OUTMODED FOUNDATION PLANTING
HAUNTS LANDSCAPE DESIGN PROGRESS

By Fred K. Buscher and Jot D. Carpenter, area extension agent in horticulture and chairman of the Department of Landscape Architecture
respectively, Ohio State University

Foundation planting is a landscape term which has
been used for more than 60 years to describe a
method of planting around the base of buildings.
Before the turn of the century, foundation
plantings were called base plantations, and later,
base plantings. These plantings were designed to
overcome the rigid architectural styles of the era
and provided a more harmonious transition from
the lawn to the base of the walls of the building
with plants arranged in a natural manner.

The origin of the term “foundation planting” is
difficult to document, but references to it can be
found in articles on landscape gardening as far
back as 1914. Plants have always been used near
buildings, but planting a row of shrubs (deciduous
or evergreen) in a straight line across the front of a
building is a comparatively recent American idea.
This practice has been condemned over the last 30
years as no longer necessary. Foundation plantings
are criticized today when used in an eclectic man-
ner instead of part of the landscape design of
residential properties.

Unfortunately, the expression ‘‘foundation
planting” has become so popularized by the hor-
ticultural press and landscape industry that
planting the front of a house is one of the first con-
siderations of the new homeowner. Consequently,
much of this is overdone today. The problems of
the foundation planting in today's landscape are
still very real, as they were in 1900.

Many of the books written on landscape and gar-
den design before and after World War I made an
appeal to make the country more beautiful. The ob-
jective of these landscape books was to help in the
artistic development of the home grounds of the
suburban and moderate-size city lot homeowner.

There was little reference to landscape planning
for the small city lot residential property where
most of the people lived. Information for the small
home gardener could be found in the garden
magazines or larger homes in the city and suburbs
could be used as models.

Another purpose of the garden design books was
to provide horticultural information for those in
the landscape business and those with a desire to
know more about the beautification and
improvement of their properties. Many persons
engaged in the landscape industry today either
grew up on a farm or lived in a small house on a
narrow city lot with little planting.

Writers at the turn of the century recommended
using more plants about the foundation area of the
house. H. Kellaway, an early writer, suggested that
most buildings would look bold and bare if they did
not have some plants at their base. Plants would
soften the sharp line and create a softening effect
so the building would appear as part of the total
landscape composition.

Base plantings were criticized before the turn of
the century. One writer warned to avoid the

European influence on architecture following

the Civil War, such as Victorian style (top), and the warm air
furnace encouraged use of foundation planting

Misuse of foundation planting (bottom)

overuse of shrubs. The house should not look as
though it grew out of a thicket or that the cultiva-
tion of shrubs was the owner’s chief concern.
Instead, the late 19th century writers suggested
the massing of plants in the angles of porches, steps
and bay windows. To avoid the straight rows of
plants, garden designers even suggested breaking
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the plantings, allowing the foundation to be seen
resting on the grass giving a semblance of stability
to the house.

By 1922, foundation planting was well en-
trenched in landscape vocabulary. One definition
of the term included: groups of shrubbery located
along the base of a building. The objective of the
foundation planting was to hide unsightly walls,
soften the hard lines of the architecture, provide
some measure of privacy, and unite the building
with the ground. Some of the terminology is still
used today to justify foundation planting, such as:
to tie the building to the ground, to soften it, and to
conceal scars. Landscaping the front of a house
with a row of shrubs was highly criticized for not
improving the appearance of the house. Instead the
emphasis was always on irregularly massing
shrubs at the corners of the house.

No base planting was considered necessary for
houses which were set close to the ground. In this
event, the lawn could extend up to the lines of the
porches, but group plantings should be massed at
the corners of the house. When enough of the foun-

dation showed above grade, Gridland suggested

that only dwarf plants should be used and larger
types placed at the corners and in the blank spaces
between windows. There was always concern not
to plant in front of a window as this would interfere

with light and ventilation. Garden designers urged
that base plantings should have curving lines and
to avoid the monotous rows of shrubs. The lines of
the planting beds should extend out at the corners
and recede into the face of the building. Both tall
and low growing plants would add to the effect of
this method of base plantings.

Going further back in history, thére was little
concern by the average homeowner over extensive
landscaping plans. For example, before the Civil
War, the front yards of the smaller houses were
usually only 6 to 10 feet deep. Some of the larger
houses were set back from the street. Most houses
had fences for protection from livestock running at
large. A visitor to New York in 1850 complained
that pigs rooted in the gutters and that cattle were
herded in droves through the streets.

After the Civil War in America, changes began to
occur in architectural style and residential con-
struction which had some effects on the types of
landscape planting. The expression ‘“‘front yard”
was used to describe the area around the house
open to the public view. The term was not the most
appropriate, but at that time, a garden was con-
sidered a place for vegetable or flowers to be kept
out of public view in the back.

The picket fences started to disappear from the
American landscape scene as pioneer conditions

Cut, Roll, Slab or Fold, 24 hours a day,
wet or dry weather, all sod conditions.

With a Brouwer Harvester you do it all with time and
money saving efficiency.
Over 1000 Top Turf men around the world use
Brouwer Harvesters to assure themselves of top profit.
The Brouwer line of Harvesters is engineered by a
Turf Grower for Turf Growers. They're economical to
acquire, labour saving, and they eliminate waste.
Available in 15, 16, 18 and 24 inch widths and
a choice of pallet sizes.

You get a more uniform cut, less down
time, less top soil removal, and a
harvester that operates off the uncut
turf. Brouwer Harvesters are easy on
your sod. Write for our free Harvester
brochure.

BROUWER |

The Turf Equipment People B

Brouwer Turf Equipment Limited, Woodbine Ave., Keswick, Ontario, Canada L4P 3E9 Tel: (416) 476-4311

Circle 122 on free information card
66 WEEDS TREES & TURF/MARCH 1980



Foundation from page 66

began to fade, although some fences remain to con-
tinue the customs. Houses were set further back
from the street with larger, more open and showy
front yards. It was during this period in American
History that the front yards became a major feature
in residential landscape design. The habit of living
in the garden, as was also the custom in England
and Europe, began to decline in America, and with
it, the need for privacy in the front and back yards
was less important.

Between 1850 and the early 1900’s the influence
of Andrew Jackson Downing and his followers
dominated American landscape design and
thought. They advocated the so-called natural style
of landscape planting of the larger estates and
parks. This involved curving drives, walks, and
isolated planting beds, at times placed without
good reason. The natural style featured several ex-
otic ornamental trees or shrubs in the front yards
such as the copper beech and weeping birch. Later,
the electric blue spruce was a front yard feature.
Even shrubs were planted as single specimens or in
beds in the front lawns. Later, the native plants
began to replace the exotic European specimens
once considered to be more important.

The end of the Civil War brought an end to the
Greek and Roman revival style of architecture in
America. Architects and builders began to experi-
ment with the Gothic, the Egyptian, the Romanes-
que, the Byzantine, and the contemporary French.
Out of all this, a Victorian style developed.

This was also a time when new materials, new
tools, and manufacturing processes became
available to the builders. Low-cost steel replaced
handwrought iron. The manufacture of Portland

cement boosted brick and masonry construction..

Plate glass manufacture was industrialized. Wood
was the most abundant building material of this
time. There were new power tools to cut, turn,
twist, and shape the wood into the symbols of the
Victorian period.

The European influence on residential architec-
ture began to show up in the homes of the newly
rich after the Civil War. This was considered the
darkest period of American residential architec-
ture. It was the time of the pseudo manor, Vic-
torian, Gothic and French Mansard along with beds
of geraniums and cannas, iron deer, and open
lawns. At the close of the century, authentic
revivals of architecture began again and brought
an end to the excesses of the Victorian age with
improved domesfic architecture.

The custom-built houses with high foundations
occured about the same time houses were placed
further back from the street and set in an open
lawn. Thus, the planting of shrubs and vines next to
the base of the house and porches began, and foun-
dation plantings became the style. In those years,
such a foundation planting was deemed necessary
to hide the foundation and otherwise soften the
break between the house and lawn.

Another fact that contributed to the building of
exposed basement foundation walls was the new
concept of central heating and introduction of the
warm air furnace. The basic heat sources before
the gravity warm-air furnace were steam or hot
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Civil War era home without porch,or tall foundation, or base
plantings

water. The warm-air furnace was the least expen-
sive to install, and by 1894 was a fairly well
developed basic source of heat in houses. The hot-
air furnace was installed below the rooms to be
heated requiring a relatively deep basement.

To reduce digging to make sufficiently deep
basements, some foundations were laid at ground
level, or a little below grade. The excavated soil
was terraced against the exposed basement wall.
High foundations were not always considered
problems. It was considered much better to have a
shallow basement than one dug too deep, as the
height could be overcome by planting at the base of
the house when there was sufficient soil for the fill.

Porches also had influence on the foundation
planting. The trend for out-of-door living after the
turn of the century brought about another change
in house design. It caused architects to complain
that porches were the greatest trial they had. The
porch was absent in the homes of early America,
England, and France. By the 1920's, the typical
house was the two-story “packing box'" cube with a
porch across the front. This was one of the most dif-
ficult houses to plant successfully. With this type of
building, the landscape designers were justified in
suggesting a foundation planting where previously
it would have been condemned.

Although the steam heating system was first
developed by James Watt in 1770, a major draw-
back in its development was high cost and a lack of
trained fitters in the smaller towns and villages to
install the system. The hot water system paralleled
the development of the steam system, and by the
early 1900's, both heating methods were used in
residential and commercial buildings in addition to
the less expensive gravity warm-air furnaces. With
this system the leader or warm air round pipes ra-
diated out from the top of the furnace to the first
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floor registers and second floor stacks. Leader
pipes and cold-air return ducts were designed to be
short and direct, necessitating the large furnace to
be placed in the center of the basement.

The long front porch was not a family center of
activity, but reserved for afternoon, good clothes,
gossip with the neighbors, and a place where the
ladies did their hand sewing. The porch was also
an outgrowth of the social needs tp observe the
passing scene of the neighborhoods daily life. Most
porches were ugly from an architectural standpoint
and difficult to add to a well designed house. The
houses which are the most pleasing visually have
stoops but no porches. Front porches are a part of
the passing scene today. However, the plants which
once were used to hide the open porch railings and
lattice work between the supporting posts of
houses of that architectural style still exist. This
type of “left-over” foundation planting across the
front of most residential houses today serves no
real purpose.

When the trend for privacy and garden living
again became desirable, the porch was moved to
the side or rear of the house in conjunction with a
patio. A new mode of landscape design slowly
began to develop about 40 years ago when gardens
and the landscape were suggested as places to be
lived in, rather than looked at.

Authors such as Waugh, writing in the 1920’s,
show there is still tremendous agreement among to-
day's authors with many of the principles in the
older books and articles on landscape architecture
and garden design. Careful consideration of the
basic principles of good design and approaches to
solving environmental problems used in the 1920's
show that only the styles of the language and
vocabulary have changed. The directions for the
development of the small home grounds, however,
were written primarily for the well-to-do owners of
larger properties in the city or suburbs.

The landscape architects, gardeners, and writers
played a major part in the landscape improvement
of the communities during the 1930's but their sug-
gestions were beyond the reach of the majority of
Americans who lived in small houses on narrow
city lots, on farms, or in small towns and villages.
Much of the gardening information for the
“average' American was obtained from the garden
magazines where the original source of informa-
tion came from the garden and landscape books.
The pattern for landscape designs of the small
houses was copied in a selective manner from the
larger homes, but without the changes necessary
due to scale and site differences.

By the early 1930's many of the people in the
towns and cities of the United States lived in multi-
family dwellings. From the time when foundation-
plantings were used to cover the exposed masonry
of houses and up to and beyond the middle 1930’s,
the average American lived in small houses. The
characteristic of the small urban home is com-
pactness in high density population. The houses
were most often two-family. Single houses were on
narrow lots of 35-50 feet wide and 100-150 deep.
These properties had small front and back yards
with a minimum of space for gardens and shrubs.

Continues on page 72
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The suburban home of this period was set closer to
the ground with less foundation showing on a
larger lot of 7,000 or more square feet. These subur-
ban homes had a great deal of planting area around
them with room for flowers or vegetable gardens in
the rear. The American suburban home of the mid-
thirties had a wide variety of modern architectural
planning and design features comparable with
most of today's houses except for the split-levels.
The exterior architectural appearances were

varied and derived from a great number of styles .

such as English, Colonial, Spanish, Georgian, or a
mixture of these in an American Style.

Most of the circumstances which led to the
development of the foundation planting as
described in the preceding paragraphs have
changed, but the practice of planting the front of
houses lingers on. In general, the high foundation is
gone from today's houses, but the planting is still
there. This method of planting does not meet to-
day’s need. However, it is a custom that will die
slowly with the landscape nurserymen and home
gardener. Eckbo, in his book Landscape for Living,

stated: “Foundation-planting; that great technique *

for moving miscellaneous nursery stock purports to
‘tie the building to the ground, soften it, conceal the
scars,” etc.” Landscaping is very apt to be sold as
beautification which may cover up damage to
nature or mistakes of architects or builders.

The professional literature has been full of
references that criticize the concept of the founda-
tion planting. In 1935, Bottomly wrote: “The con-
tinous foundation planting is wrong mainly
because it is overdone and because the connecting
plants are so high and so positive as to destroy the
effect of the functional plants at the entrances and
corners.” Writers on landscape, in general, have
said the only reason for any form of foundation
planting should be used to soften the lines of the
building and help blend the building into the sur-
rounding landscape.

One way suggested to focus attention on any fault
in a foundation planting was by taking a picture of
the front of the house, framing it and hanging it
over the fireplace. If something was wrong, the
problem would show up easily, since, generally,
tall shrubs should be planted at the corners of the
house to soften harsh lines and create a transition
to the landscape and some accent be made at the
doorway. The old practice of accenting the
doorway was simply to plant six spireas each side
of the front door.

Landscape architects writing for the benefit of
the home gardeners mentioned there were more
poor examples of foundation plantings in America
than any other type of planting. They were critical
of the many reasons given for using foundation
plantings such as fitting the house to the sur-
rounding area, or harmonizing the vertical lines of
the building with the horizontal lines of the ground.
Other reasons listed to justify foundation planting
were to soften the lines about the house or to ac-
centuate or decorate. These were all worthy pur-
poses, but the landscape critics questioned how
much softening or harmony there was in the
monotony of stiffly spotted evergreens or
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Porches moved to the side orrear -«
of the house, but the plants remained as before.

deciduous shrubs planted around a building. One
recommendation was to forget about the founda-
tion planting entirely as the major reasons for its
existence had passed into oblivion. What it does is
set the house on a ruffle of fluffy foliage, or if the
plants have been sheared the house sits on an Alice
in Wonderland set of machine-like cubes, spheres,
and pyramids.

In any discussion on the good or bad features of
foundation plantings, it is the house which must be
considered the most conspicuous object in the
landscape. Plants are one of the elements in the
landscape that best create the harmony between

“the ground area and the building. The foundation

area is where plants can be located to create this
harmony.

There is no reason to completely encircle a house
with a continuous mass of shrubbery unless the
house has an ugly foundation. High foundations of
stone or brickwork are often attractive, at least in
part, and can add a pleasant view if made visible.
With today's architecture, whether modern or trad-
itional in style, standard construction brings the
facing material (wood, brick, etc.) to within 6
inches or so of the ground, showing little or no
foundation, so there is even less need for founda-
tion planting.

The criteria for a good foundation planting may
be that it should never call attention to itself; felt,
but not necessarily noticed, so that the facade of
the house will be accented to harmonize with the
entire landscape development. Too often the op-
posite is seen where the foundation planting
becomes a collection of plants with different
shapes, contrasting textures, exotic colors of foliage
and flower, as though the plants are being grown
for the sole purpose of cultivating a small ar-
boretum.

The foundation planting should not be treated as
a separate unit of the landscape, but as part of the
entire house and garden design. Perhaps it would
be better to forget about the foundation planting
and consider the overall setting of the house, its
background and foreground, and the ground area
as one unit. When this happens, the plantings about
the walls of the foundation will be less prominent,
with fewer varieties and quantities of plants, so
that attention is directed to the house rather than
the planting. Today, houses have attractive walls
that can be enhanced with shrubs, not concealed,
and the landscape is supposed to be lived in, not
just to be looked at.

The contemporary approach to foundation



planting is to treat it as part of the total planting
design, not as a separate unit. At one time,
plantings in front yards were designed to be
viewed as a picture to be seen while walking or
traveling by in a car or carriage. Today, the front
vard should be considered, not as a picture, but
rather as a space for people to use — a part of the
entry to the home.

Some authors have suggested a number of simple
rules as guides in solving design problems of the
foundation planting. These rules included planting
corners; doorways of the home; suggestions on
shapes, widths, and lengths of planting beds; and
selection of plants to fit the building and environ-
ment. (How do you design a set of rules that can ap-
ply to all styles of architecture and house?)

Part of the problem we have today in residential
planting design is the application to all types of
architecture of a concept developed years ago for a
single type of architecture. We no longer build
houses with high foundations, but the same type of
planting is still placed in front of colonial, cape
cod, (which authentically would have no founda-
tion planting) ranch, or split level houses.

The use of plants in foundation planting to create
a transition from the building to the ground or to
accentuate, decorate, and soften the harsh lines
about the house, etc., have been primarily thought
of as the artistic part of planting design one of sim-

plicity, scale relationship, balance, sequence, and
focalization.

More important is the functional role of plants to
solve environmental and aesthetic problems in the
landscape. Contemporary planting design uses the
functional spectrum of plants which includes
architectural, engineering, climate control, and
aesthetic use of plants.

Architecturally, plants can be used to form walls,
canopies, or floors by taking advantage of their
different growth habits and foliage characteristics.
They can be used to define or articulate a space,
provide privacy, screen an unpleasant view, or
reveal or frame a significant view or object.

Plants used for engineering purposes can reduce
the glare of lights, or create a better traffic pattern
for movement of people and cars. The engineering
spectrum of plants can also include sound control,
air-conditioning, and erosion control to mention
just a few.

The climate control spectrum might use
deciduous shade trees to screen the hot sun or in
winter, to permit the sun to penetrate to the
ground. Plants used in climate control can act as
windbreaks, increasing or decreasing wind
velocities and directions, can reduce the impact of
precipitation, and can change solar radiation
levels.
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Plants have been used trad-
itionally for beautification
(aesthetics). This has unfortunately
been considered the major or only
reason for plantings around
buildings by most people.

Aesthetically, plants can become a
piece of living sculpture, as when
placed against a wall to give an inter-
esting shadow pattern of branches.
They can be used as a background
for other plants, or to help blend
together unrelated objects,
buildings, or structures. They pro-
vide an environment for birds and
wildlife and enhance our sur-
roundings. An important aspect of
aesthetics often overlooked is the
impact on senses other than sight -
smell - touch and hearing. Examples
might be the sound of the winds in
the pines, the scent of a linden grove
in spring or the feel of new clover on
a sunny hillside.

An alternative to foundation

Good planting design thus con-
siders the front yard, not just founda-
tion planting, and relies heavily on
the functional spectrum of plants.
The landscape design process is used
to create the kind of entry place or
front yard we want and will result in
the use of plants, pavements, and
structures. Pattern, textures, scale
and form of these elements (plants,
pavements, and structures) must be
considered in the development of

the design. We can create that cer-
tain feeling of privacy, personality,
or sense of place we want our yard to
express. However, certain environ-
mental and space design problems
must be solved by considering the
functional spectrum of plants and
applying the five design principles:
simplicity, balance, scale, sequence,
and focalization. Examples of apply-
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ing the design principles might in-
clude:

Achieving focalization through the
use of specimen plant, metal or wood
sculpture, a light] the seasonal inter-
est of flowers or foliage changes of
autumn.

Achieving scale by creating walks
which are wide enough for the use
and space, fences which are the right
height or plant masses which relate
properly to the entire width of the
space.

Achieving balance by considering
the relationship of a large oak to
another oak or to two or three small
trees so that volumes are roughly
equivalent.

Each planting design is unique and
must be developed for the style and
lines of the building, its materials
and colors, and equally important,
for the people who live there. The
selection of plants should be based
on whether or not the plant fits the
design, not upon the individual char-
acteristics of the plant. It is more im-
portant to know what is needed in a
plant, and then find the plant that
fits those needs, not vice-versa.

Modern day planting design at-
tempts to integrate plants and
architecture with the surrounding
environment by allowing those
things which need dominance to
become focal and those things that
are subordinate to fit into the back-
ground where they are appropriate.
Even though the architecture has an
important place in the development
of the landscape design, it may be
necessary to forego architectural
dominance in order to create a solu-
tion that will make the program
work. A building with excellent
architectural features actually needs
very few plants to accentuate its
characteristics. However, to accom-
plish the design needs of the total
property, a great many plants and
structures might be necessary.

If on the other hand, one has a
structure which is not architecturally
pleasing, it may be necessary to use
many plants to draw attention away
from the architecture, by making the
landscape dominant. However, if the
program requires a very simple solu-
tion, it may be necessary to live with
a highly visual dominant architec-
tural element because of the nature
of the needs and how one wants to
develop the site. WTT



