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Painted Hills

3 im Gibbs designed
his own to comprise the best of all he’d seen. The result is a rainbow ¢
colors that begins with 20 million daffodils each spring.
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Spring comes early to the northern mountains in the
US state of Georgia, but nowhere with quite the same
verve as Gibbs Gardens, a 1.2sgkm property in the foothills
of the Blue Ridge Mountains. The garden heralds the
season joyously, as some 20 million daffodils dapple the
shallow hills with cream and gold. The late bloomers stay
on through mid-April, when other plants begin competing
for attention: native dogwoods, quince, crabapple trees,
hundreds of azaleas and clusters of mountain laurel
nodding among the ferns.

Around the garden, serpentine walkways meander
past bridges and streams, each bend unfolding another
picturesque view. It reminds you of a painting — trees
reflected in still ponds, rows of brilliant perennials,
balanced asymmetry. “l wanted to create a pleasure
garden. I'm like an artist that takes a canvas and applies
paint ... the plants have a rhythm and flow to them,”
explains owner Jim Gibbs, who traveled the world studying
famous gardens before designing his own. “l knew it would
take me about 30 years once | found the right property, but
I knew the secret was to find the right property.”

In 1980, Gibbs found it in Ball Ground, Georgia, a rural
town of some 2,000 residents less than an hour north of
Atlanta. The topography has spring-fed water, elevation
and mature woodlands, all elements Gibbs knew he
needed. For the next three decades he developed the
land, drawing inspiration from his travels. A wisteria-
draped replica of the bridge at Monet’s house in Giverny
graces the water lily pond. The 162,000sqgm Japanese
garden, Tsukiyama, said to be the largest in the country,
harmonizes rock and water with pagodas, stone lanterns,
azigzag bridge and abundant maple and cherry trees.

Not all the international influences are as pointed.
Standing on the veranda at the back of the house, you
can see the Valley Gardens below, the tree line in the
distance and, beyond that, Mount Oglethorpe rising over
1,000m. Gibbs got the idea to build an overlook facing
the mountain when he visited Bodnant Garden in Wales,
which has views of the Snowdonian foothills. “Not as
pretty as our view of Mount Oglethorpe in the Blue Ridge

Mountains,” he says, “but it's beautiful.”
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»+Jim Gibbs treats his garden likea
I .carivas,dpplying paint in the form of
plants with rhythm and flow. |
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NEVER COMPLETE The English-style manor house sits
near the highest point on the grounds. Seven terraces of
gardens rise to meet it, a glorious backyard whose layers
of color change with the seasons. Paths to the hilltop
mansion weave among the landscaping. One passes by
the sunken garden, planted with a rainbow of pansies,
daffodils and spring perennials. Another curves beneath
arose arbor, where fragrant petals blanket the walkway.
Stillanother leads to a wrought-iron gate, decorated with
irises and climbing roses, that opens onto the poolside
patio. The stone-edged pool is a tranquil space, with the
sound of waterfalls, plenty of lounge chairs and flowers
everywhere — in pots, beds and hanging baskets.

From there, it's a short walk to the house, where Gibbs
lives with his wife. Although their home is private, the
gardens are open to visitors. “The public can come and sit
on the patio and view the gardens just like we do,” he says.
That was always part of the plan — to build something to
share with others, and Gibbs isn't finished yet. “We also
have additional property that I'll be developing into future
gardens. Agardener’s garden is never complete,” he
quips. Last year, he installed more than 400 dwarf conifers.
Up nextis a new butterfly garden, planned near a stream
that winds through gnarled trunks of mountain laurel.

At present, the 16 themed gardens vary from
naturalistic, like the Pleasance, with its open lawns,
trees, ponds and gazebo, to more art-focused spaces, like
the Grandchildren’s Sculpture Garden, where nearly a
dozen statues of children cavort — playing a flute, riding
a sea turtle, reading, fishing. Sculptures, gazebos and
gates, such as the torii at the entrance to Tsukiyama, add
architectural interest, while wooden benches, strategically
positioned, provide spots to rest and take in the scenery.

That's the real charm of the garden, a design that
respects the land, adding to it where possible, taking
nothing away. “The garden is a beautiful natural site, and
I've combined it with the artistry of man, but | don’t want to
destroy anything,” says Gibbs. “If | look at an area and say,
‘| can’timprove on that,” | don’t do anything with it. We can’t
ever lose the beauty of nature here. That's the secret of

Gibbs Gardens.” & By Cheryl Rodewig Photographs by Rick Cannon
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