


 
 
A retreat from the world  
In serene woodland setting, life's daily strains drift away  
Friday, October 12, 2007  

Jill Sell  

Two identical red Adirondack chairs perch at the end of civilization. The chairs face a wetland ravine and turn their backs on modern, 
hectic 21st century living. Below is untouched Ohio woodland. Mayapples and the giant leaves of skunk cabbages shelter tiny creatures 
in warm seasons. Fallen logs and huge, reach-to-the-sky trees embrace hibernating animals in fall and winter. A small tributary can be 
followed to the Chagrin River.  

Donna and Mike Ludwig of Moreland Hills call the seating area, ringed by ostrich ferns, the meditation spot of their 2-acre property. 
Bright-red furniture is unexpected in this serene, leafy environment.  

"We wanted elements of surprise in our yard," says Donna, who moved with her family from an urban area of Chicago in 2004.  

But primarily, the couple wanted their home -- inside and out -- to be peaceful, with clean lines and a subtle Asian influence. Mike is co-
owner of Pulsar Products in Cleveland and a designer and manufacturer of paper-craft and scrapbooking materials. His frequent 
business trips to the Far East have given him an appreciation for Asian design.  

The Ludwigs knew they had the outdoor setting for what they envisioned. But even Mother Nature can use a helping hand once in 

awhile. Their helper was Heidi O'Neill, owner of O'Neill Landscape Design and Installation in Chagrin Falls. Her goal: Create a 
seamless flow between the house and the back yard and open the area so the view of the woods and ravine would be unobstructed.  

A concrete sidewalk at the back of the house was removed and replaced with a three-tiered Pau Lope deck. Pau Lope is a Brazilian 
hardwood, and the decking the Ludwigs chose carries the Forest Stewardship Council trademark, which certifies that it has been 
harvested responsibly. The wood is insect- and fire-resistant and one of the hardest decking woods available.  

A slender black wrought-iron railing near the ravine was necessary for safety reasons. But it was custom-made to be camouflaged.  

"I remember the day they installed the railing," says Donna, a former registered nurse who's doing duty as "the kids' chauffeur" and as a 
spin instructor. "I came home and didn't even notice it. It seems funny that it took all that work to create something invisible."  

A comfortable brown and light aqua-blue rattan seating area echoes the colors of the home's siding and bluestone patio. A large glass-
topped table defines the "dining room" of the outdoor entertainment area.  

"The table is shiny, because contrast is needed in a shade or green garden like this one," says O'Neill. "You don't need a lot of brightly 

colored flowers, but a little bit of sparkle is important."  

With that design element in mind, a huge urn that winks in the sunlight is filled with giant burgundy bamboo reeds and anchors a corner 
of the patio.  

Several plants were also selected for their glossy leaves.  

Plants that add dots of color include Red Sprite winterberry, Ilex verticillata, and Visions in Red astilbe, Astilbe chinensis. Plum Pudding 
coral bells are known for their pewter gray and silver foliage with deep purple undertones.  

The Dwarf Serbian Spruce, Picea omorika, is an evergreen with short, glossy needles. The fascinating Sargent Weeping Hemlock, 
Tsuga canadensis, and the Globe Blue Spruce, Picea pungens glauca, create substance and depth in the yard.  

The Bloodgood Japanese Maple, Acer palmatum, and the Japanese Solomon's Seal, Polygonatum odoratum, also add to the garden's 
theme and integrity.  

The Izo No Hana Hydrangea, Hydrangea macrophylla, from Japan and the David Bissett Bamboo, Phyllostachys bissetti, are two of the 
more exotic plants in the Ludwigs' yard.  

"The bamboo is a wonderful plant, and in May and June, it can grow a foot a day," O'Neill says. "But you need a 3-feet-deep barrier, 
because bamboo can become invasive."  



O'Neill credits Klyns Nursery in Perry Township and Auburn Pointe Greenhouse and Garden Center in Chagrin Falls for many of the 
plants grown on the property. JFD Landscaping in Bainbridge Township did much of the garden installation.  

A focal point in the back yard is a terraced rock garden. The garden separates the patio from an open lawn. Top rocks are partly buried 
to look like a natural rock outcrop.  

"There is an art to stones," O'Neill says. "When these were delivered, I separated them by color and size and placed each one 
carefully."  

Large stones and a black oriental lantern cleverly hide septic tank lids in the rock garden. Black outdoor lighting fixtures resembling 
upright Asian straw mushrooms provide magical illumination in the garden and along the gravel paths.  

Before the garden's transformation, a walkway from the house, through the rock garden and down to the ravine was planned. But by 
curving the path around the rock garden instead, principles of feng shui were better served. Also, a more aesthetically pleasing scene 

was created.  

"A green garden is a sophisticated design and is not for everyone," O'Neill says. "It also takes more planning."  

Undeniably, the Ludwigs enjoy sharing their yard with others. But they also want their children to form family memories. The back yard 

S'mores Lookout Pointe overlooks the ravine but is away from the meditation sanctuary. Chairs are gathered around a fire pit to roast 
marshmallows and tell stories. A hammock swings from two giant red oak trees.  

"Out here, we hear creatures and see the stars," Mike Ludwig says. "What we don't hear is traffic."  

-- Sell is a free-lance writer in Sagamore Hills.  
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Cleveland Magazine readers are homeowners:
89% own their own home or condo.

$231,000 average market value of home.
14% own investment real estate.

10% own a vacation or weekend home.
15% plan to build a new home 

in the next 12 months.

Cleveland Magazine readers 
make home improvements:

37% refer to Cleveland Magazine when 
purchasing home furnishings.

35% will hire professional help for 
remodeling and home maintenance.

30% will hire professional help for landscaping.
24% will hire professional help for redecorating.

150,000 homeowners spent the winter working 
on the rooms inside their house.

Now they need the landscaping, furniture 
and accessories to move outside.

Cleveland Magazine’s readers are constantly upgrading the value of 
their homes. They want the finest goods and services and are willing 
to make an investment to realize their dreams. When the weather 
warms up, these consumers move outside to enjoy their yards and the 
many amenities available to them.

April in Cleveland Magazine brings our very popular Outdoor Living 
section. From major landscaping to the smallest details, we help our 
readers with ideas about decks, water features, lighting, planting 
and flowers, pathways, patios and more.

This issue will include stories about people who have transformed 
their gardens, plus ways to cover up unsightly items in the yard.

These readers are your future customers and they enjoy reading about homes 
and home furnishings. Outdoor Living attracts attention and generates results.

Award-winning backyards – the best in luxury outdoor living.

This is the perfect place to advertise for:
	 •	 landscaping
	 •	 outdoor lighting
	 •	 pools
	 •	 spas
	 •	 outdoor furniture
	 •	 outdoor appliances
	 •	 supplies & maintenance
	 •	 �plants & flowers
	 •	 �more

Nearly 
one third 

of Cleveland 
Magazine subscribers 

will hire a professional 
for remodeling, 
landscaping or 
redecorating in 

the coming 
year.

For more information about advertising,
contact your account representative 

or call us today at 216-377-3672!
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Z en gardens offer simple con-trasts — yin and yang expressed by shiny and full plant leaves, dark and light surface materi-als, and soft and bold textures. 
Landscapes center on varying textures, 
heights and structures. If executed prop-
erly, a Zen garden’s nuances are subtle, 
even unnoticeable. “You feel different when you walk into 

[the] space,” says architect Heidi O’Neill 
of O’Neill Landscape Design and Instal-
lation in Chagrin Falls. She worked with 
Joe Drake, president of JFD Landscapes 
of Auburn Township, to create the au-
thentic Asian garden design for Michael 
and Donna Ludwig’s Moreland Hills 
backyard.

“It’s understated, but your body and 
your psyche feels the difference,” O’Neill 

adds. “There’s something calming about 
the composition as a whole.” The interior of the Ludwigs’ modern 

ranch home is arranged with feng shui in 
mind. Carrying the concept beyond the 
home’s interior creates a seamless transi-
tion to an outdoor space that the family 
hadn’t previously been using to its full po-
tential. “We have a different type of house 
that needs something different,” says 
Donna Ludwig. 

The L-shaped space includes an entry 
to the living room and a sliding-glass door 
to the master bedroom. Beyond the pa-
tio area is a 10-foot drop to the lawn. “We 
had three different spaces, but the land-
scape never flowed,” Donna remembers.The Ludwigs hired O’Neill to help plan 

their backyard conversion after viewing 
her Oriental show garden at the Cleveland 

Botanical Garden. They knew what they 
wanted — for one, a patio with the van-
ishing-edge effect of an infinity pool. “Rather than bordering it with stone 

wall, we built over the top of the wall, so 
you don’t see an edge and it looks like the 
patio is floating out there,” says Joe Drake, 
who also designed a railing in the hot tub 
area so it would not obstruct the family’s 
valley view. 

In keeping with the Zen rules of con-
trast, the patio area was finished with pure 
bluestone, and the deck is Pau Lope, a 
rich-colored South American hardwood 
that only requires a coat of oil for finish. “When you have a shade garden, you 

often have problems with moss and slip-
pery materials,” O’Neill says. Dense blue-
stone will not absorb water like sandstone 
will, and Pau Lope is solid, unlike other, 
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Four homeowners show off their backyard conversions, 
and the landscape designers behind them share how 
you too can convert outdoor spaces into a peaceful 
getaway, entertainment hotspot or barbecue central. 

By Kristen Hampshire

Michael and Donna Ludwig chose a vanishing-edge effect for their Zen-inspired space. 
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