this photo. There 

was a danger that the whole wall might collapse. So, we dug out all the 

crosstiesé 
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é and replaced them with ñsplit faceò stone blocks - about 40 pounds 

each - at the height of the original wall. Split face blocks are factory-

made blocks that are flat on 5 sides, for easy stacking, but with a random 

stone finish on the front facing side. This results in a more natural-

looking outward surface. These were dry-stacked, for better drainage, 

and reinforced with vertical rebars in the interior cells that were filled 

with concrete mix.  
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Garden paths 

We wanted the various planting areas of the garden to be connected by a 

network of steppingstones and sloping paths, avoiding steps as much as 

possible so it will be easier for carts and wheelbarrows. Fortunately, the 

driveway is nearly the highest point on the property, so that when we 

unload heavy materials for garden construction, they can easily be 

moved on carts to most parts of the garden on the sloping paths. We 

created paths that curve and disappear around corners, like this one in 

the front of the house, because they draw attention to what lies beyond.   
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  This photo, taken in the main garden area in early spring before the 

trees have leafed out, shows some of the path network, but much of it is 

obscured by trees and bushes.   
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  Here, in the same photo, all the paths are marked up, showing even 

those in the background that are not clearly visible. The paths form a 

series of ñswitchbacksò to make it easier to move carts and 

wheelbarrows up and down the slope. Mary and I did all this work 

ourselves, one section at a time, over a span of 20 years. 
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Cultural elements 

We have added some Asian cultural elements, including a Buddha head 

and a pagoda, both bought from garden centers, a torii that I built from 

plans found on the internet, a gong brought back from a trip to Thailand, 

and a pergola built from a kit that we purchased online.   

  

  














































































































