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Cynthia Knauf spent childhood weekends 
helping her father dig up and transplant trees around their property in 
eastern Pennsylvania. Fast-forward to 2012. Knauf is once again siting 
trees, but she’s also installing shrubs, native plants, ponds, water walls, 
and hiking trails—as well as baseball and soccer fields. As the owner 
of her eponymous landscape design firm, Knauf (pronounced “noff”) 
creates unique outdoor spaces for residences, schools, businesses, and 
municipalities around Vermont and Quebec. �
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CREATING BEAUTY FOR HOME OWNERS & THE COMMUNITY

h
A series of level outdoor spaces step down the steep slopes of this narrow,  

ridge-like property in Stowe, Vermont, all affording spectacular views to the ski trails  
on Mt. Mansfield. Photos by Susan Teare.



An Open Mind & Love of Plants
It was not a straight path to landscape design 
for Knauf, who enrolled in Moravian College 
in Pennsylvania with plans to become a veteri-
narian—until she decided the science courses 
were too dry. She switched to journalism and 
found a post-graduation job with Rodale Press, 
where she stayed for eight years as an editor in 
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the direct-marketing department. An intended 
three-month sabbatical from Rodale to work 
as a naturalist for the Appalachian Mountain 
Club in the White Mountains turned into a 
two-year stay.

“It opened my mind to the possibilities,” 
says Knauf, explaining that at AMC she fully 
realized her love of plants and the outdoors, 

h
Fieldstone was gathered 
from the property for this 
net-zero home and land-

scape overlooking the Mad 
River in Vermont. Photos by 

Susan Teare.
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and also discovered enjoyment in working on 
projects on both a broad, conceptual level and 
in greater detail. “A lot of landscape architecture 
is architecture and civil engineering, and that 
requires really getting into the details to make a 
space function.”

Knauf then earned a degree from Conway 
School of Landscape Design in western Mas-
sachusetts and continued north to Stowe, where 
she worked briefly for a land planner before 
joining forces with Ernie Ruskey, an architect, 
to form Ruskey-Knauf Associates. They col-
laborated on residential projects until Knauf 
established CKLD in 2005.

Beyond the Backyard
Knauf continues to work with architects on 
both new builds and renovations, specifically 
those who share her passion for green design 
and sustainability. Often that focus goes be-
yond—even above—the backyard; Knauf has 
designed two examples of what is perhaps the 
ultimate green build: a roof garden. One is atop 
the Burlington headquarters of environmentally 
sensitive household-products manufacturer 
Seventh Generation. The company’s goals were 
to have a rooftop patio where meetings could 
be conducted, but also where edibles could be 
grown. So among the ornamental grasses and 
flowers, Knauf made space for strawberries and 
blueberries. In keeping with both Knauf’s and 
Seventh Generation’s commitments to sustain-
ability and staying local, the walkways are slate 
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from southern Vermont, while the terraces are 
crafted of Barre granite.

The second of Knauf’s roof gardens is atop a 
new net-zero (energy) house in Moretown. It 
helps moderate the temperature indoors; like 
most roof gardens, it also absorbs rainwater, 
releasing any overflow to the garden below 
through downspouts.

Such roofs, says Knauf, are easy to main-
tain once they’ve been established. The plants 
selected will depend on the depth of growth 
medium used, but they should be native  
to the area so they don’t require special  

h
Owners of this family mountain 

retreat, which overlooks the 
Stowe Valley and Mt. Mansfield, 
enjoy the year-round color and 

interest of their gardens.



51Summer 2012 / Best of Burlington



52 www.bestofburlingtonvt.com

attention. Sedum is a popular roof choice, 
though with more medium it’s possible to 
include shrubs—even small trees.

While roof gardens are not yet common-
place, Knauf expects to be called on to de-
sign more of them in the near future. “Home 
owners are really becoming curious about 
what, exactly, is green design,” she says, “and 
how a landscape can be sustainable and 
low maintenance.” They’re seeking Zen-like 
spaces outside their homes where they can 
enjoy peace and calm.

“I like finding opportunities for the home 
owner to enjoy everything on their property,” 
Knauf says. “I try to break it down to differ-

h
Overlapping textures and 

colors in the plants and stone 
of this Morrisville, Vermont, 
Japanese-style landscape 

mimic the patterns found in 
nature. Two small photos by 

Carolyn Bates.
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ent experiences; you can admire the view or 
the morning sun with a cup of coffee, or you 
can go to an intimate space where you feel 
wrapped in your garden and secure.”

A Variety of Projects
Knauf happily tackles properties of all sizes. 
Recent projects ranged from the revital-
ization of a backyard in Burlington’s Five 
Sisters neighborhood to the renovation of a 
landscape—including a pool, spa, and water 
wall, all within a half-acre—of a modern 
house in Montreal, and the comprehensive 
design of a 75-acre property in Stowe, com-
plete with pond and hiking trails. �
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She’s also collaborating with two colleagues 
to create a master plan for the village of West 
Dover, in the interest of making it more 
pedestrian friendly through narrower streets 
in the downtown area, more streetlights and 
sidewalks, and the planting of trees, whose 
canopies have a slowing effect on drivers. 
Municipal planning is nothing new to Knauf, 
who worked with a civil engineer on reclama-
tion plans for a 15-acre site of tailings from 
an old talc mill in Johnson. That land now 
includes soccer and baseball fields, as well as 
a playground area, open spaces, and walk-
ing trails. Resort projects in Jackson Hole, 
Wyoming, and Sonora, Mexico, have allowed 
Knauf to work in different climates and with 
diverse flora.

Regardless of a property’s size, Knauf will 
first familiarize herself with the landscape to 
determine the various grades and which areas 
get the most sun and shade or are particularly 
dry or wet. Refining her initial big-picture 
concept, Knauf offers two or three proposals 
to the client, listens to their feedback, and 
revises to a final plan that they fully agree on.

“That’s the most important thing,” Knauf 
says. “The client has to be involved with it 
and know it’s going to work for them.” As for 
her own backyard, for now Knauf lives in a 
South End townhouse. There’s just room for 
a small garden, which, given her busy work 
schedule, is just fine. 

Cynthia Knauf  
Landscape Design, Inc.

215 College Street, Studio 2C 
Burlington, VT 
(802) 655-0552 

www.cynthiaknauf.com
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PO Box 1460, Quechee, VT 05059. Or conveniently pay online using 
PayPal at www.bestofburlingtonvt.com.

GET CONNECTED

SUBSCRIBE

Get listed on the bestofburlingtonvt.com BUSINESS  
DIRECTORY and you will also be included on our printed  
list in every issue of Best of Burlington (see page 12).  

G E T  C O N N E C T E D  N O W !
 
E-mail Robin Gales at ctpublishing@comcast.net, or call Robin 
at (802) 295–5295. Find out how you can connect with our  
readers. It’s easy, inexpensive, and another way to reach an  
affluent and educated audience.

Share the wonder of our beautiful area and  
the latest news all year long with a Best of  
Burlington gift subscription. Friends and  
family who have moved away from the area  
will be especially appreciative. Be sure to  
order a subscription for yourself, too!
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