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There’s a new kid on the block in the world of 
garden trends.  And this time it’s not the latest new plant 
or style of planting. This time it’s a new place to plant: 
the rooftop. It’s no wonder. We are running out of room.  
People are moving back to the cities, into tighter spaces 
with little or no yards to relax in. In this article we will 
explore the how to’s of creating your own Shangri-La on 
the roof. But before we 
do that, let us take a look 
at the history of planting 
on roofs.

Rooftop gardens may 
seem quixotic, but in 
fact the idea dates back 
to the Middle Ages. The 
! r st of these started in 
Iceland where the roofs 
and walls of buildings 
were made of sod. Sod 
roofs soon became 
popular throughout 
Scandinavia. More 
recently, in the early 
seventies, Germany 
began to experiment 
with greenroof 
technology as a way 
to alleviate stormwater 
runoff. Today visitors to Germany are often delighted to 
see a myriad of greenroofs throughout the land.

The greenroofs of Germany (and much of Europe) are 
highly specialized systems that are akin to the historic 
sod roofs. These modern Greenroofs consist of four 
primary components. Starting from the roof surface up 
are a waterproo! ng membrane, a drainage layer, the soil 
or “soilless media”, and the plant layer. The entire system 
of layers may range from as thin as four inches to over 
two feet deep. Greenroofs have many bene! ts. Many of 
the original German roofs are still functional after 30 
years¾ these roofs last at least twice as long as traditional 
roofs. They insulate the building resulting in a reduction 
energy costs and they lessen the load on stormwater 
systems by reducing runoff, just to name a few.

Americans are now beginning to notice these bene! ts, 
and the green roof industry is coming of age in the United 
States. The best known of these is Chicago’s City Hall. 
This project was completed in the fall of 2000. (See 
Chicagoland Gardening Jan.-Feb. 2000 issue) The main 
reason Mayor Daley wanted to build this garden is to cool 
and clean the air¾ two more bene! ts of greenroofs. It is 
well known that plants remove pollution form the air. As 
plants transpire water, they also cool the air. The City Hall 
greenroof is a model project and will be used to collect 
data to determine whether the same bene! ts will translate 
in Chicago’s climate.

While these large scale commercial greenroofs are being 
tested, homeowners across our land¾ especially in the 

Chicago area—are 
experimenting with 
their own roofs.  For 
a residential rooftop 
or terrace, a greenroof 
system is neither feasible 
nor practical. What most 
homeowners want is a 
place to relax and enjoy 
the outside. To get an 
insiders view of what it 
takes to create your own 
rooftop garden I talked to 
Ronny Reed of Rosalind 
Reed Associates who 
has helped many people 
create there own rooftop 
paradise.

Ronny says the ! rst 
thing you need to do 
is to determine what is 

possible. In other words, make a site analysis. To do this, 
make scale a drawing of the space. This will be your base 
map. Once you’ve drawn the base map, make several 
copies of it for the steps that will follow. Use one of your 
base maps to make notes on the orientation of the space. 
Note which way it faces and where the prevailing winds 
come from. These will help you determine how you will 
use the space and what can grow there. Make notes as to 
the views you have. If they are desirable, you will want 
to incorporate them into your design and perhaps frame 
them with plantings or structures. If they are less desirable 
you will want to ! nd a way to screen them.

As part of the site analysis, another critical thing to 
consider is weight. Most of us are not structural engineers, 
but we do have common sense. Ronny says the reality of 
most roof deck plantings is that the majority of the plant 

Above: Chicago’s City Hall rooftop garden sits atop Chicago’s City Hall, 
an 11-story of! ce building in Chicago’s Loop. The garden consists of 
20,000 plants of more than 100 species, including shrubs, vines and two 
trees. The plants were selected for their ability to thrive in the conditions 
on the roof, which is exposed to the sun and can be windy and arid. Most 
are prairie plants native to the Chicago region. 



material will be placed along the perimeter of the deck. 
With this in mind, planter boxes can be ganged up on 
the railings or parapet walls. By mounting some of the 
structure on the parapet or railings, you distribute the 
weight between the load-bearing wall and the roof deck. 
If you are concerned about the condition of your roof, 
consult an engineer.

Along these lines, many cities have ordinances regarding 
putting anything on a roof. Some may even require an 
engineer’s certi! cation 
of the structure’s ability 
to support the weight of 
your proposed garden. 
Please be sure to check 
! r st.

The next major step is the 
design process. This step 
begins with organizing 
the space. Many 
designers use what is 
called a bubble diagram 
to plan out their initial 
thoughts about how a 
garden will be organized. 
To do this, use one of 
the copies you made to 
draw circles that indicate 
your thoughts about what 
might go where.

Before you even think 
about what kinds of 
plants you will have, think about how you will use the 
space. Spend some time up there and think about where 
you will want to sit—where you’ll sit when you are eating. 
Where will you want to read a book? When will you want 
to sit there? Wil l you want built-in seating? These are key 
questions that will help guide your design.

Also think about access.  You will need access for day 
to day maintenance and, especially, for installation. Note 
where the water spigot is and make sure it will not be 
blocked. If you don’t have a water spigot outside, plan 
to have one installed. This is essential, as we shall see. 
Think about where you will need storage: Storage for 
tools, hoses, cushions for furniture or built-in benches 
you may decide to build. You don’t want to be lugging 
things in and out all summer. Remember that you are 
creating a place to relax"

Using your site analysis and bubble diagram as a guide, you can 
now begin the real design process. Use another copy of your 

original drawing for this. Think about where you are going to 
group the various elements. Ronny says you need to think about 
unifying the design—”The whole thing is so arti! cial up there 
that you need to unify the parts. If you just line up planter boxes 
you’re not going to be doing any good for yourself.” Once you 
have planned out how to organize the space, think about what 
kind of containers you will use to hold your plants.

To give her roof decks a uni! ed and ! nished look, Ronny 
uses built-in containers to hold the major masses of 

plants. She prefers cedar 
because it is naturally 
rot resistant without the 
extra labor of painting 
or staining. Depending 
on the budget, she uses 
number two cedar, clear 
cedar or, if you have a 
generous budget, the 
Brazilian hardwood 
trademarked as Pau 
Lope. (See sidebar) 
For a more economical 
solution you can also use 
marine grade plywood 
to which you can add 
decorative medallions. 
The whole thing can then 
be painted to match any 
color schemes you may 
have in mind.

Some of your planter 
boxes need to be large 

enough to hold a small tree or shrubs. Ronny says these 
should be at least 30” x 30” x 30”, big enough to hold the 
root ball of a good-sized plant. Others should be sized 
smaller, say 10” wide and deep to hold perennials and 
annuals. Think of these as pieces of furniture that will 
be grouped based on how you organized your bubble 
diagram. 

One of Ronny’s tricks is to include at least one long, 
linear planter box just below or on the railing or parapet 
where the view is. This way your not just looking at the 
parapet wall, you’re looking at a garden. She points out 
that you can spend a ton of money and still have it look 
stark, so think about the planting masses.  “It won’t feel 
like a garden if it’s not loaded with plants.”

Try to hide some of the planter boxes. Some roofs have 
quite a bit of pitch. You can take advantage of this by 
sinking large planter boxes below the level of the deck.  
This is a good way to create a large planting mass without 

Above: In this rooftop garden planting beds are arranged between 
modular squares made of wood which make up the decking. These 
modules sit on a frame allowing them to be lifted for access to the roof 
below. The planting beds in the foreground are concealed below the 
deck surface to create a softer look.  



having to expose a massive box. Also think about putting 
things in front of them so that you begin to create layers.

Supplement with potted plants. “Don’t get stuck with 
miles and miles of decking and very little plants,” said 

Ronny, who prefers to use containers that can stay outside 
all year. She would never be one to bubble wrap containers 
so they can winter over without breaking. Instead she 
likes to use lightweight polystyrene containers that mimic 
terra cotta or stone. Cast stone pots are another option, 
but watch out for anything that increases the amount of 
weight the roof will need to support. Above all, the built-
in containers and the pots should compliment each other. 

Once you have decided on the types of boxes and 
containers for your plants, it’s time to think about soil. 
Since improved products are always coming along, 
Ronny says to use whatever your landscape contractor 
or garden center recommends. This will usually be some 
type of soilless mix. “Whatever soil you put in, after 
the ! rst year 99 percent of its nutrient value is going 
to be gone because so much water goes through it. The 
nutrients go through it to, so it [what kind of soil you use] 
doesn’t matter much, especially for major planters.”  

“More important than soil is drainage”, Ronny said 
emphatically. She either drills holes into the bottom of 
the container or she makes a large hole on the bottom of 
the box that she covers with a ! lter. Then she puts about 
six inches of Styrofoam peanuts in the bottom. Before 
adding soil, she puts another layer of ! lter cloth over 
the peanuts. (You can use standard landscape fabric for 
a ! lter.) In addition, always line boxes with insulation. 

Above: Stone containers are an option for a rooftop garden, 
however these work best as an accent to built-in planters. Use 
bagged potting soil and pack your planters full of plants to cre-
ate a lush look.

This is more for the heat than for the cold, since roots 
like to be cooler than the tops of plants and sun can heat 
up a planter box enough to burn roots. For insulation, use 
the same thing builders use on the outside of houses, just 
under the siding.

The last technical issue to cover before we discuss plants 
is irrigation. Ronny insists that all of her roof gardens 
have an irrigation system that is set to run on timers. She 
said, “ Always install irrigation, preferably drip.  Sprays 
are harder to control. You don’t want to be a slave to your 
garden—and you may want to take a summer vacation.” 
You can buy kits at some hardware stores or choose 
from a long list of companies that install drip irrigation 
systems. 

It is not until you have completed all of this planning 
that you can begin to pick out plants. Planning is the 
most important step to a successful garden. Ronny says 
“Good design will take a lot of the work out of it, but it 
does require throwing money or effort into it.  The most 
important investment is an irrigation system so you can 
actually leave town or even go to work when it’s real 
hot, dry and windy and plants have to be watered twice 
a day.”

Ronny says she considers all plants as annuals. The major 
impediment to permanence is the way spring effects 
the plants as they come out of dormancy.  The cycles 

of freezing and  thawing that plant roots must undergo 
in Midwestern spring are brutal. “The environment of 
the roof garden magni! es and explodes the conditions 
of planting in the earth.  You’ve got the extremes heat 

Above: Large roofs need large containers like these two to three feet 
wide and nearly as deep custom boxes—big enough for plants to 
develop strong roots. Integrating the containers with trellises and 
screens lends a built-in look.  



and cold, you’ve got the extremes of wind, the extremes 
of irrigation and you’ve got the extremes of care all 
magni! ed…so, lack of care in a roof garden is much 
more damaging than  lack of care in a garden on the 
ground.” Speaking like a true salesperson, Ronny said, 
“By thinking of most plants as annuals, you have the 
opportunity to replace more plants each year.” What a 
great excuse"

Plant survivability depends greatly on the particular 
microclimate.  As anywhere, one never knows what plant 
will work until they try it in that particular environment. 
If your plants get through the ! rst spring, they have a 

better chance of making it for several years because 
they are better established. Rooftops create distinct 
microclimates, from extremely severe conditions to 
uniquely tempered sites. Ronny says, “You really have to 
take the orientation of your site and the care you’re giving 
it into consideration as much as the plant.”

Plant materials that make a big impact are Ornamental 
grasses, butter# y bush and roses—hybrid tea roses. 
Ronny ! nds far less disease on the roof. Hybrid teas are 
always full of # owers, whereas shrub roses can take a few 
years to get going. Standard tree roses are another good 
way to get height. 

For smaller containers, Ronny likes to use one gallon 
potted junipers because they over winter well. She uses 
a lot of trailing plants and she likes to scout out Home 
Depot and Franks for unusual plants. “Anything that you 
! n d for ten bucks and looks cool is a good buy.” (See 
sidebar for a list of Ronny’s top plant picks.)

I asked Ronny if she thought having a rooftop garden 
was for a unique type of individual because of the extra 
effort and expense of it takes to make one. Her reply was 
de! nite: “Anyone who balks at the cost of creating a 
rooftop garden may want to consider that having one is 
like having another room—and think about what it costs 
to furnish a room.  Think of the cost of the # ooring, the 
wall coverings, the furniture…Every opportunity you 
have to be outside should be cherished.  Whether it’s the 
smallest balcony or the back of a ! re escape, I think you 
can ! nd some way to be able to go out in the morning 
and say, boy it’s going to be a beautiful day. Or; at the 
end of the day, to be able to go out and pick some herbs 
or dead-head some # owers.” And I, couldn’t agree with 
her more"

QUICK DESIGN GUIDE

1.  Site Analysis

2.  Exposure

3.  Prevailing winds

4.  Views

5.  Access for maintenance, water and storage

6. Bubble Diagram--Organizing space

7. Placement of plant masses

8. Framing/screening views

9.  Actual Design

10. Hardscape materials

11. Plants

Note on Pau Lope:

Pau Lope,Tbebuia, aslo called Ipe is an extremely dense 
wood, strong and very heavy Brazillion hardwood. It 
weighs approximately 70 pounds per cubic foot and will 
sink in water. It is in the same family as our common 
Catlpa, Bignoniaceae.

Above: Using vertical elements such as these two arbors helps  cre-
ate the feeling of enclosure and privacy on a roof that is exposed on 
all sides. Use tough plants like Staghorn Sumac (Rhus typhina) and 
shrub roses for bulk and ! ll in with perennials in between._ 


