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Gardens may change from year to 
year, but one thing that remains 
fairly constant with experienced 
gardeners is that they have some 
combination of ornamentals and 
edibles. The proportion of plants 
in each category may vary, but it is 
always interesting to see how—even 
when there are just a few tomatoes, 
salad greens, and herbs combined 
with flowers and shrubs—they 
enhance each other.

Bloom visited four mature 
gardens located in different parts 
of Bloomington and noted the 
owners’ creative adaptations to the 
conditions and constraints of their 
sites. Gardeners must play the hand 
they are dealt, but in these gardens 
it is apparent that the challenges of 
the sites have not limited the verdant 
charms of the outcomes. These 
seasoned gardeners exhibit different 
styles and emphases in their garden 
spaces, but all are lovingly tended 
and demonstrate the variety of 
combinations that are possible when 
edibles and ornamentals are woven 
together in a seamless manner.

by Moya Andrews   
photography by James Kellar

       

Lush flower gardens surround the home of 
Lloyd and Esther Minnick, which is set back 
from the road on ten acres, but on the north 
side of the house the emphasis is on vegetables. 
Lloyd’s grandfather helped plant the couple’s 
first vegetables in 1959, just after they built the 
house, and they have been gardening ever 
since. “When our children were young we 
grew a lot of our food,” Lloyd says. “We have 
grown just about every vegetable possible over 
the years, and all from seeds.” 

The rural setting provides enough space for 
a large rectangular vegetable garden with a 
trellis for beans. Included within are many 
unusual varieties of tomatoes as well as such 
uncommon vegetables as Egyptian walking 
onions, cardoons (like an artichoke with edible 
stalks), different varieties of kale, edamame 
(edible soy beans from Japan), and red noodle 
yard-long beans. Esther, a master gardener, has 
rimmed the vegetable bed with herbs and 
annual flowers. In adjacent borders are lush 
hydrangea bushes, tall trumpet lilies, masses of 
day lilies, and long-stemmed zinnias.

This year, because of two-year-old grandson 
Carson’s interest in berries, the Minnicks are 
trying two new blackberry varieties as well as 

new kinds of strawberries and raspberries. Goji 
berries with purple flowers and red fruit that 
are reportedly high in antioxidants are new, 
too. The Minnicks will prune dead wood and 
some new growth every year to keep all the 
berry bushes controlled. 

Plants go in and out of fashion, and Esther 
has noticed a recent renaissance of rhubarb. 
“Our rhubarb is about forty years old and pokes 
its little red leaves up early. It is best not to 
harvest any of the plant’s leaves the first year, 
and only half in subsequent years,” she advises. 
She also considers what makes an attractive 
garden. “Leafy edibles like chard and lettuce 
are pretty,” she says, “and the asparagus fronds 
add fine contrastive texture.’’ 

Lloyd and Esther support the county fair 
and help organize the horticultural competi-
tion each year. Lloyd’s livestock provide 
wheelbarrows full of well-rotted manure, and 
the garden reflects the way their soil has been 
enriched over many years. 

Their families on both sides were garden-
ers, and part of their legacy was the enjoyment 
of fresh food. Esther was six years old when her 
grandfather helped her sow radish seeds. She 
remembers the day they harvested the radishes 
and took them to her grandmother. Her 
grandfather said, “Esther is a wonderful 
gardener. Have you ever seen such beautiful 
radishes?” She says he gave her the enduring 
confidence to enjoy trying new things.

 “Gardens are not permanent and they are 
meant to change,” says Esther with a smile as 
she recounts her experiments over the years 
with dried flowers, gourds, and biblical plants. 
“We have just enlarged the vegetable plot.” 

A Half-Century-Old Country Garden

Lloyd and Esther Minnick     

Hartstrait Road      

Luscious blackberries and vibrant zinnias (above) in the Minnicks’ garden.

1.  Sunflowers coexist happily with the diverse vegetables.
2.  Esther holds some of the many varieties of tomatoes  
 the Minnicks grow. 
3.  Succulents spill out of artfully positioned pots near the  
 front driveway. 
4.  A squash swells on the vine.
5.  Views of the garden are enhanced by the adjoining  
 pastures. 

Esther and Lloyd Minnick.
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1. Clipped boxwood hedges lead the eye toward a flower-filled urn.
2. Jan creates colorful homegrown salads.
3. Herbs populate a checkerboard garden of wooden boxes and crushed red brick.
4. The Bakers enjoy entertaining guests in this alfresco dining area.
5. The antique horse trough echoes the area’s native limestone. 
6. In one of many welcoming “garden rooms,” a bench invites a contemplative moment. 

       
Jack and Jan Baker are hands-on visionaries 
who have created a series of “garden rooms” 
flanking their cottage bungalow in downtown 
Bloomington. A plaque notes that the cottage 
was originally constructed as the Goodman 
House in 1924. When Jack and Jan bought it 
in 1978, they started the garden from scratch. 
Jan is a popular teacher of culinary classes, so it 
is not surprising that many of the items grown 
in their eclectic garden end up as ingredients 
and garnishes for meals. 

A horticultural tour around the house 
begins with two spring-blooming trees, lush 
plantings, and welcoming flower boxes near 
the front door. There are a series of garden 
rooms—spaces enclosed with clipped boxwood 
hedges—along the left side of the house as one 
enters the garden, and a long brick pathway 
that leads the eye to distant vistas, making the 
narrow lot appear to be much larger than it is. 

The repetition of enclosures allows many 
different flowers (as well as the occasional 
rhubarb and sorrel) to be included without a 
feeling of disorganization. 

Jack built an undulating privacy fence 
separating the side garden from the neighbors. 
He periodically created openings in the fence 
where container plants are displayed and can 
be viewed from both sides. Jack says he tried 
“to create the same atmosphere that was 
created in 15th- and 16th-century parterres 
where showy plants were contained by formal 
hedges.” 

Across the back of the lot, there is a 
weathered structure that creates additional 
privacy; it is used as a studio/shop and features 
a dovecote (pigeon home) and bat house. 
Trellises on its sunny side hold purple 
Jackmanii clematis and Joseph’s Coat climbing 
rose. Along the shady side is a bed of ferns, 
hardy geraniums, ligularia, and other shade-
loving perennials. The side of the garden that 
abuts the alley has a high sheltering hedge; 
between it and the house is an in-ground 
checkerboard of herb gardens in wooden boxes 

An Inventive Garden in the Heart of Town
Jack and Jan Baker   

South Madison Street   

set in crushed red brick. The lush green-and-
gray herbs stand out against this background 
and also contrast with the adjacent flowering 
rose bushes and an antique gray limestone 
horse trough. 

Behind the house are several private seating 
areas where the couple and their guests enjoy 
alfresco dining in the warm months. Inspired 
by the work of Gertrude Jekyll, an influential 
British garden designer of the early 1900s, Jack 
built shelves on the back of the house for terra 
cotta containers planted with annuals. 
Scattered throughout sunny areas of the garden 
are large pots containing tomatoes, lettuce, and 
a variety of other salad greens. 

Despite space constraints, these urban 
gardeners and committed foodies have used 
clever design strategies to meld edibles with a 
large assortment of ornamentals.
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(above) The design of this narrow side garden makes it appear larger than it is.  
(right) Jan and Jack Baker, creative gardeners.
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When Michael and Debra Wade bought their home in 1999, they could 
see many houses in the subdivision behind their lot line. They could also 
see long swales (concrete drainage culverts) that crisscross their 
acre-and-a-third yard. Although the swales solved drainage problems, 
they were rather unsightly. Mike and Debbie asked landscaper Kirsten 
Buehl to help them design contoured borders to camouflage the swales. 
They also planted many evergreen and deciduous trees to provide 
screening at the back and sides of their lot. Now the plantings have 
matured, and there are a variety of interesting trees, including two bald 
cypress, giving the impression the family lives on the edge of a wooded 
park. 

In front of the trees are mixed borders of native and ornamental 
shrubs, grasses, and perennials that create layers of color and form. 
Because the borders must be seen from a distance, Debbie uses striking 

A Prairie-Style Garden
Michael and Debra Wade   Benson Court    

colors (sulphur-yellow yarrow with silver 
foliage), forms (mounded blue spruce), and 
textural variation (spiky lavender as edging), 
and she masses drought-tolerant colorful 
perennials such as rudbeckia and echinacea. A 
small serviceberry tree provides white flowers 
in spring and then berries for the birds, while 
oak leaf hydrangeas provide focal points in all 
seasons. 

The scale of the plantings is perfect in 
relation to the proportions of the house and 
large lawn. The silhouettes, colors, and textures 
change with the seasons, and the diversity of 
plantings attracts wildlife. Ducks from a 
neighboring retention pond nest under a 
willow. 

Mike and Debbie and their children, 
Megan, 21, and Travis, 19, have done all the 
work themselves. Travis even dug his own 
rectangular bed in the lawn and grew wheat 
and potatoes when he was in high school.  

The bold plant tapestries are all in back of 
the house to be viewed from windows and 
enjoyed from the deck, where the family 
spends a great deal of time. 

Debbie has fragrant Korean lilacs at the 
side of the house and some colorful flowers, 
such as stargazer lilies, near the front door, but 
the real magic of the garden is not visible from 
the street. Nestled closest to the house and at 
the back is a traditional kitchen garden where 
squash, tomatoes, beans, and herbs are grown 
in raised beds edged with colorful marigolds, 
nasturtiums, and other annuals. Small 
boxwoods, tall yellow helianthus, and 
pachysandra from Mike’s parents’ garden give 
this area the intimacy of a cottage garden.

1.  Swaths of shrubs, trees, and perennials create 
 textured layers.

2.  Red foliage of the smoke bush contrasts with the  
 fleshy leaves of sedums. 

3.  The diversity of spiky grasses, blue-gray evergreens,  
 and pink echinacea attracts wildlife. 

4.  Drought-tolerant shrubs and perennials soften a  
 concrete swale. 
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(above) Cottage-style vegetable garden edged with boxwoods. 
(right) Debra and Michael Wade.
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those little birds with black heads that walk 
upside down on trees to eat bugs. They get their 
name from their idiosyncratic habit of wedging 
a nut, or other piece of food, into a crevice so 
they can peck at it. Song sparrows, not to be 
confused with house sparrows, also are regular 
nesters in this welcoming space behind the 
house. 

Poisonous, exotic tropical plants such as 
datura, sometimes called moonflower, open at 
night, and their perfume attracts the moths that 
pollinate them. The resident frogs in a nearby 
fountain lie in wait to catch the moths. The 
back garden slopes toward the west, where a 
large river birch stands near the side fence. 
Runoff during rainstorms ensures the tree gets 

the moisture it needs. “I hauled it home in the 
trunk of my car about nine years ago,” David 
says, “and now it has grown multiple trunks and 
provides a lot of dappled shade.”  

The deck and gazebo offer comfortable 
places to sit and observe the hummingbirds 
hovering at their feeder and the butterflies 
sipping nectar from the flowers. While the 
Kinmans’ suburban garden is almost entirely 
ornamental, they do grow a variety of salad 
greens in containers placed in the sunniest 
spots, a clever way in which experienced 
gardeners integrate edibles into an overall 
garden design.*

Over the past decade, Vina and David Kinman have created a tranquil, 
multifunctional garden sanctuary, emphasizing plantings that attract birds and 
butterflies. The front of their suburban home faces south and slopes down to 
the street, with full sun and nightly visits from deer. “The constraints of the site 
determined the plantings,” Vina explains. That means “deer resistant, 
sun-loving plants that enjoy good drainage such as spirea and weigela shrubs 
and perennial Russian sage, iris, lavender, coneflowers, and annual zinnias.” 
Yellow finches feast on the 5- to 6-foot rudbeckia maxima, a perennial that is 
native to eastern Texas and South Carolina. 

In the enclosed back garden, which has both sun and shade, the plantings 
are more eclectic with a cool color palette. There are also many decorative 
handmade ornaments that provide accents. The shade cast by the black walnut 
tree also affects what can be planted there, as tomatoes, azaleas, columbines, 
rhododendron, and other plants are intolerant of juglone, a chemical exuded 
by the tree. 

The garden is wildlife-certified and pesticide-free, and it supplies edible 
plants, water, and nesting sites for birds. The bluebird house has two or three 
broods of these favorites each summer. There’s a triangular house for nuthatches, 

A Garden for Birds and Butterflies
Vina and David Kinman   East Mulberry Court

1. Trees and shrubs 
 provide shelter and   
 nesting sites for birds. 

2.  Eggs rest in a song   
 sparrow nest.

3.  Datura flowers attract  
 pollenating moths. 

4.  Birdhouses on the   
 bench are both 
 decorative and 
 utilitarian. 

(above) David and Vina Kinman.

(top) The rough trunks of the river birch 
contrast with the vibrant red bee balm 
and the textures of the green plants and 
hardscape.
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