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 The Olbrich Botanical Gardens* are located in Madison, 
Wisconsin, a unique city that developed around four connected lakes.  
The gardens were founded in 1952 by Michael Olbrich and are managed 
jointly by the City of Madison Parks and the non-profit Olbrich Botanical 
Society. The garden property is about sixteen acres in size. 

 Jeff Epping has been the Horticulture Director for sixteen years, 
and he works with a staff of six horticulturalists to create the gardens at 
Olbrich.  Each of the horticulturalists oversees a garden and 

independently creates the 
annual displays.  

 When a new 
garden is created, Epping 
works with Madison 
landscape architecture firm Ken Saiki 
Design.  Ken and his wife Patricia have 
been designing gardens at Olbrich for 
more than fifteen years.  Working as a 
team, Saiki Design develops the 
structure of the garden, while Epping 
draws up the planting plans. 

 One of the most formal gardens 
at Olbrich is the Sunken Garden, which 

is surrounded by terraces made of regional limestone. This English-style garden 
contains an 80-foot reflecting pool and is enclosed by a shrub hedge.  The 

surrounding mixed borders show 
massing with color drifts.  

 After seeing the beautiful 
meadows of Great Dixter and Powis 
Castle in the United Kingdom, Epping 
made the pitch for a meadow garden at 
Olbrich.  Now ten years old, the 
Meadow Garden is adjacent to the 
Wildflower Garden and is planted with a 
clump-forming, drought-tolerant fescue 
mix.  During the first fall, the meadow 
was planted with 13,000 bulbs. “It is 
truly a ‘green’ garden, consuming far less energy than our traditional 
lawns.  We never water or fertilize it, and we only mow it twice a year,” 
reports Epping.  

 Last year, Roy Diblik (of Northwind Perennial Farm) designed a 
gravel garden at Olbrich.  There are plans to install one or two new beds this year with Diblik’s earth-friendly planting 
design.  

   The Rose Garden was installed in 2005.  The garden’s structure includes a 30-foot tower and fountains built of 
native stone.  Influenced by Mottisfont Abbey and Hidcote Manor, the garden combines perennials and flowering shrubs. 
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“The U.K. gardens inspired me to think about roses in a different way,” says Epping.  
The idea is “a rose garden through all seasons,” as opposed to being a purist’s garden 
with mostly high maintenance hybrid tea roses.  The emphasis is on landscape and 
shrub roses that are readily available and disease resistant.  The other plants were 
chosen for seasonal interest — a mix of perennials and shrubs with consistent drought 
tolerance.  With less moisture, some of the rose diseases such as powdery mildew and 
blackspot can be avoided while creating less of a need for chemicals.  

 There are many nicely designed container plantings at Olbrich.  The most 
unique last year were troughs with waterplants.  A rush (juncus inflexus ‘Blue Arrows’) 
with duckweed, which looks like algae, combine to give architectural structure and 
contrast.  The troughs were donated by Longshadow, a source for many of the 
containers in the garden. 

 The Thai Pavilion 
was a gift to the University 
of Wisconsin-Madison from 
the Thai government and 

the Thai chapter of the Wisconsin Alumni Association.  The 
Olbrich site was chosen for the pavilion because of its 
garden setting and its proximity to water.  Water is important 
to Thailand because of its implications for good health and 
prosperity.  The pavilion is located near a creek and is 
flanked by two pools of water.  The long rectangular 
reflecting pool in front of the pavilion is made of dyed cast 
concrete and holds black river rock. The pool embodies 

simplicity and tranquility through its modern style.  The 
pavilion was constructed without nails or screws in 
Thailand, disassembled, and reassembled at the Olbrich 
site.  Mark Shimasaki, the horticulturalist responsible for the 
Thai Pavilion, created a tropical garden lush with rich color.   

 Many of these gardens are a reflection of the 
region.  The designers and landscape architects are not 
from all over the country, yet the gardens show a 
remarkable variety in style. The initial plantings are not 
usually mature or large in size; rather they develop over 
time as they would in real-life gardens.   

 Olbrich Botanical Gardens appeals on many levels.  
The designer, the homeowner and the dreamer all have a 
place there.      

Note:  Also in Madison are the Allen Centennial Gardens on the University of Wisconsin campus. 

Questions or comments about this article? Contact laura@lauragardens.com 

 *Due to editor error, “Olbrich” was misspelled in the original publication of this article.  In addition, two names 
were misspelled in the manuscript and are corrected here.  Covering Ground regrets the errors and hopes that anyone 
who tried to connect to the Olbrich Botanical Garden website can now do so for further information at www.olbrich .org/.    
             Pam & Karen�
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