
The Healing Garden  
at Moores Cancer Center 

 

• The purpose of a healing garden is to offer patients, families and staff an 
outdoor retreat from the tension and stress of the hospital setting.  

• The garden should have lush planting with interesting form, color and 
texture; and should provide attractive and inviting views from inside and 
outside the building.  

 

• Such was our goal, and this presentation is to show what the Village 
Garden Club  has been able to do with members’ donations and the 
efforts of our committee of volunteers.        

 



 
This is the Healing Garden courtyard as it was in 2012, with the Infusion Center 
surrounding it.  Note the massive hedges, which during most of the year were dull 
green.   The lack of color was the major complaint we heard from staff.  



 

It was low maintenance 
corporate landscaping. 



Agapanthas and other strappy green plants were everywhere… 



Here the agapanthas form a monotonous line down the pathway. 



Although there were no 
funds forthcoming, we 
thought we could create 
some color by donating a 
couple of glazed ceramic 
pots, with seasonal color. 



It was a modest goal, but 
we thought this might 
inspire further 
developments… 



as indeed it did, albeit not 
from the Cancer Center, 
but from our own club.   
 
 



Topher Delaney 

• At our club meeting in February 2013, the featured speaker, Topher 
Delaney, talked to us about healing gardens and sanctuaries. She is a San 
Francisco-based artist and landscape designer, who has become a 
specialist in the design of healing gardens for hospitals, following her own 
encounter with cancer.  It made her aware of the tremendous power 
gardens can have on people’s psyches; and she vowed to use her skill to 
help others heal.   Delaney has created healing gardens for five hospitals 
around the country. She has published many articles about healing 
gardens, and is a frequent speaker on the subject. 

 

•  Her talk to our club inspired a major donation from one of our members, 
who saw in the Moores Healing Garden a way of honoring a close friend 
and keen gardener who had left her a bequest.  This donation, along with 
further donations from our membership, proved to be a game changer.  
We now had the resources to rethink this garden. 

 

 



You remember those high hedges?  This was the view from inside.   
You might think these shrubs could be cut back… 



 

but as you see from this 
slide, the shrubs had been 
allowed to grow too high 
too long..  They were past 
retrieval. 



So we had them removed and planted Texas privet all the way around for a 
unified background, placing dwarf pea shrubs and annuals in front for color. 



This was now the view from inside. 
 
 



We forbade the gardeners to use their hedge trimmers, so the privet could be 
allowed to bloom, as you see here. 



This area was a particular eye sore with this prominent turquoise lid to the 
fountain mechanism and uninspired planting around it. 



The concrete fountain itself was stark and reminded some of us of a 
sarcophagus. 



We were not allowed to place anything on or over the turquoise lid.  So we 
painted it a less conspicuous brown. 



Then later, one of our artists added leaf stencils, converting it into an art 
piece! 



And tall salvia helped to soften the concrete fountain. 
 



This is more or less how it looks now. 



At the garden entrance we had the same problem with a hedge – a double 
line of shrubs - planted up against the windows where patients sit for their 
treatment. 



This was their view. 



So, we created an inner garden by removing the line of shrubs closest to the 
windows and lacing the outer line.  We planted vinca minor, which will 
gradually form a ground cover with blue flowers,  and planted spring bulbs. 



Eva donated an attractive bench, to be kept stocked with seasonal 
color, giving patients some visual interest during their treatment. 



 

Along the pathway, 
patients also face the 
windows.  We broke up the 
long line of agapanthas by 
interspersing more pots 
with colorful flowers. 



Howeve, we found the 
flowers became swamped 
by the vigorous 
agapanthas.  The pots 
needed height so we 
replanted with cypress for 
a better visual effect. 

 



However, on the other side of the pathway, the view for patients was of 
spindly roses that had never been pruned…  



and lime trees – hedged to an amorphous mass of green.   
We reckoned this could be made more interesting.  So we put out a call to our 
Master Gardeners for skilled pruning help. 



We had a great response.  And here you see Tammy and Linda at work. 



By the end of the morning, this was the result. 



And a few weeks later the roses were filling out nicely. 



The path leads to the shaded section of the Healing Garden that is dominated 
by two features: a Chinese flame tree, and an elaborate play structure.   



The Chinese flame tree is 
briefly deciduous, but 
grows so vigorously that it 
creates dense shade for 
most of the year. 



The large play structure struck us at first as too garish.  But viewed from this angle one 
sees that the colors are clearly coordinated with the tiles on the side of the building.  
So we’ve learned to live with it, and coordinated our plant palate with its colors. 



Otherwise, this south section of the garden is sparsely planted. 



 Poor soil and tree roots create difficult growing conditions. 



The day lilies under the liquid amber trees were in too much shade to thrive. 
So we transplanted them to a sunnier spot… 

 



and replaced them with 
ferns and other shade 
plants with a variety of 
foliage.  



To overcome the problem 
of tree roots, we added 
another large ceramic pot. 



What had been a fine westringea hedge had started to die back, and taking it 
out seemed the only solution..   



We replaced it with rhaphiolepis umbellata, which is growing adjacent. 



Rhaphiolepis umbellata is 
slow growing, but has a 
rich green leaf and bright 
white flower.  It will 
gradually form a 
harmonious line along the 
west side of the garden. 



So now, two years on, we feel we have achieved the goal of creating an 
inviting outdoor space…   



With lush growth and 
color… 



 

and areas of shade. 



 

The UCSD gardeners plant 
this bed on a quarterly 
basis, with a color palate of 
our suggesting. 



We see more patients, families, and staff using the garden. 



And financially we are in good shape at the moment – although things may 
change. 



Of course, no garden is ever finished; and our loyal and enthusiastic 
volunteers are essential for keeping the garden looking good. 



Three or four volunteers take turns to tend the garden every week 
throughout the year. 



For major planting in the garden we organize work days when all volunteers are 
invited for a morning of group gardening, followed by a picnic lunch in the garden. 
This has proved a fun way to meet other members, and also learn about plant care. 



At this point, we heard from several sources that the Radiation/Oncology 
Center was in desperate need of help. Plans for landscaping this area at the 
entrance had been abandoned for several years due to lack of funds.    



Patients arriving at the 
Center, or waiting for 
treatment, were faced 
with this depressing sight 
of an abandoned lot.  It 
was not a good message 
for patients. 

We reckoned our funds 
were sufficient to help 
with something simple.  



We cleared the space, and planned for a contemporary Asian style garden that would 
ideally include some boulders, gravel and a Japanese black pine.  Such trees can cost 
thousands; and we realized that installing these elements could be difficult. 



Boulders can be costly and heavy to transport. 



They are not something you can bring back in your car!  However, one of the 
recommended contractors, A.J. Criss Industries, happened to have worked for me, and 
when I told him what our club was doing, he offered to help us with the installation 
free of charge. 



A key element was to be a large bonsai tree.  The Japanese Friendship Garden 
steered us to Akita Bonsai Nursery in Huntington Beach, which has five acres of 
mature, trained trees  of different varieties. When I told the owner, Masa 
Kawamura, who we were, and what we were doing, he said “I will donate all 
your plants 100 %!  Masa is a designer and an artist, and offered to help us with 
the layout!   



 

In conclusion, our committee feels honored to 
work on this rewarding project; and we thank 
you all - Donors and Gardeners - for your part in 
this! 
 
 

Follow Up 
 
The installation of the garden at the Radiation/Oncology Center 
took place at the end of March 2015.  It has been named 

The Serenity Garden 
The following slides show the installation. 

 



Landscape artist, Masa Kawamura, checks the placement of the bonsai olive 
tree he donated, along with boulders and stepping stones. 



Following this PowerPoint presentation at the February club meeting, where I 
described our plans for a Japanese style garden, one of our members 
generously offered us a large Japanese lantern.   Here it is being assembled.   



A.J. Criss Industries 
delivered the rocks, 
brought in a bobcat to 
move the heavy material, 
and provided a crew to 
carry out the installation. 



Carefully selected boulders and stepping stones were placed to emphasize 
the focal point of tree and lantern. 



 

This beautiful Serenity Garden 

Was made possible by: 

 

A.J.Criss Industries 

Akita Bonsai Nursery 

Kellermyer Bergensons Services 

Village Garden Club of La Jolla 

A plaque at the 
entrance now reads: 



The finished garden – simple and calming 

The Serenity Garden  



If you would like to help us maintain these 
gardens at Moores Cancer Center, a donation 
of any amount would be very helpful.  Make 
checks payable to VGCLJ, and send to:  
 
The Village Garden Club of La Jolla 
 Attn: Treasurer 
 1140 Wall Street, P.O. Box 783 
  La Jolla, Ca. 92038-7033 
   
Be sure to include your name and address.  
 
 Your tax-deductible donation will help us keep 
the garden thriving and colorful, and be greatly 
appreciated by patients, families and staff. 
  
 
  


