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CRE ATIVE ADAPTIONS TO NE W WORLDS -  GARDENS

 Are we as humans st i l l  seeking paradise? Are we 
as landscape architects capable of  suppor t ing th is  search? 
Regardless,  the innocent  garden remains a  power ful ,  t imeless 
medium to promote a socia l ly,  ethical ly,  and ecological ly 
responsible culture in  environmental  design pract ice. 

 Gardens are an archet ypal  concept of  humans 
tr y ing to coexist  with nature.  There is  no one s ingle 
def in i t ion for  the garden as the spectrum of  interpretat ions 
and designs is  so mult i faceted through cultura l  h istor y.  For 
the S wiss landscape architect  Dieter  Kienast  “ the garden is 
a lmost  a  metaphor for  a  pseudo -nature because i t  unites the 
ant ipodes –  nature and culture –  with in  i tsel f.  Where e lse can 
we better  and more direct ly  pract ice a  careful  re lat ionship 
with the wor ld than in  i ts  microcosmos,  the garden? ” 1

 Gardens are ubiquitous phenomena and nour ish 
our  souls .  They offer  homo sapiens the oppor tunit y  to 
creat ively  adapt  themselves to new wor lds,  led by the deeply 
rooted hope to maintain values of  culture,  ‘ feed’  ever yday 
needs,  and create a  p lace cal led home.  Gardens are cultura l 
landscapes based on the attempt to cope with the natural 
environment to expand the l imitat ions of  a  p lace by s imple 
manipulat ions.  In  Canada,  Indigenous people weren’t  just 
hunters and gatherers .  Along the west  coast ,  some tr ibes 
maintained ‘c lam gardens’  cal led K’ yuk’ yugwisnux w.  Making 
minimal  obstruct ions to the t idal  f low a l lowed them to 
cult ivate seafood gardens. 

FACULT Y ES SAY

SUMAC GARDEN 

DIETMAR STR AUB

Light  and Colour :  A dance of  chlorophyl l , 
anthocyanins,  and carotenoids attract  people, 
b i rds,  butter f l ies ,  and smal l  mammals

 I  have l ived in  many di f ferent  p laces and have 
planted a large var iet y  of  gardens.  Saying goodbye to these 
gardens upon moving,  was a lways a ver y emotional  act  as to 
cult ivate a  garden means to get  involved with a  p lace and to 
sett le  down.  I  am therefore somewhat caut ious with ‘cult iver 
mon jardin’ . 

 Fi f teen years ago,  we moved with our  t wo young 
chi ldren from Germany to Winnipeg or,  i f  you prefer,  f rom the 
nor th s lope of  the a lps into the vastness of  the Manitoban 
prair ie.  The k ids have grown to teenagers and a few gardens 
were designed,  bui l t ,  and cult ivated for  entr y  and exper ience. 

 Gardens have a lways been exper imental  grounds 
for  innovat ion and improvisat ion and as a  landscape 
architect ,  I  am embarking on a search for  expression for 
open spaces that  fa l ls  bet ween the adventurous and the 
ever yday.  I  introduce SUMAC GARDEN  as an example for  my 
sensual  garden exper iments in  our  ex treme prair ie  c l imate. 
This  garden has been designed,  bui l t ,  and maintained with a 
fami ly  in  Winnipeg over  the last  n ine years and demonstrates 
how something smal l ;  the garden and i ts  gardeners,  f ind 
sanctuar y with in  something big ;  the landscape.

SUMAC GARDEN

 Our  era of  screens heightens the impor tance of 
physical  spaces and act iv i t ies where we can re- establ ish 
contact  with “nature” .  As the coronavirus lockdowns shutter 
publ ic  spaces,  gardens hold open the possibi l i t y  of  immersing 
our  bodies in  the physical  wor ld .  The unpretent ious Sumac 
Garden ref lects that  ‘cult iver  son jardin’  is  possible or  even 
desirable at  a  t ime of  the global  pandemic.

 A house in  Winnipeg had been renovated for  a 
fami ly  of  s ix .  Af ter  the work on the house was done,  i t  was the 
garden’s  turn.  The key actors in  th is  garden are the plants . 
Their  mult i layered composit ions set  the stage for  d iverse 
atmospheres and microcl imates tr igger ing associat ions to 
nature and paradise.

 A pleasant  welcome,  park ing space,  a  tool  shed, 
room for  waste,  garbage,  compost ,  a  canoe,  and sundr ied 
laundr y.  Al l  should be integrated!  Addit ional ly,  there was the 
wish to grow vegetables in  some areas,  to p lay badminton 
in  an open space,  and to insta l l  a  sweeping swing in  a  t ree. 
What  a  long l ist  for  a  smal l  p lot  of  land!
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Site Plan:  The garden was packed with sumac 
and i r regular  hedges gather  l ike strange 
creatures around the house 
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 The branches of  mature trees on the lot  and 
neighbour ing proper t ies had formed an expansive 
canopy over  the area.  But  a  large elm tree infected 
with Dutch elm disease had to be fe l led,  and th is 
created a c lear ing bathed in  l ight .  We used a s imple 
tr ick to structure the space and a l low i t  to develop i ts 
own rhy thm.  Sumacs love the sunl ight . 

Ar t of  Topiar y

 We packed the garden with sumac.  I r regular 
hedges of  smooth sumac (Rhus glabra)  were planted 
a long the l ines of  l ight .  These green f igures gather 
l ike strange creatures around the house.  The hedges 
provide pr ivacy and take us on a journey through the 
four  seasons of  the Manitoba landscape.  They def ine 
and separate a l l  the funct ional  areas without  creat ing 
barr iers or  boundar ies.  The garden quickly  t ransformed 
into an a l l - encompassing spat ia l  exper ience.  Fr iends, 
v is i tors ,  and strol lers drop by the garden and enjoy 
the seasonal  enter ta inment of  colors and forms.  I t  is  a 
f resh interpretat ion of  the ancient  ar t  of  topiar y. 

Gardeners

 We designed and bui l t  th is  garden 
together  with the fami ly.  Grandparents,  parents,  and 
grandchi ldren were a l l  involved.  For  years ,  the fami ly 
stored old paving stones,  concrete s leepers,  boards, 
and pea gravel  on their  proper t y.  Af ter  c leaning,  the 
paving stones were insta l led at  the front  entrance. 
P lant ing areas for  hedges and perennia ls  per forate the 
hard sur face to absorb the sur face water.  Other  areas 
are covered with a  permeable pea gravel  sur face.  Al l 
p lants seem to grow free and wi ld  in  th is  breathing 
ground cover. 

Breathing Space

 In  the wi ld ,  sumacs form thickets by sel f-
seeding and root  sucker ing.  They can grow up to t wo 
feet  per  year.  So far,  however,  ever y thing is  under 
control  in  th is  garden.  The recycled concrete s leepers 
act  as cages for  the roots,  and the homeowners are 
happy to let  their  homegrown sumac populat ion 
increase natural ly  with in  those constra ints .

 Sumac Garden advocates for  humble design 
th inking and proves the hypothesis  that  gardens have 
no expir y  date.  Dieter  Kienast  put  i t  per fect ly  when 
he made the point :  “The garden is  the last  luxur y of 
our  t ime,  i t  requires what  has become most precious 
in  our  societ y :  t ime,  attent ion,  and space.  I t  is  a  t rue 
ref lect ion of  nature in  which,  again ,  we require spir i t , 
knowledge and handicraf t  sk i l ls  in  careful  deal ing with 
the wor ld and i ts  microcosm, the garden . ” 2 Chatt ing 
to the owners over  the summer,  they told us how 
they l inger  in  their  garden,  how they ‘cult ivate ’  the 
plants ,  how they dr i f t  through the space looking at 
the f lowers and leaves and constant ly  come across 
something del ight fu l ly  new.  The garden gives them a 
sense of  secur i t y  amid uncer ta int y.

TOP -  BOT TOM: 
(  1  )  L ight  Canopy:  The sumacs form a l ight  canopy 
and a tranqui l  space bet ween the house and the 
wide -spreading treetops of  the matured trees
(  2 )  Uneven Paral le ls :  Sumacs love the sunl ight , 
and the uneven hedges of  Smooth sumac were 
planted a long the l ines of  l ight
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Accolade

 On Apr i l  7th ,  2021,  the Canadian Societ y 
of  Landscape Architects (C SL A)  announced the 
recipients of  their  Awards of  Excel lence.  “The award -
winning projects h ighl ight  new approaches and 
i l lustrate the levels  of  exper t ise to be mobi l ized to 
address current  socia l ,  cultura l  and environmental 
chal lenges”(Bernard St-Denis ,  Chair  of  the 2021 
Awards of  Excel lence jur y) .  SUMAC GARDEN  in 
Winnipeg,  designed by Straub Thurmayr  Landscape 
Architects has been chosen by the jur y  for  th is 
prest ig ious award. 

 “The design represents restra int  in  ever y 
sense:  few design moves,  accompl ished with the 
reuse of  ex ist ing mater ia l  and a l imited palette of 
nat ive plants .  I t  c lever ly  combines found and col lected 
mater ia ls ;  sweat  equit y,  with the involvement of  the 
designers;  and ex tensive use of  the common and 
resi l ient  sumac.  The intu i t ive and free -f lowing layout 
provides a sense of  ease and comfor t  in  a  semi-
natural ,  sprawl ing garden space.  This  project  teaches 
mult ip le  generat ions about  passion,  technique, 
and the deep understanding of  your  choices.  I t  is 
phi losophical ,  daring and ful ly  aware of  i ts  power ” 
( the jur y ’s  feedback on the project ) .
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Note:  SUMAC GARDEN was awarded:
-  C SL A Nat ional  Award of  Excel lence 2021, 
Categor y :  Resident ia l  Landscapes.

Design Sumac Garden: 
Professor Dipl .  Ing.  Univ.  Dietmar Straub,  Professor 
Dipl .  Ing.  Univ.  Anna Thurmayr
Straub Thurmayr  Landscape Architects and 
Stadtplaner

Photo Credits:
Al l  images and drawings by Straub Thurmayr 
Landscape Architects and Stadtplaner.
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Semipermeable:  The sculptural  hedges provide an 
a lmost  paradoxical  exper ience;  they ar t iculate and 
el iminate the boundar y bet ween pr ivate and publ ic
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