TERRACED WOODLAND GARDEN

National Grid Reference: SS6240399138

Primary Record No. 04819w

This terraced garden lies to the east of the site of Penllergare Mansion and the walled garden on a steep, east-facing valley side over looking Penllergare Upper Lake and the Afon Llan. Erosion of the horizontally bedded geological strata has produced a series of wide sloping steps on the valley sides. In some instances, particularly where the valley narrows and steepens to the north of the mansion. The ‘risers’ of these steps form low cliffs. Advantage has been made of these natural steps to form a terraced garden. The natural landform has been emphasises by ground-works, and directly below the mansion two of the most prominent terraces have been revetted by stone walls up to 3m high. These walls can be traced for about 50m in the dense woodland, but it is probable that they were once (and further surveys may yet show they still are) much longer. Ordnance Survey maps show paths running along terraces; these are not now detectable except where they were cut into the steep hillside on shelves. Several photographs of the ‘Rockwork Garden’ by John Dillwyn Llewelyn are probably of part of the terraced garden and show a gravel path with a rockery on the up-slope side and planting along the path. Another feature on one of the terraces was a well or cistern and alcoves built into the terrace walls. The well is marked on Ordnance Survey maps and still survives. Rubble close to the well/cistern is almost certainly the remains of the rockwork garden photographed by Llewelyn. Flights of stone steps connect the terraces. Most of these steps survive and are passable. To the northeast of the mansion a natural rock face and quarries were incorporated into the garden. Leats fed from a small culverted stream (which may originate in the pond by the Home Farm) were directed over the cliff-face and quarry-face. Below the quarry/cliff the water cascaded down to the Upper Lake over low rock-cut and built steps. A photograph by John Dillwyn Llewelyn may show one of these cascades. They are now dry and barely detectable in the undergrowth. Close to the southern end of the Upper Lake a stone-built platform may be a viewing point or the site of a summerhouse. A watercolour by Emma Charlotte Dillwyn Llewelyn shows the garden viewed from the opposite bank of the Afon Llan.

The whole is now very overgrown, and the overall plan of the garden and its individual elements is difficult to appreciate. Many mature trees, including oak, yew and monkey-puzzle provide an indication of the original planting pattern.

There seems to be little documentary evidence for this garden, although it is shown on 19th century and 20th century Ordnance Survey maps and was the subject of several camera studies by John Dillwyn Llewelyn in the 1850s. A large portion of it at least pre-dates John Dillwyn Llewelyn’s re-modelling of the estate in the 1830s as demonstrated by an entry in Thereza Dillwyn Llewelyn’s journal of 10 August 1855 (transcribed by Richard Morris):  


I went to school with Aunt Mary and had a little class to teach, then to church, 
which was very full. Uncle Lewis and Miss de la Beche (Probably Rosie de la Beche, illegitimate daughter of Sir Henry de la Beche, and 'sister' of Bessie, wife of Lewis Llewelyn Dillwyn – R Morris) came to lunch at Sketty. Grandmama came to church in the afternoon, and after that she walked about the garden for about an hour. Uncle Moggridge came to tea; when Grandmama (Mrs Lewis Weston Dillwyn – John Dillwyn Llewelyn’s mother) told me about Penllergare in former days, when there was a road and a row of trees between the house and the valley. The sycamore tree was one, and on the south side of it there was a gap which allowed the valley to be seen from the house. In Mr Price counsellor's time, he had a summer house there, where he could do business. Then there was a garden in terraces all down the steep bank to the river; walls were built in several places, to keep the bank up; they remain at present mostly. Grandmama  had first only the border under the upper wall, (close to the sycamore) and Grandmama Cole sent her a packet of seeds for it. She said they were the first good plants she had ever had. After that she got the piece of ground between the next walls for her own, and that is what we called the rockwork garden. Below that it was all kitchen garden. The road was kept private, but an old woman about 90 years old had the privilege of passing that way, on Sundays, when she used to ride to Nedvwch, where she lived in the old house, then to Llangevellach to church. The place is certainly wonderfully changed since then! In the evening Grandmama was so kind as to shew me her collection of mosses, and thereby I found which species I might find at Penllergare. 

A Pettigrew in 1886 described the garden: 

Shady winding walks lead from the mansion down to the lake, and along its side nearest the house, past the cascade, and down to the right side of the stream for a great distance till it is crossed by a bridge, where the walks diverge into the woods and ascend the opposite bank. Osmunda regalis and other British Ferns in great variety grow luxuriantly in every available spot, and fringe the banks and sides of the stream abundantly.

As noted above, the whole of the garden is very overgrown and it is certain that vegetation clearance will reveal many more garden components as well as rendering the plan of garden more intelligible. 

Sources: Ordnance Survey 1:2500 maps 1877, 1898, 1916 and 1936; R Morris 1999, Penllergare A Victorian Paradise; A Pettigrew 1886, ‘Penllergare’ in Journal of Horticulture and Cottage Gardener, 75-76

