
Devil in the detail
In their hot and dry Californian garden, the owners of Rancho Diablo have  

used desert-adapted plants to create a fiendishly clever design

WORDS CHRISTOPHER WOODS  PHOTOGRAPHS CLAIRE TAKACS California live oaks provide some much-needed 
shade along the approach to Rancho Diablo, 

while a selection of cacti, ponytail palms,  
grass trees and succulent euphorbias add  

eye-catching detail to the planting scheme.
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In brief 
Name Rancho Diabolo.

What Desert-adapted garden featuring  
cacti and succulents.

Where Lafayette, California.
Size 20 acres with two under cultivation.

Soil Clay. 
Climate An average of 262 days of sunshine 
and 71cm of rain a year. Temperatures range 

from a July high of 27ºC to a January low of 2ºC.
Hardiness rating USDA 9b.
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                  ancho Diablo looks east and south towards Mount Diablo, a 1,173m mountain 

consisting of ophiolite, basalt, serpentine and chert. It is a geologist’s dream. Because of the 

dense and often thorny mountain chaparral, Spanish colonists named it Monte del Diablo 

or Devil’s thicket. Misinterpreted by English speakers, it became Devil’s Mountain.

In the greater San Francisco Bay Area, with the Pacific Ocean to the west and a hot, dry 

valley to the east, what plants you can grow, and how you grow them, is largely dictated  

by the climate. Rancho Diablo lies a few miles east of the Berkeley and Oakland Hills, an 

uplift created by the Hayward Fault. The Hills, running north to south, keep cool, 

fog-laden summer air trapped on the ocean side, whereas to the east, it is hot and dry –

often several degrees hotter. The Rancho sits high on a hill, the soil is a dense clay that 

turns brick hard in dry weather and gelatinous when it rains. It doesn’t rain very much.

California has been experiencing a substantial to severe drought since 2007. No one in 

their right mind would create a garden with such bad soil and with no rain. Fortunately, 

the creators of Rancho Diablo, Margaret Majua, Lucia Howard and David Weingarten 

are out of their minds and into their garden. They are devilishly clever. 

Lucia and David are architects. Their company, Ace Architects, is one of the most 

innovative and creative in the San Francisco Bay Area and that’s saying a lot. They 

designed the house and the framework of the garden. Margaret is the plant person.

“We bought the property, then a week later the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake 

happened and half the house fell over,” says Margaret. “We put it back together, expanded 

it and made a beautiful house. We then started to create the garden. We planted many 

cactus and succulents. Then the 1990, 100-year freeze hit and half the plants turned to 

mush. So we did what all good and obsessive gardeners do, we started over.”

The garden slopes away from the house and consists of two main areas. The first, 

ostensibly a collection of cactus and succulents, rolls away from the back porch, down 
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1 Steps leading down from the house 

are bordered by a jumble of different 

species of cacti and succulents, including 

Yucca rostrata, several agave species and 

paddles of prickly pear. As the garden 

slopes away from the house, these steps 

offer a view of the descending layers that 

showcase the subtlety, colour and texture 

of the garden’s tough and spiky flora.

2 One of Five Symbolic Figures by Leo 

Lentelli, which were rescued from the old 

San Francisco Public Library after it was 

ravaged by the 1989 Loma Prieta 

earthquake. The blue Agave americana 

behind is equally statuesque.

3 In a dry garden, shape is often more 

important than colour. A round ball of 

the Mexican grass tree (Dasylirion 

longissimum) provides an interesting 

contrast to the tall columnar cacti  

and small globes of barrel cactus 

(Echinocactus grusonii). A tall and  

bushy tree-like Yucca rostrata helps to 

balance the two shapes.

4 An archway of Phoenix roebelenii, 

underplanted with Chamaerops humilis 

frames an elliptical garden that hosts  

the rescued statues, Five Symbolic Figures 

by Leo Lentelli. This lawn, the most open 

part of the garden, affords a great view of 

Mount Diablo. 

5 An underplanting of Cotinus ‘Grace’ 

adds a splash of red beneath the 

California live oaks that line the 

swimming pool terrace, providing 

welcome shade. The water jets help to 

cool body and mind on a hot day.

6 A purple gravel path divides a 

diversity of dry-adapted plants. With 

little rain, gravel and stone mulch stay in 

place, and add the necessary visual and 

physical unification in a highly 

contrasting and diversified planting.
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Gardening sustainably
• Work with the climate, not against it. At Rancho Diablo,  

long periods of dry weather combined with high levels of 

sunlight dictate the use of plants suitable for a dry garden. 

• Choose plants that can adapt to your soil. Here the tough 

nature of the cacti and succulents, means the owners don’t 

need to add fertiliser to the garden’s hard, clay soil. It also 

means they only need to use irrigation while new plants  

are establishing themselves.

• Use the natural materials at your disposal. Here, soil is 

sculpted so that it will drain away any winter rain that may 

pool around the cacti and succulents, as excess water can 

potentially rot these plants at the base.

• Reuse materials around the garden. At Rancho Diablo, 

recycled industrial glass is used as a decorative feature.
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1 Shaded from the morning sun by 

California live oaks (Quercus agrifolia),  

the terraced swimming pool – an 

essential part of California living – looks 

out on to a superb view of the mist-

covered Mount Diablo beyond.

2 This striking, bluish-green Echinopsis 

peruvianus, or Peruvian torch cactus, is a 

native of the western slope of the Andes 

in Peru. This one has grown to more than 

three metres in height, and occasionally, 

it produces large, white flowers. 

3 The owners planted ten of these small 

Agave ‘Blue Glow’ more than a decade ago 

and, because they looked so beautiful in 

both full sun and part shade and needed 

no water, they added another ten this year.

4 A row of wonderfully droopy ponytail 

palms (Beaucarnea recurvata), an 

evergreen member of the asparagus 

family, create a soft contrast to the strong 

and stiff forms of the golden barrel cactus 

Echinocactus grusonii.

5 The tree-like cactus Cereus repandus, 

also known as the Peruvian apple cactus, 

blooms with white flowers at night and 

also produces edible, sweet fruits. Its 

undulating ribs can vary in colour from 

grey-green to blue. 

6 The corner border that marks the 

entrance to the main cactus garden is 

dominated by large, blue-grey Yucca 

rostrata, which blooms annually, and is 

underplanted with a variety of prickly pear 

cacti. A blue form of the Mediterranean 

dwarf palm, Chamaerops humilis, creates 

a natural screen for the garden, tempting 

you to move on and explore more. 

7 With its long, blue-grey fronds that 

can reach 1.5m long, Agave americana is 

a dramatic architectural plant that is very 

popular in this part of California.

towards a very elegant swimming pool – this is California, after all – partly shaded by 

a California live oak (Quercus agrifolia). The main body of the garden, however, is not 

shaded and occupies a steep and sunny slope. This is where the desert-adapted plants 

grow best. There are many of them closely planted in a vortex, a spiral that winds out to 

trails that lead to the rest of the garden offering a fabulous view of the mountain.

Being architects, the owners have used strong shapes to create a powerful and 

energetic space. Tall columns of Euphorbia species, organ-pipe cactus (Stenocereus 

thurberi) and the Peruvian apple cactus (Cereus repandus) provide the thrusting 

elevation while globes of golden barrel cactus (Echinocactus grusonii), paddles of 

prickly pear and the soft green leaves and arching flower spikes of Agave attenuata 

balance the erect columns with a globular lusciousness. 

Grassy-looking desert plants – the Mexican grass tree (Dasylirion longissimum), 

and the Australian grass tree (Xanthorrhoea australis) – add to the horticultural 

architecture, while mature specimens of Yucca rostrata look like trees from another 

planet as they thrust their way out of the hill. All this is bonded together with a 

mulch of soft-purple gravel with occasional splatterings of purple-black glass. 

Staggering down the hill, past a planting of pistachios, plums and pears, is a more 

formal garden – hosting five statues by Leo Lentelli – with an entrance bordered by 

the blue form of Mediterranean dwarf palm (Chamaerops humilis). 

Margaret is modest about one of the garden’s simplest yet most effective plantings.  

“I was given a clump of aloe, I am not sure which species. I dumped it at the back of the 

garden as I didn’t know what to do with it. It rooted and started to grow. Then I took 

cuttings and put them in pots, then I just took cuttings and plopped them in the ground. 

Now we have an aloe hedge that blazes with fiery-red flowers in January and February. It 

is a fiendishly floral foreground to the view of Mount Diablo.” 

7

5

6

3 42

1


