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There wasn't a flat place in sight for a house, a pool, or a garden. The three-acre
site was dramatic: a steep (2:1) slope with huge boulders and chaparral vegetation
with south-facing views over the ocean. Susan Van Atta's goal was to create a
seemingly natural landscape that celebrated the character of the location and united
the new contemporary house with the rocky slopes and native chaparral.

She and architect Jan Hochhauser “inserted” the house into the hillide. The
main house, quest house, and artist studio were designed as separate structures that
retain the slopes, creating flat outdoor spaces for the entry drive court and pool.
The ffat rooftops were transformed into a series of gardens linked together with a
system of paths that twist and turn and climb through the rugged landscape. Nooks
along the trails are filled with low-growing native plants to emphasize the concept
that the chaparral is a garden.

Within the larger chaparral garden are small pocket gardens, each with an
individual theme. A Ferny Seep fianking the front door comprises native ferns and
delicate plants adapted to shady slopes with seeps, day-lighting water sources.
Existing chaparral plants merge with Pacific Coast irs, Pacific wax myrtle (Myrica
californica), mountain lilac (Ceanothus arboreus), and chalk dudieya (Dudleya
pulverulenta).

For the Romero Canyon trail garden, Van Atta recreated a striking plant
community that she came upon while hiking high in the foothills to the east. Varying
n texture, the sparkiing silvery plants include evergreen perennial white sage (Salvia
apiana), chaparal yucca known as Our Lord's candle (Hesperoyucca whippler)
the broadleaf buckwheat, and multibranched white native chamise (Adenostoma
fasciculatum) that dominate the chaparral, and the succulent, chalk dudleya

If the roof gardens were not ffat, no one would suspect that they were not on
terra firma. The ornamental vents and skylights that pop up in the vegetation are,
however, dead giveaways. For the roofs of the main house, guest house, and studio,
Van Atta selected plants for extended bloom times and low water use. Two other
foofs were planted with native grasses, including Canyon Prince wild rye (Leymus
condensatus ‘Canyon Prince’). A medium-tall gray-blue evergreen, ‘Canyon Prince
is only found in nature on a tiny island off the coast of
San Miguel Island, the northernmost Santa Barbara
Channel Island. The choice of plant color and texture
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As lovely as the green roofs are, they were also
designed to modulate the temperature within the house.
‘The soil and plants insulate the roof from the heat
retained by the dark rocks on the slope. The green roofs
keep the buildings cool, reduce glare, slow storm water
run-off, and protect the roof membrane.

In nature, the chaparral is adapted to fire. Although
the winters are mild and wet, the summers are hot and
dry. The shrubs growing on the mountains that
surround Montecito are drought tolerant and have tough,
thick evergreen foliage to reduce water loss.

As this rocky hillside is located in a high-fire
hazard zone, the irrigated green roofs provide essential
protection. In addition Van Atta designed a Firescape
Garden on the slopes above the house. She stabilized
the slopes above the house with a mulch of native.
stone and fire resistant low-growing perennials including
sedums and echeveria.
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