EXBURY
GARDENS

O

The Test
OF TIME
Generations of the Rothschild family have influenced the beautiful
landscape at Exbury, creating a multi-faceted garden with
horticultural excellence at its heart
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Dahlia ‘Babylon Bronze’
with Helenium and
Euphorbia in Exbury’s
large, recently created
herbaceous beds.

pen heath where ponies graze,

idyllic woodland glades: the New
Forest is a national park made
notable by its contrasts. Nestled in
its south-east corner, where the park
meets the Solent, lies Exbury Gardens, the creation
of Lionel de Rothschild. The contrast is the same
here. After rattling over cattle grids and crossing
an expanse of austere moor, the tree-lined lanes
of Exbury village couldn’t feel more different; the
gardens themselves are secluded and peaceful, their
horticultural treasures watched over by age-old trees
that cast a dappled green light onto the valley below.
Covering some 250 acres that slope gently down
to the banks of the Beaulieu River, the garden is
known for its rare trees and shrubs, but in particular
the collection of rhododendrons that were Lionel
de Rothschild’s passion. It was the site’s acidic soil
and mild climate that led Lionel to Exbury when
he bought the estate in 1919. Over time, he turned
overgrown woodland into landscaped planting
with the help of a veritable army of 150 men and
60 trained gardeners – Exbury village had to be
expanded simply to house the workforce.
In spring, masses of acid-loving rhododendrons
and azaleas explode into flower and attract visitors
from far and wide. It is full of what Marie-Louise
Agius – one of Exbury’s directors and trustees –
describes as “slap-you-round-the-face colour”, but
this is no one-season garden. “It’s mind-blowing on
every level in the spring,” Marie-Louise says, “but
it is also beautiful in summer and then, when you
come into autumn, it is phenomenal.”
Marie-Louise should know. She visits almost
every weekend when she comes home to her cottage
in Exbury from working in London, where she
is an award-winning garden designer. She is also
Lionel de Rothschild’s great-granddaughter. Her
namesake, Lionel’s wife, Marie-Louise Beer, was
the woman who battled weeds and brambles in the
years immediately after the Second World War to
stop her late husband’s creation falling into further
disrepair. The house was requisitioned during
the war and used as a naval base for planning the
Normandy landings – and Lionel died in 1942, aged
60. It was Marie-Louise’s grandfather Edmund who
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subsequently took on the task of restoring the garden
to its former glory when he returned from active
service in 1946, and reopened it to the public in 1955.
This garden is in Marie-Louise’s blood: she even
drives Exbury’s famous miniature steam train.
Slowly chuffing its way around a one-and-ahalf mile 12¼ inch track that loops through trees
and glades at the top of the garden, the train is a
fine way to get a first taste of the place. It was the
inspiration of Marie-Louise’s great uncle, Leopold
de Rothschild, and takes in the Rock Garden – the
largest constructed rock garden in Europe – and
the Summer Lane garden with naturalistic swathes
of perennials and grasses. But step onto the tiny
platform at Exbury North and it will be the National
Collection of Nyssa (tupelo) that draws the eye in
autumn, a glade of vivid scarlet trees with which
brilliant red sorrel tree (Oxydendrum), vermilion
maples and crimson liquidambars have to vie for
attention. All thrive in the site’s ericaceous soil.
There are more mellow autumn colours, too.
All around, mature deciduous trees develop bronzed
russet tones. Liriodendron tulipifera and Tilia
mongolica turn warm shades of buttery yellow
while around the trunks of cherries lie leaves in
every shade of orange. In the understorey, banks of
mophead Hydrangea macrophylla and Hydrangea
paniculata still bear a smattering of flowers, but
these, too, are fading to a biscuity brown. Gunnera
manicata and stands of bolt upright ferns each
contribute to the sense of being in a jungle as the
garden descends to the river via an absorbing series
of ponds and paths.
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Right One of Exbury’s
trustees and directors,
Marie-Louise Agius.
Below Upright flower
spikes of Liriope muscari
contrast with arching
Phormium leaves.
Bottom right Dahlia
‘Babylon Bronze’.
Bottom left Exbury’s
grand landscaping was
carried out between the
World Wars.

Above Sedum
Herbstfreude Group
with artichoke and
Echinops seed heads.
Below right Grasses
like Miscanthus add
autumn interest.
Below left Golden

Fagus sylvatica
‘Aspleniifolia’.
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Paths take visitors down
to the river, through
dense planting of
Gunnera, ferns and vivid
stands of autumn acers.
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Top Colourful acers are
There are 22 miles of path to explore, Marie-Louise
reflected in the lake.
says, and not only the main pathways that lead from
Above Bidens aurea
the top of the garden down the gently sloping valley,
‘Hannay’s Lemon Drop’
originally designed to be wide enough for Lionel’s
flowers well into autumn.
Right Cotoneaster
Armstrong Siddeley motor car. Head off the beaten
berries and leaves
track, and within seconds you are exploring on
turning to red before
your own. “I love all the secret paths, but the thing
falling for winter.
that amazes me more than anything is that every
single time I walk in the gardens, without fail, I see
something that I’ve never seen before,” says MarieLouise. It’s just extraordinary; the depth and variety of trees and
garden’s 32,000 plants is numbered and named, and carefully
shrubs in the garden never fails to amaze.”
recorded in a database by head gardener Tom Clarke. The
Some of Exbury’s trees and shrubs are truly special. There
rhododendrons are being micro-propagated to ensure their longare magnificent cedars of Lebanon that date from 1729, a
term survival, by grower David Millais at nearby Millais Nursery.
towering Sequoiadendron giganteum and the hollow-trunked
“We are trying to change the perception that Exbury is mainly
Domesday Yew, thought to be around 300 years old. The famous
a spring garden,” says Marie-Louise. “It is the most beautifully
rhododendrons are a living collection that records both Lionel and
landscaped garden whatever the season.” A relatively new addition
Edmund’s passion for these shrubs and their extensive breeding
is a set of sinuously curved large herbaceous beds just to the east
work. Lionel alone created 1,210 new hybrids, many of which
of Exbury House. By autumn, they are a textural and visual feast,
gained Royal Horticultural Society awards of merit. Each of the
rich with large beds of claret coloured Sedum Herbstfreude Group,

OCTOBER 2017 THE ENGLISH GARDEN 27

Autumn leaves at Exbury

architectural seed heads
of cardoons and the
feather-duster plumes
of Cortaderia selloana.
They’re joined by lateseason heleniums and rudbeckias, anemones and
dahlias for bursts of bold and exciting colour.
Edmund’s son Nicholas, who is Marie-Louise’s
uncle, also inherited the Rothschild passion for
gardening and has reinstated a collection of autumnflowering glasshouse nerines that was originally
developed by Lionel. Each October, their vibrant
flowers are displayed in Five Arrows, the garden’s
art gallery. Marie-Louise’s other uncle, the current
Lionel de Rothschild, lives in a flat at Exbury House,
and chairs the family charity that runs the gardens.
“There’s a wonderfully open dialogue between
the head gardener, the estate office and the family,”
Marie-Louise says. “There are several generations
here at the moment – my uncles and cousins – all
working on it, just as the older generations did when
they were still alive. It’s fantastic watching my nieces
enjoying it as I did – what a playground to have.”
And it is a playground that everyone can enjoy.
“We are getting more and more families,” MarieLouise says. “There are fish in the pond, trees to
climb and space to run around. In summer we have
lots of activities for kids to try to educate the next
generation about horticulture, wildlife and being
outside.” The garden is the sum of its parts, she
says, not only the family but all the people who
work there: “People are wonderfully loyal, they
almost don’t retire, and they’re like an extended
family. There’s such collective knowledge, it gives
the garden a wonderful consistency, and I’m lucky to
have known it all my life.” n
Above Bold Dahlia

flowers contrast with a
mass of late-flowering,
purple-bloomed
Strobilanthes wallichii.

The garden is open from 10am-5.30pm daily until
5 November 2017, reopening in March 2018. Exbury
Gardens, Exbury, Southampton SO45 1AZ.
Tel: 023 8089 1203; exbury.co.uk
28 THE ENGLISH GARDEN OCTOBER 2017

TILIA MONGOLICA
An unusual lime tree with small
serrated-edged leaves, not
dissimilar to ivy. Glossy green
through most of the year, they
turn a clear yellow in autumn
before falling. At maturity, it
can reach 10m tall, with a lovely
rounded shape. Its fragrant
summer flowers are highly
attractive to bees.

METASEQUOIA ‘GOLD RUSH’
The deciduous conifer
Metasequoia glyptostroboides
or dawn redwood thrives
in wet, boggy sites, next to
streams or ponds. ‘Gold Rush’
is a slightly slower growing
cultivar, with golden green
summer foliage turning bronze
and orange in autumn. It will
reach 8m tall.

LIQUIDAMBAR STYRACIFLUA
Sweet gums (Liquidambar)
produce some of the most
vibrant autumn colour around,
their maple-like leaves turning
shades of orange, red and
purple. The cultivar ‘Slender
Silhouette’ grows to 6m with
a narrow, 1m-wide columnar
habit, ideal for gardens with
limited space.

LIRIODENDRON TULIPIFERA
The tulip tree is named for its
goblet-shaped tulip-like green
and orange summer flowers,
but its distinctively-shaped
leaves play a big part in its
appeal too, turning a buttery
gold before falling in autumn.
One for larger gardens,
Liriodendron will grow to at
least 12m tall.

