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The list of things that were wrong with our 
place in Connecticut when we bought it ten 
years ago was long, but right at the top was 
this: The house never seemed to be on par
ticularly friendly terms with the land. It had 
been a kit house, ordered out of the Sears 
catalog by a dairy farmer in the early '30s, 
delivered by boxcar and plunked down on 
the site without much thought. In the years 
since we moved in, mywife,Judith Belzer (a 
landscape painter), and I had turned a lot 
of the little farm into garden. But the 
house-boxy and white and levitated a cou
ple of steps above the plane of the ground
seemed to have nothing to say to the 
garden, and the garden nothing to say to it. 

Part of the problem was that most of the 
garden, which was arrayed along an old 
stone retaining wall extending out from the 
house in back, was invisible from indoors, so 
you couldn't enjoy it without leaving the 
house. On the other hand, you couldn't en

joy it when you did leave 
the house either, since 
the insect population in 
this part of Connecticut 
is so vast and resolute. 

Obviously what we 
needed was a screened
in porch. So when the 
time came to renovate 
the house a couple of 
years ago, we asked 
Architect Charles Myer's 
dark green, trellised porch 
frames the lushly sensual 
garden without compet
ing with it for attention. 
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WE BUILT 
THE PORCH TO 

GROUND 
OUR HOUSE 

AND ROOT IT IN 
THE GARDEN 

Charles Mye1; an old friend and designer whose 
first architectural love happens to be screened 
porches, to design one for us that would not 
only tie the house to the garden, but would al
low us to e~oy the garden without so much as 
stepping outside d1e house. What he can1e up 
with turned out to be either the best room in 
the house, or the nicest spot in the garden-! 
can't decide which, since d1e porch has made 
telling the two apart virtually impossible. 

From May through September, we all but 
live out on the porch, taking most of our meals 
here, reading, working and, all tl1e while, ob
serving the life of d1e garden from its cool 
sanct1.mry. Out here on a summer's morning, 
d1e world seems very far away, hardly more 
than a rumor, which makes this very much a 
back porch. Front-porch culture is a compara
tively public matter-the front porch is a place 
to strike up a conversation wid1 a neighbor, or 
to watch d1e parade of the world pass by. But 
you would not, for example, think of ha\~ng 
breakfast o n d1e front porch. That you would 
do on the back porch, which forms a far more 
intimate and private realm, with its face turned 
away from society and back toward nature. 

With this cardinal principle in mind, 
Charlie located the porch on the corner of 
the house farthest from the road. He also 
had it step clown from the kitchen it ad
joins, putting it literally closer to the earth 
than the house is. But his most inspired de
cision was to have the porch sit directly on 
th e main axis of the garden, smack in the 
middle of the path that takes you from the 
relative refinement of the back patio out 
toward the clematis arbor, and from there 
on into the wilds o f the distant meadows 
and woods. A garden path is always a kind of 
invitation, beckoning us to come on a little 
journey. Now, the invitation to enter the 
garden is proffered (Continued on page 112) 
Produced by Donna Warner; Written by 
Michael Pollan; Photos by Richard Felber. 

Opposite: The garden arb( 
is clothed in several varie· 

of clematis, including 'Jac 

manii Superba,' 'Ramona,' 
white candida and a shell·f 
c limbing rose, 'New Daw1 
This page: 

1 The view from the porcl 

Many of the perennials aga 
the stone wall are varieti 
descended from meadow 

plants. From left, a towerir 

white campanula (persic 
lia 'Grandiflora alba' ), purp 
sprays of meadow sage (Sa 
x superba 'Blue Queen') a1 

the assorted pastel shade: 
of 'Galaxy' Achilleas. Spillir 

out from the border in front: 
common form of lady's mar 
tie (Aichemilla mol/is). 

2 Artemisia 'Silver King' 
terplanted with 'Galaxy' 

Achil/eas. Against a riotOL 
green landscape, strong 

gray foliage plants are ne 
essary if a perennial bard 

is not to get lost. 
3 The garden's main axis 

lined with perennials (lef 

and, at right, a bed of anti< 
roses. The deeper pink is 
'Jacques Cartier,' a Portia 
rose; the paler rose at rigt 

is 'Maiden's Blush,' a rat 

puritanical translation of i· 
proper French name,"Cuis: 
de Nymphe Emue"("thigh 

an aroused nymph"). 

4 In the perennial borde 
Salvia 'Blue Queen' and 
'Galaxy' Achilleas, backE 

with a taller, more refine( 

variety of artemesia ('Larr 
brook silver'). 
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PORCH 
(Continued from page 88) 
as soon as you step out onto the porch. 

"You can have too much landscape," 
Charlie once told me, referring to the 
turbulent quality of our land, with its 
abrupt changes in levels and, in high 
summer, its nearly overwhelming ver
dure. ult's important to mark out a 
few intimate, tended spaces ncar the 
house to ease the transition to the 
less-cultivated parts of the land." 

This was accomplished by making a 
cut into the meadow that used to rise 
rapidly from the house, and then pin
ning it back with a new section of 
stone retaining wall in order to create 
a flat, placid area that wraps around 
the porch and ties it to the old tool
shed. The scale of this area is quite in
timate-it's based on the scale of the 
house rather than the landscape
and it is here that we have made the 
most refined part of the garden. 

The view of the garden from each 
side of the porch is very different. To 
one side, it looks out on the stone wall 
and, above that, a small meadow with 
a couple of ancient apple trees under
planted with wildflowers and a yellow
blooming vetch. Directly against the 
wall we've planted perennials, making 
an extension of the perennial border 
that runs the entire length of the gar
den's main axis. Our choice of plants 
was dictated in part by the land: We've 
found that only perennials with 
strong colors and distinct textures 
stand a chance against a landscape as 
boisterously green as this. 

Looking directly back from the 
porch, you see in the foreground sever
al rectangles cut out of the bluestone 
patio and planted with herbs. Ideally, 
we would keep a complete kitchen gar
den right here by the porch door, but 
the local deer and woodchucks have 
overruled that dream. So we put out 
only the culinary herbs they disdain, 
along with a few rows of onion and leek 
and, tempting fate, cabbage. 

Right against tl1e shed is a bed of an
nuals, which tactfully wait to put on 
their raucous display until mid-sum
mer, when the perennials are safely off 

the stage. And then beyond that, the 
eye picks up the thread of the princi
ple garden path heading down toward 
the arbor, a six-foot bank of antique 
roses lining the patl1 on one side and 
the main perennial border on the oth
er. Beyond tl1e arbor, tl1ere are ... plans. 

Perhaps because he is himself a de
voted gardener, Charlie was careful not 
to let his architecture upstage the gar
dens. Eventually, the latticework will be 
clothed entirely in trumpet vine and 
clematis, drawing the porch even deep
er into the landscape's embrace. Al
ready, from the outside, the porch 
looks less like a part of the house, solid 
and assertive, tllan a slightly etllereal 
structure in the middle of a garden. 
And by painting it deep green, rather 
tl1an the more usual white, Charlie 
made sure that, from inside, the lattice
work and arches would fade to silhou
ette, framing the garden without 
competing with it for our attention. 

At the height of a summer after
noon, when the heat and light are too 
much to take, the effect within is rare 
and wonderful. With its two-side corner 
exposures, the porch manages to snag 
tile merest breeze, and its deep eaves 
keep tile afternoon sun at bay. To gaze 
out at the glare-y, baking meadow 
through its dark lattice and bending 
arches is to feel like you've stepped be
neath tl1e spreading canopy of a great 
oak, a cool, dim, safe place from which 
you can see everything yet not be seen. 

Charlie once offered a slightly more 
whimsical metaphor: "Looking out 
from a good screen porch," he said, 
"always makes me feel like a kid gaz
ing out at the world from under his 
mother's skirt." But whetller tile cool, 
dark refuge of a back porch puts you 
in mind of a motller's skirt or a shade 
tree, what finer place could there be 
to pass a summer afternoon? MJ 

Michael Pollan is the executive editor of 
Harper's Magazine and the author of 
Second Nature: A Gardener's Edu
cation (Laurel/Dell). He is working on 
a book about his house, tentatively 
titled Habitations of the Heart. 

MICHAEL 
POLLAN'S 
GARDENING 
FAVORITES 
• Roses Connecticut winters make 
modem hybrid roses risky. I do much better 
with the hardier antique varieties: 'Mme. 
Hardy,' bred for the Empress Josephine 
in 1832, forms a breathtaking bower of white 
blossoms each June. My favorite climber is 
the pink 'New Dawn,' bred in the 1920s. Its 
buds are classic in form, and it blossoms 
strongly all season long. 
• Vines Clematis can clothe a wall or arbor in a 
year or two. Deep purple Jackmanii is dramatic 
against our white shecl Against a darker surface, 
nothing looks more elegant than a porcelain
white clematis candida. 
• Perennials Lady's mantle is a terrific 
edging plant, less for its unimpressive yellow 
flowers than its delicately cupped leaves. I 
can't imagine gardening in too-green Con· 
necticut without the various (and for the 
most part unklllable) artemisias, whose 
cool grays offer a superb foil to just about 
any flower. Despite its name, 'Autumn Joy' 
sedum gets big points for doing something 
interesting every month from May to De· 
cember; it also looks good against a stone 
wall. For interplanting among roses: digital
is, or foxglove, offers a fine contrast of 
blossom and form and, though a biennial, 
will readily reseed itself. In a shady, moist 
spot, Ligularia makes a powerful impression 
with spectacular foliage and rocketlike stalks 
of yellow bloom. The new pastel-colored 
A chi/leas ('Galaxy' series) offer an exceptionally 
long period of bloom, handsome foliage 
and an ability to get along with just about 
any other perennial. 
• Annuals We plant annuals that'll take over 
from the perennials in midsummer and make 
good cut flowers, trying a few new varieties 
every season. We rarely fail to plant sunflowers 
(four or five varieties, ranging from the standard 
'Russian Giants' to the small, pastel-flowered 
Italian hybrids), cosmos and snapdragons. 
White nicotiana, blue salvia, while Cleomes, 
and variously colored Scabiosas are suffl· 
ciently well behaved and subtle to work as 
filler in a perennial bed. 


