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One of an elegant pair of
onion=domed garconnieges that
flank the main house. Prosperous
families often built separate
apartments for their adolescent
sons. This one afid its mate'have
survived in exceptional condition.




THE GARDENS of HOUMAS HOUSE
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On the east bank of the Mississippi River's
so-called Sugar Coast, between Baton Rouge
and New Orleans, the storied Houmas House
Plantation rises above its lush and colorful
grounds. At its post-Civil War peak, a 300,000~
acre sugar plantation thrummed around the
1g-room mansion, making it the wealthiest

“sugar house” in the country.

Twelve spectacular acres surround the
house today, filled with old and new gardens,
lily ponds and fountains, and a variety of
greenhouses, offering visitors a multisensory
experience that is well worth any drive.

New Orleans businessman and preserva-
tionist Kevin Kelly purchased the Houmas
House in 2003, fulfilling a long-standing
dream. Since that time, Kelly has focused
his resources and boundless energy toward
restoring and expanding the mansion and
its gardens.

In taking on the task of restoration, Kelly
researched archives describing the gardens
from newspapers as far back as the 1870s.
With what he found, he turned to artist and
historian Jim Blanchard to create detailed
plans for the formal gardens like the parterre
directly behind the house.

Intuition and inspiration came into play
where facts couldn’t be found. “Where we
encountered large areas with no trees, for
example,” said Blanchard, “we believe water
features like ponds might have existed.”

Blanchard went on to incorporate such b

hunches into his designs.

by Cynthia Reece
photography by Kerri McCaffety

ota-based breederSih

October 2007

87




The Gardens of Houmas House

Entering the Houmas
House grounds from the
parking area, visitors walk
between two multi-colored
beds created by artist/
gardener Craig Black, just
a small part of his living
masterpiece.
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After restoring the existing garden areas, Kelly and
his head gardener, artist Craig Black, filled an equal
amount of ground with new gardens.

“The garden plantings revolve rapidly,” Black said.
Large greenhouses on the grounds produce many of
the 300,000 plants required for the minimum three
change-outs annually in every garden area. Black and
his crew of eight replant some areas as much as five
times in a given year. Fourteen thousand marigold
plants wait in one greenhouse, for example, to be on
hand as needed. For special events like weddings on

the grounds, the crew takes care to freshen every bed
and walking path.

Black describes the gardens as semitropical,
although they include many tropical plants, as well as
some from colder climates. His personal interest in
orchids led to a plan for a tropical greenhouse, where
such exotics can be nurtured and displayed.

Black came to the Houmas House as a gardener 32
years ago. A working artist who now has his own gal-
lery, he saw the vast grounds as a canvas waiting to be
filled. His artistry has not been limited to the gardens,
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