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HE LANDSCAPE ARCHITECT carefully
weighed the geological, botanical, historical,
and even auditory context of this midsized San
Juan Island residence with nearby views of a small
horseshoe-shaped bay and distant mountains. The
resulting design celebrates the strong views from
the site while paying equal attention to the intimacy of the woods. As the view remains blocked
by dense forest, a visitor must descend through the
forest to the house. The walk offers a meandering
engagement in all things minute and intimate. A
pathway of local “alger green” rock marks the way.
With the exception of two enclosed gardens, local
and West Coast native plantings were favored. A
“light tower” was a collaborative design element,
acting as a beacon at night on the path through the
trees to the front door. Ascending the tower takes one above the “forest canopy” and provides a view of the
bay. “The landscape architect has created a romantic space with color,” jurors said. “The design is not obvious, which is very difﬁcult to achieve.”

STEPPING TO THE SHORE
An island off the Washington coast is the setting for a
woodland garden. By Clair Enlow s Photography by Steve Dubinsky

F

rom a bayside cliff near the foot
of Lopez Island, the low screech
of an eagle and the lapping of
small waves are often the only
sounds. Lopez is one of the San
Juans, a constellation of islands inside
Washington state’s marine waters.
White peaks of the Olympics in the
distance and the passage of the occasional orca whale or kayak complete
the scene. This vastness is the ﬁnal
destination for the landscape sequence
at the San Juan House, which sits very
near the land’s edge above a small
beach. Paul Broadhurst, asla, of Paul
R. Broadhurst + Associates, has based
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magazine and in many other design publications. The
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his design for the site on the understanding that this reward should not
be rushed. In fact, it is best when discovered after a walk in the woods. The
site has its own story, and the closeness
of trees and memories provides the forest yin to the yang of the cliff and water
scenery.
Broadhurst points to one of the larger
evergreens on the site, where a large
winch is embedded in the bark—a
tribute, he says, to the ingenuity of the
former owners, who hauled their provisions up from the water. Still reachable
only by ferry, Lopez has long been a refuge for artists and independent-mind-

ed settlers such as the two women who
had made a life for themselves here.
The new owners, who divide their time
between Lopez and the Baja Peninsula
in Mexico, were drawn to the place by
the peaceful seclusion and the scenery
and wanted to enjoy it and share it
with guests. They brought Broadhurst,
who had designed the landscape for
their previous home in Seattle, to review the site from the air.
Broadhurst’s work began with a plan
that includes a rebuilt and expanded
main house, a garage, and a guest cottage. The geology of the shore limits
development in a very natural way. Be-

Plantings at San Juan House blend in seamlessly with the breathtaking natural landscape and island scenery in Washington state.
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Ornamentals are largely conﬁned to the gardens that lie inside two fenced enclosures, spilling out only slightly for spare seasonal color.

cause the bedrock comes so near the surface around the bay,
septic systems are not easy to site and limited in capacity.
Wells must not be overdrawn, or seawater begins to seep
in. There are other limits to development, including a very
aggressively enforced shoreline ordinance and a nature conservancy as far as the eye can see on one side of the bay.
Respecting these conditions, care was taken to make use
of the existing house and garden footprint and to heal the
The plan for the landscape, right, brings the forest understory and
midstory through the compound at the back of the house, while the
waterside is designed to accommodate furnishings and gatherings,
top. Native plants and rock work edge the spa, above.
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forest ﬂoor outside the building and
walkway parameters. The septic ﬁeld is
located under a “meadow” that lies inside
the edges of the compound.
The site narrative begins with the enclosure in the forest and ends with release
on the shore. The looped driveway approach to the site is upland and to one
side of the compound. A small paved arbor court stands beside the garage, providing an arrival point and setting up
the entry sequence. From there, stepped
pavers seem poised just above the forest
ﬂoor, descending lightly into the newly
constructed woodland and the entry to
the house.
Before reaching the door, a footpath departs to go around the walls, passing the
enclosed garden above before joining the
expansive waterside patio and its various courts. Either choice—into the front
door and the light-ﬂooded interior or
around to the other side of the house—
leads to a sudden encounter with water,
sky, and shore. The experience of breaking through to a clearing in the woods is
augmented by the sensation of arriving
at the edge of a precipice.
As a designer, Broadhurst is obsessed
with the margins between built and unbuilt, structure and chaos. This shows in
his handling of the concrete steps and

pathways through the forest. The large,
etched pavers are molded to order in four
forms—ﬂat, edge, right and left corners—and placed over poured concrete
foundation with reveals so that they seem
to ﬂoat above the chaos of the ground.
Broadhurst has done more than heal the
ground next to the buildings, where the
forest path leads down to the house. Soil
was imported and built up to create a
special intimacy between forest ﬂoor and
architecture. From the interior of the
house, the result of this land sculpting
is to heighten contrast between the cool
embrace of the forest on one side and the
bright, open view on the other.
Broadhurst also paid respect to the legacy of “the ladies,” as he calls the original
owners, enclosing a vegetable and cutting garden in a more permanent stone
wall precisely where their deer-proof wire
fence and garden had been. The pebble
mosaic squares of their patio now pave
the landing on the steep path to the
beach.
The traditional gardening areas desired
by the owners (including the original
owners’ reinvented vegetable garden) are
walled off from the rest of the landscape.
In this way, the built environment is
tightly controlled so that the woodland
areas can be more clearly at one with the

native surroundings.
Broadhurst, who came to the Paciﬁc
Northwest from his native England on
a fellowship and stayed to study and design upscale residential gardens in the
Seattle area, has never lost his fascination with the natural environment of the
mountains, the Columbia Gorge, and the
coast. He has made a special study of the
Northwest plant palette, adapting it to
complement the decidedly modernist
lines of his pathways and hardscapes.
To make a point that applies perfectly
to the San Juan House, he likes to quote
Gertrude Jekyll: “This is hardly the place
for bearded irises!” As inﬂuences, he
counts Thomas Church, Luis Barragán—
and Alice Waters. When he dined at her
famous restaurant in Berkeley, California,
Chez Panisse, “The menu communicated
to me where I was and the time of year.”
Broadhurst ﬁnds that native plants are
perfect communicators. Having corralled
specialized areas for growing cutting
ﬂowers and vegetables, he gave the rest of
the site at the San Juan House over to native plants. Some—the tall Douglas ﬁrs,
sinewy madronas, and rampant salal, for
instance—were already established and
had only to become part of the composition. But he speciﬁed more than 25 native species in the design. The exceptions
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On the upland side of the house as shown in the plan, below right, where the slope
between driveway and front door is traversed, paved steps seem to ﬂoat above the
forest ﬂoor, right, and the native plantings, top right, blend with the island environment. The landscape is intimately connected to the forest surroundings, preserving
midstory plants and providing a network of paths through the site, above.

are a strategic scattering of geranium, allium,
and milkweed that drifts out from the enclosures and along level paths as if volunteering
among the native plants.
These choices—a common thread in Broadhurst’s practice—are based on science as well
as aesthetics. “What are the niches (ecologically) we are creating in our built landscapes?”
he asks, rhetorically. “What plants can best
ﬁll these spaces?” He might have chosen any
available epimedium for the forest ﬂoor. Instead, “Vancouveria (hexandra) ﬁlls exactly
the same ecological niche.”
By deliberately drawing connections between
popular commercial plants and species that
are native to the Paciﬁc Northwest, Broadhurst shows how a native plant palette can
be applied to a design framework of drifting ground cover, softly mounding midstory
plants, and low trees —all under the iconic
evergreens. LAM
Clair Enlow is a freelance writer in Seattle.
PROJECT CREDITS Landscape designer: Paul R.
Broadhurst + Associates, Seattle. Architect:
Jodie Carrol. Stonemason and hard surface contractor:
Michael Scharnberg.
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rom a bayside cliff near the foot
of Lopez Island, the low screech
of an eagle and the lapping of
small waves are often the only
sounds. Lopez is one of the San
Juans, a constellation of islands inside
Washington state’s marine waters.
White peaks of the Olympics in the
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had made a life for themselves here.
The new owners, who divide their time
between Lopez and the Baja Peninsula
in Mexico, were drawn to the place by
the peaceful seclusion and the scenery
and wanted to enjoy it and share it
with guests. They brought Broadhurst,
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