Green should be beautiful

Antiques and Garden Show delivers eco-friendly message
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The Antiques and Garden Show of Nashville is going green this year.

In a span of four days, visitors will learn how to convert used car tires into a grassy patch, incorporate an old chair into modern furniture and treat a cistern that collects rain water as a focal point of a garden — and still make everything look good.

The organizers have one central message: eco-friendliness doesn't have to be ugly or out of reach. The show's theme this year is sustaining beauty.

"We don't pretend to be a completely green trade show. We just want to give people ideas of ways to explore sustainability in their own lives that are manageable," said Mary Jo Shankle, the show's co-chairman.

"We came up with the theme in the summer of 2007, and it was in the middle of the drought, and we were thinking something's got to change with the way we live, garden and understand what beauty is in our surroundings."

The event, which draws horticulture and antique dealers from around the world, will be Feb. 5-8 at the Nashville Convention Center. It features lectures by renowned landscape and antique experts and more than 150 exhibitors from the U.S., France, Canada and more.

The organizers hope the recession won't stop people from shelling out $15 to enter, take notes and shop. A fraction of the proceeds covers the cost of the show but the bulk, about $400,000 last year, benefits Cheekwood and an array of local charities.

"The funds provide general operating support for Cheekwood, and the show is one of the primary contributors to the institution," said Jack Becker, Cheekwood's president.

He said the show is Cheekwood's second largest fundraiser, and the money goes to the nonprofit's general operations budget. "Such fundraisers are incredibly important during these stressful economic times," he said.

Last year Cheekwood received more than $200,000, he said.

No need to be preachy

To lead by example and live up to the show's theme, the organizers, most of them volunteers, cut their use of paper while putting the event together. They disseminated some marketing materials via the Internet and shrank the number of printed catalogues. The paper they did use had been recycled.

The gardeners welcomed this year's theme with open arms, said Lou Ann Brown, the show's garden artistic director.

"When I presented this idea to the gardeners, they all said, 'We've been doing green gardening forever,' " she said.

"But this is the first time we've made it such a point in the show. We've all been talking about the environment for several years. It was time to bring that into the show.' "

Paul Lively was in charge of creating an eco-friendly garden reflecting the theme of transportation. Aside from incorporating more than 60 old tires into the design, he also used a special kind of surface material called grassy pavers. The porous pavement looks like a honeycomb and recycles runoff water. It can withstand the weight of a fire truck without eroding the soil.

"From the landscape industry perspective, we've been a green industry for years and years. We don't want to come off as too preachy or academic. We just want to get people excited about green ideas without sacrificing their aesthetics," said Lively, designer and owner of The Lively Landscape Co., LLC in Bellevue.

"Some of the green products are fairly expensive, but the tradeoff is, you're bettering the environment and still doing it in an aesthetic way," said Lively, who's participated in the show four years.

Alongside transportation, other themes that guide this year's landscaping displays are: water, food, energy and shelter.

Diversion is important

Shankle said the recession hasn't negatively impacted corporate sponsorship of the show. She hopes visitors deliver, too.

"During hard times, people are looking for diversion, for fantasy," she said. "I can't think of anything better to do on a cold February afternoon than to lose yourself in the beauty of the show and learn something at the same time."

Stan Mabry, owner of Stanford Fine Art on Highway 100, said the recession is a perfect time to rethink investing.

"People are a little bit more deliberate in their purchasing, but art and antiques have a great appeal," said Mabry, whose business specializes in late 19th and 20th century American and European paintings. Their price tags range from $750 to $200,000, he said.

"People are re-evaluating their portfolios and looking at different ways to go about investing money. Art and antiques should be one of those. They give unlimited esthetic pleasure and give people a sense of stability. They can pass them from generation to generation."
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