Field of Dreams
James van Sweden’s garden on the Chesapeake Bay morphs by his hand and nature’s 
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Coaxing the American landscape toward gentle abstractions of itself, the Washington, D.C. landscape architecture firm Oehme, van Sweden—and particularly Jim van Sweden—looks to the land as a muse, branding the landscape with all the grace of a great mediator. Tagged the “New American Garden,” an Oehme, van Sweden meadowscape accepts the seasons and even morphs as it matures, supporting the emergence of natives that integrate among and sometimes replace the meadow’s original plantings.
For Jim, designing and planting a meadow is the most suitable way to landscape a large site, “especially if you don’t want to mow,” he says. Oprah Winfrey’s Indiana farm is bejeweled with a meadow of purple wildflowers, thanks to the designer, and Evening Island at the Chicago Botanic Garden shows the firm’s hand as sweeps of refreshingly casual grasses contrast with the intensive formal gardens in view north of the island.
It’s only natural that Jim’s own garden in Ferry Cove on Maryland’s eastern shore would be acres of meadow, a view framed by a comparatively formalized garden close to his house. 
Previously, the 3-acre lot was a soybean field. “I loved it because it was so Dutch—a flat landscape. My fantasy has always been to have a house that floated over a meadow,” says van Sweden, giving away his heritage if his last name isn’t enough of a clue. The site is reminiscent of Holland in another way—it is flanked by great quantities of water: the Chesapeake Bay on one side and a man-made pond on the other.

“I started the garden by cleaning up the existing pine hedgerow, which was choked with poison ivy,” he says. “I began that project three years before the house went up. I did it myself—it was fun in a way, and therapeutic.”

Jim would then kill off the soybeans before beginning a series of mass plantings that emphasized natives and didn’t require irrigation, pesticides or more than an annual mowing. First, his soil engineer, Dr. Frank Gouin, had him plant one last crop of soybeans, which he said would absorb any chemicals lingering in the soil. 
“People have the idea that meadows are straightforward and self-sustaining, but that isn’t really the case. They do require a lot of planning and experimenting,” Jim says. “I’ve been learning a lot from this garden, even though I’ve done many meadows before. Each one presents its own set of challenges.”

Soon after the initial planting, Jim found that he couldn’t see the bay through his living room windows—the very view the substantial glass plane was intended to capture. A row of Panicum virgatum ‘Cloud Nine’ planted by business partner Wolfgang Oehme outside the windows quickly shot up to 8 feet tall, becoming a poorly sited barrier. When pressed, Wolfgang quipped, “Who wants to sit in a living room anyway?” 
They moved the Panicum, but new challenges arose. Some of the plants Jim and Wolfgang had researched turned out to be rather invasive, like Silphium perfoliatum. “It’s native, but it takes over, choking out other plants.” 

The native persimmons coming up are more welcome. “To a point, you have to accept the garden’s evolution, but the Silphium was too much. I also have a Coreopsis which I’m thinking of taking out. And the Cassia, too.” 

Jim isn’t only pulling plants from the garden—his edits involve the planting of many trees close to the house. “I have learned that I am uncomfortable living in fish bowl,” he says of his largely transparent house, designed by his architect friend Sunan Sorg. “So, I have given myself some privacy on the bay side where otherwise there’s only a meadow between me and the water. The shade is needed, too. The various magnolias, horse chestnuts (Aesculus parviflora), hackberries (Diospyros virginiana) and the one willow oak (Quercus phellos) I’m planting add layering and soften the relationship between the house and garden. But they don’t block out the view, they frame it.” 
An existing pine hedgerow confines the housing compound, wherein staggered trees break up the hedgerow’s massing. The magnolias and hackberries are the entry’s signature tree plantings, becoming like kinetic sculptures on display as you proceed down a path that leads to the house. The same trees also decorate the enclosed outdoor space between the main residence and guest house. 

Though his firm is almost imperialistic in the way it has come to dominate the American landscape scene, Jim isn’t a control freak. He didn’t even draw a plan for the garden beforehand, though he and Wolfgang did make notes on a sketch “in Wolfgang’s inimitable handwriting,” just to get a handle on the number of plants they might be using. 
“We never really follow a plan, anyway,” he says. “Unless, of course, we’re designing a garden in New York. There, when the plan calls for 14 Rudbeckia planted in a particular spot, that’s where we plant them, or else the state comes in and asks questions.”

On the contrary, Jim’s garden has come in phases and looks forward to continuing evolution. In viewing a plan drawn after the garden’s installation, though, a guiding intelligence shines through. Even as the meadow mimics the Chesapeake’s character, the more heavily designed house, pond and formalized garden anchor the site. Winding between those elements, the winding paths, swaying trees and grass and perennial beds create a discourse of movement that thematically echoes the great meadow, reinforcing a conversation first begun by the bay. 
