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REJUVENATING A GRAND ALABAMA GARDEN 
GIVES TIMEWORN PIECES A NEW SHIMMER.

RECLAIMING
THE PAST
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S
trolling through Frances and Miller Gorrie’s 
garden is like a visit to a first-rate museum with 
rooms of artifacts that whisk you to places and 
events far and near, including a historic 
presidential visit to Alabama’s Magic City. When 

time began to take its toll on the outdoor space, the couple 
turned to landscape designer Troy Rhone to guide the 
restoration and add a new section.

“One of the biggest roles I played was to help fluff and 
get the garden looking the way it’s supposed to look,” says 
Troy, whose firm is based in Birmingham, where the 
Gorries live in a spacious 1929 Tudor home with grounds 
to match. “We revamped everything.”

The garden’s elements, many of them installed decades 
ago, are intertwined with Frances’s passion for outside 
accessories and Miller’s business, a construction company 
he acquired in 1964 and grew into a well-respected 
national general contracting firm, Brasfield & Gorrie.

Construction demolition often uncovers a snapshot of the 
past, like cobblestones and handmade pavers found under 
modern asphalt streets. In the Gorries’ yard, granite curbing 
and hand-stamped bricks from downtown Birmingham that 
were slated for the garbage heap have been repurposed as 
walkways, adding to the ageless European air as you amble 
from one beautiful vista to the next.
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A PATH TO HISTORY
Dappled sunlight falls upon a putting green 
that was the starting point for a major 
revitalization of Frances and Miller Gorrie’s 
garden. (Opposite, top) The fence around the 
area was preserved from downtown 
Birmingham’s demolished Tutwiler Hotel, 
where it once served as a railing on the 
balcony used as a parade review stand by 
President Warren G. Harding and his 
entourage during a historic visit in 1921. The 
fence had deteriorated significantly, so 
landscape designer Troy Rhone had it 
completely refurbished and updated plantings 
nearby. A friend gave the Gorries a photo of 
the presidential visit and the fence in its 
original spot (bottom, center). Numerous 
other antique fixtures—from a wishing well to 
an armillary sphere—were also rejuvenated.
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But the design’s grand focal feature is a pool house set 
at the back of the property that is used for family 
gatherings and entertaining. The structure sits at the end 
of a narrow tree-lined pool so that its large, paned window 
and ivy-covered façade reflect on the water’s surface, 
reminiscent of classic palatial garden designs. The pool 
runs alongside the home, which boasts a brick terrace to 
overlook the lovely scene.

Around the pool, stone planters, aged corbels, a 
semicircular bench, and informally laid stonework give an 
Old-World character to the yard that is matched by notable 
architectural details in the pool house—heavy wooden doors, 
large iron knockers and hinges, and antique light fixtures.

Furnished over decades with tables, chairs, and 
structural pieces like obelisks, a wishing well, and even 
chimney caps, the home’s exterior has been curated and 
overseen with a masterful eye since Frances owns outdoor 
furniture and accessory market Blackjack Gardens. A 
separately owned company, Blackjack Horticulture, 
maintains the plants on the lush grounds that are laid out 
like a series of rooms in an art gallery.

“The feel was here,” says Troy, pointing to numerous 
salvaged items from Europe and the U.S. that needed 
refurbishing. Work on the project, which took 18 months, 
began on the opposite side of the house from the pool, 
where Miller, an avid golfer, has a small putting green that 
was in need of attention.

The green includes its own bit of history as it’s 
surrounded by an iron fence from downtown Birmingham’s 

original Tutwiler Hotel, which was demolished in 1974. The 
fence once served as a second-story railing on a balcony 
used by President Warren G. Harding to review a parade 
during his historic visit in 1921. The fence is Miller’s 
favorite feature, and the couple has a framed photo of 
President Harding on the Tutwiler balcony with the 
ironwork on full display.

Troy says the fence is an example of the task he faced 
in refreshing the yard and its many structures. “That 
fence was here, but it was almost rusting through. We 
had it all restored,” he says. New hydrangeas and a 
lusterleaf holly hedge were planted outside the fence 
while boxwood, pachysandra, and camellias immediately 
surround the green.

In addition to sprucing up the putting area, a large 
part of Troy’s undertaking was to create a new oval lawn 
near the pool that includes a cutting garden for Frances. 
“She wanted a place for cut flowers and perennials,” he 
says, as well as a place for grandchildren and great-
grandchildren to play. The peripheral beds include 
Veronica speedwell, Rudbeckia, azalea, Anthony Waterer 
spirea, rosemary, Echinacea, ‘Black and Blue’ Salvia, 
blueberry, and roses.

Miller says once they made the decision to do the 
project, they simply turned the reins over to Troy, with 
pleasing results. “We let him go to work,” says Miller, 
noting that it paid off handsomely as they enjoy the 
outdoor spaces with family and friends, “especially when 
the flowers are growing.”
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HERITAGE IN BLOOM
A large oval lawn near the swimming pool was a new addition 
Troy designed for the Gorries (above). Serving as a cutting 
garden for Frances, it also provides a place for the grandchildren 
and great-grandchildren to play within sight of adults as they 
relax poolside. For decades, Frances, who owns a garden 
furniture and accessory business, has collected new and 
antique pieces like the weathered, semicircular concrete 
bench (left) that offers respite from the sun.
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