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Gravel-and-stepping-stone
paths lead through the gardan,
with tuming poinis marked by
urns of sculptures, Opposite, far
beft= The gravel terracte batwean
the house and the wild gardan
recalls a sunny Provengal
landscape. Lef: lwy colonizes
the interior of the loggia room.
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PRODUCER AND LANGUAGE MANGLER
Sam Goldwyn was fond of saying: “In two words: ITm. Posable!™
And these four syllables (sorry, Sam) are ones that Penny and
Adam Bianchi got used to hearing—and ignoring—as they
mapped out their plan to build a2 home and garden on a par-
cel of land in Montecito, California. For this was no ordinary
prece of la-la land real estate. Although attractively posinoned
hetween a3 nature Pri_"n.-l:|"l."|;: and an L‘lll.'], .’HF-]'I]H‘i—ﬂl'I'L' [ 91 1 the
Bianchis” modest two acres had long been considered unbuild-
able because the ground was subject to flooding.

But this is Southern California, dream capital of the world
and Penmy Bianchi, as a sought-after interior designer, is in the
business of ||_;;1L.'.,|,|;;|;._rl other ]_l{'-l,:liilll;"\ dreams i:.:pprn. So, when it
came to realizing her own personal vision, a little dampness
wasn't about to discourage her. “The first thing 1 did—even
before we started the house—was dig a large pond,” explains
Penny. “People thought | was crazy, bue it immediarely filled

with water, and because the subsoil was heavy clay, it stayed
full.” This was just one of the many pleasant surprises she got
along the way. Soon after the water feature was established, a
longtime resident of the area paid a call vo say how happy she
was to see it had been restored. Reecalls Penny, "1 had no idea
there had been a pond there in the first place!”

The guiding principle of the Bianchis® building project was
to sit lightly on the land. All around them, veritable palaces were
replacing the small cottages that once upon a time were char-
acteristic dwellings in this bucolic area tucked between the urban
hubs of Los Angeles and Santa Barbara."Since it was the naw-
ral, unspoiled nature of the land that atracted ws in the first
place, we decided to make every effort to conserve it,” says Penny,
describing how they arrived at the final scheme to buld a res-
wdential compound of three small units instead of erecting one
vast structure, “The main house, the puesthouse, and a garage
armanged around a courryard present a much lower profile and

our JESIgNEr says

Even the smallest garden can be made earth-friendly using basic

lips from parden designer Marngie Grace and Penny Banchi:

® Suit the plant to the site: Put plants whene they will be Rapoy
not where you'll struggEss o keep them alive

® et native plants and grasses predominate DUL suppesemen
with adapled exabics o punch up the planting schems

® Let plants create their own mulch by planting densely and In
layers 1o discourage weed infestations and water kss

® Chip, shréd, and repss gardan refusa as mulch

m Choose loose grave! of other “soft,” porous surfaces for
pathways and drives 1o reduce water runof

m Posilion nesting boxes and waler pockads arownd the gardan,
and leave brushwood péles in out-of-the-way corners. Don't
be in & hurry 1o clear seed-producing plants,
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Right: An outdoor dining area
created on the faux dry
riverbed. Fas right: The pand
with duck house, Centens IR this
pholo from 2001, the house s
on the left, the garage to the
right, and the guesthouss is at
the rear, next 1o the gardan
entrance,. Beoltem right: Today The
main houss i5 cloaked a oy
with Empire-peériod Frenth
sphinxes framing the enlrance
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But in spite of this major alteration to the site, in other areas
pains were taken to keep disturbance o a minimum, because
this is as much a wildlife refuge as it is a charming, livable gar-
den, “The garden is on the flight path for a number of migra
tory species.” says Penny, outhming the specihe needs her
landscape had o meet.  Around the |'H|HI|.| we have grassy areas
for forage and brush piles that provide refuge for native quails.”

,‘E‘\ []||: L.‘,qu_l-q.'“ AT I.\_"i'l.ll'l.l,'l.ll !'l.'llll'!a 'alf-l'lll‘l'll Rih .!EI (N | I‘I”'h.‘l'
scape designer to pull all the parts together, and so broughr in
Margie Grace, who takes pride in her reputation for creating
the gardens her clicnts want. "l Listen to their needs, their vision,
and then help them to stay in touch with the reality of the
site—and their ability to tend the garden—and go from there.”

Ome of the first places they went was the faux dry-creek
bed that now flows along the western side of the garden. It

serves two purposes—assisting the drainage on the site while
the gravel “riverbed” provides a riparian, or riverbank, habitat
m the garden where plants that tolerate wet conditions find a
home. The soil excavated to create this feature—and make room
for the river gravel and boulders—was used to create elevated
planting beds around the garden. “The Bianchis had a vision,”
explains Margie. “They wanted their garden to fit seamlessly
into the native landscape and be a wildhife sancruary as well as
a retreat for them from the workaday world”

Crunching along the gravel paths, admiring a great blue
heron as it preens to perfection, or idling away an afternoon
on a sunny bench, it’s easy to be inspired by the couple’s deter-
mination that nothing 15 “im. possible.” 1
Landscape designer: Margo Grace
Feor more infesmation, see sowrces on page 216.
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50 have less of a visual impact, which helps the buildings o fit
morn: comfortably into the landscape. In all, we have abouwt
3 5000 square feer of Jn.'u.l.-r: space. [us |l|-='||l'!.."l:"l.r:h|.[ Penrme s lome
i1 Treradifioenal I.I'.'.-rn,_|'||.|'.' M2 _|

Cerrnly, from the street, the Bianchis’ home looks more
like a storybook Provensal village than a single-family dwelling
From the red-ale roofs to the Blue-pane trim, chez Buncha
cxudes French charm and the easv-living stvle of the Mediter-
ranean, a theme carried through in the gardens, which are
designed For picnii -'-I.'g.|1.' CNLETTALNGE Sr I"herbe,

COne of the central outdoor hiving spaces is the south
I..|.Li||!._' ||r5;!.;|.| .|||||. 44 .n\;l Ietfrade .,11::_1|:|1_. ol 1|||: |11.'|r||._'| o Ol
the howse, "Its a large room with wiandow-sized openings bat
no glass,” 15 how Penony descnibes the lopgia, which s com-
fortably furnehed and ormamented with her eclectc chowce of

i'u_]l.l'u:-.. I-I.:.'1|.II':I1|-'.".I |I.|II'.|.-J'I.|.'.|:|I:1.'||. murals, and whimsical chande-
liers that at dusk send shards of ghintering hght dancing across
the garden. And its open ades capture cooling cross-breezes,

But it is the contrast between the highly decortive, formal
nmature of the logga and the natural imformalicy of the garden
that creates a lively and captivating tension. “Like the house,
the garden was designed in stages,” says Penny, who rather than
hire one landscaper, involved different designers and contrac
tors in the process, depending on the job being rackbed

*We had one team to thin the eucalyptus so that native coast
live oaks could flourish: another put in pathways amound the
property, and s0 on,” explains Penny. The Bianchis had engi-
neers install an intricate draimage system, avgmented by a low
wall around the perimeter of the property, to divert water flow
should the drainage system be unable to cope.



