
 

SMALL GARDEN - BIG CHANGES 

By Ronnie Brancazio 

As you probably know (since I am 

constantly talking about her!), I 

have a year-old mini golden-doodle 

named Riva, who is the joy of my 

life - and the bane of my garden! 

For instance, what was a small lawn 

is now a miniature golf course, with 

6" deep holes scattered randomly 

but generously throughout. What 

grass that is not dug out has been trampled into a mud flat by the wild carousing of Riva 

and her friends. Not to mention the urine circles, but that ceased to matter after the 

trampling! 

What to do? Honestly, I believe that my puppy has as much right to enjoy the yard as I do - 

yes, I'm that kind of dog parent - so there is no point in re-seeding or putting down sod. So 

here's my plan: level the soil, cover the area with pavers, and fill in the spaces between 

with a strong ground cover such as wooly thyme. I will leave an out-of-the-way area for 

her to dig in, and hopefully she can run around without doing too much damage. As for the 

installation, I could hire a pro and might do that. However, I have seen ads for pavers with 

prongs on the underside that you just stomp into the ground. The appeal of this method is 

that it's inexpensive, and it also sounds like a good project for which to "hire" my strong, 

sturdy grandkids! And if Riva does manage to destroy parts, I won't be out a fortune so 

won't get too upset with her.  

      I can then plant the thyme (or whatever) seeds in the gaps between pavers. I would 

appreciate feedback if anyone has tried these between pavers. I would also like to get 

advice about relatively indestructible low groundcovers (peteron@verizon.net). 

Another major change in my tiny yard is not Riva's fault, but is 

simply due to the passage of time. For the 54 years that I've been in 

my house, I have enjoyed the pear tree that was already growing in 

the yard. My kids climbed it when little, and I have used it for years 

to grow a variety of shade-loving flowers in hanging planters. The 

pears were never any good to eat and just made a mess for me to 

clean up, but the spring blossoms were beautiful and the shade welcome. The tree wasn't 
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looking good over the past couple of years, and a little research taught me that it had 

outlived a typical pear tree lifespan. 

      This fall I had the pear tree removed and replaced with a lovely young red-leaved 

Japanese maple. Of course this provided Riva with a new way to get into trouble - the soft 

mulch that the workers spread around the tree (but not up against the trunk!) was just too 

tempting for my "digging dog". So now there's a temporary fence around the tree! 

      I will miss my hanging planters, since the maple is still too small and delicate. However, 

a clever friend gifted me with a couple of "shepherd's hooks" from which to hang planted 

baskets, and now I won't be limited to shade plants. 

 Finally, I need to make new plans for what to plant in the ground, and 

where. I have a garden along my driveway that is in a Riva-free zone, and 

that's where I planted most of my spring bulbs and where I will continue to 

try to develop a colorful perennial garden. There is also a border along the 

fence which is inside Riva territory. I used to plant an interesting variety of 

annuals and perennials there, but they were mostly stomped to death! My 

new plan is simpler, easier, and maybe less fragile. Lavenders seem to hold 

up well there, and they are among my favorites, so I will add to my 

collection. Behind them I will plant a row of Rudbeckia Indian Summer 

which I start indoors from seed, and which grow into strong, colorful and 

easy-care annuals. Blue and yellow always works for me! 

Fortunately Riva generally leaves my potted plants alone, so I can continue to grow all 

sorts of things on my patio including herbs, tropicals, and flowering annuals in pots, 

hanging planters, and windowboxes.  

 

     Now I'm anxious to get through this dreary winter and start on my new projects. Wish 

me luck! 


