GRASSLAND GARDEN

STYLISED GRASSLAND
GARDEN

PROVIDES WILD AMBIENCE
HOUSE MIDDLETON, SANDTON, GAUTENG

This garden includes a number of ‘rooms’ but veldgrass interspersed with
appropriate herbaceous species is the predominant feature both on the
pavement, up one side of the higher terrace and on the extensive mounding
surrounding the boma area. Although it is largely planted with South
African indigenous species, it is not locally focused soft landscaping. It is,
however, a great example of water wise plant selection and attention to
detail in both design and execution, as stated in the Judges’ appraisal for
the South African Landscapers Industry (SALI) 2018 Gold Award won by Life
Landscapes.
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attenuation pond, covered by 300mm of
soil, from which the water is gravity fed
to the lowest point of the property and
out onto the grassland pavement garden.
The only criticism by the SALI judges who
considered this a very impressive project
overall was that a water harvesting
system for irrigation purposes would have
been an appropriate addition.
Landscape contractor Oscar Lockwood
of Life Landscapes explained that the
objective of the lower level lawn (boma)
area, other than for water attenuation,
was to enable the densely vegetated,
rocky mounds with their acacias,
veldgrass and grassland flowering
species to create an ambience of
being in the wild. The client wanted
to sit and have sundowners around
the boma, without being able to see
cars on the driveway or an impeding
view of the house, whilst relaxing and
talking to friends. Large scattered trees,
such as the quintessential African
Acacia (Vachellia) sieberiana (Paperbark
Thorn) of the savannahs and Dombeya
rotundifolia (Wild Pear) of the grassland
rock outcrops, form a backdrop to the
mounding, adding to the feel of being in
the ‘bush’.

S

urrounded by large flowing
mounds planted with grassland
species, a carefully shaped lawn,
lower than the house and other parts
of the garden, acts as a catchment area
for storm water. Excess surface water is
directed onto the Cynodon lawn from all
areas of the property and, as the lawn fills
with water, it drains into an underground
sump lined with stones. This serves as an

The grassland herbaceous species
and grasses were largely sourced from
specialist grower Johan Wentzel of
Wildflower Nursery. He and Lockwood
walked the nursery and chose the
species, and each individual plant,
with great care. The plants were
predominantly 4L in size and densely
planted on the mounding at two flowering
plants per m2 and nine grass plants
per m2, on average. The choice of large
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plants and the close spacing served the
dual purpose of rapid stabilisation of
the mounding and the creation of an
instant aesthetic effect. The planting was
finished in August and flowering was good
throughout that first summer.
As Lockwood points out, the veldgrass
areas should be cut back every season in
early August to give the flowering plants
space to flower as they would have after
a burn in the natural veld. Herbaceous
plants do not flower in long grass,
especially when it becomes moribund,
as they do not waste their energy in
producing colourful flowers unless these
can be seen by bees, butterflies and other
insects that serve as their pollinators.
Taller perennials and shrubs that produce
flowers above the level of the fully grown
grasses will usually bloom into autumn,
as these are visible to their pollinators.
This grassland garden attracts many
insects including a variety of butterflies,
honeybees, carpenter bees and bird
species... particularly, seed eaters.
The mounding comprised topsoil with
some sub-soil, enriched with top of the
range compost and vermicast. Large
rocks were carefully positioned to add
to the natural feel, and help to increase
the height and breadth of the mounding.
Rocks also provide micro-climates in the
form of shelter and capturing water for
the needs of certain plants.
The large trees were supplied by Just
Trees, the well-known wholesale nursery
in the vicinity of Paarl. Lockwood
commented that he chose to use these
trees for a number of reasons, even
though the nursery was far afield. Firstly,
because they were all container grown

from the outset and their survival rate
was, as a result, excellent. He said that
the quality control of the Just Trees team
was meticulous; that they would not
release a tree from the nursery if it was
not in very good condition or if it was
not ready to be planted out. Lockwood
added that the appropriate soil medium
in which the trees were grown was of
great importance as it did not break up
when the tree was being transported or
craned into a property or lifted by backactor. He emphasised that the trees were
also cost-effective even with long distance
transport expenses.
Wentzel commented that the client
wanted grassland plants that would
attract wildlife but were also aesthetically
pleasing. Another consideration was
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smaller grasses were also
avoided.
He commented that the tall
cosmopolitan grass with the
large cream-coloured plumes,
Calamagrostis epigejos
(Feather-top Reed Grass/
Soutpansgras), was included
because it made such a
strong statement; but that
it had to be managed and
not over-watered, as it was
inclined towards dominance
in moist areas which are its
natural habitat.

that some plants should be in flower
during every season of the year. Shade
areas were provided for plants such
as the geophytic Scadoxus puniceus
(Red Paintbrush) with its large striking
inflorescence produced in spring.
Grasses that were not too dominant were
selected, so that they could be interplanted with colourful shrubs, perennials
and bulbous species. A mixture of
evergreen (herbaceous species) and
deciduous (grasses) was chosen. Grasses
that would be inclined to shade out other
22
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Other grasses on the
mounding include the
attractive Melinus nerviglumis
(Bristle-leaved Red-Top) with
its changing inflorescence
colour, from deep purple to
white, and Shizachryrium
sanguineum (Red Autumn
Grass) which retains its
attractive red-tinged autumn
coloured blades into late
winter. Andropogon eucomis
(Snowflake Grass) with its
small, shimmering white
inflorescences is also a grass of wetland
and seepage areas, and has been
positioned low down on the mounding
near the lawn ‘water catchment’ area.
Tricholaena monachne (Blueseed Grass)
has been planted extensively for the
misty appearance that it gives to the
garden over a long period into early
winter.
Barleria elegans (White Bushveld Barleria)
is a thorny shrub, rising up above the
surrounding grasses, that produces
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(Wild Scabious/Bitterbos) and
Dianthus mooiensis sp (Wild
Carnation/Wilde Angelier).
Carpenter bees are drawn to
the perennial Chlorophytum
species with its protruding
anthers, while different bee
species favour Haplocarpa
scaposa (False Gerbera) with
its bright yellow, daisy flowers.

many snow-white flowers into autumn
and has capsules that burst open with a
resounding crack. Butterflies are attracted
to herbaceous species in the grassland
garden, such as Scabiosa columbaria

24

AFRICAN DESIGN MAGAZINE © | AUGUST 2018

Wentzel commented that
the rangy shrub Erythrina
humeana with its blood-red
‘aloe-like’ flowers attracted
sunbirds. He added that Kalanchoe
thyrsiflora (White Lady), a succulent plant
of the rocky ridges, was an important
plant from an ecological perspective as
it was favoured by a variety of insects
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including butterflies. This plant which
flowers into winter has been planted on
the outer edges of the mounding as it
requires little water. The small tree of
natural seeps and streams in grassland,
Leucosidea sericea (Ouhout), is doing
well close to the lawn. The red-flowered
perennial, Gerbera jamesonii (Barberton
daisy), which grows naturally in welldrained grassland areas and the orangeflowered perennial, Crocosmia aurea
(Falling Stars), provide stunning splashes
of colour between the grasses.
A final comment by the SALI judges was
that this was a remarkable project, well
executed and one of the designs that left
a lasting impression.

Article and photographs by Carol Knoll

Project team
Client: Jon and Liandri Middleton
Landscape architects: Insite
Landscape Architects
Landscape contractor: Life
Landscapes
Grassland plants: Wildflower
Nursery
Tree supplier: Just Trees
Sourcing other plants: Tshala
Plant Brokers
Cynodon ‘Gulf Green’ lawn sods:
Evergreen Turf
Soil enhancement products:
Turfnet

AFRICAN DESIGN MAGAZINE © | AUGUST 2018

25

