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Weeds

OUT OF THE

A Philadelphia family takes back their backyard in an amazing outdoor transformation.

by kelli bozeman | photography by hays collins
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 BEFORE
CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: The new landscape includes a gentle waterfall that leads the
eye from porch to pool, along with curved steps. The front yard features many of Jenny’s
favorite old Southern plants, and casual seating areas are outfitted with items from her
shop, The Potting Shed. Jenny and Andy Dabbs’ backyard was a hilly, swampy wilderness
(inset) before the family took on the project of adding a pool and making the entire area
more family friendly.
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“When we remodeled this house six years ago, everyone in
town was amazed at its transformation,” says Jenny Dabbs.
“They always said, ‘I would love to see your backyard…’ Oh, no,
they wouldn’t! No plants, no grass, but plenty of snakes and
mosquitoes were all that were back there on that hilly, shady,
swampy land.”
Well, what a difference a few years make. Today, that twoacre, snake-infested nightmare in Philadelphia’s Woodland
Hills neighborhood is a dream come true for the Dabbs family—
complete with plenty of space for relaxation and entertaining.
Jenny always knew this place had potential, even though
husband Andy “thought I was crazy when we first came to see
it.” Jenny, a registered nurse who had grown up in this very
neighborhood, and Andy, a surgeon, were living in Jackson
when he was offered a position in Philadelphia. As they toured
the 1973 English Tudor-style home, it was hard to look past
the blue carpets, vinyl floors, and overall “dark, dreary, scary,
smelly” ambiance. But Jenny had vision.
“I told him, ‘It could be great—look at the yard,’” she recalls.
“He said, ‘What yard? Are you kidding?’” The whole property
had been vacant for a long time and was generally considered
an eyesore—to everyone except the new lady of the house.
“I wanted to have a garden theme in our outdoor space,”
Jenny says. “That’s why we bought this house in the first place.”
Once the 18-month interior remodeling project was complete, Jenny was ready to tackle the soon-to-be-great outdoors.
After mulling over magazines, poking around other yards, and
considering the good and bad points of the property, she drew
her ideas on sketch paper. “I knew where I wanted the pool,
cabana, and seating area to be,” she says. Blue Haven Pools of
Jackson helped her determine the size and shape of each element and made them fit within the existing landscape. “We
wanted to cut as few trees as possible,” she says.
Friend Mac Burt, “an extremely talented fellow,” collaborated closely with Jenny on the project. “I design and he
plants,” she says. “We just walked around the site with my
favorite plants in mind, laid out beds with orange paint, and
began to work. I moved plants and trees around and played
with the design until I got it right. Basically, I dreamed it, Blue
Haven built it, and Mac planted it.”
The Dabbs’ primary objective was to create a “wonderful
place for family and friends to enjoy,” Jenny says. “We wanted
to have the place where our children [10-year-old Grace and
6-year-old Henry] and their friends would like to come.”
Comfortable, functional, and fun were what the family
wanted their backyard to be, but Jenny also wanted to respect
the old Southern landscape. “I love an old yard with big trees,
azaleas, hydrangeas, and shade,” she says.
Now that the dust has finally settled, Jenny and her family agree that her vision has been realized. The outdoor space
features areas for playing, cooking and dining, socializing,
and soaking up the sun’s rays. Trails wind around meandering
annual flower beds. Waterfalls trickle down rocky slopes. The
effect is as entrancing as it is practical.
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BEFORE 
CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: A cedar shake-roofed cabana is the functional heart of
the backyard, serving as a shady respite and dining destination on hot summer days. Crape
myrtles and hydrangeas provide a pretty backdrop to the cabana, pool, and other hardscape
elements. The cabana is tucked into a corner of the backyard behind the pool. After hours
spent lazing on lounge chairs around the pool, the family prepares and shares meals in the
cabana’s full kitchen, which contains an antique island that seats five.
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Old and earthy materials are literally the cornerstones of
this landscape; the Dabbs selected flagstone, old bricks, and
limestone as their primary building blocks. “We like natural—
nothing bold or obtrusive,” Jenny says.
Take the pool house, for instance—its posts were salvaged
from the old McRae’s warehouse in downtown Jackson; bricks
came from an old house in Savannah. The roof is cedar shake,
the ceilings are reclaimed cypress, and the walls are blackstained beadboard. Even the ceilings in the pool house bathroom carry on the vintage feel; they are made of recycled tin
from a barn outside town. The old brick and flagstone floor is
easy to clean—“We just hose it out, and it dries quickly.”
But there are plenty of modern conveniences here, too. The
20-by-30-foot pool house is equipped with a full-size Sub-Zero refrigerator, a copper farmhouse sink, a double oven, and
a microwave. “I knew that when we were out there, my children wouldn’t want grilled lunches but rather frozen pizza
and chicken nuggets, so I decided it would be more practical
to have all the regular kitchen appliances instead of just the
typical grill area.”
Long, lazy limestone steps flanked by dogwoods lead from
the back porch down to the pool deck. Flagstone retaining
walls border a waterfall “wall” that was constructed when an
old oak tree had to be removed and left a “huge crater” in the
hilly landscape.
“It wasn’t really planned—it just happened,” Dabbs says.
“That’s how all of this project was—flying by the seat of our
pants, with things changing daily.”
Jagged boulders scattered around the deck serve as natural seating, along with tables and chairs and three oversized
lounge chairs. The curvaceous pool is the centerpiece, of
course, with its “tanning ledge,” an eight-foot-long perch with
only six inches of water for “hanging out without getting completely submerged.”
Patches of grass flank the pool, adding touches of green to
the hardscape and providing a cool place to rest one’s toes. A
dry rock riverbed was built along one side to draw water away
from the deck. In keeping with Jenny’s garden preferences, old
plants like George Tabor azaleas and blue hydrangeas form
the backbone of the garden, along with crape myrtles, magnolias, Japanese maples, and evergreen junipers. Annuals of
caladiums, impatiens, and red geraniums fill beds within the
shady yard, and fall means blue and white pansies go into the
ground. About 1,500 red tulips pop up each spring, along with
daffodils that are “everywhere in the yard—we probably have
close to 4,000 bulbs scattered throughout,” says Jenny. “I buy
a few each season, literally throw them in the yard, and where
they land is where we plant.”
“In the summertime, we are outside almost all day, every
day,” Jenny says. “We wake up, I go out and start to water the
millions of plants I say I won’t plant again, and Henry swims.
Around 9 or 10 a.m., we go inside, get ready, eat lunch, and go
outside again around 2 p.m. We stay outside until bedtime. It’s
like a routine!”
Even the two family dogs, Sam and Shelby, get in on the
fun. “They swim in the pool in the summer daily with the kids,”
Jenny says. “It is so fun to watch them all play together.”
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Jenny, who owns The Potting Shed garden and gift store in
Philadelphia, says she found designing the yard to be an extension of her day job. Look closely, and you’ll find treasures from
her shop sprinkled around, from outdoor pillows to topiaries.
“It’s like a shop display, only bigger,” she says. “That’s what the
yard is—a display of my favorite things like plants, furniture,
rugs, and more, but I get to use it every day!”
The simple joy her family gets from spending time together
in this easygoing oasis is reward enough for all of Jenny’s hard
work on the project.
“We have a great time in the backyard,” she says. “We’d do
it again in a heartbeat. Remodeling projects are my favorite.
I love looking at old, tired, or outdated places and thinking,
‘Wow, that place could be great!’” H&G

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: Even the family’s cat Clyde seems to appreciate the comfort of the new backyard. A dry rock riverbed serves as a
channel for keeping water away from the pool deck. The graciously deep
back porch was one of the first outdoor improvements after the Dabbs
bought the house.
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