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Scandia Home: The Scandia Down Difference in Palo Alto
EXPERIENCE EUROPEAN-STYLE LUXURY AND SUPERIOR COMFORT

L

ooking for unmatched comfort and specialized attention
to your bed, bath and specialty
décor needs? If you prefer dealing
with experts when choosing luxurious comforts for yourself and
your guests, then look no further
than Scandia Home in Palo Alto.
Scandia Home, known for
Scandia Down luxury downfilled pillows and comforters and
fine European bedding, has been
a mainstay in Palo Alto since
the early 1980s. Superior quality,
unsurpassed comfort, enduring
style and complete white-glove
service are just a few things
you can expect to experience at
Scandia Home Palo Alto. Upon
entry, you are welcomed to a
finely curated selection of luxury

brands for bed and bath by a staff
that will distinguish itself with
personalized service, unmatched
in the area. And if you don’t
see what you’re looking for, the
Scandia Home team can source
well beyond the store assortment, including bespoke bedding
to suit even the most particular
specifications. Scandia Home
also welcomes interior design
professionals.
Looking for the ultimate solution to sleep comfort or bed and
bath décor needs? Then call or
email to confirm store hours or
to schedule an exclusive appointment at Scandia Home Palo Alto
and Discover the Scandia Down
Difference. Curbside service
available.
Sponsored by

Scandia Home Summer Sale
Enjoy 20% off
All Scandia Home & Scandia Down Products
Ends August 29th
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Scandia Home
Town & Country Village
Palo Alto | 650.326.8583
scandiahome.com
paloalto@scandiahome.com
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GARDEN TIPS
Amid coronavirus, gardening can offer solace

After renovating their bedroom, Gary Waterfield
and Aireen de Peralta decided to remodel every
room in their house, including the kitchen, which
was expanded and redone with teak cabinets.
Photograph by Magali Gauthier.
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Open Daily 10:00am – 5:00pm
and Thursdays 10:00am – 8:00pm

Enjoy a summer Garden stroll
or hike on our Estate Trail.

Go to www.ﬁloli.org/visit for all visiting guidelines.
86 Cañada Road, Woodside, CA 94062 | www.ﬁloli.org | 650-364-8300 | info@ﬁloli.org
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Providing Exceptional Service to Clients on the Mid-Peninsula:

Menlo Park

Palo Alto

Portola Valley

Woodside

Buyers, Sellers, Developers, and Investors.

Realtor® DRE#: 01349099
650.380.0085
colleen.foraker@compass.com
colleenforaker.com
Compass is the brand name used for services provided by one or more of the Compass group of subsidiary companies.
Compass is a real estate broker licensed by the State of California and abides by Equal Housing Opportunity laws.
License Number 01079009. All material presented herein is intended for informational purposes only and is compiled from
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notice. No statement is made as to accuracy of any description. All measurements and square footage are approximate.
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Lofty
ambitions
Bedroom renovation mushrooms
into a whole house remodel
STORY BY
CAROL BLITZER
PHOTOS BY
MAGALI GAUTHIER
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HOME DESIGN

G

ary Waterfield and his wife,
Aireen de Peralta, had lived
in their Old Mountain View home
for more than 10 years before they
decided to improve the master
bedroom and bathroom in 2019.
It was a pretty straight-forward project. Working with an
old friend, Palo Alto architect
Carl Hesse, they thought they’d
replace the flat ceiling with a
vaulted one, move the closet to
give them more space, and maybe
put a French door where there
had been a window.
They weren’t going to do anything to the rest of the house,
Waterfield said.
But once the new high ceiling
was revealed, he thought, “How
cool!,” and decided to vault the
ceiling in the living room, too.
“Carl found a guy tearing
down an old barn in Tennessee,”
Waterfield said, pointing to the
rough-hewn, multi-colored oak
planks on the new vaulted ceiling.
“This is the room I love the

ALL AT ONCE,
OR ROOM BY ROOM?
In this issue of Home +
Garden Design, two separate
homeowners take different
approaches to their whole
house remodel projects. One set
out from the start to modernize
and open up their entire
Victorian floor plan (read story
on page 16), the other started
with a bedroom upgrade that
expanded into the rest of the
house (read story on this page).

most now,” he added.
The vaulted ceiling really made
the room appear much bigger, so
they moved their dining room
furniture to one end, leaving
plenty of space for a sofa and TV.
The old dining room became
a home office. The only change
made there was swapping a window for a set of French doors
and adding up-lighting above the
molding, making the room light
(continued on page 8)

Left: Gary Waterfield and Aireen de Peralta replaced their flat ceiling with a vaulted
one made of repurposed barn wood in the living room of their remodeled Mountain
View home. Top: The vaulted ceiling made the living room appear so much bigger
that the couple decided to move their dining room furniture into the space and
transform the old dining room into an office. “This is the room I love the most now,”
Waterfield said about the new living-dining room combo. Above: The kitchen really
didn’t match the rest of their house so the couple expanded it, added new teak
cabinets and white Caesarstone quartz countertops with a gray tile backsplash.
PALO ALTO WEEKLY • MOUNTAIN VIEW VOICE • THE ALMANAC | 7
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(continued from page 7)

Top: Recessed lights were installed in the kitchen, but Waterfield said he prefers to
use the under-cabinet lighting. Above: A drop cloth made to look like a bookshelf
hangs in the former dining room, which become an office after the couple recently
remodeled their Mountain View home.
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and bright. A backdrop acquired
from a photo studio makes the room
appear to have masses of bookshelves
behind the desk — a perfect spot for
a Zoom meeting.
Hesse pointed out that the kitchen
really didn’t match the rest of the
house, Waterfield said, and the
couple agreed: They expanded it,
added new teak cabinets and white
Caesarstone quartz countertops with
a gray tile backsplash, and extended
the house’s oak floors, refinishing
all with a clear coat. The microwave
is now a built-in drawer in a lower
cabinet, but the rest of the appliances
were not replaced. Recessed lights
were installed in the kitchen, but
Waterfield said he prefers to just use
the under-cabinet lighting.
Tucked into a cabinet at the end of
the kitchen is the new, stacked LG
washer/dryer.
Very few interior (and no exterior)
walls were moved, he added.
One of those moved walls was in
the master bathroom, where a linen
closet made way for a large shower.
That shower is large enough for a

built-in seat, two showerheads and
two shelves for sundries.
The same cabinet materials and
countertops were used in the kitchen
and both bathrooms, giving a unifying style to the whole house.
For the original bedroom project,
an oddly shaped closet was moved
to the hallway, entered through
barn doors (on sliders) built from
excess wood pieces from the living
room ceiling. The old closet “had
weird angles,” and moving it really
opened the room up, Waterfield
said. “Before it was kind of a dark
place. Now it’s more to our liking,”
he added.
French doors (which replaced
windows) now open the room to a
side yard.
A second exterior door leads to
another small patio. A previous
owner had turned the back of the
garage into an artist’s studio located
off the patio, but Waterfield said he
likes to use it as an exercise space.
By the end of 18 months, no
rooms were left untouched. Even
the guest bedroom had windows
(continued on page 11)

Many leaks go unnoticed.

Good news for pets.
Bad news for you.
Don’t let water
and money go
down the drain!
• A CONTINUOUS FAUCET LEAK can
waste thousands of gallons of water each
year.

• AN UNDETECTED “SILENT” TOILET
LEAK can waste hundreds of gallons of
water per day. A “noisy” toilet leak can waste
thousands of gallons each day!

• AN IRRIGATION LEAK AS SMALL AS
THE TIP OF A BALLPOINT PEN can waste
over 6,000 gallons of water per month!

To conserve water inside your home, the ﬁrst step is
to understand how much water you use and ensure
no water is wasted through leaks. Request a free
DIY Water Wise Indoor Survey Kit to check your
home for leaks and look for efficiency improvement
opportunities. An online step-by-step guide is available
at valleywater.org/waterwisesurvey
Please email Conservation@valleywater.org to
request a physical copy of the DIY kit, toilet leak dye
tables and ﬂow rate measurement device. Include your
name, address, and phone number with your request.
Once you complete the DIY survey, you may request
low-ﬂow showerheads, faucet aerators, and toilet
ﬂappers free of charge, if needed.
For more information about water conservation rebates
and programs available to you, visit cityofpaloalto.org/
utilityprograms or call (650) 329-2241.

Individuals with disabilities who require accommodations to access City facilities, services or programs, or who would like information on the City’s compliance
with the Americans with Disabilities act (ADA) of 1990, may contact the City’s ADA coordinator at (650) 329-2368 (voice) or e-mail ada@cityofpaloalto.org.

cityofpaloalto.org/utilityprograms

(650) 329-2241
PALO ALTO WEEKLY • MOUNTAIN VIEW VOICE • THE ALMANAC | 9

Welcome to the Midpeninsula.
Now stay connected.

Palo Alto Weekly, The Almanac and Mountain View Voice
are the most valued and trusted source
of local news in the area.
Let our award-winning team of journalists keep you connected
to life on the Midpeninsula with breaking news,
arts & entertainment, sports and Town Square

PaloAltoOnline.com
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AlmanacNews.com
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HOME DESIGN
(continued from page 8)

swapped for French doors, and the
second bathroom was upgraded
with a new sink, cabinet and toilet.
Of course, the budget blossomed with the change in plans,
basically tripling over time as
expectations changed and new
projects were added, Waterfield
said.
Although he acknowledges
he was likely the “biggest problem because I kept changing my
mind,” he and his architect are
still on good terms.
“It’s not so much that he
changed his mind, but he added
to the scope of the project,” Hesse
said. When the flat ceiling was
removed in the living room, for
example, Waterfield liked the raw
lumber so much that he wanted
to keep it.
“But it had no insulation. We
had to educate him on what
needed to be done, to get it up to
code and provide a comfortable
living space … with the use of the
reclaimed barn wood,” Hesse said.
Another challenge was just
dealing with an older residence,
many of which are framed with
much lighter lumber. “The rafters
were only two-by-fours,” Hesse
said. He, the contractor and the
structural engineer had to come
up with a solution to bolster the
area with deeper rafters. The
house had also been added onto
over the years, and some of those
“improvements” needed to be
pulled apart and reconfigured to
meet code.

Above: Rough-hewn, multi-colored
oak planks reclaimed from an
old barn in Tennessee were used
throughout the couple’s home. Top
right: Palo Alto architect Carl Hesse
reconfigured an oddly shaped
bedroom closet and built barn doors
for it using excess wood from the
living room ceiling. Bottom right:
Waterfield and de Peralta’s home
renovation started with installing a
vaulted ceiling in the bedroom and
mushroomed from there. By the end
of 18 months, no rooms were left
untouched.

“At the same time, it wasn’t that
uncommon. We encounter stuff
like that almost all the time these
days,” Hesse said.
The couple isn’t quite finished
with their remodeling project:
Future plans could include a fire
pit outside the second bedroom as
well as some landscaping. H+G
Freelance writer
Carol Blitzer can be emailed at
carolgblitzer@gmail.com.

RESOURCES
Architect: Carl Hesse, square
three architecture, Palo Alto,
650-326-3860, squarethree.com

Windows: Heartwood Window
and Door, Mountain View,
650-855-9357, heartwoodwd.com

Contractor: Dana Kitaura, Kitaura
Construction, Redwood City,
650-245-3156,
kitauraconstruction.com

Goal of project: Originally,
improve master bedroom and
bathroom; expanded to include
whole house remodel

Cabinets: Roth Wood Products,
San Jose, 408-723-8888,
rothwoodproducts.com

Year house built: 1934, remodeled
2019

Tile: All Natural Stone, San Jose,
408-544-9600,
allnaturalstone.com

Size of home, lot: 2 BR, 2 BA house,
1,850-sq-ft on 6,464-sq-ft lot
Time to complete: About 18 months
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Zoom rooms, large
pantries, indoor gardens
PANDEMIC-INDUCED TRENDS ARE ALREADY
IMPACTING HOME DESIGN
by Risë Krag and Alexandra Treister

H

istory will remember 2020
as the year of shelter-inplace. For most of us, this has
meant staying at home and curtailing our social and professional
lives — and rethinking the spaces
in which we live.
All of a sudden we’re finding
ourselves spending the majority
of our time in the same space:
How can we adapt our home
for comfort? How can we maintain good health and happiness
within these confines?
As priorities evolve, and we
realize staying at home in a
shared space with family or
roommates for work, play and
school will be the new norm,
it’s become apparent that some
adjustments will have to be
made to our interior living
spaces.
While the extent of these
changes will vary with each
person’s circumstances, some
changes are already here.
Here are some design trends
and tips to help your home be
more functional during these
new times:

ZOOM ROOMS
Zoom rooms have already
begun to emerge as people
learn how to focus and present
themselves professionally from
the one place they’ve always
associated with privacy — their
homes. Here are some tips on
how to create a Zoom room:
• Set up a space that is uncluttered and presentable, but also
quiet for effective communication with the outside world.
Things to consider: include
proper lighting, staging for
effect, adequate no noise control
and enough space for all the tech
tools you might need.
• Decor should represent your
professional self. Create a staged
wall with work-appropriate
pictures, plants and books —
keep in mind that people may
be able to read the titles of the
books behind you. Alternatively,
a plain wall can be used as a
green screen to customize your
own background on Zoom, but
make sure that you actually add
an image. Zoom recommends
a solid background, preferably

Light can impact a person’s ability to work. When setting up a Zoom room
or work space, it’s important to face natural light. Photo by Russell Abraham/
courtesy RKI Interior Design.
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During the quarantine, people are cooking more at home, which requires more
space for food preparation and storage. Photo by Cherie Cordellos/courtesy
RKI Interior Design.

green, for the best effect.
• If you don’t have individual
office space in your household,
try to avoid high-traffic areas,
like the kitchen or living room in
the background of your Zoom.
Use a decorative item on your
desk to indicate that you’re on a
call, and take it away (or change
it) when you can be interrupted.
This will help prevent distraction and promote amicable living
arrangements.
• For children who may be
spending their school days at
home, find a dedicated space
for age-appropriate learning and ongoing education.
Our design recommendations
for home offices also apply for
online learning and study spaces,
including using neutral backgrounds, avoiding high-traffic
areas and providing proper
lighting.
LIGHTING
It’s important to understand
that light impacts your ability
to work, your mood and your
health.
• When setting up a Zoom
room, it’s ideal to face natural
light, so try to put your desk next
to a window. Bill Bates, president
of the Illuminating Engineering
Society, San Francisco Section,
suggests you should “view lighting for video similar to lighting

for a vanity. It needs to be bright
enough for the camera to fully
detect you but soft enough to
flatter you. Lighting for videoconferencing should be in front
of you, straight on or at an angle.
Straight-down lighting will give
you “racoon eyes,” and lighting from behind will turn your
image into a silhouette.

We’re seeing an
increased need for an
overflow pantry and
additional storage space
for perishable foods.
• Work surfaces should have
direct light shining straight down,
laterally or over the shoulder.
Avoid angles that create shadows on the surfaces as contrasting
light is challenging to the eyes.
The light should be as soft as
possible to minimize shadowing.
• Now that we’re spending more time indoors, try to
mimic the daily cycle of natural
light in which our bodies are
accustomed. Use easy-to-open
window coverings so you can
bring in as much natural light as
possible during the day and shut
out unnatural light (like street
lamps) at night.
(continued on page 14)

Has your agent or
broker retired?
We’re still going
strong!
Charlie Porter

Serving the community for over 30 years!

Farmers® Agency
License # 0773991

(650) 327-1313 671-A Oak Grove Ave, Menlo Park cporter2@farmersagent.com
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When adding a home gym, consider rubber or cork floors to minimize noise
and prevent floor damage from exercise equipment. Courtesy Getty Images.

(continued from page 12)

COMMUNAL SPACES
• What used to be just your
home now is also your favorite
restaurant, coffee shop and bar.
During quarantine, people are
cooking more at home, which
requires adequate layout for
food preparation. We’re seeing

an increased need for an overflow pantry and additional storage space for perishable foods.
(With access to cafes and restaurants limited for the foreseeable future, now might be
the time to purchase that starter
espresso machine or buy a wine
fridge that can be built into your
cabinetry.)

• Home gyms also are
attracting increased interest. If
you’re remodeling or adding a
workout room, consider rubber
or cork f loors for minimizing
noise or damage when dropping
weights. Use smart mood lights
that change hues to transition
from bright, intense colors for
cardio or high-interval training
to soothing colors for activities
like yoga and meditation. If you
don’t have room or a budget
for a treadmill or stationary
bike, consider using suspension
training equipment, such as
straps, rings or bands, that take
up less space and can be hung
over a door or tucked away.
INDOOR GREENERY
Spending time outdoors
might be more limited during
these times, especially for those
living in urban environments.
There are many ways to incorporate nature into your interior
spaces:

The ﬁrst step in planning your weekend starts here

• Bring large plants (think
potted
palm,
f iddle-leaf
fig) indoors to enhance your
well-being.
• Bring the tranquility of the
outdoors into your home by
using marble, stone or exposed
wood. When using marble or
any natural stone, don’t stop
at the floors and countertops.
Move the same material up the
wall to surround yourself by the
elements. Add a stone bathtub
or sink to recreate a feeling of
zen. H+G

Risë Krag

Risë Krag is the
principal designer for
RKI Interior Design,
headquartered
in Menlo Park.
Alexandra Treister is
an interior designer
for RKI. You can
reach them at rki@
rkiinteriordesign.com.

Alexandra
Treister

Your weekly
email with tips
and insights
about hot events
and cool activities

EAT

SEE

PLAY

SIGN UP AT

PaloAltoOnline.com/express/weekend
Presented by
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• Music
• Eating out
• Movies
• Fun and free
• Art exhibits
• Theater
• Lectures
and learning

Santa Clara
Powder coating Inc
“Let Us Fix It Like New”

RESTORATION OF PATIO FURNITURE
-INDUSTRIAL -COMMERCIAL -AUTOMOTIVE

-SANDBLASTING -SLING REPLACEMENT - REPAIR & PARTS
-CAST ALUMINUM -WROUGHT IRON - VINYL STRAPPING

800 ALDO AVE SANTA CLARA, CACA- 408-845-9100

www.scpowder.com
We’ve painted some of th
he

MOST BEAUTIFUL HOMES

8
204
0
6
Lic.

on th
he Peninsula.

For A Prompt Estimate Please Call:

(650) 321-9302
Beautify, Protect and
Preserve your Most
Important Investment
Quality Interior and
Exterior Painting
Residential and Commercial

Family Owned since 1988

Visit Us On The Web At:

www.stanfordpainting.com

Protect Your Family We’re Lead Safe Certiﬁed
5-Year Warranty
Free Estimates
Stanford Painting is not afﬁliated
with Stanford University
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A vision for big change
Couple modernizes old Victorian after purchasing it ‘as is’
BY CAROL BLITZER | PHOTOS BY MAGALI GAUTHIER

I

t wasn’t exactly love at first
sight, when Katherine Lawson
and her husband, Michael
Shantzis, came across the “as is”
sale of an 1899 Victorian in Palo
Alto’s Downtown North neighborhood three years ago.
“We lived in it for about a year
and (always) knew we would do
a major remodel,” said Lawson.
She and her husband decided
to renovate the entire home in
2019.
“Originally, Victorian houses
were built with separated, contiguous rooms, so the main goal
was to open them up,” architect
Helena Barrios Vincent said.
“The challenge was to create a

playful dynamic and create contrast. We left the exterior intact,
but inside you get this dramatic
change, very contemporary.”
The first wall to come down
was between the small kitchen and dining room, creating a great room. They also
exchanged a narrow door for a
wide opening with pocket doors
in the adjacent room, which then
could be used as an extension of
the great room — as an office
or as a guest bedroom. The ensuite bathroom was untouched,
leaving its claw-foot tub and
pedestal sink.
The rear exterior kitchen
wall was restructured to include

16 | HOME + GARDEN DESIGN | SUMMER 2020

French doors leading to a custom-made deck (with built-in
cedar hot tub) as well as a large
window over the sink allowing a
pass-through to a zinc bar, with
stool seating.
“When I cook, guests are outside and I don’t feel alone in
here,” Lawson said.
The complete privacy of the
garden was a deciding factor for
the couple. “We like to entertain. We’d been in San Francisco
where the weather is so awful.
We thought this would be great,”
she added.
The remodel moved the washer and dryer from the garage
into a space off the kitchen,

ALL AT ONCE,
OR ROOM BY ROOM?
In this issue of Home +
Garden Design, two separate
homeowners take different
approaches to their whole
house remodel projects. One
couple set out from the start
to modernize and open up
their entire Victorian floor plan
(read story on page 6), the
other started with a bedroom
upgrade that ultimately
expanded into the rest of the
house (read story on this page).

which also includes a pantry
and a narrow sink, perfect for
feeding the dogs. A high shelf
showcases blown glass, which

HOME DESIGN

Shantzis made himself.
The kitchen gained an additional 3 feet by “poking out into
the garage,” Lawson said. They
then had room for a Carrara
marble-faced hood over the
stove.
“Our intention was to merge
modern with the bones of the
house,” Lawson said, pointing to the simple lines of the
pre-fab cabinets and the black
Shaker-style pulls. Colors are
muted grays and white, with
the main countertops in white
Caesarstone and the island
topped in black stone.
The living room was largely
untouched. To compensate for
leaving the original single-paned
glass windows, the owners
opted for a gas fireplace, which
doubles as a heater. Raw-steel
trim echoes the metal panels at
each end of the kitchen island.
Plantation shutters were cut in
(continued on page 18)

Left: As part of the remodel of their Victorian home, Katherine Lawson and Michael Shantzis added a large window over
their kitchen sink that serves as a pass-through to an outdoor zinc bar with stool seating. Top: During the remodel of this
Palo Alto Victorian, a wall was removed between the kitchen and the dining room, and the doorway leading into the
adjacent office was enlarged. Above: The couple gained an additional 3 feet of kitchen space by “poking out” one of the
walls into the garage to make room for a Carrara marble-faced hood over the stove.
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An outdoor deck off the kitchen includes a zinc bar, as well as additional seating for
lounging and stairs that open up to the patio.“When I cook, guests are outside and I
don’t feel alone in here,” said homeowner Katherine Lawson.
(continued from page 17)

half, now only covering the bottom
panes while leaving the tops open
for light. The built-in cabinet in the
living room got a facelift, including
mesh doors that hide the TV.
While the downstairs flooring is
all herringbone white oak (because
18 | HOME + GARDEN DESIGN | SUMMER 2020

the original oak floor was unsalvageable), upstairs the couple opted
for a white laminate throughout.
Space was taken from the guest
bedroom, replacing a large closet
with a smaller one. The upstairs
bathroom was divided in two, with
the smaller bathroom entered off the

HOME DESIGN

hallway. Instead of towel bars,
Barrios Vincent chose pegs.
“It’s a real space saver,” Lawson
said.
“It was a fun way to add
storage and add visual interest
with the pegs,” Barrios Vincent
added.
Black-and-white hexagonal
floor tiles are laid out in an
asymmetrical f lower pattern,
what Barrios Vincent recalled
as “a very fun exercise.”
For the master suite, some
space was taken from the roomy
bedroom to create a more substantial master bathroom. Blackand-white concrete tiles from
Barcelona cover the floor, vertical white subway tiles line the
shower and blue penny tiles form
the backsplash over the sink.
The very modern bathtub is
made of a stone composite and
features a European handheld
shower fixture in the middle.
A skylight overhead brings in
plenty of light.
“This bathroom is an example of blending modern and
old,” Lawson said, pointing to
the pulls from England, marble
countertop and more modern
mirror and lighting. A Japanese
Toto toilet completes the room.
Although the master bedroom is smaller (to make room
for a built-in closet), “it doesn’t
feel small because of the vaulted
ceiling,” she said. Pocket doors
in the closet save some space,
and a dimmer light allows one
person to dress while the other
is still sleeping.
The entire project took more
than a year to complete and
cost twice the original budget,
Lawson said. The main factors
driving up the price were replacing all the floors, reinforcing
that exterior kitchen wall and
redoing the wiring in the whole
house. But the couple managed
to turn an “as is” sale into a very
livable, charming space. H+G
Freelance writer
Carol Blitzer can be emailed at
carolgblitzer@gmail.com.

RESOURCES
Architect: Helena Barrios
Vincent, Palo Alto,
650-996-3669,
hbvarchitecture.com
Cabinets: Ultracraft Cabinets,
ultracraft.com
Contractor: Wenke
Construction (Randy Wenke,
GC; Hollye Hawley, project
manager), Menlo Park,
650-568-9410,
wenkeconstructionllc.com
Light fixtures: Buoyant,
New York, buoyantnyc.com
Windows: Heartwood Window
and Door, Mountain View,
650-855-9357,
heartwoodwd.com
Goal of project: Create great
room, custom deck, master
bedroom suite
Year house built: 1899,
remodeled 2019
Size of home, lot: 4 BR, 3 BA
(was 2 BA) house, 1,879-sq-ft
on 5,625-sq-ft lot
Time to complete: About a
year, but moved back in after
seven months

Space was taken from the couple’s roomy bedroom to create a more substantial master bathroom, which features black-andwhite concrete tiles from Barcelona on the floor and a modern bathtub made of a stone composite. A skylight overhead brings
in plenty of light.
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Tiny trees with deep community roots
FOR 60 YEARS, KUSAMURA BONSAI CLUB HAS CULTIVATED JAPANESE TRADITION IN BAY AREA BACKYARDS
by Laura Swenson

F

or a bonsai tree, 60 years is an impressive lifespan
but not unheard of — the oldest known bonsai is
1,000 years old. For a hobbyist club like Kusamura
Bonsai Club of Palo Alto, however, thriving for six decades
merits recognition. This year marks the Palo Alto group’s
60th anniversary.
Officially founded in 1960,
the club’s roots go back to
1954, when Yuji Yoshimura, a
renowned bonsai master from
Japan, traveled to California to
teach a class on the Japanese
art form, which entails using
sculpting techniques to cultivate miniature container trees
that mimic the appearance of
regular-sized ones.
Some of his pupils went on
to form Kusamura, and ultimately play a role in catapulting
the art of bonsai into a popular
garden hobby nationwide. The
group generated several other
ubs along
clubs

Courtesy Getty Images.

the Peninsula and produced one
of the country’s greatest bonsai
masters, Toshio Saburomaru.
Decades later, the club still
has many trees that have been
sustained by generations of
club members since the group’s
founding.
Michael Greenstein, a club
member since 1986 and current
board member, is among those
responsible for tending to some
of these legacy club trees.
“I get to keep them in my
yard and enjoy them for many
years, but there’s also, you know,
responsibility. If I were to lose
one of these trees because
I didn’t take care of it,
that would be terrible,” Greenstein
said.

Some
of
the club’s trees are
notable because famed bonsai
masters such as the club’s late
co-founder and first “sensei”
(teacher) Saburomaru — who
helped generate several clubs
on the Peninsula, organized the
Golden State Bonsai Federation
and later helped found bonsai
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clubs all over the world — have
worked on them.
Other trees carry significance
because a member personally
collected specimens from the
wild during a trip to the Sierra
Nevada, Mojave Desert or
elsewhere.
Rita Kurbow, a club member
since 1997 and a two-time former club president, said it’s not
just the club trees or trees with
otherwise prestigious pedigrees that are favored by their
owners: Trees can be beloved
for how much transformation
they’ve gone through or simply
for what they represent. For
Kurbow, an oak bonsai is her
favorite.
“It kind of reminds me of this
huge oak tree that was behind
my house when I was growing up as a kid. I see that, but
nobody else would,” she said.
Charlene Fischer, a club
member since the 1990s and the
club’s show chair, said bonsai
requires both an understanding
of horticulture and the sensibility of a sculptor: Achieving
the beauty and splendor of a
full-sized tree is no small feat.
“It’s a living art,” she said.
Bonsai also demands devotion, according to Greenstein.
He said that the trees,
some of which require constant sculpting and attention
for more than a decade, have
taught him patience.
Some people think that creating a smaller-scale version of a
large tree must somehow torture the tree, he explained. A
tree naturally balances its top
and bottom, however, so when
a tree’s roots are constrained
in a pot, the tree’s overall size
adjusts.
Another common misconception is that only some
types of trees can be made
into bonsai. But a tree of any

species and which lives in a
pot, is a bonsai. Junipers are
common and recommended for
beginners because they can be
worked on throughout most of
the year and they have dramatic deadwood, which has the
effect of making the tree look
much older. Hypothetically,
though, one could collect any
tree from the backyard and
attempt to make a bonsai out
of it. Greenstein, for example,
tends to several bougainvillea
bonsai; Fischer styled a guava

THE ART OF BONSAI
• A bonsai is any miniaturized
tree grown and cultivated
in a container to mimic the
appearance of a full-sized
tree.
• Some bonsai trees can survive for hundreds of years.
• Traditionally, bonsai clubs
in Japan were only for men
and strictly adhered to style
guidelines, usually enjoyed
only by those in the upper
class.
• The major trick of making the
miniature version of a tree,
which would otherwise grow
to be 20, 50 or 100 feet tall
in nature, is to grow it in a
small, well-drained pot and
to prune its branches every
year to prevent overgrowth.
• Many trees require at least
10 years of growth and constant sculpting to become a
remarkable specimen of the
ancient art of bonsai.
• Bonsai trees are an outdoor
plant and must be kept outside to grow properly.
• Garden variety junipers
from your local nursery, various types of elm with small
leaves and some cedar species are among the best tree
choices for beginners.
—Information courtesy of
the Kusamura Bonsai Club

LANDSCAPE DESIGN

tree from her yard into a bonsai; Kurbow loves the scent
of her Monterey cypress; and
Greenstein has approximately
100 trees that he tracks with
a digital database. There are
really no limits.
Acquiring trees “becomes
kind of addicting,” said
Fischer, who has been trying
to pare down her 140 trees
to focus on her favorites and
really notice how they change
over time. John and Sandy
Planting, beloved club members since almost the very
beginning when they joined
in 1961, are said to have had at
one point 2,500 trees at their
Menlo Park home.
Regardless of skill level, the
club is a venue for members
to seek a fresh perspective on
their trees.
“A bonsai is never finished,
and so the club, I feel, helps
you have other opinions and
other eyes looking at what
you’re doing and suggesting
things you might not think
of on your own,” said Fischer.
Greenstein has adopted
the role of “Dr. Bonsai” in
the club. At the start of each
monthly meeting, people can
bring their trees to him to
troubleshoot how to achieve
their particular vision. Every
so often, all he might suggest is looking at the tree
from another angle, which
can sometimes be all it takes
to make the tree into what
they’d hoped.
Access to club veterans can
be particularly comforting
when caring for a celebrated club tree, which can feel
intimidating. When Kurbow
was a new member, she won
a club tree created by Sandy
Planting during a demonstration. She only felt comfortable
further styling the tree when
she was in a workshop under
the guidance of other club
members.
Kusamura welcomes beginners and is unique in its focus

on teaching. Traditionally,
bonsai clubs in Japan were
only for men and strictly
adhered to style guidelines,
usually enjoyed only by
those in the upper class. But
someone who has never done
bonsai before can attend a
Kusamura meeting and learn
the art form from square one.
The club’s openness to
beginners may contribute to its
thriving for so long. The club’s
current president, Richard
Philips, and his wife, Barbara,
have made significant efforts to
recruit new members through
their “Bonsai Demystified”
presentations, which they’ve
shown at local libraries in
an effort to get more youth
involved in the club.
Bonsai trees figure largely
in the lives of their caretakers. Greenstein contemplates
what they have endured. “It’s
very humbling to walk by
trees that are 150 years old
and think of all the struggles
that they have gone through,”
he said. One of his bonsai
came from a specimen collected from a tree in the wild
that he estimated was 150
years old, based on counting
its rings.
The trees can also help us
cope,” said Greenstein, who
has continued to care for the
trees while most other daily
activities have been halted by
stay-at-home orders. “When
I’m tending my trees, I don’t
worry about the coronavirus
or finances or anything else.”
For more information about
the Kusamura Bonsai Club
or how to cultivate a bonsai
tree, go to kusamurabonsai.
org. The club, located at St
Mark ’s Episcopal Church,
600 Colorado Ave., Palo Alto,
is holding monthly meetings
via Zoom. H+G
Freelance writer Laura
Swenson can be emailed at
laurajswens@gmail.com.

Over the past 60 years, the Kusamura Bonsai Club in Palo Alto has cultivated
miniaturized trees, including this Japanese maple, top, and juniper, above, using
sculpting techniques that renowned Japanese bonsai master Yuji Yoshimura
taught the group’s founders in 1954. Photo by Sabrina Huang/courtesy
Kusamura Bonsai Club.
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Finding solace in the garden
DURING THESE UNUSUAL TIMES, INTERACTING WITH NATURE CAN BRING PEACE OF MIND
by Jack McKinnon

W

e garden out of a sense of
need. A need to produce
food, flowers, order and a relationship with nature. Gardening
is an action, A way of showing
up for this life and
participating in
it with our bodies and our minds.
It’s also a way of
interacting with
the plant world,
with the results if Jack McKinnon
they thrive or if they don’t. We are
all now sheltering from a virus that
wants to use us to reproduce itself.
Sometimes it costs us our lives.
While sheltering in place, gardening is a way to reaffirm life and to
give us a reason to go on living and
flourishing at the same time.
These tips can help us interact
in our gardens, get a bit of exercise, fresh air and sunshine. We
can also get some food and flowers
out of the deal.

WEEDS
Pulling weeds is one of the best
things we can do for the rest of
the season. To get the young new
weeds out makes it much easier to
keep the weeds under control when
everything is grown-up large.

SEEDS
Planting seeds has a good news/
bad news aspect to it. The good
news is we’ve got a lot more variety to choose from when it comes
to flowers and vegetables. The
bad news is only about 25% of the
seeds really make it to maturity.
That means that we have to plant
a lot of seeds, thin them out when
too many come up and protect
them when they’re still very young
and fragile. Plant seeds anyway.
Be sure to read the instructions on
the package and do a search online

When it comes to flowers and vegetables, plant an abundance of seeds because only about 25% make it to maturity. Courtesy
Getty Images.

for extra tips on how to care for
those particular plants.

COMPOST
Preparing soil for new plantings
is important. Compost is one of
the most important things that
you can add to prepare soil for
new seeds or plants. This might
take a trip to the nursery to pick
up bags of compost or a trip to the
compost pile to sift out enough to
take care of your needs.

FERTILIZER
It’s also good before planting to
add fertilizer to the soil. Compost
doesn’t bring enough nutrients to
really promote plant growth as
much as we are used to expecting.
If you’re growing food, I recommend organic. Fish emulsion is
one of the best or if you have some
fish around that you’re not going
to eat, put them in the garden.
Other organic fertilizer can be
found at big box stores like Home
Depot or at nurseries but read the
label before you buy them. Always
read the labels and compare.
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SUN/SHADE
If you have sunnier places and
shadier places, plant accordingly. If
you don’t know, spend a whole day
watching your particular shadow
patterns. This is of great value.

PRUNING
For perennials, shrubs and small
plants, don’t hesitate to prune out
any deadwood, branches or leaves
to keep everything tidy and healthy.

BLOOMS
IRRIGATION
Set up irrigation systems so
that all new plantings are sure to
have regular watering. This might
mean drip systems or activating a
system that you haven’t been using
with clocks or timers. Check for
leaks.

PESTS
Pest-control management is very
important. Birds love little seedlings so you need to put covers over
your seedlings. I like floating row
covers made of permeable plastic
so the sun can go through and
water can go through but moths
and butterflies and birds can’t.
Also go for cages underneath anything that might be edible if there
are gophers in your area.

Plan on growing flowers for
bouquets in the house. This is
important for keeping your spirits
up. Another nice thing about cut
flowers is that eventually they will
need to be thrown out. This gives
us the opportunity to go out and
pick some more.

COMFORT
Spending time in the garden
just to be out there is important
also. A good quality chaise or
adirondack chair makes for comfortable reading or napping. Add
a water feature or bird feeder and
everything is in balance. H+G
Jack McKinnon is a garden coach
and worked in the Sunset Magazine
Gardens for 12 years. He can be reached
at jack.mckinnon.hmb@gmail.com.
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