
One couple looked at their huge back yard and saw it
filled with opportunity. by molly guthrey

Gathering 
Places
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an Peterson’s bride came
with a house.

Talk about baggage!
“Baby-blue vinyl siding with

white aluminum trim, wall-to-
wall carpet, acoustic-tile ceiling
and yard mostly lawn,” Dan
says.

Architect’s nightmare?
“Architect’s opportunity,” says

Dan, project manager at an
architectural firm.

(But the bride, Karen, was
perfect, of course.)

“Of course,” Dan says.
First, the newlyweds tackled

the house.
“Every surface got uncovered

and restored,” says Dan.
Next came rethinking the

outside of the St. Paul home.
“The yard had been the place

for the kids to play,” says Karen.
“When I married Dan, the kids
were grown and out of the

D
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house. We had bought the house
for the yard, it was such a treasure
— it is a treasure. We wanted to
keep what was there, but have a
place to sit down quietly and look
at the pond and enjoy a glass of
wine.”

FAIRYLAND
The yard was not a typical city

lot.
“The property is a lot and a half

wide by three lots deep, an acre of
land in the city,” says Dan.“It has a
50-foot drop from the top of the
hill to the bottom, with a very
mature oak woods.”

The neighborhood, near rail-
road tracks, has deep lots that are
part of a buffer zone, but the
Peterson property has always
been particularly magical wood-
land for children.

“When my first husband and I
bought the house in the 1980s, we
were already living in the area,”
Karen says. “When I mentioned to
a neighbor that we were looking at

this house, their daughter, who
was about 8, said, ‘Oh! You’re buy-
ing Fairyland!’ It is a place in the
city that is quite special. There’s a
stretch of it that is quite wild and
undeveloped.”

While sledding parties and
basketball games used to com-
prise most of Fairyland’s kid-
friendly gatherings, get-togethers
have evolved.

“I grew up in St. Paul, and my
family is still in the metro area, but
our lives are so busy that we were
not seeing each other as often as
we wanted to,” says Karen. “So,
about eight years ago, I put out a
blanket invite that on every first
Sunday of the month, we will get
together. It’s not mandatory and
it’s not fancy, we might try out a
new recipe, but it’s really about
carving out a time to be together.

“So, the most important thing
(regarding the renovation) was to
support the goal of making a com-
fortable and big enough place for
a family to gather.”
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THE UPPER PATIO

Luckily, the space just outside
the back door was flat and suited
for its new life as an outdoor din-
ing room.

“We had a round teak table, so
we built a round patio right next to
the house out of salvaged granite
street pavers and brick pavers that
were from various street projects,”
Dan says.

The materials were just as
important as the design to this
craftsman.

“There are no new materials in
this project anywhere,” Dan says.
“The house is 90 years old. It 
didn’t look right or feel right to put
in brand-new concrete pavers.”

With his design experience,
Dan developed a plan for the yard,
but he hired Glenn Switzer to
bring it to life.

“I do a lot of design work, but I
also work with a lot of drafts peo-
ple and architects and landscape
architects who have hired me
through word of mouth,” says
Switzer of Switzer Nursery and
Landscaping, a design-build firm
in Castle Rock Township in Dako-
ta County. “They know what they
want, and I understand how to
translate that when it’s time to put
the pieces into the ground.”

Dan had spent years collecting
the materials for this project.

“I was working at the U (Uni-
versity of Minnesota) when they
were tearing up Dinkytown, so a
friend and I would load up the car
with pavers on the way home
every day,” he says. “We both built
patios out of the streets of Dinky-
town.”

Switzer — also a collector of
found stones — appreciated the
salvaged treasures.

“It was a pleasure laying those
cobbles, some more than 100 years
old,” he says. “A lot of times, you
could see where the old trolley or
streetcars had worn the cobbles

down. Being a stone person, I also
appreciated the craftsmanship.
Each stone and each piece had its
own beauty, its own feel.

“Trying to fit them together can
be like trying to do a jigsaw puzzle
upside down, without the picture,
but when it starts to come togeth-
er, it transcends the accumulation
of stones and bricks and pavers
and becomes something more, a
space you partake in. It’s kind of
like a painting. If you strip a fine
painting down, it’s just paint on
canvas. What makes it art is the
way it’s put together.”

Dan found Switzer’s enthusi-
asm refreshing.

“A lot of companies want you to
use their materials as well as their
labor, and they might not like it
very much when you say, ‘Here,
I’ve got my own — I just want you
to install it,’ ” he says. “But he was
not only very enthused to use my
salvage, (but) he (also) even con-
tributed some limestone founda-
tion blocks from his family farm
for our retaining wall.”

In the end, it made for an eclec-
tic look.

“There’s upward of nine or 10
different stones within the project,
from limestone to sandstone to
granite to Lannon stone,” Switzer
says.

THE LOWER PATIO
An old landscaping element

became a key feature in the lower
patio, which is connected to the
upper patio by a flagstone path-
way.

“There must have been a good
salesman through here in the
1930s, because every third house
has a concrete wading pool,” Dan
says. “They were built as shallow
pools for kids. A lot of them have
been torn out. Even before my
wife moved in, ours had been used
as a rose garden. It was filled with
soil and had tea roses in it.”
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Dan’s vision was to return the
7-by-14-foot rectangle — which
holds a foot of water — to its orig-
inal use as a water feature. Karen
agreed, with some sadness.

“It was not easy to say goodbye
to the roses, but they had also
burned me out,” she says. “It’s like
adding six children to your family
— they take a lot of tending.”

After the roses and earth were
removed, the concrete could be
examined.

“Miraculously, it still held
water,” says Karen. “It was a lovely
surprise.”

“There were no cracks, no
leaks, there was nothing wrong
with it,” Dan says. “So, we decided
to turn it into a lily pond with fish
and a fountain.”

It’s now a peaceful reflecting
pool to gaze at from the rustic
Adirondack chairs.

“The upper patio is where we
eat, the lower patio is for drinking
a glass of wine or a cocktail while
reading the newspaper — if the
mosquitoes aren’t too bad,” says
Dan.

Beneath the chairs, beige-col-
ored clay pavers have been cut to
resemble fish swimming through
the pink and gray brick of the
pond’s patio.

At least, the wildlife can’t swipe
these fish.

“We have goldfish and koi and
water lilies and lotus and cattails
blooming, and it’s all lovely, but
then the blue herons come in and
fly off with our fish,” Dan says.
“The raccoons (swipe the fish),
too.We’re on a wildlife corridor, so
we see red fox, big white egrets,
coyote, wild turkeys, possum, owls,
sometimes deer, Cooper’s hawks
bathe in our pool … a lot of
wildlife like to visit our little pud-
dle.”

Below the pond is a third spot
for gatherings, with a pea gravel
floor and a built-in fire pit.

“It’s a steep hill. It’s never going
to be a place for catch or croquet,”
Dan says. “It’s still a great sledding
hill, but now, with the patios and
the newly replaced lawn by the
back door, it’s more usable.”

THE GARDENS
In addition to the hardscapes —

the patios and the retaining walls
— the couple have attempted to
turn their yard into a mix of
prairie and woodland gardens. It
has been a learning experience.

“If we had to do it over, we’d
make it more woodland garden
and less prairie,” Karen says. “Our
woodland garden has really
thrived in all the nice, shady
spaces.The little alpine plants and
the rock garden are so delightful
and sweet.”

The tending to a new garden,
still under development, is not
always so sweet.

“We are amateur gardeners,
and we enjoy the process, but late-
ly the garden hasn’t been as well
tended as it should be — life hap-
pens,” Dan says. “We’ve learned
that it takes a good five to seven
years for a native garden to estab-
lish itself so it’s not so susceptible
to weeds.The annual goal is to not
lose ground to weather and weeds.
Right now, every year is an exper-
iment.”

Switzer believes it is a success-
ful one.

“It’s a beautiful transition from
urban street in the front to a lush
forest oasis in the back,” he says.

The Petersons — and their
neighbors — have battled buck-
thorn and oak wilt in the woods to
keep the forest lush. The tree
tending continues.

“Before, we had some lilacs that
were so high you couldn’t cut
them,” says Karen. “They would
look pretty for a few days, and
then, the rest of the year, I would
describe them as a big ugly bush
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trying to be a tree. We now have
some nice American plums that
are so fragrant, crabapples that
attract birds and an Eastern red-
bud that is just spectacular in the
spring. We didn’t replant the big
oaks, but we’ve worked with Rain-
bow Treecare because we’re not
going to lose any more trees with-
out a fight.Trees are really signifi-
cant when you live in an old, un-
air-conditioned house.”

The people, of course, are just
as significant as the trees in this
“new” back yard.

“We absolutely use the yard
more now,” Karen says. “I find that
when I come home from work or
from being out of town, the first
thing I stop and look at is the yard.
That’s home. It’s this place of tran-
quility and peace and family time.
It really is a treasure.”

Molly Guthrey is a Pioneer Press

reporter and columnist and frequent

contributor to Spaces. Her Daily Juggle

column appears on MinnMoms.com

and in the newspaper’s Sunday Life

section.
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