
Life
Grows
On

October, 1991.  The world 
watched in grief and horror as 
þre rages across the hills of Oak-
land California, incinerating ev-
erything in its path.  For awhile, 
Marilyn and Mike Jensen-Akula 
feel safe. 
   òWhen a house several miles 
away catches þre, you donõt feel 
threatened,ó Marilyn says.  But 
soon the Jensen-Akulas were 
forced to abandon their home as 
the relentless inferno rolled near.  
After the þrestorm passed, the 
family returned to the smolder-
ing rubble.  Although heartbro-
ken, the Jensen-Akulas wasted 
little time.
   òThe day after the þre was out, 
we called the architect,ó Mike 
says.  They rebuilt the house in 
every detail.
   The garden, however, was 
another story.  The þreõs in-
tense heat had left soil that was 
little more than ashes.  The 60 
year old pines that shielded the 
garden were destroyed.  The 7 
foot Pittosporums, which had 
screened the backyard from the 
view of the neighbors, were gone.  
One charred, sooty boulder was 
all that remained of their once 
prized backyard.
   òWe originally bought the 
house because of the yard,ó 

Marilyn says.”   I wanted to be 
able to pick a bouquet from the 
garden everyday. “
   Gazing upon the blackened 
ruin, Mike and Marilyn saw a 
blank page upon which they 
could compose the garden of 
their dreams, free from the con-
straints of existing plants and 
structures.  
   òI had always been ambiva-
lent about that high Pittos-
porum hedge anyway,ó Mike 
says.
   They trucked in 40 yards of 
soil and gradually sloped the 
backyard away form the house.  
Cranes dropped huge boul-

ders into place, and landscape 
contractor Chris Hecht created 
a series of low stone retaining 
walls that terrace the slope into 
levels.  Berms heighten the 
separation between spaces and 
make the garden seem larger.
   A picturesque koi and lily 
pond claims the heart of the 
landscape.  Originally the 
family envisioned something 
small, but once the backhoe 
rolled onto the scene, plans 
got bigger – so big, in fact, 
Mike fretted at the time that 
òwe have lake Tahoe in the 
backyard.ó  The small idea had 
become a 10X15-foot backyard 
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centerpiece, complete with a low 
waterfall.
   The 5-foot-deep pond doesnõt 
seem as vast because mortared 
stones cantilever over the edge, 
sometimes more than 2 feet, to 
protect þsh raccoons.  Underwater 
rock steps make it easy to get out 
of the pond incase someone acci-
dentally falls in (which Casey the 
family dog, has illustrated).  A slab 
of stone forms a rough bridge.  And 

the entire 
scheme 
revolves 
around the 
þre-scarred 
boulder.
   “We left 
the black-
ened rock 
as a memo-
rial to the 
old garden,” 

Hecht says.
    Though the yard was sculpted 
beautifully with ponds, stones, 
and berms, þlling it with plants 
wasnõt a breeze.
    òThe main problem,ó says 
planting designer Lura DeOme, 
“was that the site was so ex-
posed because of the loss of all 
the tree cover.  I had no idea it 
was going to be as windy and 
hot and cold as it was.”
   Another challenge is that 
Mike collects plants.  As far as 
heõs concerned, more means 
better, and he rarely wants a 
plant in more than one area.  
The task was to keep it from be-
coming a jumble.  DeOme gave 
the garden unity with whites, 
pinks, purples, and blues; yel-
lows and reds add accent.
   The area nearest the house is 
an open lawn.  Nearby is a se-
cluded nook for meditation.  A 
lower level contains raised beds 
for herbs and cut ÿowers, and 
a small greenhouse and stor-
age building stands in a bottom 
corner of the garden.
   òA lot of people in the þre 
area put their money back into 
furniture and the house,ó Mari-
lyn says.  òWe put ours into the 
yard.  We have always been 
outdoor people.ó


