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SAWYER|BERSON has designed elegant homes and gardens
for such clients as Jerry Seinfeld, Bette Midler, and Vera Wang.

Here, Brian Sawyer, a landscape architect and a founding
partner, reveals how nature, wild or tamed, inspires
and heals in both the country and the city.

BY LAURIE SPRAGUE

JOSHUA MCHUGH

TALL ORDER

Shapely London plane
trees and a manicured
privet hedge flank

the stone drive of a
house in Bridgehampton,
New York.

Brian Sawyer
got a greenhouse.

IT ALL STARTED with his Dutch
grandfather, who lived nearby in
Indianapolis, Indiana. “He had a soft
spot for gardens, especially ones with
roses,” Sawyer says. “I was obsessed
with his vegetable garden and his
flowers. In the summers I'd ride my
bike over to his house every day to see
what was happening in his backyard.
He wasn’t very demonstrative, but he
took me under his wing, and in his
tough Dutch way he taught me how
to garden—what to look for, what to
do, how to prune a rose, how to get
the perfect tomato.” From there, Saw-
yer created lictle gardens in the yard
around his own house and started
growing things in the basement and
in his bedroom. “Finally, my father
got tired of all the mess, so he built

a greenhouse for me. It was one of
the most remarkable things a parent
could do for a sort of strange kid who
was obsessed with plants and garden-
ing, and it was one of the great joys
of my life to have this little place all
to myself where I could grow things
year-round.”

His love of gardens took Sawyer
to the University of Virginia, where
he earned a master’s in landscape ar-
chitecture, and, later, to Robert A.M.
Stern Architects, where he became the
head of landscape architecture. There,
he met architect John Berson, and
in 1999 they formed Sawyer|Berson,
a firm specializing in architecture,
landscape architecture, and interior
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design. With residential, commer-
cial, and institutional projects across
the country, the firm soon had a

list of high-profile clients: Jerry and
Jessica Seinfeld, Bette Midler, Vera
Wang, and Julianne Moore, as well as
nonprofit organizations such as God’s
Love We Deliver and the New York
Restoration Project, which creates
and revitalizes open spaces around
the city.

The firm approaches architecture
and landscape design as complemen-
tary, intertwined tasks. “Our projects
almost all start with the site plan and
garden when we're designing both
things,” says Sawyer. All the elements
need to work together, the way they
do in traditional English, French, and
Italian houses where you can’t think
about the house without the garden
and vice versa. “From siting a house
to developing the plan of the house
and the exterior spaces and their rela-
tionships, as well as the orientation of
the sun and the views, it’s a wonderful
puzzle to figure out,” he says.

A house can be planned and built
to very precise standards, of course,
but garden design is a completely
different animal. “You can control
the idea, but you cannot possibly
control the design and draw it like
you do a house,” Sawyer says. “It’s
far more complicated. Things change
over time; you have to accommodate
nature, the plants, the soil, the unpre-
dictability of weather and so on.”

Sawyer looks to the client for
inspiration whenever he begins
designing a new garden. It’s about
what they like, what they want, and
their lifestyle, he says. “What about
that person or family is unique or
inspiring?” It’s also important to
understand how the client is going to
use and manage the space, as well as
what they want to spend. “A house
can be built and moved into and it’s
pretty much done, but gardens take
years and years to develop,” he says.
“You have to think about how it’s go-

24 mosaic

ing to mature and how to anticipate
those changes, and how the client is
going to interface with the space. Is it
just something to look at, or is it for
recreation? Also, do they want to be
involved in maintaining it?” Anoth-
er key consideration is ecological
impact. How will the design affect the
diversity of species on the property,
and will the garden nurture native
insects and birds? The firm allows no
chemical pesticides or fertilizers in the
construction of its projects and specif-
ically advises clients not to use them
to maintain the spaces, counseling a
toxin-free approach—using compost
“teas” and manures, for example—in-
stead. “It starts with understanding
how you build a garden,” Sawyer says.
“What is its infrastructure—the soil,
the drainage? What is its architec-
ture? What is its decorative function?
What are the plants—the colors, the
textures—and what will its life be
through the seasons?”

Refurbishing a garden is harder
than starting from scratch, in many
ways, since a homeowner can't control
everything. But if it has a fundamen-
tal architecture and a nice relationship
to the house, it’s about coming up
with a design solution, says Sawyer.
“You have to let the property reveal
itself; you can’t work against it. You
work to enhance what’s there and
make it even better. Often, what were
quirks become advantages, and you
have to appreciate the property the
way it is and adapt your lifestyle to fit
with it.” On the other hand, if things
are in bad shape or not growing
propetly, it usually goes back to how
the garden was built. “The success of
any garden is dependent on the soil
quality and its drainage, which is the
foundation,” he says. “As we often tell
clients, it’s like an iceberg—a big part
is what you can’t see, the part below
the surface.”

On the following pages, Sawyer
shares his insights from a few of his
favorite Sawyer|Berson projects.

N
THE PLACE

WEEKEND
RETREAT

JOSHUA MCHUGH

The Idea: Set on a relatively
small plot (roughly 75 by 45
feet), this part of the garden was
originally designed as a potager
(vegetable garden), with grids of
pathways and clipped bordered
beds, but it ultimately became

a parterre (an ornamental
arrangement of planting beds),
substituting purple barberry and
grasses for what were originally

supposed to be flowers and
vegetables. “It was designed to
be a tapestry that you could
walk around or view from the
second story of the house,”
says Sawyer.

The Plants: A yew hedge in the
rear separates littleleaf lindens
from the parterre, which features
trimmed boxwood and barberry
hedges along with more casual

fountain grass. Crushed oyster
shells on the path create a
neutral backdrop for the plants.
The Takeaway: ‘Don'’t be afraid
of formality, especially in a
smaller space. Formality is your
friend because you'll get more
out of the space that you have.
By applying this kind of order,
which a lot of Americans are
afraid of, your space will be

just as beautiful as a ‘romantic’
layout, if not more so. |
encourage people and tell them
that the smaller their space, the
more formal it should be.

“If you set them up correctly,
formal gardens don't require a
lot of maintenance. It's deceptive
because they really need just
two clippings per year. It's very
straightforward.”
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N
THE PLACE

QUTDOOR
LIVING
ROOM
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The Idea: This project was about
creating one main outdoor space with

a pool at the center and a garden
border around it, on a deceptively small
property. “It's very formal in that the
pool, the lawn, the hedge, and the edge
of the property are delineated, but at
the same time, we let things go loose
and wild within those perennial borders
so that the informality is framed by the
formality,” says Sawyer. “This is a typical
tool for gardens of this sort. It lends
structure and makes it feel like one big
room. It's a pristine setting for the pool
and the lawn but then outside of that is
the more textured and colorful, richer
planting experience, with a border that
changes with the seasons.”

The Plants: London plane trees,
arborvitae, boxwood, privet, and yew
are the anchors of this perennial garden,

with a revolving cast of plants such as
coneflowers, goat's beard, ‘Screamin’
Yellow' wild indigo, ‘Honorine Jobert’
anemone, creeping speedwell, and
‘Morning Light’ maiden grass and ‘Heavy
Metal' switchgrass.

The Takeaway: Efficiency and simplicity
are key. “This space had to incorporate a
variety of outdoor lifestyle elements—a
dog run, a barbecue, the pool, etc.—
that all needed to look good and

work together, in close proximity. It's
important to recognize the layering or
‘program overlap' required. Ultimately,
you're creating a garden living room
where many different things can happen
at any given time. The composition

of the space and plantings are very
important. You have to make sure
those elements don't detract from one
another, but are harmonized.”

JOSHUA MCHUGH (2)

THE PLACE

BAYSIDE
HAVEN

The Idea: The firm designed the home
and the landscape on a site at the
edge of a large bay. There were no
wetlands there when work started,
but the building code required that
they be replanted. “The palette and
textures of the flower border were
developed and based on the wetlands
planting we installed,” Sawyer says.
“The client wanted certain types of
flowers that wouldn't have looked
right in front of this natural system.

| told them to think of this border

as a zipper that would pull together
their more formal lifestyle with the
wetlands and natural systems beyond
it. We urged them to go with grasses
and marsh plants, and finally we did
give them the flowers. But it was our
job to figure out how to make it look
and behave well next to a marsh.”

The Plants: The upper “zipper”
garden combines the colorful, more
visible plants that the homeowner
requested as well as the choices
that Sawyer|Berson suggested:
hyssop, salvia, lamb's ears, lilac,
daisy, aster, speedwell, Russian sage,
and artemisia. The wetlands buffer
features northern bayberry, beach
plum, liatris, feather reed grass, blue
fescue, and switchgrass.

The Takeaway: “The flower border
and the wetlands had to borrow
from each other, sharing some color
and texture, but they function in
completely different ways,” says
Sawyer. “One is strictly serving the
wetlands while the other is purely
aesthetic—the flowers you see from
the kitchen and the living room—but
they were composed together.”



THE PLACE

TOWN-
HOUSE
COURTYARD
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The Idea: “Shortly after my
first conversation with the
homeowner, | went on a trip
to Ireland, seeing gardens
and houses all through the
country. | was completely
smitten with a fern garden
that was incredibly green,
mossy, and wet—a weeping-
rock-style garden. That

was the inspiration for this
project. We knew we could
only do green; there was just
no point in doing flowers,
and the client really didn’t
like flowers."” Before adding

the plantings, however, they
added reclaimed 19th-century
bluestone sidewalk pavers,

as well as an old limestone
trough from England.

The Plants: Staghorn ferns
are mounted on the brick
fagade, and succulents
populate the carved stone
planters. Also throughout the
garden: boxwood, English ivy,
white birch trees, and Rose of
Sharon.

The Takeaway: “It's a

single space and you can't
really change a townhouse

THE PLACE

MANHATTAN
ROOETOP
TERRACE

garden arrangement; it is
what it is. This project was
about introducing texture,
patina, and age. The house

is beautifully restored; it
was refurbished and gently
brought back to life, with

all the old floorboards and
plasterwork. So you can't
use new bluestone; you can't
have a perfect fence. You have
to use old things, from the
paving stones to the plants.
This project was a lesson in
creating an atmosphere of
depth and age."

CHRISTOPHER BAKER; BILLY CUNNINGHAM;

PETER MURDOCK; JENNIFER LISEO

The Idea: “This project was a huge challenge.
The homeowner wanted to create a roof
terrace that would serve as an outdoor
living room, and there was nothing there
when we started, other than the building's
elevator shaft,” says Sawyer. “Our solution
was a complete fabrication, a massive steel
and glass structure sitting on four huge
columns that were posted above the roof.

)

THE PLACE

URBAN
OASIS

We weren't allowed to touch the building
except for attaching to the columns, so it floats
like a 50-by-50-foot platter above the roof
and parapet. Imagine a waiter holding a tray.”
The terrace sits above the roof, with three feet
of space below it, providing access to all the
wiring, drainage, irrigation, outdoor speakers,
etc. The work was inspired by architect Paul
Rudolph'’s terrace on Beekman Place—a huge
black steel cage that's visible from the East
River—and the stainless-steel perforated
panels and riveting and metal connection
details from Chareau'’s Maison de Verre.

The Plants: Japanese white pine, bayberry,
‘Tardiva' hydrangea, Japanese garden juniper,
artemisia, purple sage, and autumn clematis.

The Idea: “This client wanted a very

proper neoclassical garden, and, per his
request, it was designed to be viewed from
the second floor of the house. The trellis work
is mahogany that's painted black, with just a
touch of green in it. We also added mirrors
behind the trellis, to give some energy to
the space,” says Sawyer. Weathered antique
bluestone pavers give the space texture and
patina, as do the rustic Impruneta terra cotta
pots from Italy, which were custom-colored
in a specific shade of gray. The planters were
filled with hosta, to create a classic green-
and-white garden.

The Plants: English ivy, American boxwood,

The Takeaway: “This was a lesson in
Manhattan real estate. This terrace cost as
much to build as the apartment itself, and

in some ways it was far more difficult, but

it was the component that really made the
apartment sing—and made it a very valuable
property. | don't think many people would
ever have devoted this much money and
attention to a roof terrace. It seems like an
obvious thing, but it doubled the living space,
as well as the value, and it also doubled the
homeowner's enjoyment.” An important part
of its success: “We used only the plantings
that would grow and flourish in the dunes of
Long Island because the winds here [on the
terrace] are so rough.”

‘Patriot’ hosta, Hosta sieboldiana, New Guinea
impatiens, and Soleirolia soleirolii (planted
between stone pavers).

The Takeaway: ‘The planters can be moved
to allow for flexibility. The homeowner had a
garden party every year, and everything would
be pushed to the sides to create a big open
space, and we had to make sure this could be
accommodated.

“Everything behind the fence is mirrored, so
when you're in the space you see this glittering
garden beyond, through the trellis,” says
Sawyer. “The mirrors enhance the area, so that
instead of a dead stop at the edge, it has depth;
it's an old garden trick.”
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