
Gardens for Care: Hospitals 
 

A series of articles on gardens for people who are damaged in some way,  
who are coping with chronic or incurable illnesses, who are recovering  
form physical or mental traumas, who are dying or  grieving.  
 
These articles discover how gardens are an important part of care. 

 
 

Hospitals are places where we go, hopefully, to be healed, but sometimes not. They are places 

from which, with all the care and kindness in the world, we want to escape - escape home... 

Sometimes we can go in for a day a and find ourselves there for weeks, as happened to both 

myself and my husband. It is then that we need to see through the window - not walls or car parks, 

but greenery, sky, a garden. In 2002 I was admitted to Barts Hospital for a triple heart bypass and 

with several cancellations , I was there for eight weeks. The reason I did not go entirely bananas 

was the garden. I could see it from the balcony outside my ward and when, after two weeks, they 

'let me out' for a walk, the garden was the first place I went to and hugged the eucalyptus trees. 

Thereafter, the garden was my place of solace, alongside the 12th century church. The garden 

wasn't designed as part of the treatment but because it was there, it was. Another time, another 

operation, another hospital, I discovered that if I went into the day room I could look down onto a 

courtyard with plants and a sculpture of a gardener with a watering can. I spent a long time leaning 

on that windowsill.  

 

Gardens for Care are not only found in general hospitals, but in other places where care is 

needed. Below are studies of  gardens created by designers who write about their work in this 

field: Fiona Boyle, on her garden or soldiers, Mark Smith on a garden made for people with 

severe disabilities. Mark Rendell on his design work in hospitals and homes, which includes a 

design guide of what to think about . 

 

What is important in all these garden are that they are for people; people who are distressed, 

worried, in pain. The design and the planting must reflect this, and the designer should, where 

possible, speak to the people who will use the gardens; patients, residents, staff. The keyword is 

empathy, and the skill is to translate this empathy into a garden.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



A Garden for Soldiers: the Combat Stress Garden 
 
Designer: 
 
Fi Boyle 
 
 

 
I was asked to create a therapeutic garden for Combat Stress at their headquarters, Tyrwhitt 

House in Leatherhead, Surrey, England. The idea to create a healing garden was Dorinda Wolfe-

Murrayôs, whose husband had suffered from Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). She 

recognised the importance of creating a garden for those being treated at the centre and 

suggested the project to Combat Stress. Dorinda knew that my own husband, who had been in the 

army, had also suffering from the same condition after an accident, so knew I would jump at the 

chance to working on this project. Tyrwhitt House is Combat Stresses residential site and a new 

extension was to be built, funded by Help the Heroes.  

 

The existing buildings formed three sides of a rectangle with beautiful views across a lawn to 

woodland. The new extension would close off that view, which would also result in forming a 

barren quadrangle within the centre of the buildings. So the need for a garden within this space 

was recognised and after submitting concept plans the garden was accepted. 

 

Veterans sometimes find it hard to be outside and exposed in a wide open space. They need clear 

lines of sight and to have their backs protected, so removing the fear of ambush. They need to feel 

safe. The design allows for veterans to sit either on their own and be peaceful or to be able to sit 

with friends and family or other veterans in another part of the garden.  Talking to the occupational 

therapist there and to veterans helped to give me an insight into what they needed. There should 

be no reds or yellows, colours which are signs of danger; water needed to be still and clear, as 

running water can have the effect of being like white noise which can be disturbing. PTSD is not 

just internal brooding; flashbacks can be triggered by changes of light, sound, smell and body 

movement. 

 

The design is made up of soft curving lines which break up 

the starkness of the boundary walls; The trees that have 

been used Amelanchier lamarkii and Sorbus are all multi 

stemmed to allow for clear site lines and whilst creating 

vertical interest not being oppressive.  The plants and trees 

that have been used all offer year round interest with spring 

flowers, berries and good autumn colour. They also 

encourage wildlife into the garden which is so important to 

the soldiers. 

 

The colour scheme for the planting was shades of blues, 

purples, creams and pinks. I used many plants such as 

Tellima grandiflora (right) an evergreen with a beautiful leaf 

as it offers texture and form as well as a beautiful flower in 



the spring. The planting was not in blocks but interwoven like a tapestry. Within the layers of 

planting different varieties repeated the colour scheme such as Rosa glauca, with its tall arching 

stems, under planted with Sedum and Hellebores reflecting and repeating the glaucous grey green 

shades. 

 

There was a dry stone wall spiralled around a large tree, offering somewhere for veterans to sit. 

The resin-bound honey coloured pathways were wide with non-slip surfaces, making them safe for 

those with damaged or prosthetic limbs and to those in wheel chairs. The benches were designed 

with high backs on a cantilever system, doing away with the need for legs, where to a veteran's 

eye, IEDs (Improvised Explosive Devices) could be hidden. Made of solid green oak they feel 

sturdy, safe and protective (like a blast shield).  

                                        

After presenting the concept design for the garden, Combat Stress decided that they wanted the 

garden to go to RHS Chelsea or Hampton Court to raise public awareness of their cause. The 

latter was chosen because it offers a better profile for those the charity wishes to reach, being 

bigger and visited by people of all ages. It was families particularly that the charity wished to reach 

to show that there is support for both them and those suffering from PTSD. I then took the design 

for Tyrwhitt House and re worked it using the main design elements to make it work as a show 

garden. One of the main considerations was that features such as the dry stone wall and pond 

needed to be the same size for Hampton Court as well as for Tyrwhitt House in order to keep the 

costs down. The joy of a show garden is that you need more plants than you would normally for a 

garden. So although the garden at Hampton Court which was 15 x 15 m is smaller than the actual 

space it is going to, there should more or less be enough plants to fill the site. 

 

 
        

Dorinda and I then had to raise around £60,000 for the show garden to be built. We did this 

through appealing to companies and individuals and through the óJust Givingô website. We found 

that despite the economic climate people were so generous and supportive of what we were trying 

to achieve, it really restores ones faith in human nature working on a project like this. Cirencester 



Civil Engineering who specialise in the resin-bonded pathways were incredibly generous and 

under took the actual build of the garden and the cost of the hard landscaping. An anonymous 

donor gave us a large sum to make up the short fall, and there were many other smaller 

donations. With the help of all these people (to many to mention) we made it! 

 

 

 

The Combat Stress Garden 
Brief for the garden:  
Clear lines of sight to all parts of the garden 
 
Trees with only light foliage so no perceived 
threat from someone hiding 
 
Benches with backs rising 10ft and solid to 
provide a feeling of a blast shield behind and also 
to eliminate the concern of someone over the top 
of them 
 
No gaps under the benches reducing the concern 
that an explosive device might be hidden under 
them 
 
No colours used that associate with danger or 
blood, instead using colours such as soft blues, 
pinks, whites and violet.  
 
No running water due to an irritation with the 
sound, instead still pools of water that reflect the 
sky and plants.  
 

Wildlife such as butterflies and birds 
 

 

The garden won a silver medal which was wonderful and it generated a lot of publicity. There were 

moving moments at Hampton Court. A veteran came to help us plant, and when it was finished he 

said it was very soothing and peaceful and made him feel comfortable. A sergeant from the 

Coldstream Guards came with 7 other soldiers. He sat and looked round the garden and seemed 

very moved. I went to make sure he was alright and he said" I never knew a garden could be like 

this, so tranquil, the younger lads won't get it - they haven't seen what I've seen" he had served in 

many conflicts such Bosnia, Iraq and Afghanistan.. 

 

 

Glenn Taylor gazes at the clouds reflected on the surface of a perfectly-still lily pond.  

Courtesy BBC News............. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



All the elements have been moved down to Tyrwhitt House where they are being stored till 

building work has finished and the garden can be rebuilt in situ. The plants are all in holding beds 

and being cared for by the veterans, the therapists are keen to get them involved with the upkeep 

of the garden. It will probably be late spring 2011 before it is rebuilt. I'll let you have a picture! 

 

The whole experience has been and continues to be incredibly moving and worthwhile. It has 

been an extraordinary project to work on, filled with many challenges, but all the moments of 

stress and heartache have been worth it. Being able to help make a difference to those that have 

given their all and to help them with their recovery, even in a small way is amazing feeling.  

 

 
 

www.fiboylegardendesign.com      

 

http://www.justgiving.com/Combatstressgarden 
 

This garden is featured in a piece by Elaine Lockey for Armistice Day on: 

 www.jeffcogardener.blogspot.com/2010/11/gardens-of-recovery-and-defiance.html  

(a website from the University of Colorado) . She also writes about a book which might interest 

readers of this article: 

"Why is it that in the midst of war, one can still find gardens? In the book, Defiant Gardens: Making 

Gardens in Wartime, by Kenneth Helphand, gardens are proven to be invaluable inspiration for 



people in wartime. They have been built ñas a means of nourishment, as a pursuit of beauty, and 

as an expression of hope.ò The book highlights the Trench Gardens built during WW1, Ghetto 

Gardens in Nazi Europe, Barbed-wire Gardens of the prisoners of war and internment camps in 

the World Wars, Stone Gardens of the Japanese-American internment camps and more recently 

the Gulf War Gardens built in Saudi Arabia.  

 

According to Helphand, defiant gardening often isn't about food at all. Motivations vary, but fall into 

five general areas: 

- Hope: "Planting is an optimistic act," Helphand says. "You put a seed into the ground in 

anticipation it will grow. It takes time, attention and maintenance. There's a miraculous aspect. 

Hope is embodied in all that." 

- Life: "Gardens are alive. They provide a connection with nature and life's forces." 

- Home: "Gardens either are part of or an extension of home, or places where we've lived or would 

like to be." 

- Work: "It's something to do. The garden often is part of a person's identity and culture." 

- Beauty: "Gardens are beautiful, and in a time of crisis that beauty is accentuated," Helphand 

says. "They're often strikingly dramatic when done in devastated areas." 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Officer Brook Turner tends to his lawn in a US army 
camp near Baghdad, 2004 Photo: Neil Sperry2004 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Quoted by permission of Carol King at 
http://jeffcogardener.blogspot.como 
 

www.defiantgardens.com   : you can get the book on 

amazon.com in both the US and UK 

 

om/://jeffcogardener.blogspot.com/://jeffhttp://jeffcogaogar

dener.blogspo 

 

t.com/ener.blogspot.com/rden for Soldiers 

 

http://www.defiantgardens.com/
http://2.bp.blogspot.com/_OJ8Kdji1q94/TNm_2ijBFPI/AAAAAAAAEkM/9wryC-xauvM/s1600/war+gardens+6+in+color+070527_2_defiant_gardens_1.jpg


The British Home Garden for people with severe disabilities 
 
 
Mark Smith 
 
 
 
 

The British Home is a charity which runs a residential home to offer specialised nursing and social 

care for people with severe disabilities . There are up to 122 residents of all ages, and I was 

invited to work with them to improve their rather plain garden (below) and provide more interest fro 

residents. The residents were to be involved in the work where they were able. 

 

BEFORE... 

  
 
 

Among the residents there are some very talented people - (see some art work on the website:  

http://www.britishhome.org.uk/main/our_residents.php?content=gallery)  

 

There was a very long neglected border , and at first that was what the staff asked for a 

rejuvenation and new planting, but after talking to residents, I persuaded the charity to extend their 

brief to  include more land and a bigger scheme. The residents were they were  very keen to tell 

me what they wanted. A peaceful place, and an attractive place, where they could go  on foot or 

with crutches and in  wheelchairs safely and have a destination. Also the sound of water was 

important. I also talked to nursing staff to find that people wanted good views from the windows of 

their rooms and shared rooms (above right) . The staff themselves wanted a nice outdoor 

environment to work with residents outside, and  to sit there themselves. 

 

The long border was divided into s[aces for seating, and for art work and water feature. 

The  garden has four distinct areas for varying interest: modern, traditional, Victorian and 

Japanese. The residents helped with the planting when the construction was finished. 

 



 
 
Building,,, 

 Planting... 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
© The British Home. 

 
 

Jeff Franklin (kneeling) with (L-R) Mark Smith (designer), Kerfala 

Koivogui, Chris Giddens (gardener), Nell Jones and Trevor Pickett  

 

© Streatham Guardian 

I really enjoyed this work as it was a process of sharing; of 

thinking myself into other people's positions and spending 

time on working out the views, the focal points, the different 

perspectives form full height to chair height. I found how 

much people relate to plants; the shape, colour, scent and 

texture. I learned about time - how much time to takes some 

people to do an act which is simple to me - perhaps I've 

learnt more about patience!  Also, how cheerful people can 

be when they have other people in similar positions to talk to 

, to just sit quietly with - or have time alone in a sunlit spot. I 

know all these things really - especially the bit about the chance to sit and stare, but this project 

brought be a realisation of the 'time to' part of the quotation, and that it is easier in a garden often 

the indoors. 

 

 
 

Results....... 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   New beds  
   and pathway... 

 
 

Sitting nooks with pergolas... 

....Detail 

 

The garden was opened in October 2010 with a ceremony and a party, leaving me a with a warm 

feeling of pleasure at the garden and for the people I met there. 

 www.britishhome.org.uk/   www.mvsdesigns.co.uk 

The Healing Garden  
 
Mark Rendall  
 

www.thegrowingcompany.co.uk 
 

 

I am a garden designer and gardener and run a small business called the growing company, 

based in Southampton. I became interested in the healing effects of our outdoor spaces ten years 

ago whilst studying Eastern Philosophy with American practitioner, William Spear. A part of my 

business is called ñWards Without Wallsò ï a campaign designed to raise awareness of the 

http://www.mvsdesigns.co.uk/


healing properties of the outdoor spaces around our hospitals, hospices and other care 

organisations. I run workshops and training events across the south of England on garden design 

related topics. 

 

What is a Garden?   

 

A garden is an artificial construct. It is an enclosure within which people can re-establish a 

relationship to nature, in their own terms. It is rather like the classroomôs relationship to the world 

at large ï a place apart, where we learn about the deeper ways of the world before we emerge 

fully into it. Taking this metaphor a little further, we gardeners can see ourselves as students, 

eternal ones, with Mother Nature as our teacher and the deeper, underlying truths of our existence 

as the subject. 

 

The Garden throughout history 

 

In all cultures, gardens were essentially a desire to express our understanding of the relationship 

between Heaven and Earth ï to help make sense of our (human) place in the scheme of things. 

They were expressions of the heavenly promise of paradise or the ideal relationship with Nature. 

Chinese Gardens ï artists, painters and philosophers were the first gardeners 

Japanese / Zen Gardens ï pursuit of a perfected nature ï philosophy made explicit 

Persian Gardens ï havens of order in a chaotic world, represented their idea of paradise 

Monastic Gardens ï enclosed spaces, safe, protected, withdrawn ï herbs for healing and 

nourishment. 

 

ñIn the good old days, what we grew in the garden nourished and healed us. The garden, the soil, 

the earth took care of us, sheltered us and made us feel better. Mother Nature was the first 

healthcare worker.ò 

 

What is a healing garden? 

 

All gardens have the capacity to heal (=make whole). A garden becomes a healing garden when it 

actively helps to restore some kind of balance or missing experience to the intended garden 

visitor. It could be finding a quiet space removed from ónormal lifeô to rejoin fragmented parts of 

ourselves, our thinking or our physical wellbeing. It could be to aid a specific healing process (for 

example, after surgery). Or it could be a set of experiences that help to stimulate our senses or 

reach lost or distant feelings for example, a garden for the inner child based on playfulness, a 

romantic garden, a garden emphasising touch for deaf and blind patients.  

 

We actually need to do very little to our outdoor environments for the healing process to be 

activated and then built upon. 

 

There are three common healing garden themes throughout history:  

 

HEALTH ï óHolismô ï connecting all parts of our selves - medicinal, healing (e.g. herb gardens) 

REMOVAL ï contemplation, reflection / space apart, philosophy, peace (e.g. a walled garden) 

SENSUAL / ENGENDERING SPECIFIC FEELINGS ï uplift, delight, pleasure, romance, mystery 

(e.g. fragrant, Zen gardens). I would also add a fourth one: 



SKILL-BASED ï horticultural activities, gardening, being physically active, focusing on external 

activities, creating pools of attention and end results (e.g. potting up seedlings, pruning shrubs, 

cleaning out a pond). Therapy is in the activity ï educational, informative, achieving. Increasing 

skills and competencies.   

 

Some Findings 

 

Hospital gardens help patients to get better faster and to feel better quicker. This can be seen in, 

for example, reduced lengths of stay, reduced stress and pain being reported, better rest and 

sleep and improvements in relations between patients and their carers. 

 

Contact with nature can reduce tension and produce calmer states of mind. There are reports that 

hyperactive children become calmer in natural settings. Teachers have reported how activities with 

wildlife or animals can help children with learning difficulties to develop feelings of care, 

responsibility and self-worth.  

 

A special school in Hampshire reported that, ñChildren who find classroom discipline impossible 

find outdoor activities less stressful: it allows them to release energy and tension in a relaxed, safe 

and controlled environment.ò Other schools have looked at the way the design of the school 

grounds can reduce aggressive behaviour and bullying. 

  

6. Wards Without Walls ï some of my recent projects 

 

Old Coldeast Hospital ï garden for residents with severe sensory deprivation. 

 

  

Petersfield Hospital ï two gardens that support the care of the patients, staff and visitors 

 

 

 

 



Petersfield Community Hospital                          

 
 

Havant War Memorial Hospital ï a small outdoor space brings nature closer to patients and 

provides a sheltered space with seating for staff, patients and families to meet. The emphasis is 

on well stocked, fragrant planting with year round interest. 

 

Locksway Road, Residential Unit, Portsmouth ï planting plan for year round, sensory interest. 

 

Godbey House, Hayling Island ï a small outdoor room offers a choice between playing indoors or 

outdoors for the boys who live in the residential care unit, therapists increase choice in their work 

with the young people.  

 
 

BEFORE..... 

 

 

 
 

 

AFTER.... 

 

 

GODBEY HOUSE, Hayling Island 

 
 

 
 



 

Thrive ï a design for a small therapeutic garden space with multiple uses: an outdoor classroom 

for horticultural work, performance and meeting space, sensory experiences, exploration and rest. 

 

 

 How do you design a healing garden? 

 

The most important skill for a garden designer is listening. Listen to the clientsô needs / desires / 

wishes (the things which have not yet materialised in their lives) and listen to the garden (identify 

its attributes, characteristics, gifts, assets, uniqueness). This is where the healing garden designer 

has an important role to play. He or she needs to straddle and close the divide between the needs 

of the garden user (or users) and the latent attributes of the outside space.  

 

8. Checklist 

A simple checklist may help to show the key considerations in the design process: 

1. Understand the clients / garden users ï what do they wish to do well or better? Whereôs the 

imbalance or unmet need? How do they interact with the space already? This forms the basis for 

the Clientôs Brief. 

2. Understand the outdoor space ï whatôs its relationship to the building? What gifts does it bring? 

What challenges are there? How does the sun travel across the space? This forms the basis for 

the Site Survey. 

3. Understand the importance of shapes, patterns and colours ï they are expressions of energy 

and will influence the mood of the space and the experiences of the garden user. For example, 

circles help to restore balance and order in irregular shaped spaces. They are good shapes for 

healing environments. Squares introduce stability and security; flowing shapes are calming.  

4. Consider how the senses will be activated through the choices of plants, materials, colours and 

other features (including lighting, colour schemes and water).  

5.  How can the elements selected have multiple uses for added value or to be attractive to other 

garden users? Go the extra mile: the bench is a meeting place AND a focal point AND looks onto 

a view through another part of the garden AND includes features that encourage visitors to notice 

smaller details. 

6. Consider health and safety and other building regulations for slopes and steps, water features 

and path widths, for example. But donôt confuse danger with risk ï risk is an inherent part of play 

and encourages judgement and decision-making.  

7. Involve the Client Group and other stakeholders in the development of the design ï something 

important  might be missed otherwise! The clients will also have an increasing sense of ownership 

in the process this way and are likely to interact better with the space. 

8. Donôt talk about gardens in terms of ólow maintenanceô or óhigh maintenanceô. Gardens are not 

cars or machinery! Talk, instead in terms of low or high levels of care and nurture. Gardening is an 

act of care and nurture ï people can relate to this. 

9. Think about water conservation, recycling organic matter and repairing or reusing old tools and 

equipment ï tread lightly on the earth. 

10. The long term outcomes of the interaction between your clients and their healing garden are 

not entirely predictable. They are likely to be more than you have intended ï welcome this lack of 

certainty into your practice.  

 

Good Luck! 
 
© Mark Rendall  


