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ON 
 

HILL
CAREFULLY CRAFTED GARDEN SPACES HELP FAMILIES 

AT A CALIFORNIA CHILDREN’S HOSPICE
BY MARY PURPURA
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“For us, the patient isn’t just the 
child, it’s the whole family,” notes 
Ken Sommer, George Mark’s direc-
tor of advancement. “How can we 
make this experience a little softer 
and easier for all of them? We can’t 
change the outcome, but we can 
change the journey.”

Like the interior spaces, the 
landscape at George Mark has been 
designed to hold and nurture people 
at this very singular, very important 
moment in their lives. Private spaces 
surrounded by gardens allow parents 
with sick children to seek out quiet, 
peaceful replenishment. The gardens 
refresh and rejuvenate the young 
patients as well. 

arge feelings are sometimes 
so big that they must be 
taken outdoors. It’s simply 
difficult—or even impos-
sible—for inside spaces to 

contain them. Decision makers at 
George Mark Children’s House in 
San Leandro, Calif., have understood 
that since its founding in 2004 as the 
fi rst freestanding children’s hospice 
center in the United States.

Many George Mark patients, who 
can range in age from newborn to 
25 years, come here for end-of-life 
care. (There are also respite- and 
transitional-care programs.) The 
mission statement promises termi-
nally ill children and their families 

a peaceful place to say goodbye. 
Though staff  and equipment provide 
top-notch medical care to clients, 
nothing about the Children’s House 
says “institution.” 

Founder Kathy Hull had worked 
for years as a psychologist on pedi-
atric intensive-care units, where she 
became “frustrated with the undigni-
fied deaths that so many children 
experienced and their families had 
to endure.” Therefore the Children’s 
House is comfortable and inviting, 
homelike. Each child has his or her 
own beautifully decorated room, spa-
cious enough to comfortably accom-
modate parents and other family 
members, who are welcome to stay. 
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MARY PURPURA works as a writer and horticultural therapist in the San Francisco Bay Area. George Mark Children’s House is a nonprofi t that relies on dona-
tions to off er its services free to families. To learn more and donate, visit http://www.georgemark.org.

This page: Families at George Mark Children’s House regularly spot hummingbirds, like this Anna’s. They are drawn to the hospice’s gardens 
and its water feature, which delights children as well. Opposite: A recent expansion, Hummingbird Hill, facilitates more outdoor experiences. 
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“From the beginning, the plants 
we included offered a variety of 
scents, colors and textures that 
would capture the attention of our 
children and delight them,” says 
Linda Ashcraft-Hudak, George 
Mark’s CEO. And those sensory 
delights come year-round. Through-
out the seasons, purple smoke 
trees (Cotinus coggygria) explode 
in blossom, daylilies (Hemerocal-
lis) spring up in waves, lamb’s ears 
(Stachys byzantina) offer up their 
fuzzy leaves, impatiens sparkle in 
jewel tones and lavender (Lavandula 
angustifolia) scents the air.

HUMMINGBIRD HILL
Recently, George Mark’s commit-
ment to including plants, gardens and 
exposure to nature in the services 
offered to young patients and their 
families led to the development of a 
new 1.5-acre Restorative Garden. 

Dubbed Hummingbird Hill, this 
garden area offers a full outdoor 
kitchen and gathering space; a 
permanent water feature that reli-
ably attracts hummingbirds; an 
interactive musical installation; a 
fi re pit; and the garden centerpiece 
and backbone: a switchback path 
that wends through a patch of table 
grapes, fl owering plants, herbs, fruit 
trees and grasses to culminate in a 
sun-protected hilltop seating area 

with 270-degree views that stretch 
to San Francisco Bay and its sur-
rounds. More than 50 contractors 
donated time, energy, materials and 
expertise to realize the project.

Hummingbird Hill expands the 
experiences that staff can create 
for patients and their families as 
they navigate an end-of-life jour-
ney. Clearly motivated by love, staff  
members do all that they can to 
provide whatever will be nourishing 
and nurturing to those in their care. 
When possible, even special requests 
are met. 

For example, a couple whose baby 
had died at George Mark returned to 
the campus on the child’s birthday 
last year. 

“We are a no-alcohol campus, 
but these parents wanted to bring 
a bottle of wine to share while 
they remembered their child’s life 
together,” recalls Ashcraft-Hudak. 
“They found a peaceful spot on 
Hummingbird Hill, and spent the 
evening quietly commemorating 
their baby.”

“When a child dies in a hospi-
tal, parents don’t go back,” notes 
Sommer. “Our families return again 
and again because they felt—and 
feel—held and supported here.” 

Besides welcoming families back 
to remember their own child, George 
Mark’s garden spaces also host 

celebrations and memorial events 
that reunite the whole George Mark 
community. There’s Pumpkin Day in 
October, a family picnic in June and 
an annual Walk of Remembrance that 
happens around Dia de Los Muertos 
in November. During the Walk of 
Remembrance, families stroll the 
grounds while a staff  member uses 
plant materials to create a large man-
dala outside the memorial sanctuary. 
Additional plant pieces are made 
available to family members so they 
can add to the mandala, making it 
a beautiful, ephemeral community 
commemorative. 

On the second Sunday of Decem-
ber, the community marks World-
wide Candle Lighting Day, an inter-
national remembrance of children 
who have passed away. On this day, 
at 7 p.m. in each time zone candles 
are lit to recall these too-short lives, 
creating a wave of light around the 
globe. George Mark’s event includes 
a ceremony in the Sanctuary, during 
which the name of every George 
Mark child who has died is read 
aloud. Then the community gathers 
outside around a mature pepper tree 
(Schinus molle) for music and a tree 
lighting.
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Left to right: Plants have been selected 
to engage the senses, from the beauty 
of smokebush and the soft feel of lamb’s 
ear to the fragrance of lavender and the 
taste of table grapes. Bottom: During 
the annual Walk of Remembrance, staff 
and families create a mandala out of 
plant pieces picked from the gardens.
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OUTSIDE TIME
Based on a detailed survey with each 
family, Kyle Amsler, George Mark’s 
Child Life Specialist, creates an indi-
vidualized activity and therapeutic 
program that takes into account that 
patient’s likes and dislikes. 

“The size of the house—we’re an 
eight-bed facility—was very inten-
tional,” says Amsler. “Our goal is 
to make each patient’s day the best 

Left: Throughout the campus, wheelchair-
accessible paths meander through sheltering 
mature landscaping. Below: Whimsical 
artworks punctuate the grounds.
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out the day,” recalls Peter Eliassen, 
Lars’s father. The Eliassens enjoyed 
daily walks on the grounds. 

“There were hummingbirds right 
in front of the water fountain, and 
that really fascinated Lars. You could 
see him moving his head around, 
tracking the [birds’] rapid move-
ments,” Eliassen remembers. He says 
that every day “we would go back 
to that spot to watch the humming-
birds. It created a great memory for 
us. Since then, whenever we see 
hummingbirds, we believe we’re 
seeing our son.”

He continues: “It happened to 
me yesterday. I was out on a walk 
and I saw a hummingbird and he 
stopped on a tree nearby. He didn’t 
fl y away right away as most do when 
you get close. I stopped and talked 
to the hummingbird, as if he were 
my son, and that all comes from our 
experiences here.” 

The family has returned to 
the Children’s House to take part 
in many events, which Eliassen 
says “really bring us back to those 
surprisingly very happy and joyful 
experiences of our time with Lars. 
One wouldn’t expect there would be 
joy coming from these memories, but 
there’s quite a bit.”

Every bereaved family at George 
Mark is invited to create a tile for 
the garden’s Memorial Wall, which 
celebrates and commemorates each 
child’s life. The Eliassen family made 
one for Lars with a hummingbird 
on it. 

day possible for them. You can’t do 
that when you’re a big facility and 
staff -to-patient ratio gets high.”

Amsler considers the varied 
and ample natural space at George 
Mark—from the quiet niches for 
private remembrance to the public 
spaces for celebration—essential, 
especially considering that many 
of George Mark’s families have low 
or very low income, and many are 
apartment dwellers. 

“For parents whose children have 
multiple disabilities and no yard of 
their own, getting outside can be 
diffi  cult and uncomfortable,” Amsler 
says. “They can enjoy the privacy and 
acceptance of the outdoor spaces 
at George Mark. No one stares at 
their child or makes them feel self-
conscious. Our trails are wheelchair 
friendly. Everyone should have free 
access to the healing and peaceful-
ness of nature. We offer that.” 
(Families don’t pay a penny for any of 
the remarkable services that George 
Mark off ers.)

For medically fragile children 
who have often spent so much time 
indoors in clinics and intensive-care 
units, being outdoors, in the embrace 

of the sun and the wind, with birds 
and butterfl ies to watch and wonder 
at, is in itself healing. But George 
Mark goes further: Patients enjoy 
art experiences, music therapy, visits 
from animals as diverse as camels 
and sloths, hydrotherapy and hor-
ticultural therapy. All of the thera-
peutic interventions are proven to 
reduce pain and lower stress levels. 
And, of course, to delight children.

Amsler recounts that  many 
families who stay at George Mark 
for end-of-life care have special or 
profound experiences with animals 
during their stay. It may be ladybugs 
or hummingbirds or deer, but after a 
child’s death—and Amsler says this is 
especially true for families that have 
lost infants—parents often see those 
animals as the embodiment of their 
child or their child’s spirit, or even 
the child themself come back to visit.

The Eliassen family brought their 
infant son, Lars, to George Mark for 
end-of-life care in May 2012. Lars’ 
fi rst two weeks of life had been spent 
in the hospital. “[Being at George 
Mark, we had] our first chance to 
hold our son�…�to sleep next to our 
son and to take care of him through-

Left: One of the peaceful spots where 
families can sit and reflect. Top: The Eliassen 
family’s memorial tile for Lars, with whom 
they made happy memories at George Mark.
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