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Spending time outside in a garden offers pow-

erful benefits for your overall well-being. It’s believed 

to reduce anxiety and stress as well as improve 

concentration. Taking in the sights and sounds of 

nature appears to be especially beneficial for boosting 

creativity. That may explain why the urban sanctuar-

ies we’re showcasing each have one owner whose 

creative talents are second nature. F Both gardens 

were on tour last year for the benefit of the Pittsburgh 

Botanic Garden. The benefit for tour attendees is the 

opportunity to glean ideas that help to make a garden 

a healthy oasis.  ➻

BY PHYLLIS GRICUS  |  Photos by George Thomas Mendel, except where noted

GARDENS OFFER OWNERSOutdoor Retreats
Pair of Pittsburgh back yards shows  

the benefits of nature

1 A bright red door adds a distinct pop of color to this garden area.

2 This back yard serves as a source of inspiration for an artistic homeowner.
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Natural remedy
Located in a city neighborhood steps away from 
a heavily trafficked road, the Drake garden 
benefits from backing up to one of Pittsburgh’s 
wooded parks. However, the feeling of tranquil-
ity envelops one immediately upon entering 
from the street. As you climb the stone path 
through the front garden, which is surrounded 
by a Pennsylvania sandstone retaining wall, 
the mature plantings of Japanese maples and a 
weeping weigela gradually reveal the way to the 
ivy-adorned arched front door.

Sarah and John Drake have renovated both 
the home and the garden over the 20-plus years 
they have lived in the European-style granite 
stone home built in 1928. As an architect, Sarah 
designed and oversaw the renovations that 
seamlessly blend with the original architecture.

One of her creative influences came about 
during the restoration of the Bacchus Gargoyle 
fountain that is the centerpiece of the rear 
courtyard. Previously the water was held within 
the pool of the fountain and drained through an 

old terra-cotta pipe. Sarah was inspired to create 
a water rill – a narrow and shallow channel cut 
into the bluestone patio pavers through which 
the water flows. The rill channel visually guides 
you down the steps to the lower level patio. As 
the water slowly cascades downhill it creates a 
soothing sound. An old millstone artfully placed 
at the stairs’ end serves as the splash pad.  ➻

3 The Bacchus Gargoyle fountain is tucked under 
the stairs and is the source of the water fill.

4 An abundance of plantings helps create privacy in 
this garden. Photo by Phyllis Gricus

5 The homeowners can hold a variety of activities  
in this beautiful patio area.

6 Trees and shrubs serve as both a visual and sound 
barrier to block out nearby traffic.

7 The water in the rill splashes through a millstone 
to a cistern, and that water is pumped back to the 
fountain. Photo by Phyllis Gricus
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RESOURCES
Renovation architect Sarah Drake, AIA, Drake 
Studio; Landscape designer Joel Le Gall; Stone 
masonry Ron Thompson; Ironwork Rob 
Weaver, Weaver Custom Iron

Over the years the Drake family has enjoyed 
dining, relaxing and entertaining on the terrace. 
They can listen to music while spending time 
outdoors because the sounds of nearby traffic 
are minimized by both the sound of the water 
and the buffer of the varied and beautiful plant-
ings.

The design takeaway: Trees and shrubs 
provide both visual and sound barriers. They 
deflect and absorb sound – another tremendous 
benefit of plants. Designing a garden with this 
concept in mind provides a method of escape. 
Shutting out the chaos and giving yourself pri-
vacy within tight living quarters is invaluable to 
one’s quality of life.

8 The recent home addition and terrace expansion 
blend seamlessly with the original architecture.

9 A custom iron handrail was created to flow down 
the side of the stone steps.

10 Ivy covers the stone archway above the front 
door of the home.
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