Full bloom

A secret garden bursts with vibrant colors and delightful fragrances under the radar in Harper Woods.

By Taryn Bickley 

Thomas Jefferson said, “No occupation is so delightful to me as the culture of the earth, and no culture comparable to that of the garden.” James and Pat Collias couldn’t agree more.

Born and raised in Detroit, James Collias says it was a chance visit that prompted the purchase of their Harper Woods home in 1975. “We wanted to stay in the area,” he says. “And when we looked at the back yard of this place, we knew.” Originally part of an orchard, the yard — 280 feet long by 97 feet wide — was a blank canvas. And that, Collias admits, was one of his motivations for creating the space. “I’m the flowering type,” he says. “I knew I wanted to make a beautiful garden.”

Borne out of curiosity and past experience (Collias used to help his mother with her vegetable garden), the design was the result of much trial-and-error. “The first suggestion in every book I read was to sit down and make a plan,” he says. “So I bought all this graph paper and sat down and spent about two minutes trying to design something, only to say ‘to heck with it … just go out and start planting.’”

He began in 1977 with 260 young, potted evergreens. The transportable trees made it easier to design the space, which was finally finished in 1990 — the year he won the Victory Garden Show’s first annual garden contest. “We were one of four finalists on the show and had the overwhelming vote,” he says.

The garden blooms in June, July, and August, and requires nearly 50 hours a week for trimming, weeding, and fertilizing. “At first, I was going to make a garden for all seasons,” he says. “But then you’d have a lot of bare ground, which you can’t use. So I decided, instead, to make a June, July, and August garden. Everything blooms at once starting in June.”

He favors tones of blue — which, he says, are difficult to find — and names Phlox as his primary choice. He then mixes these in with similarly hued flowers like Salvia and light-blue petunias, filling in the rest of his beds with brighter varieties such as berberi or roses. To keep the budget down, he divides the perennials up and then replants them from season to season.

“I still enjoy it every year,” Collias says. 

And for a garden that began on a whim, it’s certainly paid off.

CUTLINES

SPREAD: James Collias initially devoted 80 to 90 hours a week creating his garden masterpiece. Over the years, he guesses he’s spent close to $15,000. Each multicolored bed is dotted with some of the original short blue evergreens, with surrounding beds of brick-red berberi for impact.

Above: Collias sits on an old wooden swing, which he says was intended for his grandkids. Below: Flowering beds lead to the owners’ gazebo. As for upkeep, Collias says he buys about 800 to 1,000 new annuals a year.

Built in 1952, the home came with 10 fruit trees left over from the orchard. “Ours were all rotten,” he says. “So I cut them down, save one pear tree, which was the only healthy one left. I still have it.”

Above: Collias purchases all his plants from Wayside Gardens. Right: The patio was built by the owner and is used on occasion. He used three plantings of Clematis on the posts of the patio. He says it blooms with purple flowers in the early spring and that it’s the fastest growing vine he’s ever found.
