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varying from minus one foot to plus one and a half feet to
create swales and berms. Because boulders are part of the
ground plane, I included them at this stage of the design.

Judy Mielke
2033 N. 69th Place
Scottsdale, Arizona 88003

Two bottle trees, one citrus and a giant, overgrown
pittosporum shrub, that was the landscaping in the front
yard of the house my husband and I bought six years ago.
The meager landscaping was actually a plus, because I was
already envisioning a rich Sonoran Desertscape, and the
fewer plants I'd have to remove, the better. The Sonoran
Desert plants that I love for their unique forms, interesting
textures, varied colors and unusual fragrances have another
attractive feature - the inherent ability to thrive with minimal
irrigation or other maintenance.
In addition to my primary goal of low maintenance, I wanted

my landscape to have something interesting going on in
all seasons. Shade was important for summertime, while
sunlight was welcome in winter. Foliage colors and textures would create interest in the lulls between the frenzy
of spring bloom and the more subdued colors of fall. Since
I would be viewing the landscape from inside the house as
much (or more) as from outside, I wanted to create inter-

esting vistas from the living room, guest room, and my
office, which all look out on the front yard.

The existing topography was flat, so another goal of mine
was to create some gentle undulation: berms accented with
partially buried boulders, and swales which would not only
add to the topographic relief but also retain precious rainwater. Would this type of landscape fit into the neighborhood? Fortunately, yes, because there were other lawn -less
landscapes on our street, about one for every two tradi-

tional lawnscapes. And the character of a Sonoran
Desertscape with broad -canopied, moderate -height trees was

Next, I placed the plants, starting with the most prominent
(the trees) then the accents, (cacti and succulents), shrubs,
and finally the herbaceous perennials. Two blue palo verde
trees (Cercidium floridum) and an ironwood tree (Olynea

tesota) formed the backbone of the design and were located to provide relief from the western sun. A trio of white
bark acacias (Acacia willardiana) anchored the narrow planting strip between our driveway and the neighbor's yard.

I like to think of accent plants as living sculpture, which
makes the Sonoran Desert a living art gallery. I chose to
include in my design some of the most recognizable cacti:
saguaro (Carnegiea gigantea), barrel (Ferocactus sp.), and
desert prickly pear (Opuntia sp.), then added others that
perhaps are less well -known: beavertail prickly pear (Opun-

tia basilaris), senita (Lophocereus schottii), and buckhorn
cholla (Opuntia acanthocarpa). Other accent plants mingled
with the cacti included desert milkweed (Asclepias subulata),

desert spoon (Dasylirion wheeleri), soaptree yucca (Yucca
elata), ocotillo (Fouquieria splendens) and several species
of agave (Agave sp.). I strayed a bit from my Sonoran theme
with the agaves, but they look at home anyway.

I used two shrubs predominantly, to lend Sonoran character and tie together other elements of the design, particularly the large variety of accents. Those shrubs were creo-

sote bush (Larrea tridentata) and bursage (Ambrosia
deltoidea). I arranged them in a naturalistic manner, sometimes clustered together and sometimes singly, as they oc-

cur in the desert. Brittlebush (Encelia farinosa), turpentine bush (Ericameria laricifolia), desert lavender (Hyptis
emoryi) and fairy duster (Calliandra californica) were some
of the other shrubs I used.

compatible with the horizontal profile of our 50's -era ranch house.

Herbaceous perennials such as penstemon (Penstemon sp.)
and desert marigold (Baileya multiradiata) were scattered

I design landscapes for a living, yet for all my eagerness to
finally have my own personal landscape, I found it much
more difficult to develop a plan for myself than for others.

throughout the design for a dash of color and delicacy. I
don't think of them as permanent pieces of the landscape
because of their short-lived nature and their tendency to
wander about through reseeding.

I stalled for time by measuring the yard and preparing a
base plan. Then I started in with my favorite part of the
design process - developing the plant palette. My desire to
have a Sonoran Desertscape narrowed the field a bit, though
I still had dozens of trees, shrubs, accents and herbaceous
perennials to choose from.

The hardscape portion of the landscape (anything "built"
including paving, walls and shade structures) typically is
the first element to be designed, but I didn't need to add
anything to the site. The sidewalk and front entry pad were
fine. So I began with the landscape's foundation - literally
as well as visually - the ground. I sketched in contours

After I was satisfied with the planting plan, I designed a drip
irrigation system utilizing PVC pipe and multi -outlet emitters. The trees would each receive one two gallon -per -hour
emitter, with a maximum flow rate of 12 gallons per hour if all

six ports were opened. The shrubs and succulent accents
(not the cacti) would get one port each from one gallon -perhour emitters. Distribution tubing, also called "spaghetti" tubing, would extend from the emitters to the plants.

Now for the plans to become reality, the real work had to
begin. My husband Art and I took chain saw and shovel to
the existing plants and scraped away the decomposed gran-
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ite so we could pull up the black plastic. A friend did us
both a favor by hauling away the granite for a second life
in his yard. I walked through rows and rows of trees at the
nursery to find just the right specimens, and I clambered
over boulders at the rock yard, marking my choices with
duct tape. The smaller plants, irrigation supplies, and topsoil
for creating the mounds were ordered from various sources.

We planted everything on a Saturday in March, with the
help of a couple of friends and a backhoe. Everything went
pretty much according to plan, and the only nervous moment was when a one -ton boulder on the front bucket of
the back hoe passed just inches from the big living room
window before being lowered into place. I watered the new
plants by hand for a week, which made me really appreciate
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They contribute little to the landscape throughout much of
the year, except for a few summer nights when their big
white flowers, incredibly fragrant, become the main attraction. The saguaro I planted four years ago has doubled in
size. Sounds incredible, except that it was only five inches
high to start with. The desert milkweed planted near the
front door became leggy and weak - stemmed from lack of
sunlight so I switched it out this spring for a slipper plant
(Pedilanthus macrocarpus). It has the vertical form I was
initially trying for with the desert milkweed, and I've seen
it growing in other landscapes in fairly low light.

As I expected, the landscape requires very little maintenance. I've done some minor pruning and occasionally I
pull weeds and unwanted volunteer plants. The biggest

the drip irrigation system we installed the following Saturday.

amount of maintenance involves the spring -blooming wildflowers that I first planted in the fall of 1995. I broadcast a

The final touch was spreading decomposed granite over

variety of Sonoran natives, including Mexican poppy
(Eschscholtzia mexicana),owl- clover (Orthocarpus

the entire landscape. I chose 3/4 inch minus Madison Gold
because I like its neutral color and the variety of rock sizes
looks more natural than a uniformly- screened granite. Renting a bobcat for the day was money well spent, though there
was still a lot of hand shoveling and pushing the wheelbarrow about.
The plants were barely settled in the ground before wildlife

started appearing. Mostly birds - verdins, cactus wrens,
hummingbirds, doves, house finches, and others - plus a
few adventuresome lizards. Other wildlife that are usually
unwelcome around a new landscape (rabbits) weren't a problem in our neighborhood.

The first summer after the landscape went in (1995) I ran
the irrigation about twice a week for three hours at a time.
As the temperatures dropped in fall and winter, I cut back
to twice a month. During the second summer I watered
about once a week, and the third summer about twice a
month. Occasionally I would let the irrigation run overnight for a really thorough soaking. Last summer I ran the
irrigation only once.

Four years have gone by since we planted the landscape,
and it is maturing into the vision I had when I started putting circles on paper. The landscape has grown in size, of
course, and its content has changed some. One or two plants

didn't make it through that first summer, and I have removed a few others. The brittlebush got so big and gangly
that I took them out last year. They were getting minimal
water, but they had the advantage of growing on the fill
dirt used to create the berm, and I think they just liked it
too much. A couple of bursage that were growing up into
the white bark acacia (Acacia willardiana) were also pulled
out. I haven't had much luck with ocotillos, losing two, but
it looks like the third time's a charm. And there have been

some interesting additions. Three Arizona queen of the
night cacti (Peniocereus greggii) now intermingle their
twiggy- looking stems with those of the creosote bushes.

purpurascens), bladderpod mustard (Lesquerella sp.), desert
lupine (Lupinus sparsiflorus), and fleabane daisy (Erigeron

sp.). That first year I watered the seedlings to help them
out, but since then I have let nature take care of the irrigation. Last year was spectacular with the El Niño rain; this
year was just okay. The second fall I sowed seed because I
wasn't sure how much would reseed from the previous year.
As it turns out, I needn't have bothered. Wildflowers came
up everywhere! Even cracks in the sidewalk were pioneered
by the Mexican poppies, the most prolific of the wildflowers. It takes a certain amount of time to pull the inevitable

weeds, and after the flowers fade I pull them up, but the
amount of work is small compared to the rewards.
This landscape project was a success in several major ways:
the plantings complement the house visually and buffer the
summer sun, lowering our utility bills; very little maintenance

is needed to keep the landscape looking good; and water
requirements are almost nil. My design was an attempt to
capture the essence of the Sonoran Desert, and while it is a
far cry from the real thing, this landscape, like the desert,
enlivens the senses. There is of course the visual element a collage of colors, textures and forms. But beyond that,
there's the buzzing of big black carpenter bees among blue
palo verde blooms, the soft hairiness of a desert marigold
seedling, ironwood seeds with their nut -like flavor, and my
favorite, the rain -induced perfume of creosote bush whenever the desert is blessed with rain.
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PLANT LEGEND
SYMBOL

BOTANICAL NAME

COMMON NAME

ACACIA WILLARDIANA

WH I TEBARK ACAC IA

CERGIDIUM FLORIDUM
OLNEYA TESOTA

BLUE PALO VERDE

AMBROSIA DELTOIDEA
CALL IANDRA ERIOPHYLLA

TREES
AW
GF
OT

IRONWOOD

SHRUBS

AD

ENGEL IA FARINOSA

KURSAGE
FAIRY DUSTER
BRITTLEBUSH

EL
ER

ERICAMERIA LARIGIFOLIA

TURPENTINE BUSH

ERI OGONUM FASG I GULATUM

HE

HYPTIS EMORYI

LT
LR
ZO

LARREA TRIDENTATA

FLATTOP BUCKWHEAT
DESERT LAVENDER
CREOSOTE BUSH
DEER VETCH
GRAY THORN

GE
EF

LOTUS R I G I DU5

ZIZYPHUS OBTUSIFOLIA

ACCENTS
AG
AGO

AP
AS
DIN
FIN

F5
LS
O

OA
OB

FEROCACTUS WISLI ZEN II
FOUOU I ERI A SPLENDENS
LOPHOGEREUS SCHOTTII

OPUNTIA BASI LARI
OPUNTIA AGANTHOCARPA
OPUNTIA BIGELOVII

G

OPUNTIA ENGELMANN I
CARNEG I EA G I GANTEA

YE

YUCCA ELATA

OE

o

AGAVE GHRYSANTHA
AGAVE COLORATA
AGAVE PARRYI
ASCLEPIAS SUBULATA
DASYLIRION WHEELERI

I

GOLDEN- FLOWERED AGAVE

AGAVE
PARRY'S AGAVE
DESERT MILKWEED
DESERT SPOON
BARREL CACTUS
OCOTILLO
SENITA

BEAVERTAIL PRICKLY PEAR
BUCKHORN CHOLLA

TEDDYBEAR CHOLLA
DESERT PRICKLY PEAR
SAGUARO
SOAPTREE YUCCA

HERBACEOUS PERENNIALS
B
ML
PP
P

BAILEYA MULTI RAD IATA

DESERT MARIGOLD

SA

MELAMPODIUM LEUCANTHUM
BLACKFOOT DAISY
PENSTEMON PARRYI
PARRY'S PENSTEMON
PENSTEMON PSEUDOSPEGTABILIS CANYON PENSTEMON
SPHAERALCEA AMBIGUA
GLOBEMALLOW

V

VERBENA GOODDINGII

GOODDING'S VERBENA

CI55U5 TRIFOLIATA

ARIZONA GRAPE -IVY

VINE
G

N

CARPORT

NOT TO SCALE
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August 1993 (photo JM)

March 1998 (photo JM)
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(Photos JM)

