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3 garden boasts but one plqni a
Magnolia stellata, in the actual

terra firma. Everything else makes its
f home in a raised bed or container.
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People often refer to my former garden in New York City
as a pocket garden. Tucked behind an 1850 brownstone in
the historic Chelsea neighborhood (founded by Clement
Clarke Moore, author of The Night Before Christmas), it
measures a modest 10x20 feet and is jam-packed with
large-leaf’ and boldly variegated perennials that thrive in
Manhattan’s minimal canyon lighting. Keep in mind that
every plant—except a lone lemon-scented star magnolia
tree—makes its home here in either a container or a

constructed raised bed.

Started some 10 years ago on top of what was essentially
a neglected lot of concrete and rubble, the garden is
architecturally divided into three distinct levels, creating an
enclosed, tiered effect. The lowest level, actually ground
level, is a narrow, mossy strip of earth—convenient for
stashing tools and terra-cotta—just outside the basement
door. From here, a wooden library ladder climbs 5 feet to
reach the main level, most of which is composed of two
raised beds that flank a central path leading to a rustic,

homemade wooden arbor. The third and final tier is
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created by a 5-foot-tall wall of industrial cement block,
topped with massive slabs of stone and inexpensively
disguised behind a screen of wooden lattice.

The stone wall serves as a convenient year-round
platform for an ever-changing assortment of prize
container plants, including tender angelwing begonias,

agaves, caladiums, elephant’s ears, my treasured

variegated clivia, and cast-iron plant (Aspidistra elatior

‘Variegata’). All of this is enclosed on three sides by a
living drapery of handsome vining foliage, a combination
of trumpet vine (Campsis grandiflora), English ivy (Hedera

helix), and Virginia creeper (Parthenocissus quinquefolia).

Nothing comes easily (or cheaply, for that matter) in the
middle of a city of 8 million people—especially when it
comes to making a garden. Every single pound of soil was
transported from the nearest Home Depot in New Jersey
in a weighted-down vintage 2-cylinder Citroén Deux

Cheveux—and carried, bag by bag, through the main
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hallway of the brownstone and into the backyard. Lumber,
containers, and lattice were also purchased out of town
and transported piece by piece into the city and into the
too-small space.

The two raised beds were soon filled with an assortment
of shade-loving perennials and hardworking plants with
interesting foliage (Polygonatum ‘Variegatum’), strong
fragrance (Convollaria majalis), or more than one season of
interest (Sedum spectabile ‘Matrona’).

Lucky for me, most of the plants were passed along from
green-hearted friends and colleagues. Many of the plants
found their way home from visits to other gardens, public
and private, around the country. There’s the merrybells
(Uvularia grandiflora) from my best friends in Virginia, the
Dutchman’s breeches (Dicentra cucullaria) from Winterthur in
Delaware, and the Hosta “Tokudama’ from Van Wade in
Ohio. There’s also a hardy geranium (Geranium sanguineum)
from Robin Parer, owner of Geraniaceae in California, and
a yellow Corydalis lutea from Ruth Rogers Clausen, coauthor

of Perenmials for American Gardens. Both make me smile.
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“Maintaining this space
1s a snap because there’s
no room for weeds.”

—gardener James A. Baggett

Meadow rue
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Everything in this garden has a story to tell. Much
of the heavy wrought-iron fencing was painstakingly
retrieved—with permission—from the old American
Foundation for the Blind building in New York City
during its renovation a few years back. I snagged as
many pieces as were allowed in the trunk of a New
York City taxicab. Because this building was where
Helen Keller worked from 1924 until her death in
1968, I like to think that, perhaps, she used to run her

hands along this same fencing.

Surrounding the raised beds and squeezed into every
nook and cranny are more than 50 containers of every
shape and size filled with even more show-stopping
plants: castor beans, a fig tree, and roses that bloom
despite only four hours of direct sunlight a day. Many
of the containers contain tropical houseplants like
Dracaena fragrans that overwinter indoors. Others
contain tender bulbs—cannas, dahlias, elephant’s ears,
caladiums, calla and Peruvian lilies—that are brought
into the basement for winter protection and brought
back out each spring.

Besides regular waterings during the growing season,
there’s really not a lot to keeping this Zone 6 garden
looking its best. The raised beds are top-dressed each
winter with a generous layer of compost, and in early
spring, I amend the beds with an all-purpose fertilizer.
Of course, there are too many plants crammed into
this space. But maintaining it is a snap because there’s

certainly no room for weeds.
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