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We were lucky to catch up with Collie Turner recently and have shared our conversation below.

Hi Collie, appreciate you sitting with us today to share your wisdom with our readers. So, let’s start
with resilience – where do you get your resilience from?
My parents divorced when I was very young. I watched my mother, who didn’t go to college, had no
savings and no car, learn how to keep the two of us  with a roof over our heads and food on the
table. Failure was never an option for her. Looking back, I don’t know how she did it, but in every
instance I never witnessed my mother not being strong. We moved around quite a bit in my early
years, I was in a new school almost every year until I was 8. That’s tough. I found myself constantly
in new environments, new friends, new teachers. I believe that those scenarios helped me develop
an ability to talk to anyone, because frankly, I had to. In my mother’s later years, she became an
environmental lobbyist. There were many land developers that didn’t like the work my mother was
doing, shedding a light on the negative environmental effects of strip mining, but she persisted. I
remember she and I meeting Erin Brockovich at a conference in Washington D.C one year. When we
got up to the front of the room, my mother introduced herself and Erin’s eyes lit up, “Risa! I’ve been
waiting for you!” Erin, slid a giant envelop across the table. I was thinking, “What’s happening
here? How does she know Erin and why am I just ;nding this out now?” Of course my mother knew
Erin Brockovich. She was working to right a wrong – an environmental wrong. I know if she were still
alive today, she’d be thrilled to see that I too have connected with very important issue and I’m
working to help create impact in the world.

Let’s take a small detour – maybe you can share a bit about yourself before we dive back into
some of the other questions we had for you?
In 2018, I founded a mental health organization that is free for Veterans called Heroic Gardens. We
use therapeutic horticulture to assist Veterans and their families with their own personal healing
path. It’s scientiWcally proven that working with plants can help a person reduce their blood
pressure, stress, depression, and anxiety, while increasing their self-esteem, physical strength, mood
and immune system.

I started this organization because I loved gardening and I wanted to help men and women coming
back from service with their yards. That’s it. It was a simple (and a little naive) offering, but I thought
it might be better than just writing a check to the VA. I’m the daughter and granddaughter of
Veterans, so the military and military service was always something that was part of my
fabric. I’ve experienced a lot of trauma in my life and I always turned to my garden to problem solve.
I never realized how good I felt once I had spent time in my garden, until I did. At the point that I
realized there might be an opportunity, I didn’t have the courage to start the organization. And I want
to tell everyone reading this, if you have an idea, just do it. Please. Don’t wait. If you are thinking
about it, ask yourself one question, ” What’s the worst thing that can happen?” and that might put
things in perspective. I waited. For about 5 years. And then, I lost my job, and asked myself that very
question. During year one of our existence, I’ll be honest, not one organization called us for our
services. The Veteran community is very tight knit, and I’m not a Veteran. But I stuck with it. I said
yes to every invitation, I continued to reach out to members of the Veteran community, and I read a
lot about the science of people and plants. I remember attending an event and all the other
nonproWts had marketing swag and materials. All I had was my laptop. And a dream. Imagine
people asking questions and I’m trying to explain conceptually what we do. My enthusiasm and
tenacity got me through year one. We got our big break in year two. We were invited to design the
landscape for a new Veteran housing facility for female Veterans – there would be 12 living there.
The project was di`cult. We didn’t have any funds, it was tough to get volunteers, we needed to rent
heavy machinery – I felt like we were tackling hurdle after hurdle, but our small team kept going.
And the positive signs were there: I was meeting new people that wanted to help, loved the concept
and like Ted Lasso, just Believed. They shared in my vision and joined me to help us grow. Now, as
we enter year 6, we offer 3 programs, have been able to serve over 700 Veterans in our community,
we’ve had over 280 volunteers participate and last year we served over 100 caregivers as well.
We’ve received a commendation from the Department of Veterans Affairs and we have a national
virtual program that extends from Philadelphia, PA to Hawaii! I like to think about us in 3-5
years: We’ll be in several cities across the country, bringing the positive message that plants and
gardening exude when they are given the opportunity to connect with a human being. We’ll set the
standard for measurement and hopefully inspire more programs like ours. Together, we can be a
beacon for Veterans and their families. Not everything has to be treated with a pill!

Looking back, what do you think were the three qualities, skills, or areas of knowledge that were
most impactful in your journey? What advice do you have for folks who are early in their journey in
terms of how they can best develop or improve on these?
I would say, learn to be humble, be empathetic/listen and learn how to sell.  When I started, I had
never even heard of therapeutic horticulture, and as a civilian, I didn’t have any business trying to tell
a Veteran how they felt. So, here’s what I did.

First, I attended nonproWt conferences as part of my listening tour. I listened to major funders talk
about why they turn down organizations, listened to other founders journeys and stories, and to also
learn about pain points, data hurdles and other challenges an organization may face. I also started
to network within the Veteran community. Anyone that would take a meeting with me, I’d meet.
Again, more listening and in a few instances, I was deWnitely given the cold shoulder. Upon meeting
me, a former POW said, “Are you sure you only service Veterans? I don’t like people lying to me.” It
hadn’t occurred to me that someone would misrepresent themselves!
Second, I went back to school to get my certiWcate in Horticultural Therapy. I learned about special
needs populations and how plants could create an impact, and I learned the plant basics. I cried
when I read the book, The Secret Life of Plants, primarily because it made me wake up to the fact
that we, as humans, should be way more on the level with the plant world than we choose to
be. Class also gave me an opportunity to dig into the veteran population. I chose female Veterans. It
was then that I read a staggering statistic, 1 in 3 women will experience military sexual trauma
(MST) during service. Compile this with the fact that women are now recognized in service to
handle combat, and may be juggling parental guilt with families at home. That’s a lot to carry,
especially when you return back to ‘civilianhood’. The reality is, there is no return. Anyone that has
served in our country’s military is never the same person that entered bootcamp. Our organization
listens to Veterans. We listen a lot. We celebrate them for who they are now. They matter. They
make this world a better place. If we can communicate that message through our organization, we
know we can help Veterans learn to be ok with who they are now. In turn, all we ask is that they stick
around, experience life, Wnd purpose. Everyone in the United States owes our freedom to these men
and women, we all should be helping them get back to whatever normal looks like for them.

Selling isn’t for everyone and it’s easy to get intimidated. But when you have passion and
authenticity, you learn how to resonate with people. Fact is, you’re going to have people say no and
walk away.  That’s ok. When I Wrst started, I was given a great piece of advice: “It’s not really no. It’s
just not now.” If you look at a ‘no’ in those terms, things come back around. Maybe not the way you
thought, but when they do and most likely it’s even better. Keep your head up, keep being grateful.

How can folks who want to work with you connect?
I Wrmly believe that the rising tide raises all ships. I get so much joy out of brainstorming with people
and companies around how we can create something together that serves the Veteran community.
We don’t have layers or politics in our organization. We’re just a bunch of people that care about
Veterans, mental health and the environment. I think often companies, may not see the initial Wt with
us, primarily because they don’t get what we do. That’s when I invite people in to bear witness and
volunteer with us. After that, forget it! They’re in! We like to coordinate with organizations that have
volunteers, or corporate social responsibility programs and would like to offer volunteer days to their
employees. For example, Toast Labs, Inc has been a multi-year sponsor of ours. They donate to
Heroic Gardens and their volunteers come out to tend to a vegetable garden in North Philadelphia
that belongs to a Veteran housing development. They built this with us, in an area that is a food
desert and now we’re entering year 4! We also partner with companies that might donate, plant or
plant materials, or anything related to gardening or horticulture. Last year we partnered with
Western Chief to provide Veterans and volunteers free garden boots! As we look to our national
program, I think there are opportunities for all different types of sponsors. Our program follows a
whole health model, so we talk about programming around aspects of a person like: Movement,
relationships, spirituality and nutrition. Sometimes, in a program we will grow a Pizza Gardens
(herbs and tomatoes). Imagine if we had a corporate sponsor that was pizza crust and mozzarella?
We’d send those coupons out and the Veteran could shop at their local store.  Last year, EDA
Contractors, Inc, built over 38 raised bed planters for our and gave the organization a donation. This
year, we’re partnering with a Yoga organization, a historic home in Philadelphia, a whole health
studio and social workers to create a special afternoon of mindfulness for Veterans and their
caregivers. Every year, it’s  different and frankly, that just lends itself to bigger and better
programming that we can offer the Veteran community.

I think, if you can dream a partnership, you make it work. People are put in our paths everyday. It’s
just a matter of making sure you see one another. If anyone is interested in partnering with us, let’s
do it! You can email me: collie@heroicgardens.org

Contact Info:

Website: www.heroicgardens.org
Instagram: @heroicgardens
Facebook: @heroicgardens
Linkedin: https://www.linkedin.com/company/heroicgardens
Twitter: @gardensheroic
Youtube: @heroicgardens7045
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