
R O B  C A R D I L L O

Rob Cardillo has been 

photographing gardens, 

plants, and the people that 

tend them for over twenty 

years. He was the exclusive 

photographer for Private Edens: Beautiful 

Country Gardens. His work appears regularly in 

books, magazines, and advertisements. You can 

see more of his award-winning photography at 

www.robcardillo.com.

JACKE T DE SIGN by Michelle Farinella Design

J A C K  S T A U B

Jack Staub is a passionate 

edible gardener and 

locavore advocate, and 

author of Private Edens: 

Beautiful Country Gardens 

and the celebrated “75” series of edible gardening 

books, which includes 75 Exciting Vegetables for 

Your Garden, 75 Remarkable Fruits for Your Garden, 

and 75 Exceptional Herbs for Your Garden. With his 

partner, the renowned landscape designer Renny 

Reynolds, he is the owner of historic Hortulus 

Farm in Wrightstown, Pennsylvania.
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Escape to twenty-two lush garden retreats 

through exquisite photography and delightful 

stories. This privileged tour guides the reader 

through the colorful flora of Florida’s best-kept 

grounds, while homeowners share the history 

of their uniquely landscaped abodes. Meet the 

painter-turned-horticulturist who transformed 

her garden into a mysterious, forest-like escape; 

the couple who drew inspiration from their 

travels to the Near East to create an award-win-

ning oasis worthy of Persian royalty; and 

many more. Take respite in shaded pathways, 

secluded pools, and enviable ocean views, and 

take inspiration for a tropical Eden of your 

very own.
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Coconut Grove

A RARE BREED

One encounters people like the owner of this gar-

den far too infrequently in life, and when one is for-

tunate enough to enjoy their rarefied company, one 

feels both enlarged and enriched in equal measure. 

A mutual acquaintance told me that when she first 

met this unique individual, he was fifty feet up in a 

tree he had scaled as nimbly as a monkey in search 

of seedpods at the age of sixty-five. A native of Sri 

Lanka, he was first superintendent, then assistant 

director, director, and, finally, director emeritus of 

the famed Kampong tropical garden in Coconut 

Grove, whose mission is the protection, preserva-

tion, and study of tropical plants. A legendary trop-

ical plant hunter and breeder, he has received the 

Award of Excellence and the Outstanding Citizen 

Award from the Garden Club Presidents of Miami-

Dade County, was honored by the American Horti-

cultural Society in 2000 with their Professional 

Award, and, in 2015, was named the recipient of the 

David Fairchild Medal for Plant Exploration by the 

National Tropical Botanical Garden.

He and his wife purchased the little house on 

half an acre directly across the street from the gates 

of The Kampong in 1977. He says: “Even though the 

price was a little high, we decided that if I bicycled 

to work, we would only need one car and could make 

it work.” Of the garden they inherited, he contin-

ues: “We had literally no top soil on a bed of oolitic 

limestone. There was a soggy-looking patch of grass 

and weeds in front of the house and an equally des-

olate and dusty patch of grass, assorted weeds, and 

bare patches in the back. The only pluses were an 

old mango tree, two Florida hollies, and four giant 

oaks that shaded the entire garden. I was deter-

mined to create a horticultural oasis of color and 

perfume, and, in order to create that horticultural 

nirvana, it required a slow and sometimes tedious 

transformation from an almost sterile environ-

ment. We brought in truckloads of wood chips, 

which would break down into organic mulch, 

removed all extraneous vegetation including the 

mango, Florida hollies, and one of the oaks that was 

tearing up the driveway, then added a lily pond with 

a waterfall, had oolite stonework installed to demar-

cate the flower beds, and planted flowering trees 

that eventually obscured the homes next door. This 

barrier of vegetation helped isolate our garden and 

created the illusion of existing only in nature.”

As one would expect from a plantsman and 

breeder of this stature, this is a collector’s gar-

den, full of the rare and even the unique, cover-

ing the entire spectrum of ornamental, edible, 

and ethno-botanic plants and containing as 

diverse an array of tropical and subtropical speci-

mens as one could imagine, from fruits, palms, 

and flowering trees to flowering shrubs and vines. 

Yes, there is some attention to formal hierarchy—

for instance, in the deep, free-form borders that 

surround the house, pathways wending their way 

through the dense sub-canopy, with shorter speci-

mens giving way to taller shrubs and flowering trees 

as one progresses to the property line—but there is 

an overriding unruliness to this garden that is part 

of its charm. Vines as thick as anacondas loop and 
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Opposite: Pots filled with specimen plants decorate the forecourt and the imposing 

iron-grilled entrance to the house. Above left: Some of the owner’s collection of 

interesting ceramic pots surround a potted bottle palm (Hyophorbe lagenicaulis) 

underplanted with crimson bromeliads on a terrace. Above right: A green anole 

investigates the brilliant blossom of a bromeliad. Overleaf: One enters what is 

surely one of the most theatrical of pool areas through the undulating ficus hedge to 

the right.
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Above: The house is shielded from the street by a variegated bougainvillea-clad 

arbor fitted with Chinese gates and a podocarpus hedge edged in Tasmanian flax lily 

(Dianella tasmanica ‘Variegata’). Opposite, clockwise from top left: The blossom 

of a desert rose; an infant pineapple; a colorful bromeliad blossom; the branch tip of 

a Norfolk Island pine; a contemplative Buddha; pleated fan palm fronds; a 

variegated opuntia; rhipsalis berries. Center: Calamondin oranges. 
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