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Camp Harkness: A Very Special Place 

By Linda DeRusha,  
Master Gardener Class of 2015 

We are a small group of Master Gardeners 

and Advanced Master Gardeners who volunteer 

at Camp Harkness in Waterford every Wednes-

day morning. It is a state-owned facility for  

recreational use by people with special needs 

and their families. The camp, adjacent to  

Harkness State Park and its beautiful Beatrix  

Farrand-designed gardens, was donated to the 

State of Connecticut in 1950 by Mary Harkness 

to be used for the benefit of the handicapped.  There are cabins where campers 

stay in the summer, picnic tables, a beach, and playground  

equipment, all of it handicapped-accessible.  Guests enjoy many activities such  

as music, arts and crafts, and games, during their one- to two-week visits.   

The Camp Harkness Master Gardener program was started by Julia  

Griswold, Mary Smeraldi and others around 2000.  Mary donated the funds to 

build our greenhouse in 2000 and volunteers provided all the labor.   

We offer three activities for campers.  First, they create, with assistance if 

needed, beautiful, unique bouquets for the tables in the dining hall, using flowers 

we cut from our home gardens and from the gardens on-site, which we plant and 

maintain for everyone’s enjoyment.   

Another activity is potting up an array of interesting bedding plants (Coleus, 

Chenille plant, Dusty miller, Begonias and many others) into large pots. Campers 

group the plants in ways that please them, producing many fascinating and  

eye-catching arrangements.   

Last, we fertilize and water the finished masterpieces.   Everyone enjoys 

these creations during their stay, then take them home, either to keep for them-

selves, or to give as a gift for family or friends.   

The handicapped-accessible herb garden is another area the campers enjoy.  

As we talk about the various uses for the herbs (in cooking, as medicine, etc.), 

everyone gets to hold snippets of each to feel, smell, even taste. Campers try to 

guess what kinds of foods the smells remind them of. 



7 Connecticut Master Gardener Association   ——      Autumn, 2016 

In the winter, we grow plants in the greenhouse.  We start annuals,  

perennials, herbs, and some vegetables from both seed and cuttings, nurturing 

them through until Mother’s Day weekend.  While we hold back some of our 

“starts” to plant in the gardens on the grounds, the vast majority are then 

hauled over to the area where the Friends of Harkness hold their annual plant 

sale fund-raiser; our offerings are added to the plants the Friends have supplied 

from their own gardens.  A portion of the proceeds from this sale helps fund our 

programs. 

Once the plants are out of the greenhouse, we clean and reorganize it to 

get it ready for the next season.  Then we move outdoors: There is, of course, 

plenty of clean-up and weeding of the gardens!  There is also a small man-

made pond with a fountain, which we clean out and spruce up each spring.  We 

plant, fertilize, edge, water as needed, and mulch—all your usual spring chores!  

We beautify the cabin areas with pots and hanging baskets, as well as planting 

the window boxes each season. 

I love working at Camp Harkness and look forward to my time there each 

week.  There is such camaraderie among us, and I personally have never met a 

more dedicated group of individuals, most of whom have been making this 

commitment for 15 or more years.  I am privileged to work not only with the 

special needs clients, but this wonderful group of Master Gardeners. 

Camp Harkness Sensory Garden 
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