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Abstract 

Cedar Hill Enrichment Center, a center for spirituality, ecology and Earth 

education, is located in Forsyth County, northern Georgia. The area is known as the 

Piedmont and the center is nestled at the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains. 

Beginning as a spiritual refuge for women, the center was founded by two 

Dominican sisters of Adrian, Michigan. Cedar Hill has expanded its vision to “provide an 

environment of healing and growth for those seeking to nurture their relationships with 

the Sacred” (Awakenings, Vision Statement 2004). The 18 acres of land include 

woodlands with a guided nature trail; hermitages and meditative spaces; organic gardens; 

a labyrinth; two goats with their pasture; a renovated barn for programs, workshops and 

rituals; healthy vegetarian fare; a trailer for overnight guests; the main farmhouse for 

offices, guests quarters and library and the newest project, the education/sensory garden 

for demonstration purposes and reflection/meditation. 

The education/sensory garden began as an Earth education component in 2003. 

Staff sketched a basic plan. The garden was to be an alternative to a front lawn with 

drought tolerant native plants and shrubs as well as herbs for healing and sensory 

stimulation and fruits and vegetables for nourishment. Cedar Hill would also partner with 

the Commonweal Cancer Help Program of Commonweal, Inc. whose purpose is to “help 

people seeking physical, emotional and spiritual healing in the face of cancer” 

(www.commonweal.org). 

The education/sensory garden will be a work in progress. The plan calls for native 

plants, shrubs and trees, some of which have been and will be retrieved on plant rescues 

in the area, a native wildflower meadow for local pollinators, a dry creek bed, an herb  



section, a bog area and a section for fruits-blackberries, blueberries, cantaloupes and figs 

and vegetables-squash, tomatoes and beans. 

The project includes the study of some of Georgia’s native plants and its invasive 

species, the purpose of alternatives to traditional lawns and some of the challenges put 

forth by local ordinances and home owners associations as well as hands on developing 

of the garden area. According to the literature, gardens like these can take seven to eight 

years to get them where you want them. 

Objectives of the Project 

The overall purpose of the education/sensory garden is to strengthen and enhance 

the ecology and Earth education components of the mission of Cedar Hill. Staff had 

decided in the spring of 2003 to create an outdoor demonstration garden that would serve 

as an alternative to a front lawn. Given that new and sprawling development is bursting 

forth from the Atlanta area making Forsyth County the fifth in the top 10 of fastest 

growing counties in the US (Atlanta Journal Constitution, 2004), many areas that used to 

be woodlands, farm lands and pasture are awaiting both commercial and residential 

development. Habitats for native plants and their pollinators as well as the surrounding 

ecosystems are gradually destroyed to make way for “progress”. The garden at Cedar Hill 

is becoming a haven for rescued native plants and stones whose demise was assured with 

the leveling of land by the new construction. 

As the discussion took place for a demonstration garden, the idea to create an area 

as an alternative to grass took shape. A staff member living on the land suggested that her 

front lawn become the place for the garden. The work in progress began in the spring of  



2003 and will continue to be shaped and developed in years to come. I joined the work in 

March of 2004 with the hope of participating in the healing of the land and bringing back 

the native plants and animals to Cedar Hill. This project is both academic and “hands on” 

as I experience the work of creating, planning, designing and implementing the garden as 

well as research on lawns, native plants, invasive species and wildlife habitats. Our hope 

is to invite homeowners and their associations, civic organizations and developers to visit 

the garden, learn the benefits of gardening with native plants over lawn propagation and 

start their own native gardens in small steps in their subdivisions and places of work. 

Another aspect of the garden is the sensory feature. Cedar Hill has partnered with 

the Commonweal, Inc. Cancer Help Program (www.commonweal.org) to help people 

dealing with issues of death and dying from cancer and other terminal illnesses. Because 

Cedar Hill is an eco-spirituality center, it has many components in place that would serve 

people who are seeking physical, spiritual and emotional healing. Regular offerings at 

Cedar Hill include massage, reike, spiritual companioning, yoga, art poetry and dream 

groups, nutritious vegetarian meals, comfortable overnight accommodations, meditative 

areas, a labyrinth and access to a cadre of professional associates who would serve in the 

healing arts. The training for 19 people took place in May of 2004. Accompanying the 

above features would be the education/sensory garden. The sensory garden would 

become yet another area for meditation with the added stimulation for healing through 

sight, hearing, touch, taste and smell. The challenge will be to find plants that are both 

native and for the senses. Part of the design will include herbs and other plants that are 

not native but they will need to be drought tolerant and non-invasive. For the sake of the 

sensory aspect, some compromise will be made.  



Literature Review 

According to Sally and Andy Wasowski (2000), we are in the midst of a 

landscaping revolution. People are acknowledging that our resources are finite and our 

population is increasing. There is a wake up to a water crisis on the part of some and a 

wondering about the effects of privatization of water on our future use and accessibility 

to clean drinking water. At this time about 1.3 billion people do not have access to clean 

drinking water on a daily basis. By 2010 that number could be as high as 2.5 billion 

(Rubin, 2002). 

In the US, there are about 30 million acres of lawn. This would be like mowing 

the state of Alabama every Saturday. A lawn, average in size, about 25 by 40 feet 

requires 10,000 gallons of water per growth season to keep it green and lush. In North 

America, lawns consume about 60% of the domestic drinking water (Wasowski). This 

has much to say about our values and priorities as people of North America as well as our 

relationship to the rest of the continents and our natural world. It seems that we believe 

our use of limited resources is our right despite the plight of other people in the 

developing world. 

The landscaping revolution has also led to the creation of irrigation systems that 

are efficient and to the neighborhood snitch who reports fellow citizens for watering on 

the wrong day or the wrong time. Other alternatives to watering include spraying the 

lawn with biodegradable green paint, using Astroturf in place of grass and the promotion 

of xeriscaping that is the use of plants that exist on local rainfall. 

The Wasowskis also assert that some people are becoming more knowledgeable 

about pesticides and chemical fertilizers that seep into ground water, the pollution from  



lawnmowers and leaf blowers and water evaporation from sprinkler systems sending 

water high into the air. All of this new knowledge and thinking along with changes in 

attitudes and values is leading people to wonder about their lawn and its effects on local 

and global areas for both the natural world and humanity. Looking at the way we garden 

and provide aesthetic enhancements to our land needs to go hand in hand with 

responsibility for the environment. Our parochial vision of an isolated world is no longer 

an option. 

The Wasowskis and Rubin tell an interesting history of lawn development. Both 

draw on the work of John Falk, a Maryland biologist, who says humanity has a genetic 

predisposition to grass. Our ancestors survived in Africa in the short grass of the 

savannas. Since anticipating the enemy and hunting for food were important survival 

skills, shorter grass was preferred to the woodlands and tropical forests. Cultivated lands 

have been part of our culture from ancient days to the present. 

In Europe in the 17" and 18" centuries, the elite had lawns as a sign of their status 

and privilege. Land for others was functional and had to be used for farming and 

livestock. Only the affluent could afford to not use their land for basic needs. Immigrants 

to the US who became established and rich mimicked the lawns of the Europeans, a good 

example of conspicuous consumption for that time. After the new frontiers were 

developed, desires for civilized gardens that looked like “home” were created by using 

imported seeds and saplings bringing in non-native and invasive plants thereby altering 

the ecosystem with their pollen and pollinators. Native plants were considered weeds and 

an intrusion to these new lawns and gardens from the old world. As the frontier moved  



west and southwest, so did the kinds of gardens, lawns and farming and livestock 

practices. 

In 1868, the lawnmower was patented and in 1871, the first lawn sprinkler was 

invented. Frank J. Scott, a landscape architect, began an intense promotion of the lawn in 

the 1870s. Power mowers replaced the push mower in 1890 and by the early 1900s, 

Garden Clubs and Tree Associations along with the US Golf Association touted lawns as 

the epitome of beauty. In the 1940s and 1950s, the post WWII boom of the suburbs 

increased the size and number of lawns in the US (Wasowski). My own experience of 

growing up in the suburbs of Wilmington, Delaware in the 1950s and 1960s attests to the 

drive for the perfect lawn and the competition among the neighbors for excellence in this 

regard. My father, working for a chemical company had first hand consulting from co- 

workers about chemical fertilizers and pesticides. He used this knowledge to develop a 

beautiful lawn but was there a cost to our family? My grandmother who lived with us 

died of bone cancer and my mother, so far a survivor, had breast cancer 10 years ago. My 

brother and I played on the lawn all the time growing up. It leaves one wondering about 

connections, if any. 

Today the lawn is a 27 billion a year industry for homes, corporate offices and 

golf courses. It continues to be the American way of life for many, a way to keep up with 

the neighbors that is both a form of control and labor intensive. Daniels (1995) states 

there are several reasons that people still want lawns today. People like the feel on their 

bare feet or lying down or playing on it, grass covers the ground, prevents erosion, 

absorbs dust, releases oxygen, cools the temperature near the house and is quick and easy 

to install. He claims that the lawn is a symptom of and a metaphor for a skewed  



relationship to the land. Thinking we have control, we believe we can force nature to do 

as we wish with the help of advanced technology and synthetic chemicals. It surely 

demonstrates how out of touch our US people are with the natural world and its 

workings. 

In place of lawns much of the literature promotes the growing of native or 

indigenous plants. Foote & Jones (1989), the Brooklyn Botanic Garden Record (1990), 

Wasowski (1994), Johnson (1998), the Georgia Wildlife Federation (2004) website and 

the Wild Ones (2003) website all contain extensive reasons and benefits for the use of 

native plants. In general, native plant usage is about location and genetics as they have 

evolved in the area for millions of years and have not been tampered genetically. They 

require much less if any chemical fertilizers, herbicides, additional watering and 

maintenance and do not get stressed or sick. Native plants and wildlife have co-evolved 

and so sustain the food web. Besides being a healthy choice for the planet, native plants 

restore the natural habitat for native birds, insects, reptiles and mammals. Creating a 

garden with native plants provides wildlife with food, water, cover and places to raise 

their young. Those elements along with sustainable gardening practices are the basics 

needed to certify a yard or other land as a Backyard Wildlife Habitat through the National 

Wildlife Federation. Gardening with natives also gives a sense of place and at homeness 

and it connects us to the natural world at a place deep inside of us (Georgia Wildlife 

Federation, 2004). 

Foote and Jones write that native plants are adapted to the local climate and soil, 

are easy to grow, do not require constant care once established and need little upkeep. 

They are good for background, hedges and screens, reduce noise and lights and can be a  



windbreak for fragile plants. They create microhabitats for other plants, add beauty to a 

site, provide shelter and food for birds and restore original charm to the local area. They 

are excellent for eco-restoration as they hasten the natural growth and succession of a 

plant community. 

For Johnson, native plants restore ecological balance, as they need little water and 

no chemical herbicides or pesticides. They connect to place and help people better relate 

to the land so that we become “partners not parasites, participants not parallel players, 

dwellers not dictators” with our land. Johnson defines native plants in the US as ones that 

“existed in a particular region prior to European settlement”. She adds that the benefits 

include a genetic memory for on-going propagation, thriving in their home range, 

contributing to biodiversity, teaching humanity about natural processes and offering of 

food and shelter to many indigenous creatures. 

Additional points by Wild Ones and Wasowski are that native plants save energy, 

keep a natural balance with species remaining in check, enrich the soil and help rainfall 

percolate into the soil thereby reducing runoff and erosion. They also work with nature, 

are self sufficient, interesting and diverse giving us food, medicine, dyes, textiles and 

cordage. 

The Brooklyn Botanic Garden Record asserts that it is “ethically essential that we 

give first attention to nature itself by conserving natural ecosystems before constructing 

gardens and landscapes”. There are both ecological and human reasons for preserving 

native plants. Ecosystems need adequate numbers for their interaction within the system 

and for the species to have a variation in the gene pool. Humanity needs food, shelter, 

medicine and a sense of place that gives feelings of “protection, comfort, peace,  



inspiration and delight”. Restoration of native plant communities maintains regional 

uniqueness, a sense of integrity and wholeness on the land and has recreational and 

educative values. 

An important concept in nature is the “association of plants that occur together 

under specific environmental conditions within a particular region” (Brooklyn Botanic 

Garden Record). The best way to design a garden is to observe and copy the plan that 

nature provides. Characteristics of plants communities that would be important to 

preserve are species composition, determining the key species and the abundant ones; 

observing the plant distribution patterns; attention to the natural order and harmony in the 

area; observing the variety and diversity of plants and mindfulness of the edges and 

spaces nature provides in a usual setting (Brooklyn Botanic Garden Record). 

Many websites and books were available to identify trees, shrubs, grasses, vines, 

plants and wildflowers that are native to north Georgia. The National Wildlife Federation 

even has a list of sensory garden native plants with 42 native plants for southeastern US. 

The Georgia Department of Natural Resources maintains lists of protected (106) and 

watched plants (339). Forsyth County has four plants that are of “special concern”, 

Shining Indigo-bush (Amorpha nitens), Schwerin Indigo-bush (Amorpha schwerinii), and 

Georgia Aster (Aster georgianus) and Monkeyface Orchid (Platanthera intergrilabia) 

which are both US protected status. The Georgia Native Plant Society website and 

newsletters contain valuable information and helpful hints on native gardens and the 

University of Georgia College of Agricultural and Environmental Sciences Cooperative 

Extension Service has many fact sheets on Georgia landscapes and gardens  



Another aspect to consider in the selection of native plants for the garden is the 

use of maps pertaining to the hardiness zones, the native ranges and the ecoregions. The 

website for the Wild Ones (www.for-wild.org) advised the use of ecoregions created by 

The Nature Conservancy due to the subtle differences in the genetic make-up of plants in 

different areas of their native ranges. Hardiness zones pertain more to plants that are not 

native and use temperatures as the gauge for plant growth and survival while native 

ranges do not allow for the differences in genetic make-up of plants in different areas of 

that range. 

In an article by Mary Tucker of the Georgia Native Plant Society (1999), she 

gives a general overview of invasive plants with their characteristics and presenting 

challenges. The small gardener and the larger government entities in divisions of natural 

resources can learn from her study and writing. Invasive plants also called non-native, 

exotic or indigenous, are plants occurring beyond their normal historical range. People 

usually moved them both accidentally and deliberately. Otherwise they came on ships on 

livestock or attached to what ever was being hauled to the US from other countries. 

Intentionally introduced plants came as ornamentals, crop plants and wildlife habitat 

plants or to be used for medicinal purposes or erosion control. Some plants have become 

naturalized over the years and are no longer harmful to the local area. Most of our 

agricultural crops are non-native. 

The problem arises “when a species is extremely aggressive in its growth habit 

and does significant damage by overtaking desirable species or by affecting the 

ecosystem”(Tucker). The Federal Interagency Committee for the Management of 

Noxious and Exotic Weeds (1998) defines invasive plants as those “that have been  



introduced into an environment in which they did not evolve and thus usually have no 

natural enemies to limit their reproduction and spread”. Plants that grow out of place can 

be “competitive, persistent and pernicious”. They cause problems with crop yields and 

harvest operations; they wreak havoc with recreational activities in parks, forests, 

grasslands and other natural areas and they pose a long-term threat to biodiversity and 

ecosystem stability as they affect the balance of nature required of species to live and 

grow. There are about 8000 species of invasives or 3% of all known plants (Federal 

Interagency Committee). 

According to Tucker, the characteristics of invasive plants are a rapid rate of 

growth and maturity, prolific seed reproduction, good seed distribution, high germination 

rates, widespread vegetation and an excessive cost for removal and attempts at control. 

Additional characteristics from the Federal Interagency Committee include seed 

dormancy and a long life in the soil, production of biological toxins, growth of prickles, 

spines and thorns, roots and rhizomes with large food reserves and high photosynthetic 

rates. Human practices have also contributed to their growth with overgrazing animals, 

changes in land use, high quantities of fertilization, use of agricultural chemicals and 

such activities as farming, highway and utility right of way, clearing land for 

development, golf courses, lakes or reservoirs. 

Because invasive plants are free from natural controls and lack natural predators, 

they are a challenge to native plants and their ecosystem. Tucker states that exotic species 

are a threat to biodiversity second only to habitat destruction and 42% of the species with 

an endangered status is due to competition with invasive plants. She advises education for 

all to avoid further selection of exotics for gardens and other larger endeavors.  



The final section in the review of the literature concerns the sensory garden. 

Several books and websites have helpful suggestions for designing and planning a garden 

for the senses. An excellent book by Gerlach-Spriggs, Kaufman and Warner, Restorative 

Gardens: The Healing Landscape, delves into some of the mysticism, traditions and 

mythology of gardens and the reasons for healing and restoration (1998). Other books 

speak of the sacredness of garden space and our relationship with nature as invigorating 

and stimulating to all the senses. Websites such as SULIS Design 

(http://www.sustland.imn.edu/design/healinggardens.html), Landscape Northwest 2002 
  

(http://www.djc.com/news/en/1132531.html) and Sensory Trust 

(http://www.sensorytrust.org.uk/information/factsheets/sensory_ip3.htm) provide advice 
  

on designing gardens with the senses and healing in mind as well as the importance of 

accessibility to all needing the comfort of the garden. The National Wildlife Federation 

provides a listing of many native plants suitable for the senses. The gardens can be as 

complicated as a hospital or hospice setting or as simple as a small patch in the backyard. 

They can bring healing to the gardener as well as to the visitor. Being in touch with the 

natural world through the senses brings with it dimensions of experience that are 

wholesome, comforting and peaceful. Healing may not be physical but new life is 

possible with transformed attitudes and a mindfulness that takes shape when meditatively 

passing time in a garden. 

Gerlach-Spriggs et al (1998) quote E.O. Wilson as part of their study, “ties to 

nature are biologically based and part of our evolutionary heritage. Our humanity derives 

in large part from our connectedness to other species, flora and fauna”. The authors say 

there is no firm scientific proof that gardens have therapeutic value but there is  



compelling evidence that “nature and gardens fill a critical niche in the approach to 

patients”. Kathleen Stratton, a member of the Cedar Hill staff, in her presentation to the 

Camilla Garden Club (2004) and at the Dahlonega Wildflower Festival (2004) suggests 

that sensory gardens are usually self-contained, can be set in separate beds and hold a 

wide range of sensory experiences in a close area. She further recommends that selections 

of plant material should have therapeutic potential, provide lots of stimuli for enjoyment, 

with different scents, forms, patterns, textures, colors and seasonal interests and display a 

variety of flowers, fruits and foliage. SULIS Design proposes that the design of the 

garden be functional, maintainable, environmentally sound, cost effective and visually 

pleasing. It is also critical to create a balanced space that is simple, has a wide range of 

forms, textures and colors and uses key plants to craft an emphasis within the space. All 

of this is meant to fashion unity within the garden that is passed to the visitor or patient 

who absorbs this harmony into oneself. The sensory feature can be a benefit and 

enhancement to any garden space. 

Methods and Materials 

Cedar Hill Enrichment Center is located in Forsyth County, Georgia in the Middle 

Chattahoochee River Watershed. The physiographic map for Georgia situates Cedar Hill 

in the Upland Georgia Subsection of the Southern Piedmont Section. The World Wildlife 

organization calls this area the Southeastern mixed forests ecoregion 

(www.worldlife.org) and The Nature Conservancy places Cedar Hill in the Piedmont 

ecoregion of the US (http://gis.tnc.org). The plant hardiness zone is considered 7a with an  



average annual minimum temperature of 0-5 degrees F (UGA Cooperative Extension 

Service, 2001) (See Appendix A-D for maps of area). 

Cedar Hill’s mission is to be a “center of spirituality, ecology and Earth 

education” that welcomes people of all races, genders and religious traditions. Its vision 

is “to provide an environment of healing and growth for those seeking to nurture their 

relationship with the Sacred”. The goals are to “honor the Sacred Feminine as manifested 

in all living things; encourage a spirituality rooted in the healing power of Earth; provide 

programs to enable women and men to lead balanced lives by integrating the mind, 

emotions and spirit”. It was “established in 1995 on 17 acres of former goat farm by 

Adrian Dominican Sisters as a nonprofit, nondenominational center for ecology, 

spirituality and Earth education” (Awakenings, Cedar Hill newsletter, 2004). 

Features of Cedar Hill are the farmhouse with offices, a library, guest 

accommodations, kitchen and dining area; a small trailer for guests; two goats and their 

pasture and barns; a greenhouse, organic vegetable beds and a converted barn for 

conferences and activities; a chapel in the woods; labyrinth; peace pole and several areas 

of meditation with flowers, shrubs, trees and plants. A wooded area certified by the 

National Wildlife Federation as a Backyard Wildlife Habitat with a cosmic walk, 

meditative areas, two hermitages with chemical composting toilets, a pavilion, a creek, 

lots of native plants, trees and shrubs and a few rescued Pink Lady’s Slippers 

(Cypripedium acaule) round out this sacred land (See Appendix E for pictures of Cedar 

Hill). 

The education/sensory garden at Cedar Hill is the newest feature-a work in 

progress. Conceived in the spring of 2003, the staff recruited volunteers knowledgeable  



in different aspects of gardening and organic farming to brainstorm about the possibility 

of converting the lawn around the mobile home of one of the staff who lives on the land 

to a garden for native plants, fruits, herbs and vegetables. The garden with an alternative 

to a lawn appeared feasible and the initial planning and work began (See Appendix F for 

initial plan). 

To begin to get rid of the grass, a volunteer who is an organic farmer tilled the soil 

farthest from the house to make way for a wildflower meadow. It took several tillings to 

get the job done. The lead staff who is a master gardener decided to plant a mixture of 

seeds that contained some non-native plants in order to get the meadow started as it was 

getting late in the season to plant. The plan would be different for the following year, as 

all native wildflowers would be used. By mid summer the meadow was in full bloom. 

Pollinators like bees and butterflies were flocking to the flowers. The transformation had 

begun. 

Closer to the house, several other areas were tilled. A wooden fence was erected 

to divide the back from the front yards and a bench was placed on the side of the house in 

the shade of the edge of the woodlands. During the summer, a puddle of water was 

discovered closer to the meadow. Not sure of the source, volunteers dug a hole around 

the puddle and dug a trench leading downhill towards the house. The water trickled down 

the side of the house and under the fence. Plastic tubing, acting as a drain was placed on 

the other side of the fence at the end of the run-off. In a few days the trench was dry and 

the mystery of the source of the water was still not known. As the volunteers talked the 

idea of a dry creek bed surfaced. The drain was widened, plastic was laid down and large 

stones were placed in the dugout area. The creek bed became the newest edition to the  



landscape and its perimeter a good place to start to sow native plants. Several 

Columbines (Aquilegia canadenis), Crested Dwarf Iris (Iris crisitata), Threadleaf 

Coreopsis (Coreopsis verticillata), Blackberry Lily (Belamcanda chinensis) and Sedum 

(Sedum telephium) were planted. 

Other plants were placed in other areas of the alternative space. Thornless 

blackberry bushes and Muscadines to the left of the creek bed in full sun, Carolina 

Jessamine (Gelsemium sempervirens), Virginia Sweetspire (ltea virginica), Small 

Viburnum (Viburnum obovatum), Liatrus (Liatrus squarrosa), Cardinal Flower (Lobelia 

cardinalis) and Sweet Pepperbush (Clethra alnifolia) next to the house in the front in full 

sun and Oakleaf Hydrangea (Hydrangea quercifolia), Rhododendron (Rhododendron 

catawbiense), Bee Balm (Monarda didyma), Foamflower (Tiarella cordifolia) and 

Devil’s Walking Stick (4ralia spinosa) on the side of the house in the shade with moist 

soil. 

In September of 2003, I met with the staff of Cedar Hill to determine if there was 

a project that I could join to complete my master degree in Earth Literacy. I had 

frequented the center for days of retreat and an Earth Day workshop during the last few 

years. | am drawn to Cedar Hill because of its attention to place, land, spirituality, 

feminist principles and values, nutrition and holistic health, community and sense of the 

Sacred. The wooded area reminds me of my place of birth and childhood years spent in 

the woods around my house and camping in the Pocono Mountains of northeastern 

Pennsylvania. I was hoping that the staff could include me in one of their activities 

beginning in March of 2004. I wanted to combine academics with hands-on tasks and 

make a contribution to the community. Cedar Hill seemed like the perfect place to do  



this. The meeting in September proved fruitful and the staff appeared excited that I was 

interested in the education/sensory garden and would be able to start in March 2004. 

Kathleen (Kat) Stratton, master gardener and certified wildlife habitat steward, 

became my mentor and on-site advisor for the proj ect. The garden is located in the front 

of her house on the land of Cedar Hill. It is at the bottom of a sloping hill that was used 

for goat pasture. To the north side it is on the edge of woodland area. Kat would 

coordinate my time there along with meetings with volunteers, other master gardeners, 

homeowners’ association representatives and a local organic farmer. Lots of input would 

be needed to accomplish our goal. 

In March 2004, we began by meeting with a master gardener and local farmer 

who had converted his lawn to native plants, shrubs and trees. We discussed the area, its 

shade and sun, soil properties and the possible types of plants that would grow. One idea 

that captured our attention was a bog garden. I spent some time that afternoon 

researching a bog garden on the Internet. The area close to the house near the bottom of 

the dry creek bed stays moist and wet most of the time and could be an ideal location for 

the bog garden. Kat and I decided the bog garden, though a worthy initiative might be too 

much for the beginning stages. It will remain in our repertoire of future dreams. For now 

the native plants and shrubs, herbs, vegetables and fruit in place of the grass would be 

enough to do for the spring. 

Prior to beginning the hands-on work, I took pictures of the area that would be 

converted and the fallow wildflower meadow as well as the area on the other side of the 

meadow for fruits and vegetables. I started with removing the slate steps leading from the 

gravel driveway to the front steps of the house while a volunteer tilled the grassy areas  



for the first time. Over the spring months it would take several tillings to rid the land of 

most of the grass. The area for vegetables and fruits was tilled and I spent the better part 

of two days planting blueberry bushes, laying down cardboard and newspaper and carting 

mulch to throw on top of the cardboard and newspaper all in hope that the grass would 

not grow again. We also spread mulch in the front of the house just to begin to keep the 

grass from growing and dug the grass out closer to the house by hand. 

In April, Kat had been on a plant rescue. These are coordinated, intentional efforts 

scheduled by the Georgia Native Plant Society to save native plants in areas that are to be 

developed residential and commercial. Volunteers go out with shovels and buckets, dig 

up the plants and give them homes back in local gardens and wooded areas where they 

would survive and propagate. Cedar Hill and the plants would benefit many times from 

Kat’s willingness to perform this task. Some nurseries also donated native plants to our 

garden and Kat spread them out over the area so that I could plant them the next time I 

was there. 

May 2004 brought continued tilling and lots of clearing of grass by hand. At times 

I was not sure if ridding the area of grass would be possible but pictures of gardens in 

books by Andy and Sally Wasowski, Carole Rubin and Steve Daniels showed me the task 

was promising. The area for fruits and vegetables was ready for planting. Into the ground 

went tomatoes, spaghetti squash, okra, beans, cantaloupe, basil, lima beans, Swiss chard, 

parsley, watermelon, dill, cowpeas, cucumber and a few marigolds and zinnias. 

Strawberry plants, Lavender (Lavendula angustifolia), Calendula (Calendula officinalis) 

and Hollyhock (4/cea rosea) were planted near the thornless blackberry bushes on the 

hill up from the dry creek bed. Some grass had grown through the cardboard and mulch  



around the blueberry bushes so that needed to be attended to by hand. The space along 

the fence by the meadow had lots of grass and weeds and that was also pulled out by 

hand. A week later the area closer to the house was tilled again. 

The sensory aspect of the garden began with planting herbs in mid-May. We 

planted lemon and wooly thyme near the dry creek bed and lavender, rosemary, 

pineapple sage, curled parsley, sage and chamomile around the tree stump and the 

butterfly bath in front of the house. Future planning includes study of the Sensory Garden 

Native Plant list from the National Wildlife Federation (2001) to ascertain the plants that 

will work well with what we have already done. More work and planning will be done in 

the months ahead to integrate the sensory and education features. We knew this 

integration to be a challenge but not unworkable. 

In June and July we will continue our efforts to remove and contain the grass that 

will push through the mulch and in the sections that have been tilled. Depending on plant 

rescues and nursery donations, we may be transplanting more indigenous flora into the 

garden. There is also work to be done in the shady section on the side of the house as 

some plants are taking over the space of another. This garden will persist in being a work 

in progress for the next several years. Wasowski (2000) writes that alternative gardens 

and lawns have taken as long as seven to eight years to convert from grass and sustain the 

indigenous trees, shrubs and plants as you want them to be. Maintaining and sustaining 

this project will take perseverance and tenacity (See Appendix G for a list of plants up to 

June 2004 and Appendix H for pictures of the progress of the garden). 

Part of the plan has always been to make the habitat accessible to people with 

disabilities. The garden lies at the bottom of a gravel driveway. Staff on occasion utilizes  



golf carts to get around the land. The hope is to ride people down to the garden and 

depending on the disability ride them onto the trail through the garden either to the sitting 

section or guide them by walking through the trail until they reach the bench for sitting. 

People coming as part of the Commonweal Cancer Help Program may need assistance 

depending on their stages of illness and strength of body. More study and planning needs 

to happen to build up this aspect of the program. The National Wildlife Federation offers 

suggestions on their website that are helpful and not costly. 

Ordinances and restrictions by Home Owners’ Associations regarding natural 

landscapes is an area of concern raised by colleagues at the residency in the spring of 

2004 at St. Mary-of-the-Woods College. From readings and conversations with home 

owners it is clear that there are rules and regulations in many neighborhoods prohibiting 

alternative lawns and many other mundane and usual actions such as parking cars in 

driveways, size and color of mailboxes, types of fencing, open garage doors, clotheslines 

and landscaping. Wasowski (2000) discusses the original “weed laws” that were written 

and enacted for the benefit of the farmer. These laws regulated the plants that were 

deemed harmful to the growing of crops. The same weeds began to show up in the 

suburbs so laws were established in these communities. Folks in suburbia were more 

interested in regulating the height of herbaceous vegetation than specific toxic weeds. 

Instead of neighborhoods seeing the benefits of restoring the land to its natural state and 

preserving the “integrity of a biotic community” (Leopold, 1949) misconceptions reigned 

and prevailed. Misconceptions include that the natural landscaping harbors vermin 

(vermin live in garbage); natural means the garden is a fire hazard (fire comes from dead 

wood); mosquitoes breed in the natural area (mosquitoes breed in standing water) and  



alternative lawns produce allergy-causing pollen (allergic reactions come from ragweed) 

(Wasowski). These restrictions by homeowner’s associations demonstrate ignorance 

about nature and natural processes of pollinators and pollen and our being out of touch 

with the natural world and our place and connection to it. 

Brett Rappaport in an article Grow It! Don’t Mow It, reprinted to the Wild Ones 

website from the March/April 2002 issue of the Wild Ones Journal, talks about five steps 

that can minimize conflict with neighbors and subdivision associations. He uses the 

acronym, BRASH. Borders can give a sense of order and intention to the otherwise 

“wild” look. Recognize the rights of others and their choice of manicured lawns and 

plastic lawn decorations. There is no sense creating hostility with arrogance and an “I’m 

better than you” attitude. Advertise the steps taken to establish an alternative lawn. Talk 

to neighbors about lawn and garden plans, explaining how this saves water, eliminates 

chemical fertilizers and herbicides and provides a natural habitat for wildlife (it might be 

good to explain the wildlife, too). Add signs to the lawn to show the space is purposeful. 

Start small with manageable steps that cause little alarm and give people time to get used 

to the differences in look. It could take a while for eyes and consciousness to adjust. 

Humanize by adding personal touches such as birdfeeders and baths, sundials, benches 

and pathways. This can help neighbors see that the land is cared for and given attention. 

Rapapport’s goal is to “harmonize gardening and landscaping practices with nature”. 

In Forsyth County there are no ordinances that restrict alternative lawns according 

to Patty Durand of Forsyth Forest Conservation Group (personal communication, June 8, 

2004). However, covenant agreements between homeowners and their associations are a 

commonplace way to regulate life in subdivisions in the county. St. Marlo is but one  



example of this (www.stmarlocountryclub.org). Their agreement is called the 

Declaration of Covenants, Conditions and Restrictions for St. Marlo. Though nothing 

specific is stated about alternative lawns or native landscapes, a section on architectural 

standards names landscaping as one of the several actions that warrant approval by the 

Design Review Board and the Modifications Committee of the subdivision. Construction, 

installation and alteration of landscaping and lawns are mentioned a number of times as 

activities needing permission before proceeding. The process of submitting plans and 

their review by the board and committee would appear to be barriers to creating an 

alternative lawn. There are further restrictions if one’s house and land are adjacent to the 

golf course. It seems the politics and culture of the subdivision and county will dictate the 

kinds of native growth that will be allowed. Controls of this nature may indeed prohibit 

creating gardens with native plants and natural landscaping. Grass roots organizing of the 

residents may provide a way to give voice to alternative ways of thinking. Education 

about native plants, pollinators, ecosystems and invasive species may also promote 

different views on the value of alternative lawns and their benefits. 

Discussion 

As stated in the course objectives for EL 501, Concepts of Earth Literacy the 

major organizing principles for Earth Literacy are cosmology, systems and change, 

sustainability and justice and “place”. The education/sensory garden highlights and 

enfleshes each of these main beliefs. 

The garden represents a change in worldview thinking or cosmology that for the 

average person is anthropocentric and myopic. A by-product of the project is pleasure for  



humanity especially for the terminally ill patient who will benefit from the healing the 

garden will bring. But at a deeper level a person can come to realize one’s place in the 

natural world while viewing, hearing, smelling, tasting and touching the flora of north 

Georgia. Going native accentuates the intention to create a natural community with more 

than humanity in mind. Rescuing indigenous plants from the bulldozer and developer 

emphasizes the desire to allow the Earth to heal at least in this small section of Forsyth 

County. Spreading this enthusiasm for alternatives to lawn throughout the county may 

lead others to consider changing a small portion of their lawn to a natural setting. As new 

ways of thinking occur, behaviors and practices change which lead to further learnings 

with new actions. It is not a simple process but new practices and learnings can and do 

lead to transformation. Since humanity gains knowledge best by example, observing the 

actions of others who are discovering how to be one with the natural world, may lead to 

increased numbers of people with a new cosmology and worldview. This worldview 

could lead to justice and a sustainable Earth community for all. 

The garden is part of the larger system of the natural world. Biological and 

ecological processes are taking place. The water and carbon cycles as well as the food 

web are happening in this community. Local pollinators are returning to the area with the 

introduction of plants that attract and feed them. The garden is not an area lying fallow 

that progresses through the stages of succession, at least not at this point but with the 

coming years the flora’s own propagation cycles will take over and fill in the former lawn 

as it sees fit by its own timetable and growth table. The garden is a true demonstration 

and teacher of the interdependence and interconnectedness of all.  



As indicated in the paragraph above about changing worldviews, alternative 

practices can happen naturally or in planned, deliberate ways. Activists work for social 

change regarding issues important and valuable to Earth and humanity. More and more 

change agents are working in the local with an eye to the global. Because of the new 

thinking by people like Thomas Berry and Miriam Therese MacGillis, folks are educated 

to concepts like differentiation or the gift of diversity, interiority or the integrity of the 

individual being and communion or the unity of all. The idea of change by agents or 

education to new concepts has motivated the staff of Cedar Hill to continually look for 

new ways to act on their thinking. The education garden is just one of their many ways of 

life developed over the years. The garden can be a catalyst for change for the rest of 

Forsyth County. 

The sense of place is deepened by experiencing the harmony of living in sync 

with the natural processes of Earth. Growing native plants attunes the gardener and the 

visitor to the importance of the local bioregion with its characteristic ecological setting. 

Climate, geography, water ways, flora and fauna, food web, soil types, topography, 

carbon cycle, use of the land, geological history and human populations all play a part in 

the making of the plant and animal communities. As people come to know their total 

community, the sense of place is marked by an at-oneness with the natural world. 

Knowledge can lead to responsibility for the “place” and to ensuring its healing and 

sustainability. The garden becomes the metaphor for communion with the natural world 

and folks experiencing the garden can be drawn into a profound oneness with all. As 

others catch on to this landscaping revolution more of the land will be healed and more 

people may return to the feelings that come with being in “place”.  



In tangible ways the process of creating an alternative lawn helps to integrate the 

biological concepts learned in the Earth Literacy program. Doing the research on the 

history of lawns points out the history of humanity in its relationship to the land. Hunters 

and gatherers may have been more comfortable in places like savannahs that protected 

them from enemies and beasts of prey. Seeing for a distance was probably crucial to 

survival. As agriculture developed, the land became functional and monoculture was 

prevalent. The elite who were pleased with their status and wealth needed ways to 

distinguish themselves from the peasants who were poor. Lawns were outward signs of 

success, affluence and privilege. They grew to be a cultural expression of a way of life 

that the rich wanted to sustain and poorer folks desired to emulate and work towards. 

The garden itself demonstrates the biodiversity of life and the ecosystems that 

develop as native plants are grown in their own bioregions. Species have niches that they 

belong to according to their environmental needs. Species themselves sort out their 

niches knowing their requirements for life. They know what they eat and what eats them. 

Native plants have niches in their bioregions and have developed cooperative 

relationships with pollinators over time. Linkages between plants and animals are crucial 

for reproduction and survival. Buchmann and Nabhan (1996) in their book The Forgotten 

Pollinators discuss bees and pollination and the connection with endangered species and 

habitats. Native plants attract the animals they need for pollination. The area is sustained 

by the natural ecosystem that belongs there. Reproduction is maintained and the habitat 

grows and diversifies, creating more niches for more plants and insects. Unfortunately, 

invasive species are part of our ecosystems. Brought here for a variety of reasons and 

inadvertently, exotic plants take over niches, destroying the native plants, driving away  



the pollinators and wiping out the habitat. Plants turn into threatened and endangered in 

this manner. 

The use of water has come to be a resource management issue as well as an 

ethical and economic issue. For 1.2 billion people to be without access to clean drinking 

water and with lawns and gardens that are not native to be consuming 60% of the 

drinking water in North American, it seems that the ecological crisis as it pertains to 

water is upon us. The privatization of water may be the next resource to demonstrate that 

profit over people is alive and well in the corporations and financial institutions like the 

International Monetary Fund and the World Bank of our world. Structural adjustment 

programs often have requirements that countries owing money to these lending 

institutions privatize their water as part of their agreement with them. While we in North 

America use about 10,000 gallons of water a summer for an average size suburban lawn, 

people and governments in developing countries are struggling to ensure access to clean 

drinking water for their communities. Knowing the reality of the developing world, going 

native is a small way to be in solidarity with others, make an intentional, ethical decision 

to curb the use of a finite resource and enhance the plant and animal kingdom’s chances 

of survival. Where possible the preservation of these natural communities needs to be a 

top priority but that is not always possible in the face of residential development and the 

power of the Wal-Mart’s, Coca-Cola, Nike and other multinational corporations. 

Economics may be amoral but the policies and practices set in place by financial 

institutions and the government have an impact on the natural world that can be 

devastating to the point of extinction. We may all become threatened and endangered 

species in the not too distant future.  



Aldo Leopold and his land ethic thinking helped with an understanding of 

enlarging the boundaries of the human community to include the soils, water, plants and 

animals that are collectively tied in with humanity in a specific place. The land has the 

right to existence and to remain in its natural state. Humanity is considered a member of 

that community without the status of being in charge or tending towards conquering. The 

health of the land is determined by its ability to self-renew. People need to make an effort 

to conserve and preserve the land by developing value systems that respect the total Earth 

community with its processes and services. In a quote that fits this project, Leopold 

(1949) says, “A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty 

of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise.” Native gardening helps to 

reconnect people to the value of the land beyond its function and property worth. 

Humanity willingly becomes another member of the land community and not necessarily 

the only one to matter and respect. It may not be an overnight process but gradual 

transformation can lead to a new way of thinking and being. 

Cedar Hill as an eco-spirituality center could be considered an organization that 

acts as an agent of change. Their commitment to honoring the Sacred through spirituality, 

Earth education and ecological practices in the context of community and grass roots 

groups contributes to making a difference in the natural world. The land and the 

programs at Cedar Hill enhance the personal transformation of participants. This personal 

conversion is the first step towards systemic and institutional change. At this time Cedar 

Hill does not organize grass roots groups in local efforts or civic events but people taking 

part in the programs, healing arts and rituals leave there with souls and hearts renewed for 

the journey toward the common good. Cedar Hill is a prophetic witness in the community  



creating a collective willingness among its participants towards balanced, holistic living 

in harmony with Earth accentuating the pervasive role of spirituality in all of life and its 

natural processes. Day programs and workshops goals in general touch on the concept of 

sociological mindfulness in Michael Schwalbe’s (2001) book, The Sociologically 

Examined Life, in which he discusses how mindfulness helps people to create better lives 

for each other, aids in seeing how our lives are connected to each other and helps to 

understand the consequences of our words and actions. If sociological mindfulness is 

about seeing deeply into the way our world is socially constructed, then folks attending 

Cedar Hill for any activities have a good start in putting this concept into practice. 

Joanna Macy (1999) in her work on spiritual breakthrough and social change 

helps people to change despair and apathy into group action that is purposeful and 

beneficial to the community. She describes this time in history as “the great turning” with 

its concomitant dimensions of “holding actions” to raise awareness and consciousness to 

the ecological crisis, developing new ways of doing things and new structures to anchor 

those new ways and thirdly to understand our connections to all of life in a deeper fashion 

so that humanity “rejoins the earth community” as if “we were living cells in the body of 

earth”. The work of Cedar Hill is not unlike the work of Joanna Macy. Every facet of 

their efforts contributes to this work of the great turning. The healing arts, the simplicity 

of life, the accent on personal transformation, the holistic sense of balance in life, the 

emphasis on Earth and ecology all support this new way of being in the world “as part of 

the living body of earth” (Macy). Friends of Cedar Hill have the advantage of a built-in 

community that readily supports action that benefits the common good for all.  



The education/sensory garden is another way that Cedar Hill contributes to the 

great turning. Creating an alternative to the routine way of landscaping with grass, 

ornamentals and annual flowers that are dug up seasonally and marketing that new way to 

the flourishing suburban communities is joining many others in a collective action that 

contributes to the healing of Earth. It is raising awareness and consciousness to new ways 

of being and doing. That is why the Wasowski’s call this work the “Landscaping 

Revolution” (2000). 

The final course in Earth Literacy, Healing Earth, relates to my life experience in 

profound ways as well as to the work of this project at Cedar Hill. Questions put forth by 

Glenna Simons and Kathleen Desautels, SP, the main instructors for this course, were 

powerful and thought provoking. They suggested that when doing social analysis, 

examining the political, economic, cultural, social, theological, security and ecological 

institutions, one must ask, “Who benefits, who loses and who decides?” and more 

provocatively “Who lives, who dies and who decides?” My ministries have always been 

at the service of others and now that my world has been widened and broadened to 

include the natural world-Earth, serving the “dear neighbor”, a Sister of St. Joseph saying 

will be all the more inclusive. 

Trying to work for social change and attempting to be a change agent in small 

ways is at the heart of my project - the garden. Inspired by the Healing Earth course, I 

was motivated to do a project that was academic but one that also made a contribution to 

the community. It needed to reflect my values and beliefs in simplicity of life, sustainable 

living, healing and reconciliation, spirituality, hands-on effort and community. Joining 

the landscaping revolution was attractive to my desire to do social change and rescuing  



native plants to grow in an area that would bring back their pollinators and heal the land 

seemed to resonate with my life. Reading the work of Pamela Smith (1997) in her 

chapters on deep ecology, ecofeminism and liberation ecotheology helped to give 

language to my desires to continue on this road of alternative living. Being a Sister of St. 

Joseph, I am called to be counter-culture and prophetic but very often it is difficult to turn 

that thinking into action either personally or collectively with my congregation and others 

associating with us. 

Shutkin’s (2000) book, The Land That Could Be, is a distinct call to civic 

participation and engagement for the sake of the common good. His examples of 

communities that have developed a voice in the grass roots movement were poignant and 

challenging. Doing the garden at Cedar Hill is a good thing; turning it into a keystone for 

grass roots gathering and systemic change would be excellent. Perhaps the next steps 

need to include some organizing of the local community who in turn can influence 

neighbors and friends to consider not only alternative lawns but alternative lifestyles, too. 

These lifestyles could include growing organic fruits and vegetables, buying from local 

merchants, purchasing fair trade products, boycotting retailers using sweatshop labor and 

supporting alternative economic indicators that measure progress such as the Genuine 

Progress Indicator (GPI). As discussed in an article by Christine Glaser (2002), the GPI 

“modifies the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) by adding positive contributions that the 

GDP omits and by subtracting negative contributions (costs) that the GDP counts as 

benefits”. Such activities as housework, parenting and volutes! work are considered 

positive contributions and are added in using the GPI while depletion of non-renewable 

natural resources, environmental damage, costs of car accidents and loss of leisure time  



are counted as deficits and subtracted using the GPI. National accounting systems need to 

tell us the reality of our lives and their impact on the future of our children’s lives. 

Those next steps of organizing the local community and friends of Cedar 

Hill could lead to the promotion of valuing systems that are natural and sustainable. 

Everything about the work of the garden points to creating a natural and sustainable 

system. The plants are indigenous, genetically inscribed with characteristics that make 

them heat and drought tolerant. Being native to the area, the plants maintain the 

ecosystem, processes and services that enhance their own growth and the build up of the 

rest of the natural community. Granted it would be better to preserve the natural habitats 

and ecosystems that are already in place but given the steady march of suburban sprawl, 

it seems overwhelming to raise up resistance by standing in the line of an oncoming 

bulldozer. Getting permission to dig up plants in the way of progress may be a bit 

cowardly but for now the alternative seems insuperable. | 

Recognizing the finiteness of non-renewable resources and ridding our land from 

the tyranny of grass that is non-native, would go a long way to conserving water. Ethical 

principles that support the rights of others including all species of the natural world 

dictate the mandate for humanity to relinquish their hold on precious resources and 

rethink their use for luxury items like lawns that only serve to highlight the notion of 

“conspicuous consumption”. Reverence for our web of life is a salient quality that needs 

to permeate our every thought and action. Can we be anything less than relentless and 

intentional in our work to remind humanity of the solidarity needed for the continued 

survival of our Earth with all of its natural species and systems?  



Conclusion 

The garden at Cedar Hill continues to be a work in progress. Persuading others in 

the community to consider such a venture even in a small way will be an ongoing 

challenge. Lawns seem to have a hold on people’s minds such that the alternative of 

native plants that builds local ecosystems is not in the repertoire of thought of very many. 

In addition, the industry backing the proliferation of lawns has much to lose were many 

homeowners and corporations to contemplate the change to indigenous plants and 

alternative landscaping. 

The garden is but one small purposeful act to contribute to the healing of Earth. It 

is one of an array of strategies that enable thinking globally and acting locally. It is a 

simple gesture of caring and recognition that humanity is one among the many species of 

Earth. The sensory characteristics in the garden will add a dimension that enables people 

who are terminally ill the chance to rest in the presence of colors, sounds, smells, textures 

and tastes that offer renewal and refreshment. It has been a challenge to integrate 

education with respect to lawns and water management, knowledge of native plants and 

invasive species and the sensory aspects for healing. The process has taught much. May I | 

be worthy to pass on these learnings to others. 
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Appendix G 

Inventory of Native Plants 

Achillea millefolium — Yarrow 

Alcea rosea — Hollyhock 

Antennaria plantaginifolia — Plantain-leaved Pussytoes 

Aquilegia canadenis - Columbine 

Aralia spinosa — Devil’s Walking Stick 

Asclepias incarnata — Swamp Milkweed 

Asclepias tuberosa — Butterfly Weed 

Baptisia australis — Blue False Indigo 

Belamcanda chinensis — Blackberry Lily 

Calendula officinales - Calendula 

Chrysogonum virginianum — Green and Gold 

Cimicifuga racemosa — Fairy Candles 

Clethra alnifolia — Sweet Pepperbush 

Coreopsis major - Tickseed 

Coreopsis vertcilliata — Threadleaf Coreopsis 

Dicentra eximia — Bleeding Heart 

Echinacea purpurea — Purple Coneflower 

Eupatorium fistuloum — Joe Pye Weed 

Gelsemium sempervirens — Carolina Jessamine 

Heuchera Americana — American Alumroot  



Hydrangea quercifolia — Oakleaf Hydrangea 

Iris cristata — Crested Dwarf Iris 

Isotoma fluviatilis — Blue Star Creeper 

Itea virginica — Virginia Sweetspire 

Liatrus pycnostachya - Gayfeather 

Liatrus squarrosa — Blazing Star 

Lobelia cardinalis — Cardinal Flower 

Lobelia siphilitica — Big Blue Lobelia 

Lychnis coronaria — Rose Campion 

Mitchella repens — Partridge Berry 

Monarda fistulosa — Wild Bergamot 

Monarda didyma — Bee Balm 

Physostegia virginiana — Obedient Plant 

Rhododendron catawbiense — Catawba Rhododendron 

Salvia coccinea — Scarlet Sage 

Salvia lyrata — Lyreleaf Sage 

Sedum telephium - Sedum 

Tiarella cordifolia — Foamflower 

Viburnum obovatum — Walter’s Viburnum 

 



Inventory of Herbs 

Hypericum perforatum — St. John’s Wort Matricaria recutita — Chamomile 

Lavendula augustifolia — Lavender Salvia officinalis — Common Sage 

Lavendula verea — Provence Lavender Thymus vulgaris — Thyme 

Inventory of Vegetables/Fruits 

Blueberry bushes Lima Beans Swiss chard 

Cantaloupe Muscadines Tomatoes 

Cow Peas Okra Thornless blackberries 

Cucumber Spaghetti Squash Watermelon 

Fig tree Strawberries Yellow Bell Pepper 
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I selected this project because of its promise to intrigue both academically and in 

its application. My goals were to learn about lawns, native plants, invasive species and 

building a backyard wildlife habitat as well as having a hands-on experience that would 

contribute to the local community. In talking and collaborating with the staff of Cedar 

Hill Enrichment Center, I was able to reach those goals and more. The “more” had a 

spiritual component that I had not looked for or imagined would occur. This was a nice 

surprise and something that probably could not have been planned. 

There are many aspects of this project that allow for sustainability and ongoing 

work. The garden is a work in progress. From all the reading I have done it seems it takes 

several years, perhaps seven or eight to create a garden that is truly an alternative to the 

lawn. With this thought in mind, I know I can work at this over time and not think that it 

needs to be finished in one year. Working at a project over time allows for new ideas and 

innovations as they are imagined. It is not like the same thing happens each growing 

season. Watching new growth and new pollinators can be delightful and reinforcing. 

As the garden becomes more known in the local community, I would hope for 

conversations that stimulate others to try and create a small lawn alternative project in 

their yard. As more people learn about natural ecological systems and their benefits, they 

will demand native plants from the local nurseries and begin to change purchase trends in 

the community. Supply and demand is an effective means to help folks move in a new 

direction. As more people discuss this alternative, it becomes easier to maintain the Cedar 

Hill garden as support from the community gives credence and validation to the work at 

hand. Grass roots organizing and support is a valuable tool for sustaining local efforts 

that could fall prey to demise if left to an individual or two. Pats on the back are one thing 
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but witnessing change in the community by visiting others’ gardens and former lawns are 

quite another. 

Personally, I was quite struck with the current readings on lawns and their history, 

chemical pesticides and fertilizers, water waste, lawn care and just the poor ecological 

system the lawn is relative to an alternative garden. Marion Jackson had a great comment 

on the paper when he called the lawn an “ecological abomination” and that “even most 

insects would have to carry a lunch and a tent to survive a crossing of most lawns”. That 

certainly gives a good visual image of the paucity of life and the lack of diversity inherent 

in lawns. 

I was further intrigued by the knowledge I gained on the subject of native plants, 

pollinators and invasive species. I had no understanding of these areas prior to my work 

and was surprised by all the information and its fit with the promotion of the garden. No 

matter where I live in the USA, I will be able to find information on native plants and 

invasive species and apply that to my current situation. I will be able to use this model 

anywhere I go-this seems quite valuable. Knowing this can help with sustaining efforts 

while replicating the project in new places. Just in the months that I have been doing the 

project, I have talked with many people about the differences between lawns and using 

native plants and the benefits to nature. Most folks have not heard the differences and are 

interested in the information. They may not run home and start to dig up the lawn but at 

least they have heard about the alternatives. The waste of water is also a concern to some 

and may motivate them to think about their landscape. Others are delighted by the 

prospect of bees and butterflies and the visual image of colorful plants. It matters not the 
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motivator, the more natural settings the better for Earth and all creatures of the natural 

world. 

One last sustaining element is the idea that I am encouraging the build up of the 

natural world. To see the bees, birds and butterflies at home in their setting brings delight 

and a sense of satisfaction. Returning a small part of Earth to its more natural situation 

buoys me and engages me in observation of many ecological lessons. I am just sorry that 

I am not living closer to see the fruits of my labor so I can visit consistently. Perhaps I 

can create a small garden at my house though lots of shade trees prevent the growth of 

other plants. 

A surprise aspect to this project was the awakening and deepening of spiritual 

longings and growth. Days spent in quiet “grunt work” served to calm my inner spirit and 

allow for reflection and contemplation. Digging in the soil, pulling up grass, spreading 

mulch, planting seeds and seedlings, watching the natural world blossom, eyeing the 

pollinators and hungry birds led me inward and deepened my relationship to the outer 

world. I felt at home, at peace and gifted with a sense of belonging to a work greater than 

the project and my participation in it. Contributing to the healing of Earth is an awesome 

task and one that makes a great deal of sense to me. We are part of the natural world and 

one with it. Being part of the healing is a responsibility that I do not take lightly. 

The fruits of this project are already well on the way to integration into my life. 

Knowledge gained has become part of conversations that turn to the outdoors or taking 

care of gardens and lawns. It is good to have information that is catching people’s interest 

and piquing their curiosity. It is also good that the garden has become more than facts and 

figures and is an integral part of my life. I am most grateful for this opportunity. 
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