
The garden of Sheilstown House in 
County Wicklow blends seamlessly into 
its mountainous surroundings, thanks  

to its year-round planting scheme,  
lightly pruned trees and wild meadows 
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OPPOSITE A view of the 
Wicklow Mountains through  

a gap in a stone wall. THIS 
PAGE The Barn Garden   Outof  bounds
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THIS PAGE The arc on a gate into the meadows reflects the shape of the mountains beyond. OPPOSITE FROM TOP A paved dining area next to the house is 
surrounded by hostas, astelia, hardy geraniums and woody plants. Steps covered in locally sourced quartzite grit lead down to the lowest level of the Barn Garden

As the narrow road climbs, dips and curves, the scene alternates 
between windswept upland bog and the dark secretiveness of 
spruce forestry. It feels excitingly like outlaw territory. But the 
land around the home of landscape designer Dominick Murphy 
and his partner David is of a gentler nature. There are sloping 
fields with boundaries outlined by drystone walls and hedges  
of gorse and hawthorn. It is not easy land, but it offers grazing 
for a few sheep, cows and horses.

The couple’s nineteenth-century cottage came with a parcel of 
nearly 10 acres, and was once part of a 5,000-acre hunting 
estate (now broken up) allied to Castletown House in Kildare,  
50 miles north. Dominick, who designs exquisite, highly tuned  
gardens in Ireland and abroad, has used a light hand here. ‘We 
like to let nature do the gardening,’ he says. ‘Though we do 
slightly invade it.’ Sense of place is important, too. ‘The garden 
is all about being in the landscape, and being in south Wicklow.’

The meadows that line one side of the drive are a bucolic  
celebration, with their grasses looking their poetic, golden best 
in late summer and early autumn. Goldfinches arrive to strip  
the seed heads of the grasses and of the docks. ‘People don’t  
like docks, but they are great for wildlife. We have to leave room 
for nature and the birds and insects.’

An old flat-forged farm gate at the entrance to the meadows  
is set at an angle so that its arc pays tribute to the rounded hills 
in the distance, including the Blackstairs Mountains on the  
Carlow-Wexford border. Near slopes are patterned with farm 
fields or dark-bearded patches of forestry. ‘On a clear day, you 
can see to Tipperary,’ says Dominick. This was not always the 
case, though; 12 years ago, when he bought the property – four 
fields and a disused house – it was hemmed in by spruce trees. 
Selective felling has created considered vistas. ‘Rather than  
having it all open, we are channelling the views, so you get big 
views and small views.’ Some of the timber has been used for 
structures around the garden, while the rest keeps the home  
fires burning during the cold months. 

Sheilstown is 300 metres above sea level, with frost sometimes 
hitting in June. Plants that give structure during long winters, 
especially near the house, are essential. Around a large  
sandstone terrace, there are thriving clumps of strappy, silver 
and bronze astelias. Their shining leaves both catch the light  
and echo the tones of the granite that is indigenous to the area 
and is used all over the garden. 

Nearby is the Barn Garden, a sheltered enclosure bounded by 
sturdy granite walls and a beautiful, loaf-shape, corrugated iron 

The last few miles of the drive to Sheilstown House bring 
you through the tail end of the Wicklow Mountains. 
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OPPOSITE FROM TOP In late summer, the bright colours of Lobelia cardinalis, red-hot pokers and purple loosestrife dominate the Barn Garden. A pond with a cantilevered 
deck has been added at the edge of the garden. THIS PAGE FROM LEFT Shade-loving plants in Shoe Wood. The wood is accessed through a small iron gate

and timber barn. Winter is served here by a rhythmic planting  
of the rounded, deep-green Pinus mugo with flaxen and russet 
grasses such as Miscanthus sinensis ‘Gracillimus’ and Calama-
grostis x acutiflora ‘Karl Foerster’. In late summer, though, they 
take a back seat, and give way to a raucous gathering of lanky 
perennials. Among them are purple loosestrife, red lobelia, red-
hot pokers and the searing crimson-orange Crocosmia ‘Spitfire’. 
Mauve and white asters and the Irish-raised agapanthus  
‘Kilmurry White’ add cooling notes to the fray. A raised deck 
nestles into the shell of a roofless shed and offers a prospect of 
the mountains. At ground level, the view may also be glimpsed 
through a dip in the wall. ‘We took out some of the stones. That 
kind of thing drives architects mad,’ says Dominick with a laugh.

If you go back out the iron gate of the Barn Garden and past a 
massed planting of the white-panicled hydrangea, ‘Unique’, you 
find another gate, smaller and more intimate. Simple gates are a 
recurring motif, marking the changes from one area to the next, 
but also because they are part of the language of the wider land-
scape. This is literal as well as figurative: the sharp clank of metal 
or the dull clunk of wood are comfortable, familiar sounds in  
a rural environment. This particular small gate leads to Shoe 
Wood, an enchanting interlude of elder trees bedecked with poly- 
pody ferns and underplanted with Japanese maples, pheasant’s 
tail grass, wood spurge, foxgloves and other shade-lovers. Under-
foot, granite slabs are settled into a soft and mounded fabric of 
velvety mosses. A lively little stream traversed by stepping stones 

accompanies or intercepts the visitor here and there. The light is 
magical: dappled and yellow-filtered by the foliage. The mystical 
wood takes its name, rather prosaically, from the dozens of  
shoes that Dominick and David found dumped here, along with 
crockery, car parts and other detritus. 

A boardwalk shoots alongside the north boundary, past the 
neighbour’s field with its livestock and athletic point-to-point 
horses, and through jungly stands of bamboo (Fargesia nitida 
‘Great Wall’). It leads to the old drive, now used only for foot  
traffic, as the grassy surface and moss-and-bilberry-clad  
stone walls are too precious to expose to vehicles. Beside it,  
one of the original four fields – always known as the Grove by  
a previous resident – has been recently planted with birch  
and alder. It is starting to become a wood again, with ferns 
appearing under its young canopy. 

At the far end of the property, Dominick and David have  
created a pond. The dark, peaty water is deep enough for  
swimming in when the weather is warm. A deck, cantilevered 
over the water’s edge, presents a panoramic vista of farm fields 
fringed by the swooping mountains of West Wicklow: Carrig  
and Keadeen, Baltinglass Hill and Lugnaquilla, the highest peak 
in Leinster. This remarkable garden is the perfect companion  
to the landscape: paying a devoted tribute to it, while sitting  
happily within its embrace m
      
Murphy + Sheanon: murphysheanon.ie
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