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(Grand entrance

1L

Stalks of bambuoo on a verdigrised bronze gate complement the
Asian theme of a garden in El Cerrito.

A gate demarcates the entry

— and

sets the tone — for the garden beyond

By Liz Harris

SPECIAL TO THE CHRONICLE

ike a carefully chosen

picture frame, a gate

can enhance a beauti-

ful garden. It can

blend quietly into the

landscape or stand out distinc-

tively, grandly throw out the wel-

come mat or firmly announce

that privacy is of utrnost concern.

A gate can set the tone before

one ever sets foot in the garden it-

self. “Whimsical,” for example, is

how gatemaker Amy Blackstone

describes her one-of-a-kind fix-
tures.

The Noe Valley resident takes

a highly creative approach. “I

love gardens,” says the pixie-size

welder. “To me, especially in an

PENNI GLADSTONE / The Chronicle
A rusty lizard crawls amid
metal flowers and leaves on
the Peralta Community
Garden gate.

metal and fire.”

One of those commissions
was for Jennifer and Dante Lom-
bardi. After purchasing their
Berkeley Hills home four years
ago, the couple quickly realized
they needed a fence to keep their
small children from wandering
into the street. Once the wood
fence was built, they hired
Blackstone to create a most un-
usual entrance.

They wanted a gate that re-
flected “all the critters” they en-
tertained in their new home,
says Jennifer Lombardi. Rac-
coons, possums, rats, snakes, spi-
ders, birds, banana slugs and
their (now dearly departed) cat.
Dante Lombardi, a creative type
at an advertising agency, met ex-
tensively with Blackstone to go

urban setting, a garden is kind of
magical, and the gateway is kind of a trumpet an-
nouncement.”

Her rustic metal gateway at the Peralta Commu-
nity Garden in Berkeley is a profusion of sunflowers
reaching for the sky. That gate, which is topped by
an arch of leaves and flanked by rambling stalks of
garden flowers on either side, was Blackstone’s first,
and an ambitious one at that. Its completion in the
mid-"90s led to commissions in the East Bay, San
Francisco and beyond for Blackstone, a former
community college creative writing instructor who
took a welding class years ago and “fell in love with

over the design and mechanical
details of the two-sided swinging gate. Blackstone
created the animals out of metal and welded them
together with openings throughout the gate for
sunlight to shine through.

Once installed, it was allowed to weather natu-
rally, and when the metal turned a rusty brown that
blended with the cedar fence and red-brick patio in
front of their wood-frame home, Dante Lombardi
sealed it per Blackstone’s instructions.

The endearing front gate opened another door
for the homeowners, who added plantings to the
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now-enclosed patio. “It created a
new, outdoor usable space, for
sure,” says fennifer Lombardi. De-
scribing the “awesome” gate as
garden art, she said it “breeds con-
versations” among those who see
it,and has delighted her three chil-
dren, who enjoy identifying all the
animais it holds.

Plus, “when the sun shines
through it, the animals are reflect-
ed down an the bricks,” adding yet
another pleasing dimension.

While the Lombardi gate ex-
udes personality, the average gar-
den gate is far simpler, of course.
Yet something as slight as a gentle
curve can provide “a playful depar-
ture!” from the straight, geometric
lines — think doors, windows,
;in[s, walls — that dominate rmost

mes, notes North Bay wooed-
worker Charles Prowell.

“People love that arched top
rail,” says Prowell, who shows 15
basic styles on his Web sile,
through which he does most of his
markeling. “A gate does nel have
the rigidity of a front door — agate,
you walk out of there, and you get
involved in the frivolity of the gar-
den.”

Charles Prowell Woodworks —
an extensive line of gates, fences
and some furnishings — end up all
over the country, from Prowell's
Sehastopol backyard to the East
Coast. In Augusl, for example, he
was enthusiastically undenaking a
5-foot-wide by 74%-foot tall gate for
4 large, antebellum-style “secret
garden” in Charlotte, N.C.

‘Whether collaborating with ¢li-
ents on the Atlantic or Pacific
coasts, Prowell commonly uses
digital tmupes of residences and
their surrounding landscape to
come up with an appropriate de-
sign.

“The idea s, everything is more
ar lessrelated,” he says. Issuessuch
asa gate's distance from the house,
the strength of the landscaping
and architecture of the home all
come into play.

“Ir'sa balance that you're after,”
Prowell says. He works directly
with homeowners, who ordinarily
select from one of his preset styles,
perhaps with a variation or fwo,
and he works with landscape archi-
teets and designers.

Enic LYsE / The Chronicls
A tin drum from Haiti with carvings of birds in flight inspired Dave Washer's design for this stone-pillared wood gate in San Anselmo.

IFrnng Grapsrong / The Cloonicle

Metal animals animate the garden gate,

left and above, that Amy Blackstone designed
for Dante and Jennifer Lombardi.

At left, the Lombardi children (from left)
John, 5, Leo, 2, and Sam, 7, play with their
father behind the gate whose figures

reflect the “critters” the Lombardis found
living near their Berkeley home.

Resources

Amy Blackstone, San Francisco.
{415) 824-9608.

Art Gardens, San Anseimo, (415)
519-0201; www.artgardens.net,
Charfes Prowell Woodworks,
Sebastopal. (800) 906-6651;
www. prowellwoodworks.com.
Lazar Landseape, Oakiand (510)
444-5195; www.lazariandscape.
com.

Smith & Wawken, Berkel
Valley, Palo Atlo, San Fra
Wainut Creek. (800) 940-11
www.smithandhawken com,

Ml

ommends a coat of primer and
paint as the most durable, longest-
lasting finish, but wamns that it re-
guires the most maintenance. An
acceplable alternative, he says, is
solid stain or natural-grain sealer,
both of which have a more organic
look than paint.

Among metals, Blackstone pre-
fers steel, estimating her fees start
at around $100 a square foot. She
also works with copper and
bronze, but they are far more cost-
Iy to use, she says, with bronze
nearly double the price of steel.
(One of her most striking gatesisin
bronze, shaped into graceful bam-
boo statks that complement the El
Cerrito home and garden's Asian
characteristics.)

Practical prefah

If a custom gate isn’t in the
cards, however, there are plenty of
less-expensive options. Big-box re-
tailers such as Home Depot and
Lowe’s Home lmprovement
Warehouse sell ready-made wood
gates in a few styles. Prefab gates
can also be found at local building-
supply outlets, such as Broadmoor
Lumber and Landscape Supply in
South San Francisco and Mill Val-
ley's Goodman Building Supply,
which carries a lattice-topped gate
and fence. Some lumberyards,
such as Sierra Lumber and Fence
in San Jose and Petaluma, will
make gates lo order.

Smith & Hawken sells decora-
tive, welded steel powder-coated
“garden structures,” including
gate, arch and trellis, at its stores
and through its catalog. New and
gently used gates canalso be found
at independenl garden and an-
tique shops.
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