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These 
treasured 

woods

T he tradition of ‘woodland gar-
dening’ was established by such 
writers as William Robinson and 
Gertrude Jekyll in the 30 years 

before the First World War. Woodland gar-
dens were popular in the 1920s and 1930s 
among landowners of a horticultural dispo-
sition, as it was a time when new species and 
cultivars of important genera such as 
Rhododendron were pouring out of Asia 
into the gardens and nurseries of Britain. 

The Savill Garden, in Windsor Great 
Park, is one of the finest examples, dating 
from 1932, shortly after eric Savill’s arri- 
val as deputy ranger of the park. Savill dis-
covered that, within the royal park’s 15,000 
acres, there were no gardens, other than 
some ornamental plantings at Frogmore, 
also part of the Crown estate, half a mile 
south of Windsor Castle.

he therefore set out to create a woodland 
garden for spring-flowering trees and 
shrubs—although it’s much more than that 
now—and chose a 25-acre site for the com-
bination of features that made it ideal: sandy 
soil, abundant water and good shelter from 
handsome, established trees to provide the 
leafy canopy that woodland plants enjoy. 

Work began by fencing the site against 
rabbits, badgers and deer—vital protection 
that persists to this day. he then set about 
identifying the good trees that should be 
preserved and cleared away the rest. At the 
same time, he tackled the brambles and 

Among royal gardens, 
the Savill Garden is 

the jewel in the crown, 
encompassing great 
plantsmanship and 

unparalleled excellence 
in its development, says 
Charles Quest-Ritson 
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The garden focuses on spring-flowering 
trees and shrubs, such as azaleas
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The garden has abundant water, which 
helps to support several National 
Collections, including one of hardy ferns

thinned the ubiquitous Rhododendron 
ponticum to create broad rides and vistas. 
Streams were channelled and damned to 
create a lake. 

Many of the rhododendrons for Savill’s 
new garden came from such amateurs as 
Sir John Ramsden at Bulstrode, the earl of 
Stair at Castle Kennedy and Lionel de 
Rothschild at exbury. Soon, it was the 
shape of the rhododendrons themselves 
that gave form and direction to the layout. 
Paths and glades are still defined by these 
plantings, as are the vistas and glimpses  
of other areas as one walks along. 

When George V and Queen Mary visited 
the garden for the first time in 1934, they 
made little comment as they toured the new 
plantings. It was a tense moment for Savill 
and his staff. Then, just before leaving, 
Queen Mary remarked: ‘It’s very nice, Mr 
Savill, but isn’t it rather small?’ With such 
a positive royal endorsement, Savill was 
able to extend the garden to its present size 
of 35 acres. Later on, he was handsomely 
supported by George VI and Queen 
elizabeth, both of them keen and knowledge- 
able gardeners, and eventually knighted by 
elizabeth II in 1955.  

Woodland gardens were ideally suited to 
survive the Second World War and the years 
of austerity that followed. herbaceous 
underplantings might be lost, but the trees 
and shrubs just got on quietly with the task 
of growing, as did the wild bluebells and 
wood anemones, which are as much an 
asset in late spring today as they were then.

In 1951, George VI commanded that the 
original Woodland Gardens should, in 
future, be known as the Savill Garden. 
Shortly thereafter, Lanning Roper wrote 
that there were ‘no gardens in Britain today 
where there is a higher standard of cultiva-
tion and maintenance, good taste and a true 
comprehension of the basic principles of 
landscape gardening’. The same is no less 
true today, more than 60 years on.

There is much more to the Savill Garden 
than rhododendrons, although its National 
Collection of Rhododendron species 
exceeds 600 different taxa, and it also has 
a National Collection of Glenn Dale azaleas. 
The garden’s magnolias, hardy ferns (nearly 

‘Woodland gardens 
were ideally suited to 
survive the Second 

World War ’ 
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300 species and cultivars), Fuji cherries, 
himalayan and Chinese birches and rowans 
are all recognised by Plant heritage as 
National Collections, as are its mahonias.

The popular Mahonia x media Charity, 
a chance hybrid between M. lomariifolia 
and M. japonica, was first noticed when it 
flowered at the Savill Garden. It went on to 
become one of the most widely grown of 
winter-flowering shrubs. 

All the plantings at the Savill Garden 
should be understood in conjunction with 
the adjoining Valley Gardens, developed 
from the late 1940s onwards as an extension 
of the Savill’s woodland. In a sense, it’s an 
overspill, but with its own distinct character 
and an equally formidable collection of 
trees. here, the original ‘Wilson 50’ Kurume 
azaleas are planted together around a sandy 
amphitheatre called the Punch Bowl; their 
flowers are borne in wonderful profusion in 

late April or May. Nearby is a stand of more 
than 50 Metasequoia glyptostroboides. 

Many would say that the Savill Garden is 
best seen in spring, when thousands of 
evergreen azaleas dazzle in crimson, salmon, 
purple, white and shocking pink. The wood-
land is open and full of light, with lots of 
spacious glades; protection comes from 
internal windbreaks of tall rhododendrons.

Spring is also the season to enjoy its 
famous collection of tree-like Rhododendron 
x loderi cultivars and its blue and purple 
forms of Rhododendron augustinii, when 
all is bathed in light and colour before the 
canopy of ancient oaks closes over. They are 
backed by Halesia carolina and H. monti-
cola, sometimes known as snowdrop trees, 
many enkianthus, corylopsis, stewartias and 
Paulownia species. The flowering dogwoods 
bring the woodlands of New england to mind. 
All are enhanced by the different colours of 

the young, emerging maple leaves in every 
shade of yellow, green, red and copper. 

Perhaps it’s more surprising to come 
across one of england’s oldest and largest 
gravel gardens, worth exploring in every 
season, but especially in spring. The gravel 
makes it possible to grow plants that  
would not normally survive england’s damp 
climate, even in a sandy soil. Some benefit 
from the mulching effect of the gravel, but 
others are simply drought-tolerant. Many 
of them are rare, but sharp drainage is key 
to their success. One might expect South 
African kniphofias and Mediterranean 
Euphorbia characias to flourish, but the 
sight of Puya chilensis from the Chilean 
Matorral and the Mexican Beschorneria 
yuccoides in full flower beggars belief. 

The Savill Garden has always attracted 
brilliant plantsmen to the post of keeper. 
John Bond was in charge for 27 years and 

Spring is the best time to enjoy the garden’s famous collection of tree-like rhododendrons, before the oak canopy closes over
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The colourful understorey
Extensive underplantings are another great 
feature of the Savill Garden, unmatched by 
any other woodland garden. Tiarellas, hostas 
and trilliums in abundance grow alongside hel-
lebores, epimediums, bergenias, meconopsis, 
smilacinas, lily-of-the-valley and much else.
This is also where to find the best display of 
primulas in England. Early spring brings broad 
plantings of the drum-headed P. denticulata, 
purple-leaved Garryard Guinevere and several 
strains of P. sieboldii (right), cultivated and deve- 
loped in Japan for several centuries. However, 
pride of place, a few weeks later, goes to the 
astonishing sweeps of candelabra primulas 
from the Himalayas: bright-yellow P. prolifera, 
deep-purple P. pulverulenta and various forms 
of P. japonica are among the most spectacular.
All the primulas are regularly split and replanted 
in mono-specific masses, so that they give 
much colour to the garden’s underplantings.

substantially enriched the collections. he 
was particularly good at using plants to 
enhance the garden’s landscapes, so that 
they in no way resembled a museum of 
plants. he was followed by Mark Flanagan, 
who died suddenly in 2015. each is com-
memorated by a magnolia hybrid that bears 
his name, as is Savill himself.

The tradition of plantsmanship is contin-
ued by John Anderson, the present keeper, 

Maintenance throughout the garden is of  
a high standard, sustained by a dedicated team 
of 10 gardeners and three trainees. Good 
plants, good plantings and good management 
combine to make it, quite simply, the finest 
woodland garden in england.
The Savill Garden, Wick Lane, Englefield 
Green, Berkshire (01753 860222; www.
windsorgreatpark.co.uk). The garden 
opens daily, 10am–6pm 

Rhododendron Roma underplanted with Hosta sieboldiana St George’s Gold and the hardy fern Matteuccia struthiopteris 

who arrived via Mount Usher in Ireland and 
exbury, hampshire. Mr Anderson is keen 
to intensify the diversity of the plant life, 
so that the Savill Garden remains interest-
ing and exciting in all seasons. he has also 
realised that most of the views and vistas 
run in a north-south direction and has 
begun to open up new ones from east to 
west, cutting out the ever-present Rhodo- 
dendron ponticum in so doing.


