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It’s hard to explain why, but I always look forward to
working with Charles...I know he’s talented and his
landscapes provide beautiful settings for our structures...
but it’s more than that. It’s his personality, his curiosity, his
enjoyment of life. Working as a designer is like living your
whole life exploring a treasured hobby. It’s a serious life
commitment, yet we often mix friendship and fun into our
work process.

Like Charles, I believe in collaboration and I see our
disciplines, architecture and landscape architecture, as
two parts of a harmonious whole — the environments we
create. In my architecture, the indoor/outdoor visual flow
is often a theme, making the landscape an extension of
the architectural space. Charles appreciates that and looks
at his landscapes as part of the indoor, as well as outdoor,
experience.

Collaborations work best when goals are in sync and when
there’s a lot of mutual respect. That explains why Charles
and I find our collaborations to be so rewarding.

In our collaborations Charles always takes us beyond the
project in two important directions. First, he makes us
smile, whether it’s his buffalo shirt or some amazing story.
Second, he takes us on an exploration, often through those
stories. Meanings go beyond the task at hand and take
our efforts to another level. At the Whatcom Museum in
Bellingham, Charles envisioned a “Garden of the Ancients”
where an old Ginkgo tree would befriend an existing
Sequoia tree — both were around when the dinosaurs
roamed the earth. In a project in Denver, Charles created
a home for the neighborhood fox, complete with nearby
bunny sculptures to keep him entertained.

Charles is fun. Charles is committed. Charles is tenacious.
He stands up for what he thinks is right. Charles brings his
curiosity and love of life to everything he does. The work
he creates is far richer for it. His beautiful landscapes will
give back that richness for generations to come.

—Jim Olson, FAIA
Olson Kundig Architects
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A Plantsman's Journey
By Charles Anderson, FASLA

“We take a handful of sand from the endless landscape of awareness around us and call

that handful of sand the world”

—Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance by Alan Pirsig

A few days before Christmas 2007, I found myself 35,000 feet
in the air, en route to North Dakota, my birthplace; not for
the holidays, but for a new project at the International Peace
Garden. After several decades of work around the world,
my fiftieth year brought me full circle. The project is ironic;
much of my career has been anything but peaceful.

The first 20 years of this plantsman’s journey centered in
Jamestown, North Dakota, in a valley surrounded by prairie
and farmlands. As a teenager I earned money by working the
landscape; sometimes as a farm hand, but mostly mowing
grass, laying prairie sod and doing earthwork. In 1978, at the
age of 21, I completed my first public landscape design for
the Jamestown Holiday Inn, part of a government initiative
for urban renewal.

I had been trained at the North Dakota State School of
Forestry in Bottineau, where I learned to corral my restless
energy, hone my graphic talent and develop a penchant
for shaping the landscape. I had other priorities, too - my
motorcycle and car were two of them. While I didn’t see
words like others do because of dyslexia, I did have an
uncanny ability to remember the Latin names of plants.

Later, at North Dakota State University in Fargo, I met my
first landscape architect, Professor Ron Zuber, who became
the most important person in my developing career. Without
his influence, I'm sure I would have stayed with horticulture
rather than being drawn into the metaphysics of design.
Zuber also prodded me to read Pirsig’s Zen and the Art
of Motorcycle Maintenance. [ learned about “quality” and
began my endless pursuit of my personal version of Pirsig’s
Phaedrus. Unlike Pirsig’s, a ghost of his former life, Phaedra
is an energy that leads me through my career, beckoning
me to follow and pass through each threshold to a new and
untested place. Similarly, Zuber suggested that as you move
from place to place, you must recognize that in each new
place you will see what you want to see. “Keep going my
friend, keep going?” he said.
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I kept going, arriving in Pullman, Washington to further
my studies in late spring 1978. Pullman was a city of high-
rise dormitory buildings set in wheat fields and surrounded
by mountains. To me, the Palouse region of Washington
resembled a North Dakota farm and prairie landscape on
steroids. Architecture became a focus for my studies at
Washington State University. I met other sage professors there;
Professor Richard Rosine was one, although he didn’t take me
under his wing. Instead, he watched and said a fewprecious
things at critical times. -

My first year was nearly cut short by the eruption of Mount
St. Helens on May 18, 1980. Walking through the inch of
ash that settled within a several hundred-mile radius of the
volcano, I could not have dreamed that I would someday
be the lead design for the newly-formed Mount St. Helens
National Volcanic Monument, or that it would earn me my
second national design award.

My second year in Pullman introduced me to Fritz Steiner,
who mandated a respect for nature and a collaborative design
process that included the sciences. Professor Ken Brooks
pushed me in the area of planting design and taught me the
importance of good landscape structure. I developed my own
styles of rendering from his classes; using magic markers
that made the flat paper three-dimensional. I learned about
LeCorbusier and became fascinated with the simplicity,
boldness, and mystic proportions of his work, and his ability
to link art, architecture and landscape.

In 1981 the country was in the grip of a recession, but I was
able to get a job offer from Moriece & Gary Landscape
Architects in Cambridge.T immersed myself in the cultural
richness of New England and took advantage of art museums,
concerts and lectures. I also bounced around, working
for several landscape architecture firms like a mercenary,
including the offices of Bill Pressley and Pat Loheed. I moved
east to attend graduate school and decided this was the time
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to apply. Harvard waitlisted me for the landscape architecture
program, but Penn offered me a chance to study under lan
McHarg and learn directly from him about designing with
nature. I caught a glimpse of Phaedra’s ankle, this time a
portal opened to Philadelphia. I left Boston looking over
my shoulder, sensing there was unfinished business and
suspecting I would return.

My semester at Penn was spectacular because of the classes
that I took in architecture and Mcharg’s studio. In one
seminar I heard Buckminster Fuller, Edmund Bacon, McHarg
and numerous other philosophers, writers and poets. One
class introduced me to the idea of using native plants and,
in hindsight; it was this course that played the largest role
in determining a very central focus of my career. Professors
from Andropogon Associates, a Philadelphia landscape
architecture firm, helped me understand that planting
design that is in tune with natural systems is pivotal to all
meaningful and contextual landscapes.

At mid-semester I found out that Harvard accepted me into
their program for the following fall and I decided to go.
When I informed McHarg, he told me I would regret going
to Harvard despite it being his alma mater. [ didn’t know
it then, but his words were prophetic, to be realized twenty
years later.

I spent the summer before starting Harvard at home in North
Dakota, working with my father and for Galpin Associates,
a small landscape architecture office in Bismarck. In my
conversations with my father we discussed the merits and
cost of graduate school versus getting to work. It made sense
to settle down, but there again was the ankle of Phaedra, this
time a more familiar portal back to Boston and a new set of
challenges. The decision was complicated when my father
suffered a heart attack that summer. But I had to go on with
this journey.

My time at Harvard was remarkable. I immersed myself
in design, taking classes in stage sets, art and architecture. |
learned from Jerzy Soltan, an architect who worked closely
with LeCorbusier, and Peter Walker, who taught me to
design from a strong position and to defend it with clarity
and purpose. From him I also learned the value of the parti
and the importance of the pursuit the “one liner”, although
there could be any number of them in a design. His design
approach to studio was from the view of a modernist, a
minimalist, and an artist. I took a very memorable joint
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studio with Frank Gehry, Claes Oldenburg, and Martha
Schwartz. But the professor that influenced me the most
was Cherie Kluesing, who brought artists and landscape
architects together in small gatherings for presentations and
discussions. Through her I met Richard Haag, who spoke
about mother earth with a passion that I had heard from no
one else. I also met James Turrell and went to work for him
on a light and dance installation called “Severe Clear? in a
landmark athletic building at Radcliff. By inviting so many
artists to share perspectives, Kluesing demystified the artists
and made them approachable. It was liberating to learn that
they, too, were driven by their own pursuits of Phaedra.

Graduation day came. 1 longed for the west, for a place free
from so many rules, from so much tradition. I caught sight
of Phaedra again, this time her ankle just passing through
a portal to work with James Turrell on his Roden Crater
project in Arizona, where I arrived in the summer of 1985.
I reported to work at Turrell’s studio in Flagstaff and early
the next day we headed out in four-wheel-drives and trucks
on a fifteen-mile journey to the crater where Turrell was
developing Skystones, the reshaping of an extinct volcanic
cinder cone into an astronomical observatory. I didn’t realize
until after 1 arrived that I would not be paid for my labor so
after one glorious night at the crater I left to find a paying
job. I spent the next two years in Tucson, purging east coast
pretensions from my veins. | soon saw limitations for
designers in this conservative community but it was there 1
met my soul mate and wife, Nancy. Together we traveled to
Boston where | returned to Moriece & Gary’s office. After
only two months, I realized I couldn’t conform to life back
East. On a sun-starved February day in 1987, Nancy and 1
arrived in Seattle to see if the Northwest would be a match.

After the scorching sun and colors of the desert, Seattle’s
cold moisture soaked deep into our bones and our psyche.
How could there be so much green and so little light? 1
began work in a small landscape architecture office for
Tom Rengstorf. We worked on multifamily residential
communities, with landscapes that often had themes, in
places designed to offer a lifestyle with resort-like amenities,
often in environmentally sensitive sites. Nancy accepted
a position with an airline and for ten years we took every
opportunity we could afford to travel abroad, seeing new
places, looking for new ways to solve traditional landscape
issues and confirming the existence of universal design
truths. I learned one thing, although slowly: I didn’t have
to cross the country to pursue variety. From its position on
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the Pacific Rim, Seattle provided opportunities to work in
faraway places with exotic challenges. This time Phaedra
morphed into multiple portals to places throughout the U.S.
and Asia.

With a new position at EDAW, Inc, I entered the design
challenge for the national volcanic monument at Mount
St. Helens, one of the first high-profile design opportunities
I had an opportunity to lead. Mt. St. Helens is one of the
most sinister and yet beautiful places on the planet. In spite
of the great work at EDAW, I decided to join Rich Haag, to
learn from a master plantsman. I was a confident designer
but I still saw plants as embellishment of architecture.
Working with Rich, I began to look closely at the character
of each plant and saw the way a collection of a single species
influences the characteristics and behaviors of a single plant.
He grew his favorite trees in his own nursery and his trees
have a unique character, as do his designs. Haag advocates
“non-striving”, letting the spirit of design take you where
it must, to allow the essence of an idea to emerge. I left his
office much earlier than 1 should have, mainly because he
refused to get me a computer; he wanted me to draw. We
parted ways on difficult terms but our paths would cross
again.

I briefly returned to Arizona to work with Gage Davis, an
architect with legendary site sensibilities. The projects were
primarily theme-based resort-design, but he left me with
an idea that became a foundation for my future work as a
plantsman. It came out of the time Gage and 1 would sit
together on Saturday mornings and I would draw while he
would comment on my work, sometimes pointing out a fatal
flaw in the design. Once, he said I needed a tree - not just any
tree but the tree. “One like the great olive trees in Italy, he'd
say. “One that would completely dominate its place and bring
order to the design” Every person needs a mentor and every
garden needs the tree.

Phaedra soon teased me back to the Northwest, this time
to start my own office. Anderson Ray Brown opened for
business in August of 1994. Stephen Ray, a master detailer
and construction documents person, and Walt Brown, a
computer wizard, joined me for this enterprise. Some of our
first projects were ones that followed me from Gage Davis’s
office, but we also had one of Seattle’s philanthropists, Anne
Lennartz, as a client. Fascinated by industrial landscapes, I
learned about plans to demolish the defunct Satsop Nuclear
Power Plant in Western Washington and return the land to
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