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Constant

G a rde n e r

Architect-turned-landscape-designer Mary Maurel
speaks to H&G about her garden, trusting your
instinct and what gardening means to her

OPPOSITE PAGE
MARY’S HOUSE
IS POSITIONED
AS FAR BACK
ON THE
PLOT AS
POSSIBLE,
WITH KLOMPIECLAD STAIRS
ALLOWING FOR
GENEROUS
ACCESS INTO
THE VERDANT
NORTH-FACING
GARDEN

THE LACEBARK
ELM TREE
PLANTED
INTO THE
STAIRS, TICKEY
CREEPER AND
SPHERES OF
CLIPPED DUNE
CROWBERRY
CREATE A
HARMONIOUS
TRANSITION
BETWEEN
GARDEN
AND HOME
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h
ow did it all begin?
I come from a long line of apple farmers and
gardeners. My dad started growing roses
as a hobby, which became Duncan’s Roses,
and my mom developed a specialist range of
perennials into a nursery, Fairholme Plants.
As a child, I propagated African violets
and avocado trees from the pips on the
windowsill – and I loved to collect seeds.
Growing plants comes instinctively to me.
I find it intensely rewarding.
What does gardening mean
to you?
To garden is fulfilling on so many levels.
Creating a garden that connects with the
landscape and architecture of a site, and
finding the most appropriate stylistic
response, is the part the architect in me
values most. Equally, I love layering plants –
a garden is nothing without a wellconsidered planting palette. Plants breathe
life into it. I love the synergy between
building, garden and site.
If you were to do anything else what
would it be?
I like the idea of continually evolving.
I started as an architect, moved into
landscape design, and there is a chance I’ll
have a plant nursery in my lifetime. If I had
more time, I would like to complete the
circle and go back to architecture.
When did you start creating
your garden?
Fifteen years ago, when I began my career in
landscape design. I created the garden as an
architect, got the structure right and have
added many layers over the years. I chose to
retain the original, sunken garden to ensure
protection from the Cape South-Easter
winds. I flipped the entrance to the south
side of the house, creating an entrance
courtyard where the back of the house
used to be.
What is the best way to learn
about plants?
To grow them in your own garden. I’ve
simplified and refined my gardening over
the years, and with access to unlimited
plants from my dad’s nursery, I’ve tried
many of them. I’ve stuck with those that
are tough, cope with the wind, the thin
Table Mountain soil and have survived
the droughts. But also those that have
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interesting textures and variations in colour
tone, in keeping with the surrounding
mountains and views over the bay.
How did you create privacy in
a high-density urban environment?
While our immediate surroundings
are mostly urban – the City Bowl and
neighbours on three sides – we are lucky
to have wonderful views. I blocked out
the neighbours and our boundary walls
by planting anastrabe and Outeniqua
yellowwood hedges, and a row of Quercus
ilex (holly oak), which I have pleached to
create a ‘hedge on legs’. Over the years, it
has grown so that, from the house, one
overlooks the garden with uninterrupted
views beyond it. The blend is seamless.
What is your favourite thing about
the garden?
I love that we have brought some of the
garden into the house. The planters – which
form the edge of the northern facade, the
tree on the stairs leading into the garden,
the green wall in the entrance courtyard,
and the roof garden – are all intimately
connected to the house.
What are you most proud of ?
Following my heart and creating a career
for myself that I love. I took what I had
learnt from architecture and taught myself
much of what I know about plants. I am
continually observing, reading, learning and
growing, as a designer and plant person.
One thing you should not be afraid
to do when you’re creating a garden?
Trust your gut. Instinct is one of our most
powerful tools, and yet one has to train
oneself to recognise it and trust oneself to
believe in it.
Does your garden showcase your
personal style?
I like to think that rather than having
a style, I have an ethos. I believe gardens
should suit their context – the broader
landscape, the climate, and the more
intimate context of a house and its owner.
When one responds to these elements,
one’s garden is unique. I love the elements
that make up my garden’s style – the ordered
structure, wild grasses – and the many
shades of green.
Mary Maurel Gardens
8 marymaurelgardens.co.za
n

RIGHT
MARY’S DAPPLED
ENTRANCE
COURTYARD
FEATURES
A SINGLE CELTIS
TREE AND GREEN
WALL CRAMMED
WITH JEWELLIKE PLANT
SPECIES SUCH
AS CRASSULAS,
AFRICAN HOSTAS
(DRIMIOPSIS)
AND BRAUN’S
HOLLY FERN
(POLYSTICHUM
BRAUNII)

Go Green
Living walls can be quite
technical, but Mary advocates
for keeping it simple.
A steel structure sits in the
recess, made to accommodate
square, black, plastic pots that
sit at an angle. The top four rows
have a drip line for irrigation,

while those below it rely on
the run-off. The idea was to
keep some pots in reserve, and
ensure pots could be removed,
should tired-looking plants
need to be replaced. Once
a year, in July, Mary repots
the plants with freshly
composted soil and refines the
planting combination.
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RECTANGULAR,
GRAVEL-COVERED
AREAS ON EITHER
SIDE OF THE LAWN
MIRROR EACH
OTHER IN SIZE
AND SURFACING
DETAIL. HERE,
AN OVERHEAD
PERGOLA SHADES
A FAVOURITE SPOT
FOR SUMMER-TIME
FAMILY DINNERS

ANTHERICUM (CHLOROPHYTUM
SAUNDERSIAE)

LEMON-SCENTED PELARGONIUM
(PELARGONIUM CITRONELLUM)

TEUCRIUM FRUTICANS

SALVIA LEUCANTHA

BOUGAINVILLEA AND
SUMMER VEGETABLES

ROCK ROSES (ECHEVERIAS)

BRAUN’S HOLLY FERN
(POLYSTICHUM BRAUNII)

POTATO CREEPER

SALVIA OFFICINALIS

Planting Artistry
‘I love plants that self-seed,’ says Mary
of her Chlorophytum saundersiae,
Euphorbia wulfenii, echinops and
eryngium. Whilst her garden is
structured, she has a painterly style of
planting because of her genuine passion
for plants. ‘I love the tension between
the structure and the unpredictability of
planting,’ she says.
The seasonal variations in the garden
are many, whether it is the celtis tree
coming into leaf, the irises and Cape
chincherinchee bulbs pushing through in
spring, or the aristida grasses turning gold
in autumn. With a hands-on approach
to nurturing the garden, Mary enjoys
composting and topdressing in the spring,
cutting back to stimulate new growth and
feeding the garden. ‘One gets out what
one puts in,’ she says.
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SECTION

RIGHT A MAJESTIC
JACARANDA TREE
SALVAGED FROM
THE ORIGINAL
GARDEN NOW
ADDS A SPLASH OF
SUMMER COLOUR
ABOVE THE BUILTIN SEATING ON THE
ONE SIDE OF
THE LAWN
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GUTTER CREDIT

A MOSAIC-CLAD
DIPPING POOL
EXTENDS FROM
THE OPEN-PLAN
LIVING AREA OF
THE HOME

‘A garden is nothing without
a well-considered planting palette.
Plants breathe life into it’
MARY MAUREL

