
Gardens with a Soul Purpose 

Only a few generations ago, two extraordinary women named Elizabeth lived and 
gardened just down the street from one another in Charlotte, North Carolina.  

Elizabeth Clarkson was not your garden-variety gardener. She developed her formal 
garden as a habitat for birds long before the horticultural concept of the garden as habitat 
existed.  Just 10 houses down on the same side of the street, lived Elizabeth Lawrence, 
one of America’s preeminent garden writers and author of A Southern Garden, the 
definitive book on Southern gardening.  This Elizabeth designed her garden as a plant 
laboratory in which she might grow some of everything that grows. 

 

  

            Elizabeth Clarkson               Elizabeth Lawrence 

Together, both Elizabeths made Ridgewood Avenue in Charlotte one of the most famous 
addresses in Southern garden history. What is most remarkable is that relative to the great 
gardens of America, these gardens are modest in size, though fully expressing the 
intentions and passions of the gifted gardeners who created them.  Over the years, they 
shared visitors to each other’s gardens, and like all serious gardeners, traded plants, 
knowledge, and inspiration. 

	 	

 

I want to be ever a child. 

I want to feel an eternal 
friendship for the 

raindrops, the flowers, the 
insects, the snowflakes. 

I want to be keenly 
interested in everything, 

with mind and muscle 
ever alert, forgetting my 

troubles in the next 
moment. 

-Toyohiko Kagawa 
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Student Environmental Education & Discovery (SEED) 

The purpose of the Student Environmental Education and 

Discovery (SEED) Wildlife Garden is to keep the dedicated vision of our garden creators 
alive by providing an additional place for visitor learning and enjoyment. The central 
focus is birdlife, seen as a marker of a healthy, diverse ecosystem of native plants and 
animals — especially small critters attractive to children. 

 

The gardens provide community outreach through the PEEPs (Preschool Environmental Education 
Program) initiative 

 

The redesigned Children’s Garden at Wing Haven provides a space for intensive 
production in raised beds. In-ground beds throughout the space include permanent 
edibles, including fruiting shrubs and trees. If desired, vertical gardens can be installed in 
these production plots as well. 
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The expanded SEED Wildlife Garden and Children’s Garden at Wing Haven are 
designed to support SEED preschool and K-12 education and other community-based 
education programs, including home schoolers and scouts, as well as to attract informal 
visits by the general public. For the entire project, settings include: 

● Entry Garden 

● Entrances 

● Bird and Wildlife Edible Garden 

● Natural, Looped Pathway 

● Natural Den 

● Water Pump with Dry Stream Bed and Rain Garden 

● Tree House/Bird Observatory 

● Storytelling Circle 

● Earth Play and Learning 

● Outdoor Classroom (Pavilion) 

● Bird-Feeding Station 

● Nature Play 

● Pollinator Garden 

● Green Tunnel 

● Ozone Garden 

● Gathering space 

● Chicken Garden 

● Raised Bed Gardening 

● Outdoor food preparation 

 

Project Process 

● Staff and members have talked about an expansion of our small Children’s Garden for 
about 7 years. The popularity of our programming and events demands a larger space; 
interest of our membership and the larger community demands more programming. 

● In 2015, Wing Haven engaged with N.C. State’s Natural Learning Initiative to design 
the new physical space and suggest program enhancements. The project included a 
community survey, stakeholder focus group, staff interviews, and children’s focus group. 
The result was a design schematic and summary report. 

● In 2016, Wing Haven interviewed landscape architects that have specifically worked in 
children’s garden design and selected Inspired Gardens, Inc. to become our partner in this 
project. Additionally, bids were given to local landscape construction firms and Edifice, 
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Inc. provided a solid bid on the structural pieces of the design (outdoor classroom and 
treehouse structure). 

● In 2016, our Education Coordinator met with Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools science 
coordinators, as well as worked with K-12 educators to determine which state science 
essential standards could be met with the implementation and installation of SEED. 

 

 

Physical Space and Project Elements 
 
OUTDOOR CLASSROOM & TREEHOUSE 

In the center of the SEED Wildlife Garden, 
visitors and program participants can enjoy a 
covered pavilion and outdoor classroom to 
engage in environmental education programs, 
camp activities, and workshops. This outdoor 
classroom includes child-size, mobile furniture 
for teaching, crafting, and hands-on 
experimentation, as well as ample storage for 
educational materials. The two-level 
Treehouse/Bird Observatory provides an 
overlook across the SEED Wildlife Garden 
and over the garden’s historic wall. 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                Figure 1 Treehouse Drawing 
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ACTIVITY CENTERS 
In addition to the Outdoor Classroom and Treehouse, a number of other Activity Centers 
make up the SEED Wildlife Garden and Children’s Garden: Natural Den, Green Tunnel, 
Water Pump and Dry Stream Bed, Storytelling Circle, Earth Play, Nature Play, Chicken 
Coop and Gardening, and Raised Bed Gardening.  
 
Natural Den  
A child-size den made of natural material sits just off a path and invites the child to  
crawl in. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
             

Green Tunnel 
A plant-covered, Green Tunnel offers an exciting, mysterious detour off the pathway – 
allowing young visitors to see the underside of plants and imagine they are a bug or a 
small critter burrowing 
in the ground.  
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Water Pump and Dry Stream Bed 
A hand pump with an underground reservoir is situated on a splash-pad of flagstones with 
gravel in-between, allowing the water to feed a shallow dry creek bed for play and 
observation. The dry creek bed terminates in a rain garden that provides educational 
opportunities to learn about sustainable water treatment. 
 
Storytelling Circle 
A storyteller’s bench overlooks stumps and logs for seating arranged to accommodate 20 
or more children. The circle is enclosed with plantings to provide a feeling of enclosure. 
 

Earth Play and Natural Play Areas  
Interacting with the surface of planet Earth is a fundamental 
first step to gaining an experiential understanding of human 
dependency on soil. Across the path from this ample space for 
digging and mucking in the mud, logs, stumps, and rocks set 
into the ground provide opportunities for balancing and 
scrambling. Natural loose parts provide for natural 
construction of forts and other play structures. Metal armature  

 
embedded in the ground 
creates a base for the child-
sized nest building with 
natural materials. Giant 
bird eggs add to the 
excitement and 
imagination. 
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Chicken Coop and Gardening  
The chicken garden provides a space for the children to 
interact with animals, teaching them about the role they 
play in sustainable garden practices. Fruit trees and 
planting beds provide additional treats for the chickens 
to snack on. 
 
Raised Bed Gardening 
Ten or more well-made, raised gardening beds anchor 
the children’s garden area, which also includes an 
outdoor kitchen with a sink and prep counters.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Seating, Covering  
At entryways and overlooking the raised beds, pergolas with edible and flowering vines 
providing shade. Comfortable seating with poetic inscriptions on their backs face the 
historical fountain and provide a place for families or groups to meet. A covered 
informational display board for garden communications sits at the entrance.  
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HARDSCAPES 
Brick pathways extended from the historic garden into the Children’s Garden provide 
clear walkways in and around the raised bed gardening and seating areas. An inscribed 
stone occupies the center of the gathering entry expressing a quote or poetry capturing the 
essence of the place, similar to those that Mrs. Clarkson thoughtfully placed around the 
garden. Strategically placed boulders allow children to climb and build upon in the 
Natural Play area. 
 
PUBLIC BATHROOM 
Upgrading and enhancing an existing bathroom outside of the Foundation Office, 
provides two bathroom stalls, including a handicap accessible stall, a changing table 
station, and a sink.  
 
DESIGN, BUILD, MAINTENANCE 
The current space requires a thorough and careful removal of 
existing natural debris, grading work, and landscape design.  
Additionally, upgrades to irrigation, plumbing, and electrical are 
necessary to support the Rain Garden, Water Pump and Dry Stream 
Bed, as well as the Outdoor Classroom. Signage for visitor benefit and educational 
purposes will be posted throughout the space. Paneling to protect the historic walls 
provide exhibit space displaying children’s creative work. Fencing and screening provide 
safety from work areas and privacy for neighbors.  
 
EDUCATION MATERIALS 

With the outdoor classroom, new educational materials such as 
microscopes, magnifying glasses, binoculars, nets, water quality 
testing kits, bug viewers, naturalist manipulative materials and the 
like fill the storage closets ready for use during programming. 
 
 
 
 
 

PLANT MATERIAL, BEDDING, PATHWAYS 
From the raised beds to the herb garden to the winding 

pathways to the Rain Garden to the 
Storytelling Circle to the Green 
Tunnel, a variety of plant material 
will anchor the garden. Plant 
material provides food and habitat 
for birds and wildlife, attracts 
butterflies, larval forms, and many 
other insects, and provides beauty 
and exploration for visitors.  
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ANNUAL MAINTENANCE & PROGRAM 
Daily, weekly, and seasonal maintenance of the landscape and activity centers, and 
supporting the programs through proper staff and volunteer support, is key to the success 
and sustainability of this bird and wildlife inspired educational space.   
 
 

 
Children learn water ecology  

Budget 

Wing Haven worked with Inspired Gardens, Inc., a landscape architect firm, and Edifice, 
Inc. to obtain physical space (hardscape and landscape) and structure (outdoor classroom 
and treehouse) costs. The estimated cost to construct the SEED Wildlife Garden, renovate 
the Children’s Garden at Wing Haven, and initial program costs total $250,000. The goal 
for a SEED endowment for the long-term support of the SEED Wildlife Garden and 
Children’s Garden programs is $1,000,000. Our total goal is to raise $1,250,000. 

Programming 

Current programs offered in the Children’s Garden at Wing Haven which often include 
Wing Haven Garden & Bird Sanctuary spaces, range from preschool outreach to large-
scale scouting events. Not including regular garden visitors, 1,275 students and children 
participated in our current offering last fiscal year (2015-16), which include: 

● Story Time & More: ages 0-10, nature-themed story and craft 

● Girl Scout Badge Days: grades K-8, badge workshops and tours 

● Children’s Tour Experiences: grades PreK-12, 90-minute bird habitat garden tour 
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 Children enjoy the Tulip Poplar Challenge at Wing Haven 

 

● Seasonal Family Events: ages 0-10, Harvest at the Haven, Holiday Trees for Wildlife, 
Great Backyard Bird Count, Backyard Gardening Workshop, Naturalist Egg Hunt 

● Camp Wing Haven: full-day, week-long summer camp sessions on birding, chickens, 
bugs, pond life, and gardening. 

 

Community Outreach 

In addition to the standard programs and events, Wing Haven provides an outreach 
program for at-risk preschool classrooms: Preschool Environmental Education Program 
(PEEPs). PEEPs is designed to educate preschool children through stories, classroom or 
outdoor activities, guided nature exploration, and a themed-snack. Each lesson covers one 
nature topic such as birds, worms, habitats, pond life, trees, etc. This program was borne 
out of the love Mrs. Elizabeth Clarkson had for sharing her garden, knowledge and 
passion with young visitors. It is a growing outreach program serving children from at-
risk preschools around Charlotte, last year welcoming over 200 students to the garden or 
through a satellite program each month. Currently, we reach 7 classrooms across 3 
preschools; a total of 175 students served. 

Anticipated changes in programming with the installation of the SEED Wildlife Garden 
and the redesigned Children’s Garden at Wing Haven would include: 

1. Enhancement of all existing programs and events listed above to allow for more 
participants and a richer, more in-depth experience 
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2. Accommodation of larger and more groups, possibly simultaneously, in an outdoor 
classroom, including PEEPs outreach 

3. Offering additional programming: 

a. PEEPs as a non-outreach program for any interested preschools 

b. “Applied Science Destination” for K-12 students. A variety of programs that 
cover the North Carolina Science Essential Standards* 

i. K-2 Physical Science (K.P.1, K.P.2,), Earth Science (K.E.1,1.E.2), and 
Life Science (K.L.1, 1.L.1, 1.L.2, 2.L.1, 2.L.2) standards 

ii. 3-5 Physical Science (5.P.2), Earth Science and Life Science (3.L.2, 
4.L.1, 4.L.2, 5.L.2) standards 

iii. 6-8 Physical Science (8.P.2), Earth Science (6.E.2, 7E.1. 8.E.1), and 
Life Science (6.L.1, 6.L.2, 7.L.2, 8.L.3, 8.L.5) standards 

iv. 9-12 Earth/Environmental Science (EEn.1.1, EEn.2.8.) standards 

c. Nature exploration as an extension of our Children’s Garden Tour experience 

d. Naturalist workshops to include but not limited to: 

i. Birding 101 

ii. Water ecology 

iii. Culinary 

iv. Horticulture 

v. Chicken farming 

vi. Botany 

vii. Pollination 

 *These standards meet basic requirements; our goal is to meet and exceed. 
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Learning Pond Ecology at Wing Haven 

 

 

 

 

 

While Charlotte’s green 
space is rapidly shrinking, 

the importance of Wing 
Haven keeps growing 


