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Lexington CanCer Foundation HeaLing garden     WeLLneSS

Gardens have long been 
recognized for their psy-
chological and physiolog-
ical benefits. Nowhere is 

this more important than in a medi-
cal setting. This spring, a new healing 
garden for the Markey Cancer Center 
at the University of Kentucky Medical 
Center in Lexington will begin to work 
its natural magic. 

Called the Lexington Cancer Foun-
dation Healing Garden after its spon-
sor, the garden was designed, engi-
neered, and constructed by Lexington-
based Henkel Denmark. Among its 
features are two entrance arbors, a seat-
ing wall that encloses the garden, sev-
eral large hand-cast stone planters for 
seasonal color, and LED lighting that 
keeps the garden open to visitors 24/7.

The beginning
Company co-owner Bill Henkel is a 
University of Kentucky graduate and 
longtime supporter of the school. Two 
years ago, he broached the healing gar-
den idea to Vicky Myers, chief devel-
opment officer for the University of 
Kentucky Health Care. 

“We wanted a healing garden to 
improve the experience for our can-
cer patients,” explained Myers. “Going 
through cancer treatment and being 
far from home is very unsettling for 
them. In addition to being concerned 
about their health, they are in an unfa-
miliar, institutional-like setting. A gar-
den serves to reduce their anxiety and 
remind them of home.”

She noted that a healing garden 
would also complement an arts and 

health care program already in place at 
the medical center. The program pro-
vides music therapy and features a col-
lection of visual arts for patients. 

UniqUe projecT
“Healing gardens share many of the 
same qualities as their counterparts in 
backyards everywhere,” said Henkel, 
who earned a certification in healing 
garden design from the Chicago Botan-
ic Garden. “They are colorful, offer a 
degree of solitude, and provide a place 
to relax and enjoy the surroundings. 

“But there are a few important 
safeguards and exceptions. Acces-

sibility and safety are among them. 
For example, steps made of stone or 
another material would not be part 
of the design, whereas lighting is very 
important. Furniture and other seat-
ing must be comfortable and easy to 
get in and out of, and chairs need to 
have arm rests. Many patient visitors 
have compromised immune systems, 
which meant special attention was 
given to plant material and certain 
hardscaping features.”

Henkel  Denmark landscape 
designer Wendy McAllister, who par-
ticipated in several focus group dis-
cussions with the medical center staff 
and cancer patients, learned how par-
ticular safeguards impacted the final 
design. “We had planned to install 

Lexington project 
benefits hospital’s 
cancer patients 
and staff

Healing Garden Comes to Life in Kentucky

METAL Arbors and rock mulch were 
substituted for products with exposed 
wood that could not be used. 
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a water feature, but that was ruled 
out because of the potential for dis-
ease. We also replaced magnolia trees 
because their leaves give birds a place 

to roost and possibly spread disease 
in the winter.

“Since exposed wood could not be 
used, we substituted a rock mulch 
and built the arbors out of metal 
instead of hardwood.” 

Said McAllister, “Limitations placed 
on the garden didn’t seriously impact 
our original design, the intent of 
which is to convey the feeling of inti-
macy with nature.”

Spring opening
The new 5,000 sq.-ft. healing garden 
is centrally located near the facility’s 
entranceway and occupies space that 
was once a paved plaza. Henkel Den-
mark broke ground on Oct. 7 last year 
and completed the project 75 days 
later. Throughout installation, some-
where between 20 and 25 employees 
worked at the site. “This was not your 
typical construction project,” Henkel 
added. “Our team had to be very aware 
of the environment and minimize the 
noise and dust level.”

Even though the garden’s grand 
opening wasn’t scheduled until spring, 
Myers noted that patients have already 

reaped some of its benefits. They 
enjoyed monitoring the installation, 
and the garden has been accessible 
since completion. “It isn’t solely for 

patients, either,” she remarked. “Fam-
ily members, staff, nurses, and doctors 
can all benefit from the natural therapy. 
Thanks to a prime location, one doesn’t 
have to go outside to enjoy its therapeu-
tic effect, either. The reception/waiting 
area looks out onto the garden, and a 
huge 30 ft. x 20 ft. picture window in 
the expansive atrium gives those even 
on the fourth floor a great view.”

When asked about the project’s big-
gest challenge, Henkel emphasized 
how important it was for all the stake-
holders to become involved and take 
ownership. “The focus groups and 
discussions were very helpful for our 
team and ensured the final product 
would meet their expectations. But, 
just as important, they also served to 
bring the project to life for everyone.” 

Added Myers, “When we first talk-
ed about the garden, it was easy to 
underestimate the level of interest. 
Instead, patients, staff, administrators, 
and doctors were all very excited. The 
enthusiastic response bodes well for 
other similar gardens on the 40-acre 
campus, and likely reflects the poten-
tial for healing gardens at other medi-
cal facilities around the country.” 

Henkel agrees. “Their popularity 
has come full circle. Healing gardens 
have been popular in the past, but may 
have lost some of their appeal because 
of budgetary concerns and space limi-
tations. Growing awareness about the 
psychological and physiological ben-
efits of plants, however, has re-stoked 
interest within the medical commu-
nity and organizations like the Lexing-
ton Cancer Foundation, which funded 
the entire project.” 

Support has come from other sourc-
es, too, Myers pointed out. The plant-
ers, which cost in the neighborhood 
of $20,000, were donated by Illinois-
based Longshadow, and Henkel Den-
mark has volunteered to maintain the 
garden free of charge for five years. 

Healing Garden Comes to Life in Kentucky

birD’s-EyE rENDEriNG illustrates how the colorful healing garden will offer a degree 
of solitude while providing a place to relax and enjoy the surroundings. 


