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N ear the turn of the previous century, the Coffea 
plant began to play what would become a 

pivotal role in Tennessee horticulture. In the decades 
since, no one could have fathomed how the enticing 
aroma of its berries’ seeds could birth a place in the 
heart of Nashville cherished by hundreds of 
thousands: Cheekwood.
Shining as a beacon of history and horticulture, 
Cheekwood sits nestled amid the lushness of 
Nashville’s rolling hills. As a landmark renowned for 
its distinctive beauty, historical significance and 
excellence in art and horticulture, the renowned 
grounds were voted among the 10 Best Public 
Gardens in the U.S. by readers of USA Today Travel.  
Spanning 55 total acres with over 175,000 annual 
visitors, the horticultural destination is home to not 
only expansive gardens and a 30,000-square-foot 
art museum, but a menagerie of events and public 
programs that add to the already-rich fabric of the 
local community. But how did all of this come from 
one little coffee bean?

FILLED TO THE BRIM WITH HISTORY
It all began with 100 acres of woods purchased by 
the Cheek family. 
As one of Nashville’s earliest entrepreneurial families, 
the Cheeks’ original legacy began in the wholesale 
grocery business when Christopher T. Creek moved 
to Nashville in the 1880s to found a firm which his 
son, Leslie, later joined as partner. As the Cheeks’ 
business grew, so did that of the elder Cheek’s cousin 
Joel, who’d coincidentally been perfecting his blend 
of coffee which was then marketed by Nashville’s 
own prestigious Maxwell House Hotel. Fast forward 
to Postum’s (now General Foods) purchase of 
Maxwell House’s parent enterprise, Cheek-Neal 
Coffee, which netted enough for the family to buy 
100 acres of untouched woodland property in West 
Nashville, where their country estate designed by 
famed landscape and structural architect Bryant 
Fleming would stand. Fleming’s masterpiece 
reminiscent of 18th-century grand English houses 
and formal gardens would later be passed down to 
Christopher Cheek’s granddaughter, Huldah, in 

1943, who later offered it as a site for a public 
botanical garden and art museum in the 1950s. 
Legions of clubs, societies and civic groups came 
together to turn the grounds into the gem it is today, 
among them the Nashville Museum of Art, which 
donated permanent collections and proceeds from 
the sale of its own building to the monumental 
effort. In 1960, Huldah Cheek Sharp’s incredible gift 
then became one to the rest of the world. 

WHAT LIES WITHIN
Upholding its reputation as “one of the finest 
examples of an American Country Place Era estate in 
the nation”, Cheekwood built upon the original 
Cheek gardens’ pools, fountains, statuary, extensive 
boxwood plantings and expansive views of the lush 
Tennessee hills. Now, the grounds encompass a 
Japanese garden, herb garden, two perennial 
gardens, a color garden, water garden, seasons 
garden and an award-winning wildflower garden, 
each showcasing a specialized plant grouping or 
garden style. Nowhere is the vibrant nature of spring 
more present than the color-splashed Robertson 

Ellis Color Garden, where avenues of crepe myrtle 
beckon your steps toward sweeping curves of 
colorful flowers and distant hillside views. Annuals, 
perennials, and tropicals dance intrepidly along a 
path touting eight curved arches with flowering 
vines that culminates with an ending fellow lovers of 
color can appreciate, at a giant urn overflowing with 
enrapturing hues. Cheekwood’s Herb Study Garden 
gives visitors the opportunity to learn the history 
and uses of herbal plants grown in Middle Tennessee, 
while the Japanese Garden, Shomu-en (also known 
as the pine-mist garden) offers a respite of quiet 
meditation from the outside world and teases 
tranquility into the mind with its dark bamboo forest 
and bodies of water symbolized by raked gravel.
Carell Woodland Sculpture Trail, a distinctive 
experience melding art and nature inextricably, 
features contemporary sculpture by internationally 
acclaimed artists mingling with reclaimed. Among 
the eastern red cedar and black cherry, unique works 
like Glass Bridge by Siah Armajani are interspersed. 
Glass Bridge allows guests to pass through a 
recreation of the original glass bridge first built over 

the Grand Canal in Venice some 500 years ago by the 
revered glassblowers of Murano, Italy. Though it 
collapsed into the water then, Armajani’s creation 
serves as an awe-inspiring tribute to their work. 
Cheekwood’s famous Dogwood collection features 
14 species and 23 cultivated varieties of flowering 
Dogwood, and its size and diversity merited its 
newly announced North American Plant Collection 
Consortium (NAPCC) Member Status, making it not 
only the first NAPCC-recognized collection in the 
state, but also the first dogwood collection to be 
included in the NAPCC, a prestigious moniker to say 
the least. Many of these breathtaking Dogwood 
species lie within the Carell Dogwood Garden, with 
the rest of the 343 total specimens found 
meandering throughout the estate. The Dogwoods’ 
signature blooms are best seen in early April, when 
many a Nashville resident and visitor rekindles a 
cherished pastime of walking among the stunning 
foliage.
Botanic Hall sits at the center of Cheekwood’s 
horticultural fervor, housing art and horticultural 
exhibits, flower shows, and a formidable library. 

The Museum of Art houses 30,000 square feet of 
exhibition space inside the mansion, whose 
remarkable architecture creates the ideal backdrop 
for an enriching experience where world-class 
collections of American and contemporary painting 
and sculpture, English and American decorative arts, 
silver, the most comprehensive collection of 
Worcester porcelain, and traveling exhibitions 
collide beautifully.

PRESERVATION FOR FUTURE GENERATIONS
Placing paramount importance on the celebration 
of beauty as well as paying tribute to the past, 
Cheekwood’s focus on preservation, education, 
resource stewardship, creativity, community-
enhancing collaboration and excellence as a 
minimum standard positions this destination as an 
historical landmark generations in the future will 
thankfully have the chance to cherish. Because 
where the beauty and benevolence of art and 
horticulture meet, the mind and spirit always 
benefit. 


