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F
or the past several years this 

column has given me the 

opportunity to rave about 

the truly beautiful gardens that we 

see all over Capitol Hill. Th e Hill 

Rag showcases fi ve or six gardens 

each year in its annual “Best of 

the Hill” contest each September. 

Th e inventory on the Hill is tre-

mendous and I see dozens of wor-

thy candidates as I drive or walk 

around in my quest for the next 

“it” garden. Gardeners on the Hill 

mean business and their gardens 

are their business card. 

Th e Space
Th is month’s garden is truly 

a “must see space”. It rests qui-

etly and unassumingly in the 

500 block of 13th Street, SE and 

takes up most of the east side of 

the block. It lies in the footprint 

of the new condo “Th e Esca-

lade,” yet this garden has been 

transformed miles away from 

the predictable developer’s plant 

palate. Th is is due to the trium-

phant eff orts of Alex Belano. Alex 

has taken a space that was most 

likely destined to become a pre-

dictable commercial condo gar-

den designed for urban dwellers 

and transformed it into perhaps 

the best private garden I have seen that is in a shared public 

space. Th e garden is one of unimposing elegance with sur-

prises tucked away behind every plant.

Th e space is fl at, very square and extremely public. Yet 

Alex has masterfully interwoven the best techniques of great 

landscape design to create a garden that is lush, inviting and 

feels like a garden room in a private garden, not one that is in 

the shadows of Pennsylvania Ave.  When talking with Alex 

about his garden it becomes quite apparent that his thought 

process and design aesthetics are soft yet fi rm with years of 

practice and perseverance—the stuff  great gardens are made 

of. He has been in the garden all his life and fondly recalls his 

grandmother’s garden and his time spent helping her tend it. 

Of his Grandmother he says, “Her gardens were great and as 

a result of her infl uence I have always been in gardens.”
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Private Garden, Public Spaces
Article and photos by Derek Thomas

ABOVE: Alex in his 
beautiful garden.

RIGHT: The lush garden.



Th e Garden
He has been working on his 

condo garden for the past fi ve 

years and is currently complet-

ing course work for his masters 

in landscape design at George 

Washington University. His 

garden reads like a wondrous 

thesis with lush plants interwo-

ven in a delicate urban tapes-

try. Th is garden works because 

it has not been over-worked. 

Th ere is a fl ow that is unexpect-

edly welcome, and which soft-

ens the buildings’ strong lines 

and the fence that contains its 

overfl ow to the sidewalk. 

During the early days of 

the condo association meet-

ings, owners discussed what to 

do about the garden. Alex says 

“many owners were considering 

lawns for their ease of main-

tenance. However I saw real 

potential in the garden, and it 

was easy to convince them that 

I could take on the task.” 

Take it on he has. His in-

spiration for the garden was the 

National Arboretum’s Asian 

collection. And the garden 

reads like a lush hillside garden 

tucked into the pocket of an 

Asian estate. He has used tex-

ture and contrast to convey the 

eastern infl uence and steered 

clear of the trappings of foun-

tains and pagodas, dry riverbeds 

and large stones. Crape Myrtles 

and uniquely pruned Cherry 

Laurels are the sentinels in the 

garden. Th eir height and rep-

etition is perhaps the only rigid 

aspect of this garden. Th ey are 

great anchors to the bounty of 

plantings they serve. Th e Giant 

Hostas are punctuation marks 

and add soft strength to the 

bed lines. Th eir fl anking of the 

Crapes is not accidental. Th ese 

three elements are the clos-

est this garden comes to being 

contrived or predictable, and 

they demonstrate the makings 

of a truly great design where 

the designer knows the rules 

yet departs from them most 

eloquently.

Alex likes creating pockets 

and has placed many through-

out the garden. In fact he says, 
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“Th e little pockets are my favorites 

where you can see diff erent shapes 

and textures in miniature.”  He loves 

winter and spring gardens and his is at 

its riotous best in the fi rst half of the 

year. Th ere are over six types of Juni-

pers that add form and function to the 

winter garden. Th e early spring is an 

explosive tribute to the color that well 

placed bulbs can provide. Th e months 

of April through June are about the 

lush textures and gentle fl owering ac-

cents that Wild Ginger, Sedum, Hos-

tas, Yucca, and a multitude of other 

great plants, when playing well to-

gether, can give to create a show-stop-

ping garden. 

Alex plans to add roses to the gar-

den but admits, “I am not into sum-

mer gardens, so we will see how well it 

works.” I think he will pull it off , since 

what he has done is something mi-

raculously tasteful with a very diffi  cult 

space. Very well done. 

Derek Th omas is principal of Th omas 
Landscapes. His garden designs have 
been featured on HGTV’s Curb Appeal. 
His weekly garden segment can be seen 
on WTTG/Fox 5 in Washington. He can 
be reached at www.thomaslandscapes.
com or 301.642.5182.  ★
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CLOCKWISE FROM TOP:
Attention has been paid to a natural fl ow and contrast with 
punctuation of color

Little pockets are Alex’s favorite.

The unique details like this row of Sedum are what make this 
garden truly special.
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a clean house........
        a clean mind........
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703.892.8648  |  www.acleaningserviceinc.com
satisfaction guaranteed  |  serving DC, MD & VA since 1985

*  customized services to fi t your cleaning needs
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*  licensed, bonded & insured

202-288-6660
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Replacement Window &
Door Installation Group
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alex@windowscraft.com
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The Best Installation Crew
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