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Glenveagh Castle Gardens - Statement of Significance 

The Castle and Gardens at the centre of Glenveagh National Park have achieved “Iconic Significance” with a growing visiting public. Regarded as Donegal’s premiere visitor attraction Glenveagh is of considerable economic value to the region. The role of the State as custodian of Glenveagh is of major importance thus providing for the long-term conservation of its built and natural heritage values. Described below are the major significances for the Garden and they appear in order of precedence.

The ‘Sublime’ Landscape Setting

The Scottish Baronial style Castle is sited mid-way along the lake facing the wild and rugged granite cliffs of the Derryveagh Mountains opposite. The placing of the Castle in this central location created a focal point for later developments recognisable as “improvements” of a well managed Demesne or Sport Hunting Estate. It is the wild and dramatic nature of the surrounding landscape that sets the scene apart as remarkable. In contrast to the surrounding expanse of mountainous moor-land, the Gardens appear lush, almost sub-tropical in atmosphere. Few historic gardens have the fortune of such a contrasting setting.

At Glenveagh the concepts of ‘Garden’ and ‘Nature’ are fused. One of the rarest vegetation types in Ireland is indigenous oak woodland. The upper half of the Garden is such woodland – the under-story flora found within (woodrush, ferns, mosses) integrating with the introduced plants and adding to the beauty of the garden. 

Intact Victorian Landscape Garden

The Castle and Gardens are at the centre of a well-preserved ‘cultural landscape’ of international significance. The Castle and its associated buildings of hewn granite, the extensively landscaped gardens; the tree planting throughout the demesne; the introduced red deer and 45 km deer fence - all date to a pivotal period in development of the Glenveagh Estate under the ownership of Mrs Cornelia Adair (1885-1921).

The original Victorian garden, laid-out for Mrs Cornelia Adair from the late 1880’s to around 1900, survives intact and merits conservation. Two major landscape works were carried out under the guidance of a “Kew-trained gardener”; the drainage and reclamation of bog-land to the east of the castle to create the Pleasure Grounds (1ha. Lawn with surrounding planted borders and circular path) and the construction of a Kitchen Garden comprising six plots in the hollow to the south of the castle where stone was quarried for the construction of the buildings. Also surviving within the garden from this first phase of development are three spiralling paths that end at a viewing point and seat, known as ‘Mrs Adairs Seats’.

In the two final decades of the 19th century vast amounts of soil were carted in to establish lawns, flower borders and vegetable plots. The shelterbelts of Scots Pine were also established. Several mature tree, shrub and flower species survive (Maple, Rhododendron, Crinodendron, Bamboo, Chusan Palm, Fuschia, Saxifraga…) from this initial period of development. 

Design and Planting

Developments in the Garden during the years of Henry P. Mc Ilhenny’s ownership (1937-1983) include architectural additions and highly skilled plants-man-ship that are of great significance in the history of ornamental horticulture in Ireland. There are a number of locations in the garden with intense significance in the history of garden design. They are: (I) - the design and planting of the Pleasure Grounds, Belgian Walk, Woods Path and 67 Steps by Jim Russell; (II) - and the design and planting of the Swiss Walk and Tuscan Garden by Walter Bruger; and (III) - the design and planting of the Italian Terrace, View Garden, Walled Garden and Pleasure Grounds by Lanning Roper. Glenveagh is regarded as Ropers masterpiece.
The combined elements of the Garden are evidence of a living tradition of ornamental horticulture dating back to the late 1880’s. New layers of design were added to the established Victorian garden. Two significant planting styles emerged during the 1950’s and 60’s. Jim Russell carried out extensive improvements in the 1950’s, his expertise in the compositional arrangement using rhododendrons and herbaceous plants are highly regarded. The acid soils in the garden have favoured Rhododendrons of which there are over 200 varieties. Later from 1962 to 1982 Lanning Roper refined and perfected these arrangements during his twice annual visits as ‘garden adviser’. 

Southern hemisphere species feature in the collections, including Australian and South African species but particularly a broad range of species from Chile and New Zealand. Lilies are a feature of the Garden. The Gothic Style - Jardin Potager (kitchen garden) is what Glenveagh is best known for, containing the unique Dahlia ‘Matt Armour’. 

High Quality Craftsmanship

A commitment to the very highest standards in craftsmanship has always been a high priority at Glenveagh. The last private owner, Henry P. Mc Illhenny hired the full time services of skilled craftsmen and women to maintain his Estate. These included Nellie Gallagher in the Castle, Matt Armour in the Gardens and Tommy Ryan who fitted out the Castle interior and constructed a series of new architectural elements in the Garden. The results of these craft skills include the Flag Yard, Boat House and Pool, circular Gazebo’s in the Rose Garden, View Garden and viewing Terrace above the Garden, the Italian Terrace, together with several other estate buildings. 

Summary

 The Castle Gardens have drawn international attention to Glenveagh since the early 1970’s. The gardens continued development represents an enormous cultural achievement and is evidence of a sustained commitment to the very highest standards in the art of horticulture. These high standards of craft gardening distinguish the Castle Gardens as one of the most significant ‘Historic Flower Gardens’ in the whole of Ireland. The Gardens have unique value as an example of a long-term ecologically sustainable relationship between human culture and natural biodiversity. From the poorest wet peaty soil, in one of the most inhospitable locations in the region, a garden of great beauty and fame has been established, supporting a team of gardeners and drawing visitors from far and wide.

Careful consideration is called for to ‘conserve/manage change’ at the site in order to ensure its sustainability, that it may be enjoyed by future generations. The management of the site calls for an intense conservation effort while providing for continued public access. Achieving this delicate balance of protecting the Garden and its significance while making it accessible, requires the provision of sustained resources. In order to help the gardens to perpetuate a sufficient level of staffing will be employed to insure all the necessary work is performed.  Staff training and up-skilling are recognised as an integral part of the gardens conservation and development. 
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