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On a warm mid-July afternoon Steve Jones  
and Tara McDonough gazed at a plot of raised 
dirt-filled beds covered in green. Stepping among 
and around dense coverings of plants, they lifted 
leaves to reveal spaghetti squash, zucchini, 
radishes, peppers, and other garden bounty.

“I’m shocked to see the peppers coming in like 
this already,” Jones said, looking at a group 

of dangling Anaheims. Nearby, pinwheels 
McDonough had installed to discourage garden-
raiding rabbits spun in the light breeze. 

“They got the green beans,” Jones said 
disgustedly. “We had to rip that part out and 
start over, but it’s early enough for another crop.”

Similar exchanges between backyard gardeners 
take place every summer in neighborhoods 
around the country, but the location for this one 
was a bit more surprising: a corner of the 

grounds of the Center for Dependency, Addiction 
and Rehabilitation (CeDAR) at University of 
Colorado Hospital. 

McDonough, a sous chef for the hospital’s 
Food and Nutrition Services (FNS), harvests 
the bounty from the gardens, put in late last 
spring by members of the groundskeeping crew, 
including supervisor Jones. She sautés the fresh 
vegetables, tosses them in salads, and includes 
them in other dishes served to CeDAR patients.

“My goal was to have an option for using 
healthy, sustainable, local ingredients in our 
meals,” McDonough said. “Now I can just walk 
out and get the stuff we need.”

Lay of the land. The idea for a garden sprouted 
in May when Jones looked over an area at the 
south end of CeDAR’s grounds that needed 
horticultural help. After removing a couple of 
diseased pines, the groundskeepers pondered 
what to do next.

“We were going to kill the weeds, plow 
everything under, and start over,” Jones said. 

“I was just expecting a flower bed,”  
McDonough added.

Enter Russell Jones (no relation to Steve), a 
groundskeeper and dedicated gardener. Watching 
Steve Jones and colleague Daniel Spillmann 
clear out “about a hundred years of pine 

Food and Nutrition Services sous chef Tara McDonough 
holds a spaghetti squash, an example of the yield from 

this summer’s CeDAR garden.
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needles,” Russell suggested putting in raised boxes and planting 
seeds for a garden. McDonough got the okay from FNS Director 
Victoria Franklin, RD, and FNS Manager David Snapp, checked 
with the Tri-County Health Department to make sure FNS met all 
requirements for serving food from the garden to patients, and the 
idea germinated.

Idea takes root. The garden quickly took shape. Working with 
Justin Phillips of the grounds crew, Russell Jones built the beds, 
hauled in some 15 yards of soil, purchased seeds, and planted 
varieties of squash, peppers, tomatoes, beans, peas, turnips, 
carrots, beets, onions, and pumpkins. All have thrived except the 
rabbit-ravaged beans. 

“That’s about all they’ve messed with,” Russell Jones said. He 
briefly thought about building a fence, but discarded the plan. “It 
won’t help for very long. They’ll find their way through.”

In planting the gardens, Russell Jones is doing what comes 
naturally. The son of a brick mason, he grew up in north Denver 
near the site of the old Elitch Gardens. A big garden was more 
necessity than luxury, as work for his father dried up when the 
weather got too cold to lay bricks. His mother and grandmother 
canned much of the garden harvest to make sure food was on hand 
for the lean times.

He’s carried on the gardening tradition at his own home, although 
he says he does it mainly to give what he grows to others. His 
green thumb is now helping McDonough fulfill her goal of putting 
fresh food on the plates of CeDAR patients.

Executive Chef Phil Stinar said FNS uses locally grown items 
whenever possible, although it’s challenging to do so on an 
institution-wide scale. But McDonough’s idea is perfectly suited  
to the self-contained world of CeDAR, he added.

“The garden can support the smaller guest base,” Stinar said.

Sautéed zucchini and radish salad are among the dishes  
McDonough prepares with fresh fare from the garden.

A basket holds some of the garden’s bounty.

Groundskeeping Supervisor Steve Jones, McDonough (center),  
and an FNS worker check the CeDAR crop on a mid-July afternoon.

Jones and McDonough look over a radish plucked from the garden ground.
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It’s just a simple garden, but a close look shows its roots run deep. 
Steve Millette, CeDAR’s executive director, said patients in the 
women’s primary and extended care programs have the option of 
working in the garden as part of their process of recovery. The work 
helps them to rediscover the value of service, find calm in periods 
of emotional unrest, and derive healthy satisfaction through 
creative work.

“The work is a metaphor for self-care and spiritual connection through 
the practice of caring and nurturing,” Millette said in an email.

For Franklin, the garden fits in with her management philosophy: 
encourage staff to participate in decision making in the workplace. 
McDonough did just that.

“The best ideas often come from front-line people,” she said. “It’s 
all about empowerment.”  

– Tyler Smith. Smith is editor of the UCH Insider. To contact him or 
to comment on this story, email tyler.smith@uchealth.org or  
uch-insiderfeedback@uchealth.org.
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McDonough checks an acorn squash that soon will  
wind up on the plates of CeDAR patients.
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