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MAIAEL KRS

Set in
Stone

Long overlooked, gravel is

linally being recognized for

its enduring beauty

BY LISE FUNDERBU KRG

TOoO MANY GARDENERS focus
only on gravel's function, not on
its form. They're preoceupied,
understandably, with bloom
Limes, fish fertilizers, and how to
keep bulb catalogues and credit
cards in separate parts of the
house, If they use gravel at all,
it's dutifully, as a pathway along
carefully planted beds, where
it serves as a backdrop for the
limelight-seeking blooms spill-
ing aver its edges. Or on a patio
as avisual pause between, say, the
attention-demanding corkscrews
of Harry Lavders Walking Stick
(Corylus avellana *Contorta”) and
platter-gsize, come-hither dahlias,
Gruvel, for too long, has been cast
in supporting roles ag an actor
whose job is simply not to steal
thi show,

Lately, though, gravel has
been gaining fans who appreei-
ate its variety and versatility and
treat it like a star. “1'm crazy for
gravel,” sayvs Los Angeles land-
scape designer Marissa Mandel.
“1 love to see things floating in
it, whether that's raised beds or
larger stones,” Mandel favors
u loeally guarried gravel called
Del Rio, which she uses indesign
schemes that range from arid to
Tush Morocean. “1 love the sound
of it underfoot and the sound of
water on it when it rains,” she
pushes. "'l use it as grout on a
patio, or as landing-like steps
edpged with steel.”

Gravel's growing popularity
is related to its increased avail-
ability and also to an expanding
awareness of its inherent rich-
ness incolor, shape, and size. The
only real limits inchoosing gravel
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are yourwallet (the farther gravel
is trucked, the more it costs), your
willingness to give up plantable
turf (terra firma versus terra
even more firma), and your level
of interest in living sustainably
(think globally, pave locally). “If
aclient said to us, “We want lava
rock,”” says Philadelphia land-
scape architect Tavis Dockwiller,
“we say, ‘Move to Hawaii.””
Clients of Dockwiller’s Virid-
ian Landscape Studio are asking
forlocal materials, and not justin
order to reduce the carbon foot-
print. “Foralong time, you could
go toany part of the country and

the landscapes would look the
same,” says Dockwiller. “Now
people are saying, ‘It doesn’t look
like home anymore.” Dockwiller
herself won't use river-tumbled
stones, even local ones, onadry
slope because nature would not
have put them there.

Paving locally doesn’t have to
impose a design constraint. “We

In her Berkeley, California, garden
(above), the late Suzanne Porter
broke up densely planted beds with
a river of blue-gray gravel. A hill-
side San Francisco garden designed
by Andrea Cochran (right) has
LED lights set flush with the gran-
ite gravel (quarried in the Sierra
Mountains).

Element GRAVEL

are blessed with a geology that
runs from sedimentary to igne-
ous,” says Minneapolis landscape
architect Thomas Oslund, “We
useanything from dolomitic lime-
stone from thesouthern partofthe
state to crushed granites from the
central part. We tailor our choice
to the color and effect we want.”
Oslund’s go-to gravels are a trap
rock, from Dresser, Wisconsin,
and acrushed red limestone from
Shakopee, Minnesota, so good at
draining water that it lines base-
ball diamonds throughout the
Midwestand Canada.

Rock seems inert, but over

millennia it does change. Much
of it was born as molten magma
deep within the Earth, and all of
it derives its pigment and form
through contact with elemental
forces: fire, wind, sun, and water,
By the time it becomes gravel, it's
been pounded into pebbles along
rivers and oceans, or excavated
from quarries and crushed.
Crushed gravel can be rough
on bare feet, but the pieces inter-
lock as they settle, providing
a more stable surface and less
scattering over time. Rounded
gravel—despite silhouettes that
project deep tranquillity—is
more like “walking on ball bear-
ings,” Oslund says. Both types
allow water to percolate down

into an aquifer, and in light col-
ors can serve as a heat-reflecting
muleh. Warmer-toned than pave-
ment, cooler and more neutral
than grass, gravel is weather-
proof and malleable: it can follow
curves as easily as itdoes straight
lines. Properly installed, itacts as
aweed barrier, and the colors pick
up on the adjacent plant palette.

Gravel is easy to set down,
requires little maintenance,
and, if well-contained, calls for
only minimal replenishment
every few years. It's cost-effec-
tive, given that it requires no
mowing, watering, or fertilizing.

Gravels researched for this story
ranged in price from $20 to §152
per cubic yard; a 20-by-20-foot
patio can be covered with roughly
three cubic yards.

Throw in that it’s biodegrad-
able (give or take an ice age), and
gravel seems to be the surface
without a downside. Alas, it has
a few. If silt builds up, the gravel
clogs. It won’t break down, like
mulch, into soil-amending nutri-
ents. Gravel can also break your
heart. “We originally had Shi-
rakawa in our Sand and Stone
Garden,” says curator Sadatfumi
Uchiyama of Portland, Oregon’s
Japanese Garden. With a texture
that alternates between jagged
and smooth, Shirakawa, a black-
speckled granite from Kyoto,
Japan, is prized for its ability to
hold raked grooves; those contem-
plation-prompting patterns lasted
weeks unless weather or ram-
bunctious children intervened.
Now the source is a protected
waterway and it’s illegal to har-
vest Shirakawa.

“Right now we're using granite
chips from Canada,” Uchivama
says, “but we keep looking for
something better.” @
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Lay Your Own Path

Given enough patience and
back strength, anyone can
install a basic garden path,

says landscape designer
Michael Donnellan of Sum-
merhill Landseapes in Sag
Harbor, N.Y. [1] Mark out
the path's outer boundar-
ies using string or a garden

hose, taking time to find the
most pleasing curves and
angles. Walking paths should
be 24 1o 36 inches wide, and
preferably on level ground.
Excavate soil to eight inches
below the final surface,
2| Spread and level four
to six inches of erushed
concrete aggregate base

(available from home
improvement centers). Com-
pact the leveled base using a
drum roller or hand tamper.,
Hose it down once or twice
to help it compact.

[3] To inhibit weed growth,
lav a double layer of land-

scape fabric over the
compacted base, leaving
excess fubrie to go under the
path's edging (which can he
made of brick, stone, steel, or
wood). Lay in edging, allow
ing its top to sit no more
than two inches above the
finished surface, |4] Spread
two to fourinches of gravel
over the base, using the back
of ametal rake to help dis-
tribute the material.



