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Make your own energy from the sun and save! 

Cobalt Power Systems, Inc.
2557 Wyandotte Street
Mountain View, CA

CA Contractors Lic. #820697

cobaltpower.com  
650-938-9574

At Cobalt Power Systems, we take pride in delivering the best customer experience in  
the industry. We have installed over 2,800 quality solar systems throughout Silicon Valley  
and are getting new referrals from our customers every day. 

Thinking about energy storage? We have installed over 300 residential battery backup 
systems all over the Bay Area. There are currently great rebates and tax credits  
available from the Federal government and State of CA. 

Let us know when we can visit your home and show you how much you can save by  
going solar. 

Contact Cobalt Power Systems for more info:
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Peninsula muralist Morgan Bricca transforms blank 
walls into scenic spaces. Photo courtesy  
Morgan Bricca.
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THE LARGEST SELECTION of OUTDOOR FIREPITS,  
FIREPLACES AND OUTDOOR HEATERS IN THE BAY AREA.



W
hen Meera Agrawal and her husband, 
Gautam, looked into tearing down the 
quirky, circular-shaped Los Altos Hills 
home they’d lived in since 2013, they 

discovered that the town would only allow them to 
build a 1,300-square-foot replacement.

Given that their round house with the fabu-
lous views was around 5,200 square feet — 
built in the 1960s when the lot was part 
of unincorporated Santa Clara County and 
not subject to the rules of the town — they 
quickly shifted gears and decided to do a 
major renovation, retaining much of its round 
structural slab and some walls. 

“We had to be strategic about the interior 
versus exterior space,” Agrawal said. “The 

footprint is close to the original.”
The new house takes full advantage of the 

property’s 180-degree view of Silicon Valley 
from the public spaces — the exact opposite of 

the old f loor plan. The back of the house, with 
bedrooms and bathrooms, looks out onto the Rancho 

San Antonio Open Space Preserve. And the kitchen is 
plunk in the center, where an inner courtyard used to be. 

Architect Steven Stept embraced the idea of a circular 
house, knowing that it would present definite challenges. 

Coming  
full circlefull circle
Remodeled round house 

retains same shape, 
different layout 

STORY BY  
CAROL BLITZER

PHOTOS BY  
ADAM ROUSE

“All the lines of this house come off a center 
point,” he said, noting that none of the walls in 
the bedrooms are 90 degrees, “but it doesn’t feel 
awkward.” The lines of the f loor, lights — even 
outdoor decking — all work with the radial cir-
cular concept, he said. Narrow strips were used 
for the exterior siding, to accommodate the curve, 
he added.

A lot of learning happened on the job for both 
architect and contractor. 

How do you create things like door and window 
jambs for a circular structure, Stept said.

“We may have an idea for design, but we needed 
to figure out the execution. ... The contractor 
totally embraced the concept. He built a huge 
protractor so he could figure out how to do 
radial lines. ... He knew to 1/8 of an inch,” Stept 
explained.

Today, the family of four enjoys views from a 
great room, with no walls separating the dining 
area and round kitchen. There’s access to an 
outside deck from nearly every room in the house. 

“We love modern architecture, but we were con-
cerned about it looking too cold,” said Agrawal, 
who works for a commercial architecture firm 
in Mountain View. She was instrumental in 
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choosing finishes, from the soothing blue fabric of the great-room sofa 
to the walnut-faced fireplace surround that hides the big-screen TV.

The unusual kitchen shape posed an intriguing problem: How do 
you fit square appliances into rounded cabinets? They did manage to 
accommodate a Wolf cooktop, two Faber hoods (that look like stain-
less steel tubes), Wolf double ovens, a dishwasher and two Sub-Zero 
refrigerators with freezer drawers.

Even the island is rounded, shaped like the letter C. 
“I love to bake,” Agrawal said. She hopes to teach classes, so she had 

outlets built into the outside of the island, as well as a prep sink.
A curved peninsula at the side has room for four leather, counter-

height chairs.
And there’s more room to cook in the outside barbecue area.

(continued on page 9)

H O M E  D E S I G N

Clockwise from facing page: The owners of this circular-shaped house in Los Altos 
Hills remodeled the 1960s-era home to take full advantage of the property's 
180-degree view of Silicon Valley; The new kitchen is located in the heart of the home, 
where a courtyard once stood; This detail view of the hallway shows the curve of the 
home's exterior wall; In the great room, the windows are straight, but segmented, with 
divider pieces allowing the room to curve. Behind the walnut fireplace surround is a 
large-screen TV; The exterior of the house is sided with Japanese-style charred wood 
that will eventually turn into a black-silver shade as it ages.
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Throughout the house, from 
kitchen to bathrooms, similar cab-
inet and countertop finishes were 
used. The white quartz counter in 
the kitchen shows more veining, 
while in the bathrooms, it’s solid. 
Faucet finishes are a matte black. 
Cabinets are walnut; even the trim 
around the mirrors sports a narrow 
walnut trim.

The primary bedroom is located 
where the original living room 
once was, and the couple can watch 
the sun set outside the window. 
The accompanying primary bath-
room boasts a steam shower, an 
Aquatica free-standing tub, trough 
sink and a wall of Porcelanosa tile 
that resembles aged metal.

Today the house has four bed-
rooms and 4.5 bathrooms on the 
main level, as well as an office, recre-
ation space for the kids, a bedroom, 
a bath and the garage downstairs.

An odd space near the bedrooms 
left room for a more-than-ade-
quate laundry room, adorned with 
Fireclay tiles.

Throughout the home the floors 
are made of poured concrete, with 
radiant heat.

Outside, a grassy area was cre-
ated where the children could 
play, enhanced by drought-tolerant 
plants and drip irrigation. 

The exterior of the house is 
sided with Japanese-style charred 
wood — shou sugi ban — that will 
eventually turn a black-silver over 
time, Agrawal added.

A powder-coated, black 
wrought-iron railing edges the 
wrap-around deck, with a drinks 
shelf near the public spaces.

Adding a couple of bee hives 
became a hobby during the pan-
demic, Agrawal said, as well as 
choosing a variety of fruit trees 
— fig, avocado, lemon, lime — 
with more to come.

Now that they’ve settled into 
their new home, would the 

Agrawals have done anything 
different?

“Maybe make my closet big-
ger,” Agrawal said. “We were 
super involved, so we made sure 
we got what we wanted.” 

“The transformation went way 
beyond anyone’s expectations,” 
Stept added. n

Email Freelance Writer Carol 
Blitzer at carolgblitzer@gmail.com.

(continued from page 7)

This overhead view taken during the remodel shows the footprint of the house. The kitchen replaced this courtyard that was once located in the center of the home's original layout.

RESOURCES
Architect: Steven Stept, architect 
and managing partner, Feldman 
Architecture, San Francisco,  
415-252-1441,  
feldmanarchitecture.com

Building contractor: 
Baywest Builders, David Toews, 
superintendent, Redwood City,  
650-216-9600,  
baywestbuilders.com

Cabinets: Ralph King Furniture 
Cabinetry, South San Francisco, 
415-822-5847,  
ralphkingcabinetry.com

Doors: Fleetwood Windows and 
Doors, Corona, 800-736-7363, 
fleetwoodusa.com

Windows: Blomberg Windows, 
San Francisco, 415-658-7776, 
blombergwindows.com

Landscape designer: Variegated 
Green Modern Landscape Design, 
Erica Deitchman,  
variegatedgreen.com

Lighting: Tucci, Marissa Tucci, 
principal, San Francisco,  
415-347-6568, tuccilighting.com

Tile: Porcelanosa, San Jose, 
porcelanosa-usa.com; Fireclay Tile, 
800-773-2226, fireclaytile.com

Goal of project: Rebuild a house 
that blends in with the environment

Challenges: To accommodate 
erosion and the hill slope, they had 
to sink deep piers that were tied 
back to the mountain; some supply-
chain issues getting steel for framing

Year house built: 1965, rebuilt 
2020

Size of home, lot: 5,082 sq-ft 
(down from 5,213 sq ft) on 1.1 acres

Time to complete: About 1-year 
for design; 2.5 years for construction

The primary bedroom is located where the original living room once was. No window 
coverings hide the bedroom’s view of Rancho San Antonio Open Space Preserve, 
located on the back side of the house.
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Noted for its minimalist style, 
natural landscape and tranquil 
nature, the Japanese garden is as 

much art as it is science. 
To the untrained eye, the evergreens, 

rocks, pebbles, sand, ponds and waterfalls, 
and other common Japanese design ele-
ments may appear to be randomly placed 
in the garden, but everything — including 
the tree branches — serves a purpose. 

Every tree and shrub is purposely 
pruned in a way that leaves openings 
to allow the eye to see farther into the 
garden; and rocks, while solid, should be 
dynamic and positioned to lead the eye to 
the garden’s focal point, explained Mark 
Bourne, a noted expert in Japanese garden 
design who built the tea house garden at 
the San Francisco Zen Center and spent 
the core of his career in the Bay Area 
before moving to Seattle. He continues 
to provide expert advice in the Bay Area 
and occasionally teaches classes on the 
Peninsula. 

Creating a balance of positive and 

negative space — which refers to the 
spatial relationship between objects — is 
one of the keys of Japanese design, Bourne 
said. It creates a sense of rhythm and 
mystery that stimulates the imagination as 
visitors move through the garden. 

While there are many different styles 
of Japanese gardens, each was created to 
bring the beauty, tranquility and awe of 
nature into a small space. 

Creating that feeling hinges on creating 
the right visuals, said landscape designer 
Bill Castellon, who renovated the Japanese 
gardens at San Mateo’s Lutomirski and 
Lilienthal estates and now teaches prun-
ing and rock setting at Oakland’s Merritt 
College horticulture school. 

“Think about a beautiful spot you were 
standing at in nature ... and the feeling (it 
gave it you),” he said. In the garden, “the 
(right) look will give you that feeling.”

Bourne said those who specialize in 
Japanese garden design often spend years 
apprenticing under master gardeners 
in Japan. He himself spent four years 

From top left, clockwise: Japanese-style gardens typically replicate natural scenery in a small area. 
Bamboo, rocks, artificial hills, water features and stone lanterns are among the common elements found 
in Japanese gardens like Saratoga's Hakone Estate and Gardens, shown in these photos.

STORY BY MELISSA MCKENZIE  |  PHOTOS BY KEVIN LEGNONSTORY BY MELISSA MCKENZIE  |  PHOTOS BY KEVIN LEGNON

Experts share the Experts share the 
essential elements for essential elements for 
carving out a tranquil carving out a tranquil 

backyard space backyard space 

How to create a  How to create a  
Zen-inspired gardenZen-inspired garden
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studying in Kyoto.
Those looking to incorporate 

Japanese design elements in their 
own backyards, can find plenty of 
inspiration from master garden-
ers right here along the greater 
Midpeninsula. The area is home 
to several gardens designed in the 
authentic tradition of those found in 
Japan (See sidebar). 

Before getting started on your own 
project, Bourne and a handful of local 
landscape designers offered the fol-
lowing tips:

Decide on design Decide on design 
elementselements

There are different types of Japanese 
gardens that incorporate varying ele-
ments into their design. Rock and 
sand are primarily used in a dry 
garden, while water and bridges can 
be found in pond gardens. Consider 
if your garden will be designed for 
strolling or intended to be viewed 
from a window or patio.

“Look at the space you have and 
think about how it can have visual 
complexity. There are a number of 
DIY Japanese garden books and if you 
learn the rules and apply them, you can 
enjoy making a garden,” Bourne said. 

Start from the  Start from the  
ground upground up

It’s important to start any Japanese 
garden design from the ground and 
work up. 

The soil and stones come first, then 
the addition of shrubs and trees. 

“Pay attention to how you’re going 
to move the soil. Is it going to be flat 
or mounded? And alongside the soil, 
think about the stones and the shape 
of the stone group,” Bourne said. 

Choose your plantsChoose your plants
While some of the greenery seen 

in Japanese gardens doesn’t grow 
naturally in the Bay Area, it’s easy 
to substitute plants, Bourne said. 
Moss, for example, which is often 
seen in Japanese gardens, doesn’t grow 
naturally in the Bay Area, but baby’s 
tears, elfin thyme or even California 
Woodland Strawberry provide an 
alternative ground cover that give the 
feeling of the lush gardens people 
envision when thinking of Japanese 
garden designs. 

Leslie Buck, author of “Cutting 
Back: My Apprenticeship In The 
Gardens of Kyoto” and a pruning 

(continued on page 14)

G A R D E N  D E S I G N

Types of Japanese GardensTypes of Japanese Gardens

Zen GardenZen Garden
The Zen garden, also known as a rock garden, is usu-

ally relatively small and consists of carefully arranged 
rocks of varying shapes and sizes surrounded by sand. 
Sand and gravel are used to represent water. 
Tea GardenTea Garden

Intended as a place for quiet reflection, the typical tea 
garden features bamboo fences, gates, water basins, an 
extensive use of moss, and stepping stones lined with lat-
erns that lead through the garden and to the tea house.
Hill and Pond GardenHill and Pond Garden

This is a classic type of Japanese garden that uses man-
made hills, ponds, bridges and stones to replicate natural 
scenery in a small area. 
Stroll GardenStroll Garden

Meant for strolling, this garden is designed to provide 
visitors beautiful and unexpected views at different points 
in the garden. Typical features include a winding path, 
ponds with islands, artificial hills and rocks. n
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specialist whose work includes 
private residences in Woodside 
and Palo Alto, suggests mingling 
California and Japanese natives. 
Planting natives, she said, is encour-
aged by Japanese landscapers who 
“use primarily Japanese native plants 
and encourage us to use our own 
local natives in our Japanese Garden-
inspired natural landscapes.” 

Manzanitas, mahonia, California 
coffeeberry or pieris combined with 
maples, nandina, dogwoods or pines 
can create the look and feel of a 
Japanese garden.  

Buck said natives require less 
water and pesticides and come with 
the added benefit of attracting local 
wildlife.

“The more native plants we use, 
the more birds and butterflies we 
attract,” Buck said. 

Bourne said whatever plants you 
decided to use, keep the list simple 
and position plants and stones so 
they complement each other.

Create a natural lookCreate a natural look
Japanese gardens are intended to 

mimic nature — this means using 
asymmetrical design elements, such 
as incorporating an odd number of 
plants to create a dynamic feel.  

“Nothing should be the same size 
or have equal distances between 
them,” Castellon said. “ It should 
look the same as it does in nature. If 
you look at nature, nothing lines up. 
Everything is uneven.” 

Additionally, all features added 
to the garden should complement, 
not overwhelm, the scene, Castellon 
added. 

Keep it manageableKeep it manageable
Authentic Japanese gardens 

often require extensive pruning 
and upkeep, but there are ways 
to simplify the design to fit your 
needs. For those who don’t want to 
prune, consider a dry garden with 
sand and rocks arranged to mimic 
flowing water. For those who want 
something simple, add a rock and a 
single shrub. 

“Create the feeling of your favor-
ite scene, within your budget,” 
Buck said. “It could be as little 
as a rock with a local shrub and 
seasonal flowers scattered about, 
or as much as a moving stream 
lined with trees and shrubs that 
screen neighbors and give you a 
feeling of a regional park in your 
backyard.”  n

(continued from page 11)

Established in 1928 and  
serving San Mateo County,   
Dittmann Plumbing provides  
full service plumbing repairs  
with satisfaction guaranteed.   
We offer free estimates and  
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We provide 24 Hour / 7 Days a week 
Emergency Service

Specializing in Water Heater 
replacement and Condo Service and 
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Dittmann 
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•   Apartment/Condo water heater service 

and replacement
•  Sewer and drain cleaning
•   Sewer video inspection
•   Water heater repair and replacement
•   Backflow testing, certification and 

repair
•  Repiping houses and condos with 

copper water pipe
•  Faucet / valve repair, replacement and 

installation
•  Bathroom and Kitchen plumbing 

remodeling
•  Green Home Inspections and water 

audits

Call Today and  
Make your Appointment

(650)343-2159
Serving the Mid-Peninsula

info@dittmannplumbing.com
www.dittmannplumbing.com

G A R D E N  D E S I G N

Above: Waterfalls and other water features are common elements in the Japanese-style 
garden. Below: The flowers on cherry blossom trees are used to symbolize Japanese 
worship of nature, according to folklore. 
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LOOKING TO LOOKING TO 
ADD SOME ADD SOME 
ZEN TO YOUR ZEN TO YOUR 
LANDSCAPE? VISIT LANDSCAPE? VISIT 
THESE JAPANESE THESE JAPANESE 
GARDENS FOR GARDENS FOR 
INSPIRATION INSPIRATION 

Whether you’re looking to 
create a rock garden, incor-

porate a few elements of Japanese 
design to your existing landscape 
or just want to add a bonsai to your 
home, there are plenty of gardens 
in San Mateo and Santa Clara 
counties to find inspiration — and 
tranquility. From a hillside planted 
with bamboo species from around 
the world to a 100-year-old estate 
with koi ponds, bridges and tea 
houses, the greater Peninsula area 
is home to Japanese-style gardens 
of various types and sizes that are 
open to the public. Here’s a list 
of five local destinations where 
visitors can explore a traditional 
Japanese garden in person. 

Hakone Estate  Hakone Estate  
and Gardensand Gardens
21000 Big Basin Way, Saratoga

Founded more than 100 years 
ago, the 18-acre Hakone Estate 
and Gardens is recognized as one 
of the oldest Japanese-style resi-
dential gardens in the Western 
Hemisphere. The Saratoga proper-
ty is listed on the National Register 
of Historic Places. Hakone is made 
up of a variety of hillside gardens, 
historic buildings, multi-tiered 
waterfalls and koi ponds, strolling 
gardens and many other elements 
found in Japanese gardens. The 
property includes  four principal 
gardens. dry, tea, bamboo.  Notable 
features include a bamboo garden, 
a Zen garden, tea houses, and the 
Cultural Exchange Center, which 
is an authentic reproduction of a 
19th-century Kyoto tea merchant’s 
house and shop. Admission is free 
to Santa Clara County residents 
on the first Tuesday of the month, 
March through October. Interested 

in more information about Hakone 
Gardens? Go to hakone.com.

Japanese Garden at San Japanese Garden at San 
Mateo Central ParkMateo Central Park
50 E 5th Ave, San Mateo 

Designed in 1966 by landscape 
architect Nagao Sakurai of the 
Imperial Palace of Tokyo, the 
Japanese Garden at San Mateo 
Central Park maximizes every inch 
of square space to include all of the 
traditional elements typically found 
in a Japanese garden. Features 
include a granite pagoda, a tea 
house, cherry trees, water elements 
and bridges, a koi pond and a bam-
boo grove. During spring and sum-
mer, visitors can watch public koi 
fish feedings. If you’re interested in 
seeing more of Sakurai’s work, head 
to San Francisco: He also designed 
the Japanese Tea Garden in Golden 
Gate Park. 

Japanese Friendship Japanese Friendship 
Garden at Kelley ParkGarden at Kelley Park
1300 Senter Road, San Jose

Built in 1965, the Japanese 
Friendship Garden at Kelley Park 
was built in 1965 as a symbol 
of everlasting friendship between 
San Jose and its Sister City of 
Okayama, Japan. Patterned after 
Okayama’s famed Korakuen 
Garden, the 6-acre Friendship 

Garden was designed as a scenic 
promenade intended to provide 
visitors a new view at every turn 
of the path. Its three main ponds 
— stocked with koi sent from 
Okayama in 1966 — are located 
at different elevations in the park 
and are interconnected by streams 
with various styles of bridges, 
including a wooden zig-zag bridge 
meant to ward off evil spirits. If 
you’re interested in more details 
about various plants and other 
features at the Friendship Garden, 
check out the self-guided walking 
map at https://bit.ly/JFGmap.

Bamboo Garden  Bamboo Garden  
at Foothill Collegeat Foothill College
12345 El Monte Road,  
Los Altos Hills

Initially designed in 1989 as a 
small garden that one might see 
in front of a traditional Japanese 
tea room, the Bamboo Garden at 
Foothill College has grown into a 
collection of more than 70 bam-
boo species of all sizes, shapes and 
textures from around the world. 
Paths with signs identifying each 
species wind through the 2-acre 
garden, which contains nothing 
but bamboo. The garden is one of 
few in the United States to offer 
such a large and varied collec-
tion. In addition to the bamboo 

plants, the area features a medita-
tion pavilion and a rock garden at 
the bottom of the hill. Interested 
in more details about the Bamboo 
Garden? Go to foothill.edu/
japanese/cultural-center/.

Bonsai Collection  Bonsai Collection  
at Filoliat Filoli
86 Cañada Road, Woodside 

The historic Filoli estate has a 
sizeable collection of more than 
50 bonsai that dates back to the 
early 1900s. These miniature rep-
licas of full-grown trees became 
popular as garden ornaments at 
late 19th-century and early 20th-
century estates after Japan began 
opening up to the rest of the 
world, creating an interest in 
Japanese-style art and landscape. 
Filoli’s collection, which features 
both single-tree and forest styles, 
includes everything from juniper, 
pine, cryptomeria, elm and white 
fir to a 50-year-old redwood tree 
that is only 2 feet tall. Most of 
today’s collection came as a series 
of donations made in the 1990s. 
Filoli is displaying highlights of 
its collection through May 31 as 
part of a special bonsai exhibit. If 
you’re interested in more informa-
tion about the exhibit, go to filoli.
org/bonsai/. n

— Linda Taaffe

Visitors walk through the entrance gate at Hakone Estate and Gardens in Saratoga, which is recognized as one of the oldest Japanese-
style residential gardens in the Western Hemisphere. 
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F rom sun-drenched Tuscan 
hillsides to playful penguins 
swimming alongside colorful 

fish, Los Altos muralist Morgan Bricca 
has been transforming blank walls into 
works of art in private homes through-
out the Bay Area for nearly two decades.

Murals are a great way to create a 
particular mood and fill an otherwise 
blank space without having to recon-
figure your walls, said Bricca, who has 
created more than 350 one-of-a-kind 
murals in the halls, basements, bed-
rooms, bathrooms and ceilings of local 
residences.

“There’s a vibrancy in a (real work 
of art) that you just do not get in a 
printout,” Bricca said. “The other thing 
is you can customize a mural and make 
it unique to fit that space.”

About half of her commissioned 
work is for residential clients, the other 
is for commercial spaces like restau-
rants, tech companies and schools. 
Her work can be seen on walls at the 
Los Altos Community Center, Santa 
Clara County Fairgrounds, Oak and 
Springer schools in Los Altos and Palo 
Alto’s California Avenue tunnel, where 
she restored the original “Year of the 
Ocean” mural in 2017. 

Bricca said landscapes, beaches and 
other scenes that brighten or expand 
the confines of a room are popular.

“A lot of people hire me (to create) 
peaceful things,” she said.

Once, a client who had recently 
downsized from her large home told 
Bricca that she missed her old back-
yard, which held fond family memo-
ries. Working from photographs of 
the woman’s backyard, Bricca painted 
a scene that incorporated the swim-
ming pool — complete with cavorting 
grandchildren. 

Bricca believes people have become 
more aware of their wall space since 
having to Zoom from home dur-
ing the pandemic. In her own home, 
Bricca said she painted an agate rock 
mural on a blank wall in her son’s 
former bedroom, which got plenty 
of use as an “escape room” from the 
monotony and clutter of her other 
well-worn personal spaces,” according 

to a blog on her website.
Bricca said a typical mural project 

takes about three days to complete, 
depending on the size and detail of the 
piece. Full-wall murals are priced per 
square foot, and smaller murals start 
at $7,500.

Coming up with ideas for murals 
is no challenge for Bricca. The most 
important factor, she said, is being 
able to connect with clients so that she 
understands how they want the space 
to feel, and they understand how she is 
going to accomplish that.

Left: Morgan Bricca stands in front of one of her 
murals in a home in Palo Alto, with details shown 
on top right. Photos by Magali Gauthier. Bottom 
right: Planet Princess. Courtesy Morgan Bricca. 

(continued on page 18)
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She usually asks clients if there 
is a favorite vacation spot or 
a honeymoon locale that they 
would enjoy looking at. She looks 
around their home and sees what 
they cherish and what colors they 
like. 

“We have conversations about 
what makes them feel good. 
Then we talk about the images 
— what kind of colors and style 
and imagery. I have the same 
conversations when I work with 
kids. ... Their answer is going to 
tell me a lot,” she said.

Bricca said whether she is rec-
reating a scene from a photograph 
or replicating a masterpiece, her 
process is the same: “There’s no 
right or wrong,” she explained. 
“It’s paint, so you can always add 
more. ... There’s no risk. I sketch 
with paint, and then I keep build-
ing it up.”

Bricca said she recently created 
her own version of Michelangelo’s 
fresco “The Creation of Adam” 
on the ceiling of client’s home. 
Her version includes an image 
of the homeowner’s recently 
deceased brother embedded in 
the clouds. 

“I did restructure it,” Bricca 
said. “I resized Adam, and I put 
God differently and ... added my 

own angels and clouds.” 
Bricca said she began painting 

murals on a whim, starting with 
her own wall about two decades 
ago with no formal art training.

“It was the ugliest part of 
my house,” said Bricca, who 
transformed the blank space 
of the wall in her San Diego 

condominium with a memory of 
a scene from Spain.

“It was ambitious, and it wasn’t 
completely successful, but it was 
fun,” she said. “I loved losing 
myself in the creative process of 
the labor.”

Soon after, she had her first 
paying client — her sister, 

followed by a second, the friend 
of a co-worker, and then her 
career snowballed. 

For more information about 
Bricca’s murals, go to morgan 
murals.com. n

Melissa McKenzie is a 
 freelancer writer.

H O M E  D E S I G N

TIPS TO TRANSFORM YOUR WALLS 
Not sure what to do with that bare wall? 

Midpeninsula muralist Morgan Bricca shared 
some DIY recommendations on how to trans-
form boring interior wall space into a focal point 
without hiring a professional artist. 

ADD LIGHTED ACCENT WALLS
One of the easiest ways to change the mood 

of a room is to add an accent wall, Bricca said. 
Paint one wall differently than the other walls 
in a room, and boost the art factor with fairy 
lights and push pins.

“Creating a word or a modern design that 
lights up at night can do wonders for a room,” 
she said.  

GO TWO-TONE
To shift the focus of room, Bricca recom-

mends trying an ombre fade — a two-tone wall 

that fades from light to dark. She suggests keep-
ing the upper half a lighter shade, and the lower 
half a darker shade. If you want to get more 
creative, she suggests using paint drips to give 
the wall a distressed look. (This can be achieved 
by adding water to the paint and using a dry 
brush to transition the two color tones.) If you 
don’t want drips, try subtle decoupage elements 
like gold stars, glitter or pencil sketches. This 
will give the wall “a modern art” look, she said. 

CREATE A WALL COLLAGE
Bricca suggests creating an “art wall” with a 

collage of photos, sayings and other imagery.
In her own home, Bricca created an art wall 

by decoupaging photos from magazines, draw-
ings and photos and layering them with ferns 
and painted words, she said. 

TRY PAINTING YOUR OWN MURAL
Even those who don’t think they have artistic 

ability can easily create a mural by using geo-
metric designs or plain paint with handwritten 
phrases.

“In my studio, I painted the wall a coral color 
and then wrote a quote in gold paint,” she said. 
“The imperfection of a hand-painted quote is 
lovely. ... I’m a fan of the handmade look and 
feel in general.”

COVER BLANK SPACE WITH A 
PAINTING

For those looking to brighten up their space 
without modifying an entire wall, try placing a 
large painting on the wall. This can be particu-
larly effective as a backdrop behind your desk 
when you video conference, she said. n

Muralist Morgan Bricca said landscapes, beaches and other scenes that brighten or expand the confines of a room are popular. "A lot of 
people hire me (to create) peaceful things," she said. Photo courtesy Morgan Bricca.

(continued from page 17)
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Do you know the age of your water heater? Most tank-style water heaters only 
last about 12 years.

If you suspect your water heater is near the end of its useful life, you may be a 
good candidate for a Heat Pump Water Heater (HPWH).

The Home Efficiency Genie can help look up the age of your water heater from 
the unit’s serial number and offer project advice. Contact us at (650) 713-3411 or 
visit efficiencygenie.com 

Not only are HPWHs one of the most efficient water heating technologies on 
the market, but yours will be powered by Palo Alto’s carbon neutral electricity. 
As an added bonus, Palo Alto Utilities offers rebates up to $1500.

Learn more at cityofpaloalto.org/HPWH

Individuals with disabilities who require accommodations to access City facilities, services or programs, or who 
would like information on the City’s compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990, may 
contact the City’s ADA Coordinator at (650) 329-2368 (voice) or email ada@cityofpaloalto.org 05/22

The worst time to 
think about your 
water heater is when 
it stops working.
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The local’s guide to the 
Bay Area food scene.

Read about hot spots, 
restaurant trends and the 
lifestyles of those who love 

everything about food. 

See you at the table.
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Lic. 602048
We’ve painted some of the

MOST BEAUTIFUL HOMES
on the Peninsula.

Beautify, Protect and  
Preserve your Most  

Important Investment

Quality Interior and  
Exterior Painting  

Residential and Commercial

For A Prompt Estimate Please Call: 

(650) 321-9302

Visit Us On The Web At:

www.stanfordpainting.com

Family Owned since 1988

Protect Your Family -  
We’re Lead Safe Certified

5-Year Warranty

Free Estimates
Stanford Painting is not affiliated  

with Stanford University
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Spring is the most colorful time 
of the year along the Peninsula. 

It’s traditionally a season marked 
with fragrant blooms, a multitude 
of garden tours and plenty of class 
offerings to help home gardeners 
get the most out of their harvest. 
Here’s a list of online and in-person 
spring garden events:

ONLINE CLASSES

Monthly plant clinic
Saturdays, June 11, July 9, Aug. 13, 
Sept. 10; 10 a.m.-noon

Free; mgsantaclara.ucanr.edu/
events-calendar

UC Master Gardeners hosts a 
monthly online plant clinic via 
Zoom for gardeners who want 
to chat with a master gardener to 
diagnose a plant problem or  lis-
ten and learn while other people 
ask questions. Advance registration 
is required. Priority will be given 
to questions that are emailed in 
advance; instructions are in the 
Zoom registration confirmation.

IN-PERSON CLASSES 
& EVENTS

Open Garden
Saturdays, May-September,  
10 a.m.-noon
Palo Alto Demonstration Garden,  
851 Center Drive, Palo Alto
Free; mgsantaclara.ucanr.edu

The Palo Alto Demonstration 
Garden will be open and staffed 
by master gardeners every Saturday 
morning through the end of 
September to provide an opportu-
nity for the public to explore the 
edible and waterwise gardens, ask 
questions and get plant and garden 
advice. On the first Saturday of 
select months, Open Garden may 
include a workshop. 

‘iPhone Flower Photography’
Thursday, May 19, 4-6 p.m.

$40 (general admission); 
gamblegarden.org

Photographer Tom Upton will 
teach participants how to combine 
their love of flowers with photogra-
phy using an iPhone camera. First, 

he will guide participants through 
the main features everyone should 
know about for a solid starting 
point; then he will demonstrate 
some hidden features. Finally, he 
will address color and composition 
of flower photography and take the 
class out in the garden. Class size 
is limited to 10 participants and 
will be held indoors in the Carriage 
House and around the gardens. 

Seed Swap!
Saturday, May 21, 10-11:30 a.m.

Martial Cottle Park, 5283 Snell Ave., 
San Jose

Free ($6 parking fee); mgsantaclara.
ucanr.edu

Master gardeners will host a seed 
swap under its pavilion at Martial 
Cottle Park. All types of seeds are 
welcome; visitors do not need to bring 
seeds to participate. Homegrown 
seeds should be labeled with variety, 
year and ZIP code; the more infor-
mation the better. Participants are 
asked to restrict donations to seeds 
that are under 3 years old. There will 
be an “old seed box” for older seeds.

GARDEN & NATURE 
TOURS

Butterflies of Picchetti Ranch
May 21, 10 a.m.- 1 p.m.
Picchetti Ranch Preserve, 13100 
Montebello Road, Cupertino
Free; openspace.org

Observe butterf lies in their 
natural environment during a 2.5-
mile hike along the Zinfandel and 
Orchard Loop trails at Picchetti 
Ranch Preserve led by naturalists 
Jan Hintermeister, Karen DeMello 
and Cathy Brown. During the 
three-hour event, participants will 
learn how to identify common but-
terfly species. Bring binoculars if 
you have them. Reservations are 
required. 

Filoli spring blooms
Daily, 10 a.m.- 5 p.m.
Filoli, 86 Cañada Road, Woodside
$15-$25; filoli.org

Spring is the most colorful time 
of the year to stroll the grounds at 
Filoli Historic House & Garden 
as the daffodils, magnolias and 
other flowers come into bloom in 
the 16-acre formal gardens. May is 
prime viewing for rhododendrons, 
waterlilies and roses. It’s also the 
time of year when the spring garden 
bar is open and private afternoon tea 
in the garden is available. Advance 
tickets are required.

Gamble Garden June Tour
Tuesday, June 21, 1:30-2:30 p.m.
Gamble Garden, 1431 Waverley St., 
Palo Alto
$10 (general admission); 
gamblegarden.org

Scheduled to coincide with the 
summer solstice, Gamble Garden’s 
June garden tour emphasizes the 
special connection between sun and 
leaf. The 60-minute guided tour 
takes visitors back in time to explore 
the life of Elizabeth Gamble and her 
historic house and gardens. The tour 
starts on the front steps of the house 
and continues through the 2.5-acre 
property that includes a rose garden, 
cutting garden, formal herb garden, 
demonstration bed and wisteria gar-
den. Registration is required and can 
be done online or at the gate. n

— Linda Taaffe

Courtesy Getty Images.

Peninsula offers plenty of  
opportunities to enjoy local 

blooms, hone harvesting skills 
online or in person

  Spring    Spring  
garden eventsgarden events
  Spring  
garden events
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— Megan Blitzer Working with Lifescape was seamless. We’re constantly 
astounded at its transformation from a typical suburban 
backyard to an absolute oasis.

LifescapeWeb.com 1 (650) 948 4485 LIC 913269, 1073878

End-to-End Landscaping Pools & waterscapes
Lush gardens
Custom stonework
Quality woodworking

Is your agent there 
for you?

I am there for  
my clients . . .  
licensed, friendly  
and helpful staff.

(650) 327-1313    671-A Oak Grove Ave, Menlo Park    cporter2@farmersagent.com

Serving the community for over 30 years!Charlie Porter 
Farmers® Agency
License # 0773991

3130 Alpine Road, Portola Valley 
650.854.3850

Ladera 
Garden 

and 
Gifts

Best Wishes  
To You All!!

Full Service Nursery and Premiere Home Decor

Come and see us at our two locations in Portola Valley & Belmont!

Jump into Spring!   
Visit us for all your gardening needs

2029 Ralston Avenue, Belmont
650.232.7154
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At Harrell Remodeling, we never forget  
it’s your home®. That’s why we work to  
combine your imagination with our  
expertise to unleash endless possibilities.

IM
A

G
IN

E.

A climate-controlled and 
soundproofed bottega 

perfect for jam sessions 
at any hour. 

A tranquil pergola with 
a Lattice Stix™ roof 

that throws shade in a 
mid-century pattern.

For a deeper look into the customization of this mid-century  

modern landscaping, visit Harrell-Remodeling.com/Imagine

Award-winning home remodeling and design + build since 1985. 

Woman founded. Employee-Owned. 

License No. B479799    650.230.2900

A space so peaceful, 
you’ll want to set aside 
work and cozy up with  

a juicy novel.


