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M
ost people dread mid-
dle-of-the-night phone 
calls. Not landscape 
designer Glenn Switzer, 

who actually looks forward to being 
jolted awake by panicky clients.

“I always hope I get the 3:30 a.m. 
call,” insists Switzer, who says most 
projects hit a stage when a client needs 
reassurance. “It means I have a client 
who is engaged, who’s spending the 
time to get it right.”

Tom Durkin is one client who made 
that 3:30 a.m. call — although, in his 
defense, he was groggy from a busi-
ness trip to Asia and he thought he was 
leaving a message at Switzer’s office 
(for years, Durkin managed the sourc-
ing of decorative household items from 
Asia). But, yes, he was freaked about 
the project that was turning his and his 
wife, Megan’s, back yard into a Bali-
nese wonderland.

“Everything was dug up, there were 
pallets of rocks all over the place and 
piles of lumber and building materials 
and a very, very large hole for the pond 
that was not yet built,” recalls Durkin, 
who found a sympathetic ear in Swit-
zer. “After I called, what Glenn did — 
which was really shrewd — was he 
came and chalked it all out again, so I 
could see exactly what the footprint 
was and so I could see there was 
plenty of room for living and sitting 
space and the water feature.”

Truth is, it’s difficult to imagine a 
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homeowner who wouldn’t have been nervous 
about the project, converting a 24-feet-by-50-
feet back yard in the frigid Minnesota town of 
Northfield into a tropical oasis. The Durkins, 
who have lived in both China and Taiwan and 
have visited the Indonesian island of Bali at 
least 15 times, were reluctant to leave Asia 
when a job transfer brought them here in 
1998. So they decided to bring along a little 
Bali.

“Bali is our favorite place to go and we 
knew we were going to miss it terribly,” says 
Durkin, who found the right space in a house 
near Carleton College. “We were committed to 
having something that would remind us of 
Asia but we didn’t know how to do it because 
of the obvious differences in climate and veg-
etation.”

Switzer, who lives in (and is mayor of) 
nearby Dundas, was just the guy to turn the 
Durkins’ ideas into a Bali-inspired oasis. In 
addition to studying landscape architecture 
and design at the University of Minnesota, 
Switzer also learned garden design in China. 
And, coincidentally, his dad, Garry, created the 
original design of the Durkins’ back yard, long 
before they owned the home. Glenn, who grew 
up in the Switzer’s Nursery & Landscaping 
business, had dug in that very soil.

“They handed me a handful of pictures and 
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said, ‘Can you do something that 
resembles Bali?’ ” recalls Swit-
zer. “I said, ‘Sure!’ ”

The design includes three 
outdoor areas: a dining “room,” a 
living “room” and a water fea-
ture — a pond, with fountains 
and two waterfalls — that is up-
and-running for about six 
months of the year. The water 
feature is the Durkins’ favorite 
part of the yard and the part that 
most instantly summons Bali.

“Just having that waterfall 
sound really creates a cooling 
effect in the summer,” says Swit-
zer. “And it’s a white noise that 
cancels out the rest of the city 
noise. It makes it extremely 
peaceful.”

Durkin appreciates that Swit-
zer keyed in on the importance 

of the senses: “The thing that 
makes me know I’m in Bali 
when I’m there is the smell and 
the sound. It’s an overpower-
ingly sensual place because, not 
only is it visually beautiful and 
lush, but you smell the sea and 
the frangipani or whatever hap-
pens to be blooming.”

Frangipani wasn’t a practical 
option for Northfield. But Swit-
zer said the exact plants didn’t 
matter as much as re-creating 
Bali’s verdant lushness.

“Most of the plants were not 
chosen for flowers; they were 
chosen for big, luscious leaves,” 
says Switzer. “I wanted things 
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that would create the feel of 
Bali but that were indigenous 
plants that would not require 
a lot of care. So we pulled in 
plants that would speak about 
a tropical feeling: ferns, large-
leafed hostas, bergania, lady’s 
mantle, ligularia.”

A green carpet of lady’s 
mantle, for instance, apes a 
phenomenon common in Bali, 
says Switzer: “If there is rain 
or mist, the water droplets 
form on top of the leaves and 
stay there. It’s extremely 
beautiful — a tropical feel in 
Northfield.”

One of Switzer’s ideas — 
seven wooden structures from 
which banners inspired by 
bright Balinese colors can be 
hung — took the Durkins by 
surprise, but they come in 
handy.

“The structures are deco-
rative but they create the 
impression that you’re in a 
room,” says Durkin. “When 
you have a couple of different 
groups of people talking at a 
party, it’s really easy to get 
privacy from one another 
because they divide up the 
space.”
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The creation of different living spaces also 
makes it possible for the yard to feel comfort-
able for one person, reading a book, or dozens 
of partiers listening to Balinese folk songs — 
or even rock from America. Jokes Durkin, “We 
have heard that when my wife and I are out of 
town, the kids go in a different direction with 
the music.”

Whether it’s accompanied by rock or folk, 
Switzer says the space shines when it’s full of 
people enjoying the outdoors.

“It’s magical,” says Switzer. “The music is 
playing and you can hear the water feature 
throughout the whole party. And the lighting 
we did — there’s downlighting from the per-
gola at the back of the house, a couple of small 
path lights, uplighting on the ironwood trees, a 







nice wash of light on the fountains and the pond. 
At night, the place is just glowing.”

Or maybe that glow is coming from the delight-
ed Durkins family?

“I would probably be categorized as a Type A 
person, and Bali was the one place where I could 
get off the plane and immediately relax. We really 
wanted to bring a little of that tranquil, soulful 
feeling here,” says Durkin, whose family most 
recently visited Bali two years ago. “It’s really won-
derful for us to look out at this reminder of Bali, 
each and every day. Having this has really, truly 
helped my wife and I be happy here.” 

Chris Hewitt had some lady’s mantle, but his garden has 

little else in common with this one.


