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Going Native
Minimal landscaping using native species is a growing trend.
BY DINA MISHEV

“We used to have to talk people out of giant megalawns,” says Mark Hershberger, who, in 2002, founded Jackson’s Hershberger Design land planning and landscape architecture firm. “Native landscaping was
a hard sell. Now clients come to us asking for more native elements both because they like the look and are
also more ecologically aware of their footprint. We love it.”
A large part of why many of us move here is because of the landscape. But it is only recently—Hershberger started noticing the trend around 2008—that we’re bringing the macro landscape to our own
lawns. It’s not that manicured spaces are totally out. “We still do some traditional lawn-like spaces,”
Hershberger says. “It’s that we’re doing them in a much more deliberate and defined way.”
Just as homes themselves are becoming more efficient, so are the properties around them. “If there is
a manicured area on a property, increasingly it is specifically programmed for something,” Hershberger
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3 Creek Ranch, a
710-acre golf and
lifestyle community
five minutes from
downtown, whose
clubhouse is pictured
above, was one of the
first developments
in the valley to use
native and natural
landscaping.

says. “We’re getting fewer and fewer clients looking for purposeless expanses.”
Homeowners are looking for well-designed outdoor eating areas, areas for
kids and grandkids to play, even outdoor
“nooks” where they can sit and read, or
relax. “Now there’s a reason for everything out there,” Hershberger says.
Outside of the deliberate spaces, valley homeowners are increasingly going
native—which isn’t as easy to do as you’d
think. “Mother Nature is difficult to duplicate,” says Sean Macauley, owner of
Jackson’s MountainScapes, Inc. “Sagebrush, which is, of course, somewhere
on most lots in this valley, is very difficult to get to grow back. Planting four
hundred trees and hundreds of flowers
can be easier.” But Macauley is happy
with the trend toward native vegetation.
The goal of a five-acre project of his in 3
Creek was to get the site back to what it
looked like before construction, even if
planting an abundance of trees would
have been easier. Preconstruction, the lot
was sagebrush, rabbitbrush, and a variety of other grasses.
In the mid-2000s, 3 Creek itself—710
stream-strewn acres only five minutes

from the Town Square—was one of the
first communities to go for a natural, native plan. Developers approached
Verdone Landscape Architects, the first
landscape architecture firm in the valley
(it opened in 1980), with the goal of creating a ranch golfing community that
would not only be profitable, but also

Excellence from the American Planning
Association, and the Excellence in
Environmental Planning Award from
the Western Planning Resources Board
of Directors. Perhaps most tellingly, it
passed through what is usually a contentious review process in one public
hearing.

“We’re getting fewer and fewer clients looking for
purposeless expanses. Now there’s a reason for everything
out there.”
environmentally sensitive. In a 2007 interview, Jim Verdone said, “At 3 Creek,
not only were we able to address environmental constraints, but, in addressing them, made a much better development for both sides than we would have
had we not been as vigilant.” The plan,
which included 136 home sites, an eighteen-hole Rees Jones-designed golf
course, clubhouse, fitness center, and
private fly-fishing areas, won numerous
environmental awards: the 2006 Land
Stewardship Award from the Colorado
Chapter of the American Society of
Landscape Architects, an Award of

But a project need not be as big as 3
Creek to have a substantial environmental impact. “Almost every one of
our large projects, and we have many
over thirty-five acres, now includes
habitat development,” Hershberger says.
“Folks are interested in the development of wildlife habitat or keeping the
habitat they have healthy.” A Hershberger project on Fall Creek Road in
Wilson includes both significant wetlands and a major elk migration corridor. “We have to plan the driveway
around both of those,” he says.
Hershberger says much of this
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habitat work is “very subtle stuff. If
someone were to walk through, they
might not see that there’s been any manipulation. And that’s the point. Part of
the new awareness we’re seeing in clients
is that they want to enjoy the environment, not manipulate it.”
Walking through the 1,106 acres of
the Laurance S. Rockefeller Preserve in
Grand Teton National Park, which
Hershberger designed, you don’t feel
that it has been landscaped. “The most
important thing about that project—
and really, most projects—was to be
disciplined not to put too much out
there. There’s got to be a lot of editing.
It’s not just thinking about where things
should be, but also where they should
not be,” he says.
And with the trend toward more native vegetation, of course it’s also what
they should be. Because of our harsh climate, we have a fairly limited native palette. “But that doesn’t mean it can’t be
interesting,” Hershberger says. He recommends playing with textures. “You
can emphasize that as much as you can
color.” At his own home on Henry’s
Road, Hershberger uses different grasses
that are varying lengths. “It’s not as highmaintenance as a perennial ornamental
garden, and I think it looks more at

Defensible Space
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Hershberger Design says most of its clients today are asking for purposeful landscapes, like
these raised, drip-irrigated vegetable garden boxes.

home in the Wyoming landscape. It’s not
as in-your-face.”
You don’t just have to plant native
species. Teton County Library’s new
landscaping, which Hershberger designed, includes an undulating willow

fence. “We had to keep kids contained
and came up with this playful element of
a fence that rolls with the topography,”
Hershberger says. “Willows are common
in the landscape here, and we used them
in a fun way.” JH

In July 2001, thirty-seven firefighting aircraft and more than 1,200 wildland firefighters from eleven states and a dozen government agencies managed to keep the Green
Knoll Fire from destroying any homes in the hills south of Wilson. Last summer, the
Horsethief Canyon Fire had areas of East Jackson ready to evacuate. No homes were lost
in either blaze, but really, it was a matter of luck, and also due to the dedication and
skill of the firefighting crews.
Defensible space is a natural and landscaped area around a structure that has
been purposefully designed and maintained to reduce fire danger. Defensible space not
only reduces the risk that fire will spread from the surroundings to structures, but also
provides firefighters access and a safer area to defend structures from. Most fire agencies, including those in Teton County that protect the valley’s rural areas, recommend
defensible space to extend for one hundred feet in all directions. This doesn’t mean the
area need be devoid of vegetation, but that plants and trees be spaced, pruned, irrigated, and trimmed to minimize potential fuel mass.
“A lot of folks aren’t focused on fire until there’s one coming down the hill,” says
Harry Statter, who founded Firewise Landscapes Inc. in Jackson a decade ago. “But
there is a greater awareness of it now. Fire seems to constantly be in the news, and the
news is so in-your-face that it’s more difficult to ignore now.” Since Statter founded
Firewise, the company has consulted on and implemented plans for more than fifty
thousand acres in the Mountain West.
“Every project we do now has defensible space considerations built into it,”
Hershberger says. “We’ve been doing it for a long time, but it’s really been in the last two
years that it has become a formalized process with the county.” Of course, not all spaces are created equal. “If you’re in town, it’s not as big of a deal. Outside of town is a
different story.”

