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Like many obsessions, it started out innocently enough. Brian Hamilton and his wife, Julie, had relatives in town over Thanksgiving and had to find something to do. A trip to a San Francisco garden shop seemed like the perfect diversion.

It was - until the Hamiltons spied the Flora Grubb Garden's vertical garden of succulents. Tricked out in a 6-foot frame on a wall, the succulents were a kaleidoscope of colors and textures that made them look more like art than plants. The Hamiltons were hooked and couldn't stop talking about it. After a second trip, they decided to create a similar garden themselves on the cheap. 

Over the next six months, they trolled the Internet, spoke with garden suppliers and drew plans for their own vertical wall. Last month, they built and installed their own succulent "painting," styled after one of Monet's famous garden scenes. Some $1,500 later, it's now the talk of their Foster City neighbors, who can see it from the street.

"Succulents suit us perfectly. They're low maintenance and they're colorful," said Brian Hamilton. "If you squint and look at it sideways, it looks like Monet."

Succulents are the plant of the moment, appearing on green roofs, in decorator shows, museum displays, road medians and, of course, on walls. Their clean architectural lines, drought tolerance and low maintenance have made them a favorite of landscape designers and homeowners. Gardeners are using them to re-create underwater scenes, replicate paintings, build mazes and frame as art. At Flora Grubb Gardens, they're toying with the idea of an Obama portrait made out of succulents. Berkeley's Cactus Jungle is planning to use the plants to create a life-size alligator. 

Succulents store water in their leaves or stems and come in a wide range of shapes, sizes and colors, from cacti that resemble brain coral to octopus agave and orange starbursts. They're ideal for the neophyte gardener because they can stand a lot of wind, heat and sun. Even deer don't seem to like to eat them. The only thing deadly to a succulent is too much water.

"People don't like failing with plants," said Flora Grubb, who owns the garden shop that bears her name, and has become well known for her succulent walls. "That's why succulents can convert non-gardeners into gardeners." 

Join the club

It seems as if everyone wants to get his hands dirty, or at least look as if he does. Local garden groups are reporting membership spikes, and classes on anything related to drought-tolerant, native and succulent plants are filling up quickly. Nurseries are seeing homeowners eager to rip out their lawns as well as artistically minded people who are seduced by the plants' minimalist look. Clubs such as the San Francisco Succulent and Cactus Society, whose recent plant sale doubled its business, have been seeing streams of people younger than 40 in the past year.

"No, no, this isn't a blue-hair old lady club," said Kaye Rosso, the group's president. "We have 25-year-olds, students, professional landscapers and yes, even old people."

It may be the best time to grow succulents because their popularity has made them easier to find. Even eBay has become a resource.

The Bay Area, and specifically San Francisco, is one of the best spots in the world for growing succulents. The area's Mediterranean climate - dry summers, mild winters and little frost - helps succulents thrive. Microclimates pepper the region, so some succulents will fare better in San Francisco's cool fog than in Walnut Creek's heat.

"It's plant them and forget them," said Richard Ward, owner of the Dry Garden in Oakland. "No," he corrected himself, "it's plant them and enjoy them."

They're ideal for California as it suffers through the third year of a drought. Numerous water utilities have imposed restrictions on water use, while others give rebates to homeowners if they convert their lawns to native or climate-appropriate landscaping, like succulents. The East Bay Municipal Utility District offers homeowners a rebate applied to their water bill of 50 cents per square foot if they convert.

Hap Hollibaugh, co-owner of the Cactus Jungle in Berkeley, has helped people tear out their lawns and replant with succulents. "It's that fake 1950s look that our parents had to live up to," he said. "Why have a lawn that takes that amount of water? You can still get that look without wasting so many resources."

Even longtime gardeners are rethinking their devotion to roses, a notoriously thirsty plant, and grass lawns. Rosso, the succulent group president, was giving a garden tour of her home a year and a half ago when she realized that she hadn't been taking her own advice.

"I'm standing up front saying you should really take out your lawn," Rosso said, "And I stood there and had an epiphany. 'What am I doing? I should be putting in succulents.' "

Tear out the lawn

Since then, she's followed her own tips and converted her Moraga yard to succulents. Instead of watering every three days, as she once did, Rosso now waters her yard every two weeks. Her water bills have also shrunk by more than half, earning her a commendation from her local water provider. 

With so much water stored in their fleshy stems and leaves, succulents have been a boon for homeowners in areas where the threat of wildfires looms high. 

Sidewalks and road medians have become popular spots for succulents because they look good and require little care. In San Francisco, where Friends of the Urban Forest have replaced concrete medians with succulents and trees along Guerrero Street, they have become an instant hit.

"They're very good for nasty little narrow beds where you have an ungainly hedge or a silly strip of lawn. They're good for all those small spaces," said Stephen Suzman, owner of Suzman & Cole Design Associates, a San Francisco landscape designer who crafted the succulent roof garden at this year's Decorator Showcase.

Succulents have other underrated benefits that any city gardener would appreciate. Dogs usually won't urinate on them and those with sticky fingers won't take them. After he spent an afternoon watching people pick his neighbors' flowers and walk their dogs through their medians, Steve Kopff planted succulents in the sidewalk median in front of his Dolores Heights house. He has yet to lose a plant.

Kopff was introduced to the plants while tearing out concrete medians in the Mission, and has now become a succulent "addict." 

"I had a landscaper tell me my house looks beautiful, but he said, 'Don't try to push this too hard because I won't have any work,' " Kopff said with a laugh.

Resources 

Flora Grubb Gardens offers a free class, "Plant Stunning Agaves," at 10:30 a.m. Sept. 20. 1634 Jerrold Ave. (at Third Street), San Francisco, (415) 626-7256. floragrubb.com.

Cactus Jungle Nursery and Garden takes questions online and has instructional videos on YouTube. 1509 Fourth St. Berkeley, (510) 558-8650. cactusjungle.com.

The Dry Garden, 6556 Shattuck Ave. (between 66th and Fairview Streets), Oakland, (510) 547-3564.

The San Francisco Succulent and Cactus Society meets 7-9:30 p.m. on the third Tuesday of each month at the San Francisco County Fair Building, Ninth Avenue and Lincoln Way in Golden Gate Park. Program includes a question-and-answer session and plant swap. (925) 376-6903. sfsucculent.org

E-mail comments to home@sfchronicle.com.
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