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THROUGH 
THE HEDGE

A Charlottesville garden embraces 
a woodland
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“An unfolding story” is how one 
Charlottesville resident describes 
her collaboration with landscape 
designer Cole Burrell. That’s apt 

—their work together has logged nine years and 
counting. But it’s also a fair description of what 
happens when you walk through the garden. From 
the street to the rear property line, the landscape 
here reveals one lovely chapter after another.

When she moved in in 1998, said the home-
owner, “the basic geometry of it was in place.” 
That is, a series of terraces cascaded downhill 
from the house, flanked by long perennial beds 
along the sides. But there were no walls, and two 
oversized boxwoods hid the rear half of the prop-
erty from view. “It wasn’t articulated and it wasn’t 
elaborated in relation to the house or the moun-
tains,” she said.

In 2006, she read about Burrell’s work in The 
New York Times and, realizing he was local, 
called him up. “I explained that what I wanted 
was to look out and feel pulled into the garden,” 
she said.

Now, the view from the rear windows of the 
house is nothing if not enticing. Brick walls 
define the terraces and wide steps lead from 
one level to another, beckoning one forward. 
Burrell replaced the boxwood screen with 
lower-profile Japanese maples and worked to 
add texture and color throughout all seasons. 
“We have bulbs and hellebores that bloom 
early, and we have interesting things into au-
tumn,” he said.

But he didn’t envision this all at once. “I don’t 
like to superimpose an idea on a site,” he said. “I 
have to work closely with the person,” slowly 
developing a plan that will answer the needs of 
both site and client.

In this case, he began by renovating peren-
nial beds. The property—nearly an acre and a 
quarter—was already blessed with remarkable 
bones. Enormous magnolia and holly trees stood 
in the side lawn, and two huge tulip poplars 
anchored the lower section. (One has since been 
felled by lightning.)

Fortunate accidents have in some ways driven 
the process. Just off the rear porch was a tower-
ing Deodar cedar that lost its whole top portion 
in the derecho of 2012. Now, a massive trunk 
and a smaller crown make for a charmingly mis-
matched pair. “It was the best thing that could 
possibly happen,” said Burrell. “It brought it to 
a more manageable scale. I love the fact that it’s 
reinvigorated the plant.”

As Burrell and his client picked up steam—
tackling a patio and fountain just behind the 
house, installing a parterre garden—they even-
tually confronted the jungle-like rear section of 
the property. A swimming pool, about halfway 
from house to property line, pushed up against 
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From the street to the rear property line, the landscape 
here reveals one lovely chapter after another.

Burrell created intimate moments throughout the garden, including installing a parterre with tulips at its center.






