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Opposite: A recirculating waterfall fills the 
garden pond in this new La Jolla home, 
recently certified as the first LEED Platinum 
custom home in San Diego. The garden 
designed by Kohei Owatari is drip-irrigated 
with gray water from the house.

This page: Jatoba stairs climb above a 
tansu storage chest. Floating ceiling panels 
are sapele. All wood certified by the Forest 
Stewardship Council.

A SPECTACULAR ECO-FRIENDLY 
HOME AND GARDEN IN LA JOLLA
A SPECTACULAR ECO-FRIENDLY 

HOME AND GARDEN IN LA JOLLA
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Family room’s porcelain fireplace surround 
and tile floor made with sustainable mate-
rials. Homeowners’ wall sculpture, made 
with a concrete-like substance, suggests a 
Japanese screen.
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Dining table made with FSC-certified 
sapele, a South African mahogany. Kitchen 
counters are unpolished black granite. 
Niche was created especially for this piece 
of Thai art from the homeowners’ collection. 
In background is the outdoor living room. At 
left is the water well.
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Yes, there was a throng of issues and 
concerns and an ongoing quest for the 
highest level of green certification a 
residential project can achieve, but no 
one ever lost sight of the care and feed-
ing — and later, the celebration — of 
the 70-foot-high, 80-year-old pine tree, 
known in botanical circles as Araucaria 
heterophylla. 

Members of the design team named 
the house La Jolla Verde, or Green Jewel, 
long before they were notified recently 
that their clients’ home had become the 
first custom residence in San Diego to 
be certified LEED Platinum. The U.S. 
Green Building Council’s certification 
was a major triumph for both the design 
team — architect Marc Tarasuck, inte-
rior designer David Robinson and land-
scape designer Kohei Owatari — and 
the homeowners, who spearheaded the 
green effort, along with project manager 
Eric Reynolds of Steigerwald-Dougherty, 
Solana Beach general contractors.

So just how earth-sensitive is La 
Jolla Verde? Let’s go back two years. 
Picture a construction site where a 
crew is preparing the terrain for the 
pouring of the foundation for a new 
home. Now visualize several men 
dropping to their hands and knees. 
In their hands are tiny archeological 
spoons and brushes with which to dig 
carefully around and dust the exposed 
roots of a large pine tree. Then they 
wrap the roots in moist neoprene and 
will return three times a week to rewa-
ter until they can be replanted safely.

Owatari says he kept the front-yard 
landscape “very simple and minimal to 
protect the pine.”   Today, he says, “the 
tree looks good — it’s very healthy.”

Empty-nest professionals, the home-
owners made clear from the beginning 
that they wanted their home to be “as 
green as possible.” For this article, they 
asked to remain anonymous, choosing 
to deflect attention from themselves 

t was always about the tree, a Norfolk IslaNd pINe 
that rIses majestIcally above the jewel box of a home 

IN a quIet la jolla NeIghborhood. 

Clockwise from top left: Stairs float up 
the second floor, which contains offices 
and a gathering room for the empty-nest 
homeowners.   Stone-like fireplace sur-
round actually is made with porcelain tile.  

 Architect Marc Tarasuck designed the 
pivoting front door with a pleasing grid 
pattern.   Detail of Tarasuck-designed 
tansu cabinet.   Recycled materials were 
used to make the kitchen quartzite-glass 
backsplash tile.   View from Japanese 
soaking tub overlooks the garden and 
is a great vantage point to admire the 
pagoda-like Norfolk Island pine tree in 
the front yard.

I
By WAyN e CARlSoN  |   IMAgeS By BRADy ARCh ITeCTu RAl PhoTogRAPhy
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to the house itself and the team that 
turned their vision into reality. 

“Marc (Tarasuck) designed our for-
mer home in the Bird Rock area of La 
Jolla 23 years ago,” says the wife, who, 
in off-hours from her professional job 
is a talented multi-media artist. “We 
interviewed a lot of architects for that 
project. Marc showed us about 10 
homes he’d done for previous clients. 
None of them was alike. That told us 
something: Marc was a chameleon who 
gave his clients what they wanted, not 
what he liked.  

“We still love our first home, so we 
naturally picked Marc for this house, 
too,” she says. When Tarasuck told his 
clients he had partnered on some 25 
residential projects with the Steiger-

wald-Dougherty team, the wife — not 
one to leave a stone unturned — visited 
a number of the contractor’s job sites 
and shot the breeze with the workers. 
“All of them said they were very happy 
and loved their jobs. Happy crews 
make good crews.”  During construc-
tion, she did her own part to keep her 
crew happy, with, among other things, 
a steady supply of homemade cookies.

To find a landscape designer, she used 
the phone book’s yellow pages. “I wanted 
to find someone who was born in Japan 
because I love Japanese gardens. I want-
ed a waterfall and a pond and a bridge 
to walk across it. Japanese gardeners do 
beautiful gardens in small spaces, and 
I love the way they use rocks and boul-
ders.” She found Owatari the best fit 
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for her project, and he delivered exactly 
what she wanted. 

She identified her interior designer 
during a visit to a La Jolla restaurant 
in the midst of a remodel. What par-
ticularly stirred her was a water fea-
ture with a fire element. “I love drama, 
and it was very dramatic.” A poster on 
the wall carried the interior designer’s 
name: David Robinson. 

With the team in place, the home-
owners issued some marching orders:

•  Tuck the house seamlessly and unas-
sumingly into the neighborhood.

•  Use organic and sustainable mate-
rials and every other possible green 
strategy.

•  Incorporate an Asian aesthetic into 
a clean, contemporary design with a 

spare palette of color and materials.
•  Endow the home with qualities 

that make the homeowners feel as 
if they are on vacation year-round.

•  Make the home and garden as private 
and low maintenance as possible.

•  Install aging-in-place features 
•  Create a floor plan with an easy 

indoor/outdoor flow.
While lots of architects take a nice 

swing at the notion of indoor/outdoor 
flow, Tarasuck knocked the concept 
out of the park. 

That easy flow starts on the front 
porch, where guests are greeted by the 
first two panels of an innovative land-
scape the artistic wife created with a 

Clockwise from opposite top: Interior designer 
David Robinson gave the master bath an 
Asian aesthetic.   Operable windows and 
door to patio flank master bedroom’s hand-
some fireplace.   Japanese-style powder 
room with floating counter has a skylight 
view of the front yard’s towering pine tree. continued on page 41
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La Jolla Verde green features
Site selection/location: Home is 
within a half-mile walking distance to 
more than 100 community resources 

Job-site waste: All waste from 
deconstruction of previous home on 
site separated and sorted to pro-
mote recycling

Rough grading: Special care and 
consideration was taken to protect 
roots of mature pine and apple trees 
on site 

Surface drainage: All lot drain-
age and roof drains directed to 
infiltration basins to add onsite per-
colation and reduce run-off

Landscape: Extremely efficient 
underground irrigation drip system 
uses gray water from house showers, 
vanities and laundry

Exterior patios and flatwork: 
Ceramic tile and concrete pebble 
tiles chosen for high solar reflective 
indexes of 29 or more and 38.6, 
respectively

Driveway and walk flooring: 
Orco Block’s permeable AquaBrice 
pavers

Cabinets, baseboard and trim: 
Made with 100-percent-pure Forest 
Stewardship Council (FSC)-certified 
sapele harvested from well-man-
aged forests; cabinet interiors FSC-
certified maple 

Wood flooring and stairs: 
100-percent pure FSC-certified 
jatoba installed with very-low-VOC 
Bostik Green TKO adhesive

Insulation: Wall insulated with 
extremely efficient and 100-percent 
recycled blown cellulose

Roofing material: Cool Roof Sys-
tem 20-percent recyled content with 
high solar reflective index

Wood siding: 100-percent FSC-
certified machiche wood 

Windows: Fleetwood windows 
manufactured with 40 to 50 percent 
post-consumer recycled content

Lift and slide doors: Panda doors 
made with 40 to 50 percent post-
consumer recycled content

Ceiling panels: FSC-certified 
sapele wood

Tile floors: 100 percent hard sur-
face flooring throughout promotes 
sustainability and decreased con-
tamination

Paint: Envirokote from Frazee Paints 
among the lowest-VOC paints avail-
able and locally produced

Appliances: All Energy Star-rated, 
including Miele dishwasher and 
clothes washer; Liebherr fridge 
among the most efficient products 
on market

Mission Pools built-in spa: Fea-
tures Ecosmart water-purification 
system which used no chlorine; heat 
supplemented by solar hot-water 
system

Plumbing: Hansgrohe Metro E 
series with a 1.5 gpm flow rate; Toto 
Eco UltraMax toilets with 1.28 gpf

Solar domestic hot water: Four 
Schuco solar thermal panels with 
a 95 percent-efficient Viessmann 
boiler backup; system supplements 
spa heating

Radiant floor heating: Primary 
heating throughout home is multi-
zoned system

HVAC: Secondary system for heat-
ing, cooling and dehumidification 
uses extremely efficient 16 SEER AC 
with a liquid heat transfer system 
that obviates need for a gas-fired 
furnace 

Solar electrical system: Solar 
photo-voltaic system offsets much of 
the home’s electrical needs

Lighting: Energy-efficient LED 
lamps by Ledtronics used in high-
traffic areas as well as other Energy 
Star fixtures.

Site lighting: Exterior landscape 
lighting are energy-efficient LED 
fixtures by Kitchler Lighting; LED 
lightings are up to 75 percent more 
efficient than others.

SAN DIEGO 
8050 Clairemont Mesa Blvd.

858-292-9244

SAN MARCOS 2055 Montiel Rd.    760-743-3267

MURRIETA 25320 Madison Ave., Ste C    951-600-7867

RANCHO MIRAGE 71432 Highway 111   760-779-9916

www.fandiego.com

NEW STYLES 
with the  

NEWEST 
EFFICIENCY 

in stock and on display! 
Upgrade now with the 

assistance from our expert staff. 

We have fans that are

75% MORE
effi cient than standard

EnergyStar Fans!

FANS $AVE
YOU MONEY!

Come in and start 
SAVING on your 
Utility Bills Today!
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concrete-like substance traditionally 
used to patch freeways. 

Push open Tarasuck’s handsome piv-
oting door (which continues the grid 
theme begun elsewhere on the front 
façade) to the foyer and the other two 
panels come into view on the wall 
behind the door. It’s the artist’s inven-
tive spin on a Japanese screen.  With 
her hands she massaged the concrete-
like material to create the sky, worked 
with wadded-up towels to form the 
mountains, employed pinecones to 
make waves in a lake and used little 
plastic trees from a Michael’s Arts & 
Crafts store to imitate lofty pines.

Beyond the foyer, the startling floor 
plan is revealed. Half the living spaces 
are roofless. To the right are the cov-
ered living spaces: From front to back 
are a family room with fireplace, din-
ing room and kitchen. To the left — 
open to the heavens and ocean breezes 
— are an alfresco dining area, kitchen 
and a living room warmed with fire-
place, comfy furniture and a burled 
coffee table. Nearby, a water wall fills 
a metal-channeled runnel that imitates 
a pebble-paved creek. The runnel, in 
turn, replenishes one of the two water-
falls that feed the pond.  

The plants in this lovely garden are 
drip-irrigated with gray water collected 
from the house.  

On cool days, three sets of sliding 
glass walls can be closed to partition the 
indoor rooms from the outdoor spaces. 
But most of the time, David Robinson 
says, “they’re pushed into the walls to 
make one big open space. That’s the 
homeowners’ lifestyle.” Indeed, the 
early-rising husband likes to enjoy his 
5 a.m. coffee with the morning news-
paper in the outdoor dining room to a 
soundtrack of cascading water while the 
heavens open up above him.

Based on the profusion of ideas and 

Pretty in Platinum
continued from page 39

continued on page 42
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Pretty in Platinum
continued from page 41

inspiration supplied by the homeown-
ers, Tarasuck authored an architectural 
vocabulary for the home that incorpo-
rates simplicity, repetition, natural mate-
rials, timelessness, square shapes, grids, 
floating planes and Asian elements in 
addition to indoor/outdoor flow.  While 
his architectural plan emphasized sim-
ple, clean elements and a spare palette, he 
says the house itself “is the most compli-
cated I’ve ever designed.”

Tarasuck also decided to celebrate 
the pagoda-like pine tree by framing it 
from vantage points everywhere in and 
around the house, from the skylights in 
two bathrooms to the Japanese soak-
ing tub outside the master bath to the 
decks serving the second-floor his and 
her offices. And, in that process, the 
tree became, in a way, the most promi-
nent Asian design element in the house.  
Tarasuck’s second-favorite Asian fea-

ture might be the ebony-stained red 
oak Japanese tansu storage chest that 
he designed to snuggle under the jatoba 
stairs that float up to the second floor. 
“It’s one of the favorite things I’ve ever 
designed,” he says. 

“When we hired David,” the hus-
band said, “we had a dinner to let him 
and Marc get to know each other. They 
hit it off immediately.  The only thing 
they ever disagreed on was a large 
rock that David thought might look 
good on the tile floor near the entry. 
But Marc overruled him. They’re still 
laughing about that today.”

“Marc created the vocabulary and 
I picked it up and took it inside the 
house,” says Robinson, who is known 
for both residential and high-end res-
taurant projects. “You can’t tell where 
Marc ended and I started; the interior 
and exterior are seamless.”

“I love how David really warmed up 
the interiors with wood ceilings that float 

in space,” Tarasuck says. “He also created 
a lot of other interior floating planes.”

The lady of the house had her own 
shrewd observation: “David was born 
in Bermuda and he has an island way 
of looking at things.”  His hiring may 
have ensured that she and her husband 
would get that vacation-like environ-
ment they requested.

“We had quite a team,” Robinson 
says. “Eric Reynolds, the contractor’s 
project manager, found ways to solve 
problems. Instead of saying, ‘You can’t 
do that,’ it would be, ‘What a cool idea 
— how do we make that work?’”

When the project began, the wife was 
the only real authority on green mate-
rials and strategies, having had a great 
interest in the subject for decades. Reyn-
olds, however, became her partner by 
spending hundreds of hours getting up 
to speed. He also familiarized himself 

continued on page 44
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with the LEED rules and the complex 
system by which projects can accumulate 
points to achieve different levels of LEED 
(Leadership in Energy and Environmen-
tal Design) certification. 

In the end, despite being penalized 
for not having built a residence that 
could withstand Midwestern bliz-
zards, Gulf Coast hurricanes or sub-
zero upstate New York temperatures, 
the house easily notched the required 
points, and then some, to achieve the 
highest LEED level — Platinum.

Among the multitude of green fea-
tures in the house and garden, Tara-
suck and company scored points for 
use of solar energy; drip garden irri-
gation with gray water; a sub-floor 
radiant system that heats the house in 
winter and cools it in the summer; a 
compost system that processes kitchen 
wastes into fertilizer; the extensive use 
of sustainable and recycled materials, 
including wood that is all certified by 
the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC).

All windows in the house, except the 
high clerestories, are operable for natural 
ventilation. All wood from the dissem-
bled old house on the lot was sent to Mex-
ico for reuse. All kitchen appliances are 
Energy Star-rated, and the refrigerator  — 
a Liebherr German product — “uses the 
least energy of any fridge on the market,” 
says the wife. (See sidebar article for more 
green materials and strategies.)

Plans also are under way for a rooftop 
fruit/veggie garden with a grove of dwarf 
citrus trees. At press time, the homeown-
ers also were planning a surprise for the 
100 or so contributors to the design and 
construction of their home. The wife is 
designing a plaque that will hang promi-
nently on the outdoor fireplace. Every-
one’s name will be listed. 

“It’s our way of honoring them,” says the 
husband. “If we had to do this project all 
over again, we wouldn’t change a thing.” S

Where to find it, page 126
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