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Dear Friends,

I have never been so struck by the power of 
a community as I was on our grand opening 
day, October 4, 2019. Over 600 people 
attended, and every media outlet was there. 
This project has been designed, supported, 
marketed, shared and built by the community. 
I am amazed at the numbers of people who 
support this project, and by our Believers. 
Without supporters like Emil and Nancy 
Graeser, George Duthie, Sam Shine and Ellen 
Leslie, we would be on a slower track. Instead, 
we are pressing forward.

As we relish in our accomplishments and recent successes, we are also 
setting our sights on what’s next. With Ellen Leslie’s gift, we have raised $16 
mil. Her gift will allow us to finish Phase 1, which will include the Beargrass 
Creek Pathway, the fountain in the plaza, and the classroom, greenhouse 
and workshop.

What comes after Phase 1? Obviously we will begin to consider Phase 2 and 
start to get construction estimates for the Children’s Garden and Visitors 
Center. Phase 2 will be more expensive than Phase 1, so community support 
is crucial. By the way, naming rights are still available on those Phase 1 items.

In addition, the opportunity has presented itself to 
begin planning for the Japanese Garden, originally 
slated for Phase 3. The Graeser family has made a 
commitment toward the Japanese Garden which 
allows us to begin this process. In addition, another 
supporter has donated their Bonsai collection, which 
will be included in the Japanese Garden.

To begin our investigation into developing a Japanese Garden, we brought 
world-renowned Japanese Garden designer, Shiro Nakane, to Louisville on 
Sept. 11. We have signed a Letter of Intent to work with Mr. Nakane, and 
Perkins+Will, on the design of this garden. More details will be coming soon.

Thank you for all you do to support the gardens so that we can continue 
developing this amazing cultural asset for the community. Whether you 
attend our events, volunteer, talk about us to your friends, or donate, we 
thank you.

Warmly,

OUR VISION
To create a botanical

garden and conservatory  

of extraordinary beauty that

engages, enlightens, and

inspires people about

plants and nature.
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Remembering Ellen Leslie
BY BOB HILL

Ellen Leslie’s friends and neighbors 

all agreed she was a very strong, 

independent and hard-working woman 

with a fun if not occasionally risqué sense 

of humor. She was very approachable, 

would be as direct with people as the 

occasion required and loved her animals 

and gardens “much more than most 

humans she knew,” as was written in her 

Courier-Journal obituary.

There was also her very private and 

generous side revealed in her will after 

she died at age 87 leaving the Waterfront 

Botanical Gardens more than $5 million.

 “We had no idea it was coming,” said 

Waterfront Botanical Gardens President 

Kasey Maier.

Nor did Leslie’s neighbor and friend 

Marilyn Taylor. Taylor first met Leslie 

about 35 years ago, the day before Leslie 

was to have her vocal cords removed – 

the result of smoking-induced cancer 

that left her speaking through an air 

passage in her throat for the rest of 

her life. Through sun exposure, she also 

developed various forms of skin cancer.

Leslie, an only child who was briefly 

married, was the long-time owner of the 

nearby Vine Crest Kennels, a popular, 

well- worn facility she would donate in 

2016 to what became GRRAND Central 

Station Kennel for rescued dogs.

Her father was Fred Bruce Tetzel, a 

former vice-president of sales at Louisville 

Gas & Electric who died in 1985 at age 87. 

Her mother, Helen Downing Tetzel, who 

lived with her daughter for a time, died 

in 2006 at age 98. The only other family 

members at the time of Leslie’s death 

were a niece and great niece.

Taylor said the Tetzel family had LG&E 

stock when the shareholders were forced 

to sell in June 2000 but beyond that she 

had no idea about the family’s income or 

holdings, and Ellen never talked about it:

“All I know is she worked for a printer 

downtown for many years and once  

lived in the Highlands, rode her bike, 

walked her dogs and talked to people  

all the time.”



“She just loved flowers and animals, her 

yard and her ponds, and every time we 

went somewhere she would meet people 

who kept their dogs at her kennel. She 

would never remember their names, but 

she would always remember the names 

of their pets.”

Ellen Leslie  loved to shop for plants and 

yard art. She purchased ornamental trees 

she could barely get out of her car. She 

rarely traveled, not wanting to leave her 

kennel. She would sleep with her three 

beloved cocker spaniels, Lucy, Tony and 

Oliver – each a rescue dog. 

She added two pet goats and ducks to 

her menagerie and had a pet rabbit she 

somehow managed to house train. 

She was a tall, stately woman with an 

infectious smile, her eyes surrounded by 

large-framed glasses, her hair turning a 

bright silver as she aged. Her hands were 

large and strong, the hands of a gardener. 

Her cancer spread and worsened in later 

years, but even then she preferred to 

do her garden work herself, placing the 

heavy metal oxygen tank required to 

keep her breathing in a cart, pulling it 

behind her in the garden, or rigging it up 

behind her riding lawnmower.  “In the last 

year, or so,” said Taylor, “she had to be on 

oxygen all the time. When we went to the 

doctor’s office, we took two extra tanks.”

Although she had no known contact 

with anyone on staff at the 23-acre 

Waterfront Botanical Gardens, Taylor said 

Leslie had been following its progress. 

Several times they drove to River Road 

and Frankfort Avenue to look at the site. 

They never drove up the new road at its 

entrance to see the now open Graeser 

Family Education Center at the top. “She 

couldn’t wait to go down there and see 

it,” said Taylor. “She loved the whole idea.”

Terry Knauer, owner of Economy Aquatic 

Gardens on Preston Highway, said he 

and his father began building ponds and 

waterfalls for Leslie about 30 years ago.  

“She had this love of people and love of 

animals, even down to the fish and all the 

other things that go with fishponds from 

the birds to the butterflies to the frogs,” 

said Knauer.

He told a funny story only someone with 

a working friendship with a client could 

tell. He explained that Leslie could only 

audibly talk by putting a thumb over the 

hole in her windpipe.

Knauer was standing in her fishpond one 

day doing some stonework. Leslie was 

sitting on shore next to him correcting 

every stone he put down. 

After about a half-hour of constant 

correcting, Knauer picked up two stones 

and handed them to Leslie:

“Hey, Miss Leslie,” he said, “can you do  

me a favor?”

“Yeah, what do you need honey?” Leslie 

answered. “I’ll do anything.”

“Can you hold these two rocks?”  

asked Knauer.

Leslie held the rocks until she figured out 

there was no way she could do so and 

offer further rock placement advice at the 

same time. The two laughed about that 

for years afterward.

After Leslie’s mother died she had her 

old house near the kennel torn down and 

built a new one on the lot next door, with 

Economy Aquatic Gardens creating a new 

koi pond there. Leslie would haul fish, 

rabbit, duck, goat and dog food home in 

a well-worn Chevy Blazer.

“It would be so full of supplies you 

wouldn’t even know how she drove it,” 

said Knauer. “I mean she was tough  

as nails.”

Leslie’s three Cocker Spaniels are now  

in the temporary custody of Allen  

Gerlach of New Albany. He  went to  

work for Leslie at Vine Crest Kennels  

soon after his graduation from North  

Oldham High School.

Beginning at 6 a.m., Leslie and Gerlach 

would clean all recent deposits from 40 

to 60 dog kennels, along with feeding 

and watering. The two would do a lot of 

the needed kennel repair themselves, 

hammering up replacement boards and 

putting up fencing as required.

“She was very adamant,” said Gerlach, 

now kennel supervisor for Jefferson 

County Animal Control, “on finding a way 

to fix things herself. She did not want to 

spend money on anything.

“Her business wasn’t really updated. I 

tried to beg her to do the Facebook thing 

and do some marketing, but she was 

really wanting to keep it as it was.”

Gerlach said Leslie never complained 

about her health and still wanted to 

work in her yard even as a developing 

pneumonia kept her inside. She died in 

her home on June 22 and was buried 

on June 28 in the family plot in Cave Hill 

Cemetery. As requested, there were no 

funeral services and no family or friends 

at the gravesite .

Leslie’s gift to Waterfront Botanical 

Gardens will allow the gardens to finish 

phase one of an estimated three-phase, 

$63 million total project cost. Waterfront 

Botanical Gardens President Kasey Maier 

said she first heard about Leslie’s gift 

from a phone call.   “We had surprise, 

amazement and tears,” she said. “

It was hard to believe at first, but once 

we got to know Ellen through others, it 

was easier to understand. It appears she 

was a strong woman who loved gardens 

and dogs. She knew her own mind, and 

somewhere along the way she was made 

aware of our project and had decided 

that was where her gifts should go.”

Leslie will long be remembered at 

Waterfront Botanical Gardens.



Capriccio
SCULPTURE BY ROWLAND JONES
Capriccio is a bronze sculpture by local artist, Rowland Jones. 
It was installed in September and unveiled on Oct. 1, 2019. The 
sculpture was commissioned by Waterfront Botanical Gardens 
supporter, Patricia Sullivan, who believes that art in the garden 
is an important element. She commissioned the piece in 2017, 
and worked with Rowland on the concept of a girl chasing 
a butterfly. The sculpture is a misting fountain that now sits 
in the Pollinator Garden, attracting bees, birds and monarch 
butterflies that come through Louisville on their annual 
migratory path from Canada to Mexico.

Mrs. Sullivan decided on the name of the sculpture, Capriccio, 
which means “a lively piece of music, typically one that is 
short and free in form.” She felt that this term explained the 
sculpture perfectly, and invites energy and life into the garden. 
Capriccio music was played at the Oct. 1 unveiling.

Allison Whitehouse
Volunteer Manager

Volunteer Update
Another year at WBG has come and gone 
and what a year it has been! 2019 has 
seen rapid growth in every direction, and 
the volunteer world is no exception. For a 
long time, our needs were concentrated 
primarily in outreach, events, and 
generating excitement about the project. 
While those needs will continue to exist, 
with the addition this year of the satellite 
gardens at the Avish Estate and all the 
new plantings on the WBG site itself, 
opportunities for the green thumbs out 
there will only continue to grow as we do.

We hosted our annual Volunteer 
Appreciation Night on Monday, September 
16th for the first time in the Graeser Family 
Education Center. About 100 of our 
volunteers were in attendance for food, 
door prizes, and (for many of them) a 
chance to admire their essential handiwork 
out in the gardens of Phase I. The annual 
Dot Wade Volunteer of the Year Award 
was presented to resident superstar and, 
at this point, honorary WBG staff member, 
Ned Price. The Cultivator Volunteer of 
the Year Award is presented to a young 
professional who goes above and beyond 
in service of WBG, and that went to John 
Haley, the 2017 President and current Vice 
President of the Cultivators Council.

The gardens 
are finally open...

...but our work has 
just begun

give today at  
waterfrontgardens.org/support



As we continue to grow, more and more individuals are becoming aware 
of the Waterfront Botanical Gardens and have indicated that the Gardens 
are included in their estate plan. These patrons understand the importance 
of the Gardens and their gifts come from a deep care for the future 
development of the Waterfront Botanical Gardens. 

We received our first bequest in 2001 when Helen Harrigan left a sizable gift 
to “build a botanical garden and conservatory” in Louisville. Her legacy will 
ensure that her vision becomes a reality.
 
Since Helen’s bequest, many of our supporters have pledged lasting gifts 
to the Gardens. We thank Emil and Nancy Graeser for their noteworthy 
contribution. Their gift made it possible for us to move forward with the 
Graeser Family Education Center. Our most recent bequest, from Ellen Leslie, 
will allow us to complete Phase 1, so that we can begin to focus on Phase 2 of 
the Gardens. 

These legacy gifts are crucial to the longevity of the Waterfront Botanical 
Gardens. You, too, can make an impact by joining our Legacy Society. If the 
Gardens are included in your estate plan, please let us know so we can thank 
you and invite you to Legacy Society events. I hope that you will consider 
leaving a gift that keeps on growing. Please do not hesitate to contact 
me directly if you have any questions: Elizabeth Chandler, echandler@
waterfrontgardens.org or 502-767-0531. 

Elizabeth Chandler
Development Manager

Give the Gift that 
Keeps on Growing
JOIN OUR LEGACY SOCIETY

The month of September was also when 
our inaugural “Garden Guide” training 
sessions took place. A new volunteer 
offering, the WBG Garden Guides are the 
friendly faces who help us receive our 
new guests, answer their questions, and 
show them around the grounds. nearly 
60 volunteers participated in the full 

course and work alternating dates and 
times now that we’re open to the public. 
If you’re interested in becoming a  
Garden Guide, the trainings will be 
offered roughly quarterly, with the  
next sessions slated for late January  
and February 2020.

If you’re interested in volunteering 
with us in any capacity, head on over to 
www.waterfrontgardens.org/support/
volunteer and fill out an interest form so 
we can get you on board!

To make a donation, please use the 
enclosed envelope, call Elizabeth 
Chandler at 502-276-5404, or visit:  
waterfrontgardens.org/support

mailto:echandler@waterfrontgardens.org
mailto:echandler@waterfrontgardens.org


earthworms for their role in improving our garden 
soils, they are much more at the top of the food 
chain. We are oblivious to the tremendous work of 
bacteria, fungi, nematodes, algae and protozoa have 
in making soil much more hospitable to plants. But 
their success – and that of our new garden plantings 
-- depends on organic matter.

Months of construction left many areas of the site 
devoid of organic matter and increased compacted 
soils. Arguably, the soils were dead, or perhaps better 
described as non-functional. In order to boost our 
garden soils’ health, decompaction efforts began 
while simultaneously adding organic matter into the 
top 24 inches of soil. Once the soils were aerated and 
mixed with compost, their water-holding capacities 

Within seconds of bringing the first flowering 
plants from the nursery to the botanical garden 
site, carpenter and bumble bees were in frantic 
abundance around the Graeser building. Once 
mulch was placed atop the soil and plants this fall, 
centipedes, ants, beetles and other insect larvae were 
seen. While we may more quickly associate birds, 
bees and butterflies as the animal life and perennials 
and trees as the plant life that accompanies the new 
botanical gardens, I’d like to call attention to the 
billions of other life forms we strive to bring back and 
sustain: soil micro-organisms. 

Soil is a living ecosystem comprising innumerable 
micro-fauna and micro-flora as well as more simple 
multicellular organisms. While we all champion 

Just Scratching
the Surface...
of Whats Under Our Feet
BY JAMIE BURGHARDT



and soil particles. The fungi produce a product called 
glomalin, which is often called the ‘superglue of the 
soil.’  Fungi transport water and nutrients all across 
their hyphae to any and all associated plant roots. Or, 
the fungi improve the roots’ capacity to absorb water 
from the surrounding soil.

As in the case of the life cycle above ground, in which 
there is a food chain of bigger critters preying on 
the smaller ones, the same exists in the soil.  While 
tiny bacteria and fungi grow, they eventually die and 
release their nutrients into the soil for plants to utilize. 
Nematodes, amoeba and protozoa will eat bacteria 

and fungi, and those creatures are then preyed on by 
mites, clear-body worms and hexapods. Eventually, 
the food chain reveals more familiar life such as 
snails, slugs, spiders, maggots, ants, earthworms and 
birds. As the creatures eventually die, their organic 
compounds and an array of over 40 nutrients directly 
enrich the soil – all in close proximity to the plants we 
want to prosper.

As we anticipate the first full growing season at 
the botanical gardens in spring 2020, there will 
be much done to ensure that not only our young 
plants will prosper, but that the soil itself will be alive 
and healthy. Perhaps now you have a deepened 
appreciation of how compost, organic mulches and 
leftover garden debris after the fall frost all play huge 
parts in the health of plants months and years down 
the road. It’s all about those soil microbes that make 
plants prosper and sets botanical gardens atop a 
former city dump on a course for long-term success.

increased as did the oxygen levels in-between the 
pores among tiny soil particles. Not only did this new 
soil environment become more suitable for plant 
roots, it also boosted the potential for soil microbes 
to proliferate once again.

Over the past 25 years, and more intensely in the 
past five years, soil health as a science revealed the 
amazing and bigger-than-we-could-have-imagined 
world and biological relationships soil micro-
organisms have with plant roots. Boost and sustain a 
healthy population of soil microbes and your plants 
will be healthier. They will have better resilience to 
stresses such as drought, and be stronger to better 
fend off many diseases. The soil microbes also help 
make nutrients and water more readily available to 
plants, and the plants reward the microbes with an 
abundance of sugars and other carbon-rich materials. 
In fact, a plant may expend 30-40% of its food made 
from photosynthesis to keep a microbe-rich (and 
happy) population around its roots in the soil below. 
Depending on the chemical indicators released by 
the roots, a plant can attract or deter specific good 
and bad microbes from growing nearby.

Bacteria and fungi are the true workhorses in a 
healthy soil. They are the decomposers and nitrogen-
fixers. The bacteria release enzymes that can act 
on minerals to transform them into ions that a plant 
root can readily absorb. Fungi often create symbiotic 
relationships with roots – we were likely taught 
about the nitrogen-fixing fungi that form on legume 
roots. There are many, many more examples that are 
becoming known to us today with all the research in 
soil health science. As little as a generation ago, we 
had no idea that 80-90% of all land plants benefited 
from some form of soil-fungi relationship (and not 
just the legumes). More interestingly, among the 10-
20% that don’t rely on fungi include cabbage, kale, 
broccoli, beets and azaleas.

Some fungi actually create a matrix of threads (called 
hyphae) all across the topsoil horizon, forming a 
structured web among and in-between plant roots 

A teaspoon of soil contains 
more microbes than there 
are people on planet Earth.

Jan - June 2020 adult education 
calendar available on the website 
December 1 st
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not made by sitting  
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