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thegoodlife 
Flowers, vegies and even chickens - Paul Bangay visits an 
inner-city garden that has it all. 
Add1t1onal reporting Peter Barrett 
Photography Neil Newitt 

Sharon Harris's Thornbury backyard is proof that practical 

can still be pretty. Somehow this modest block incorporates a 

studio, vegie patch, storage shed, greenhouse, chook pen, 

set of swings and sandpit for their two young kids ... and still 

manages to look good. How does she do it? 

Harris and her husband, Craig Parnell, both horticultural 

graduates from the University of Melbourne's Burnley 

campus, moved into their 1940s cream brick house just over 

seven years ago. Back then, the garden was simply one 

large vegetable plot. 

The pair went to work, leaving only a fig tree, some 

rosemary bushes, a pear tree and some hydrangea growing 

against the house. In a nod to the history of the property, 

the old concrete path also won a reprieve. 

Harris, a garden designer and keen plant collector, 

wanted a place to road-test specimens for her clients that 

could still be a soothing and enjoyable space for her family. 

Over the years she has trialled a host of different plants, 

rejecting those that didn't flower enough or clashed with her 

cool colour scheme of blues and yellows. 

The key to her design is the use of perennial plants. 

Despite what many people think, she says, perennials 

really don't require all that much work. During summer, 

weeding is kept to a minimum because they cover so 

much ground (as long as they're well mulched) and in 

autumn all they need is a good cutting back. When spring 

comes around, the garden suddenly bursts back into life. 

While the garden is in flower, Harris says, she spends 

about an hour-and-a-half each week dead-heading spent 

flowers and tidying up. She spot-waters some particularly 

thirsty plants on very hot days but otherwise only waters 

once a week. 
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Harris's garden is a modern interpretation of the 

traditional herbaceous border. The English came up with the 

idea because they went to their country houses only in the 

summer: their gardens were designed to peak at the times 

when they would be there and die off in winter, requiring 

minimum up-keep. 

Of course, Harris and her family use the garden all 

year, so to provide added form, structure and colour 

during winter she planted 28 varieties of agapanthus, 

several drought-resistant euphorbias and a few 

phormiums. These species provide excellent green and 

dark purple foliage throughout the year. 

Harris is also a keen chef, so she has plenty of edible 

plants and herbs including society garlic (Tulbaghia 
violacea), 'Belmont Blue' (Viola cornuta) and nasturtiums. 

The vegetable patch is a big hit with the couple's two 

young children but blends in cleverly with the rest of the 

garden, bordered by soft perennials instead of the traditional 

fence or stone wall. 

In the rear of the garden they have built a chook house, 

which again is great for the kids and also provides plenty of 

fresh eggs and a place to recycle household food scraps. 

The compost bins are here and the chickens like to sit on 

them and peck out weed seeds through the wire mesh 

covering. Once every six to eight weeks, the pen is raked out 

and composted before being used as a nutrient-rich mulch. 

Providing shade to the back of the house is the 

ornamental grapevine, Vitis coignatiae. It goes a beautiful 

orange in autumn and looks luscious and green in summer. 

The overall effect is a garden that the whole family can use. 

Children can play and pick flowers and fruits while their 

garden-obsessed parents can enjoy the great variety. (m) 

Create the garden 

1. Plant ornamental grape around north-facing 

windows. Great for shade in summer and light in 

winter and intense autumn foliage is an added bonus. 

Try the climber Vitis coignetiae (ornamental 

grapevine), which prefers well-drained soil, plenty of 

sun and needs to be cut back hard in winter. 

2. Integrate your vegetable patch by planting a 

perennial border. David Glenn of Lambley Nursery 

in Ascot (past Ballarat) specialises in perennials, 

ornamental grasses and silver foliage plants. 

Phone 5343 4303 or see www.lambley.com.au 

3. Give your perennial garden form in winter by 

planting euphorbias. These are generally drought 

tolerant and have excellent form, foliage and flower 

colour. Euphorbias used here include E. wulfenii, 
E. 'Ascot Gnome' and f. griffithii 'Fireglow'. 

4. Build a chook pen. Check with your local council how 

many birds you are allowed to keep; each requires at 

least one square metre. Use a fine mesh to stop 

sparrows getting in and dig down at least 15 

centimetres to guard against foxes. It's important to get 

chickens from a reliable, disease-free source. Gavin Wall 

from Tintern schools in Ringwood East has 10 varieties 

starting at $35 a bird. Phone 0429 463 789. 

5. Plant a few fruit trees. Not only will you get delicious 

frlllit but you'll have superb blossoms in spring. 

Steer clear of stone fruit such as nectarine or peach, 

as these tend to suffer from disease and pests. Go for 

pear, apple, quince or fig. Some trees need a male 

and a female to create fruit, so check before you plant. 

Young plants need plenty of water and care but once 

established, they are very hardy. 

6. Mulch. It's not Of')IY good for your garden, but will save 

you time and money when it comes to watering. 

Applying mulch around your plants every six weeks 

traps the moisture and stops plants drying out. 

Purchase mulch from a nursery, make your own with 

leaves and compost or rake out your chook pen. 

Sharon Harris's garden design business is Harris 
Parnell Garden Design, phone 9484 1801. 



city escapes 

rampians 

Get close - but not too close - to nature at a solar-powered 
lodge in the Grampians, writes Peter Barrett. 

It is bliss to wake up in the bush and not be in a tent. 
At Aquila Ecolodges, we woke up in a "treehouse". Raised 

above the ground on stilts, the architect-designed structure 

came with fully equipped kitchen, barbecue, wood-fired 

heater, evaporative cooling, two day beds, large bay 

windows, television, VCR, stereo and king-sized bed on the 

mezzanine. The simple decor - polished wood floors and 

muted colours - included large windows on both levels that 

let the bush right "inside". 

The Ecolodges are an award-winning, solar-powered 

retreat set on 40 hectares of bush in the shadow of Mount 

Abrupt. Ours was one of four self-contained lodges within 

a sliced iron of the Grampians Golf Club, an 18-hole course 

with fairways trimmed by mobs of hungry kangaroos. 

A quick flick through the rather hefty orientation 

compendium revealed that our waste would be recycled 

on-site in what amounted to two large, underground 

compost bins. All power was generated by solar panels, and 

for shortfalls a bio-diesel generator kicked in, run on recycled 

vegetable oil from local restaurants. Alarmingly, under the 

heading of "wildlife" we noted that if confronted by an 

aggressive emu, the correct course of action was to stand 

still and raise one arm above your head. After a nervous 

barbecue, we practiced our anti-emu stance into the night. 

The next day we made breakfast and considered our 

options. There are plenty of nature walks, waterfalls and 

examples of Aboriginal rock art in the area and we opted 

to drive first to Halls Gap. There we took in a boomerang

throwing demonstration at the Brambuk Aboriginal Cultural 

Centre and continued to Mount Zero Olives, an organic olive 

grove with a cafe that serves simple, nourishing food. After 

lunch we took a short walk to Gulgurn Manja Shelter, a cave 

adorned in small ochre handprints thousands of years old. 

On the Mount Zero Halls Gap Road, we passed the 

Heatherlie Quarry, source of sandstone for Melbourne's GPO 

and Parliament House. We made it back to Dunkeld just in 

time for a hearty dinner of lamb shanks and roast vegetable 

pizza at The Royal Mail Hotel. 

Where to eat 
• Dunkeld's Royal Mail Hotel, 
with big views (5577 2241). 
• Mount Zero Olives' Millstone 
Cafe is open fbr lunch (except 
Tuesdays and Wednesdays); 
its produce store is open daily 
(5383 8280). 
Where to drive 
Take Victoria Valley Road or the 
Grampians Tourist Road to 
Halls Gap; continue on Mount 
Victory Road to MacKenzie 
Falls or further to Mount Zero 
Olive Grove and Aboriginal 
rock art. Return via Mount Zero 
Halls Gap Road (unsealed) 
but beware the slippery 

surface and kangaroos. 
Why we'd go back 
Waking up in the trees, the 
wildlife, to try the sand greens 
at Grampians Golf Club ($10 
adults, $2 juniors) and to take 
some longer walks. 
Any reservations? 
Plenty of insects. For a three
and-a-half hour drive, two 
nights may not be enough. 
How to book 
Phone or fax 5577 2582. Email 
ecolodges@ozemail.com.au 
See www.ecolodges.com.au 
Lofthouses cost $190 per 
couple, treehouses $220, extra 
person is $40 per night 

Cable Beach Club Resort 
Broome 
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To find out how to win a Nissan X-Trail visit qantas.com/holidays 
Courtesy of Qantas Holidays and Hertz Australia 

APlus surcharges, fee~ and taxes of $98* 
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Airlines✓ Other conditions apply - ask for more details. Qantas Holidays Limited ABN 24 003 836 459. 
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