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Spring perfections
Sally Bell visits Caerhays Castle and
gardens in Cornwall, which boast one of the
most impressive collections of spring
flowering shrubs in the land

T
here are few
things as joyful
as driving down
a Cornish lane in
early spring,
with hedgerows
fully laden with
new life and the
promise of the
season to come.

The delight of seeing daffodils peeping out
and the sighting of the first primroses are
hard to surpass, especially if it’s been a
long, grey February and early March,
which this year it feels as if it was.

Growing up in Australia, I never really
understood the great excitement – and
relief – around the first signs of springtime
in Europe; where I lived, spring merely
meant that the days went from mild to
warm, the wattle (or mimosa as it’s known
here) would come into bloom and the
Melbourne Cup wasn’t far away.
European-style gardens were highly
regarded in Melbourne and I was a regular
visitor to “open garden” days where I
would coo over camellias, rave about
rhododendrons and marvel over magnolias.
I developed a particular love of magnolias
and went to magnolia workshops where I
learned to tell the difference between a
stellata and a soulangeana and dreamed of
having a space large enough to finally have
my own magnificent specimen.

In recent weeks as the magnolias of the
South West began to show signs that they
were ready to burst forth, it was with some
sense of shame that I confessed to a friend
that I’d never visited the Cornish estate
that is probably best known for its National
Collection of more than 600 magnolias –

Caerhays Castle and Gardens. So, it was
with great delight that a few days later we
found ourselves winding down the lanes
from St Austell to the south coast in search
of these giants of the floral world.

As we reached the village of St Michael
Caerhays itself, with its chocolate box
cottages, primrose-laden roadsides and
abundance of self-entitled meandering
pheasants, the road opened up to a
magnificent view of the sea. In fact, that’s
the first great delight of Caerhays – it has
its own beach, Porthluney Cove. The car
park for the estate is next to the beach and
overlooks a perfect stretch of the Cornish
coast, complete with granite cliffs, caves to
explore and a fabulous beach cafe.

Pronounced “C a r- h ay s ”, or with the
Cornish tongue slipping over the first
syllable, “C’h ay s ”, or, if you’re from the
village, “C’raz e”, the property has only
been owned by two families. From 1370 to
1840 it was in the ownership of the
Trevanion family, who lived in four
different houses, the last of which is the
castle we see today.

In 1854, Michael Williams of Burncoose
and Scorrier purchased the estate and set
about restoring the castle which had fallen
into dereliction. At that stage, Williams was
reputed to be “the richest man in

Cor nwall” and his fortune made from
mining was put to good use at Caerhays.
His relative, John Charles Williams (known
as JC) was responsible for creating the
gardens we see today; he was fascinated
with the work of the great Victorian and
Edwardian plant hunters and was
determined to exhibit plants, which were
until then previously unseen in Europe.

The property passed from JC to his
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grandson Julian, and now belongs to
Ju l i a n’s son Charles, who runs the 140-acre
estate and its associated businesses
including Burncoose Nurseries in Redruth
which regularly exhibits at Chelsea Flower
Show, winning a coveted Gold Medal for
their garden there in 2016. Charles is a
member of the RHS Rhododendron,
Camellia and Magnolia Group and has put
forward many new varieties of these plants
for registration and awards. Charles is
supported by a dedicated team including
head gardener Jaimie Parsons, who since
starting at Caerhays in 1994 has instigated
the greatest expansion of the gardens since
the early 20th century.

“The estate is made up of several
businesses, each important in their own
right,” says Lucinda Rimmington,
marketing manager of Caerhays. “As the
gardens are at their best in spring they are

only open from February 16 to June 18.
After that, the estate focuses on events at
the castle, but people come from all over the
world to see the magnolias. We get lots of
phone calls from people checking to see
what state of bloom they’re in so they don’t
miss them, then they plan their trip
a c c o rd i n g ly. ”

Caerhays is an understandably popular
wedding venue and there is also a busy
holiday let business with cottages available
all year round. The property is also popular
with shooting parties, and has a
pheasant-breeding programme, which
explains the numerous feathered
pedestrians I encountered on the drive
through the village. It is also mentioned in
the Po l d a rk books and was a filming
location for Tim Burton’s Miss Peregrine’s
Home for Peculiar Children in 2015.

Caerhays is the holder of the Plant
Heritage National Collection of Magnolias,
one of only four sites in the UK to have this
honour. The oldest magnolia on the site is a
stellata or “star” magnolia at the front of
the castle which was planted in 1897. A
number of the distinctive magnolias raised
at Caerhays including “Caerhays Belle” and
“Caerhays Surprise”.

The garden is also one of the twelve
“Great Gardens of Cornwall” and is one of
the key gardens included in the
measurement of when spring arrives in the
Duchy. Six nominated magnolias are
monitored in six great gardens to record
h d h l bl h

the date when at least 50 blooms have
flowered on each tree – this year spring
“ar rived” on February 28. You can find
more information at
greatgardensofcor nwall.co.uk

After leaving the beach car park, we

crossed a road to walk through the archway
of a crenellated gatehouse, then past a lake
where geese and swans happily bickered,
and up a sweeping driveway where the
castle revealed itself. Built in 1808 by the
well-known Regency architect John Nash, it
sits elegantly on the side of a hill, and at
this time of the year when the mature trees
that surround it are in full flower, the first
sight of Caerhays makes a lasting
i m p re s s i o n .

In the Cornish edition of his definitive
text, The Buildings of England, Nicholas
Pevsner describes Caerhays Castle as “a
very picturesque mansion, in a superb
position overlooking Porthluney Bay, so
deeply hidden in its woods that the sudden
revelation of the castle with its
battlemented walls and square and round
towers among ornamental trees and shrubs
is breath taking”. I quite agree.

The walk up to the castle is an easy one.
There are spring flowers of every kind
everywhere you look – primroses, daffodils,
camellias, rhododendrons and the stars of
the show, magnolias. We enjoyed a morning
coffee in the Magnolia Tea Rooms in the
castle yard and then set off on a walk
around the garden.

As an avid gardener and a great lover of
plants, for me walking through Caerhays
was like walking through fairyland. We had
been worried that the grey skies would take
away from our enjoyment of the colours of
the plants – t h e re ’s nothing quite like the

vivid colours of a magnolia contrasting
against a Cornish blue sky – but we weren’t
at all disappointed.

There are four colour-coded walks which
take in different aspects of the garden and
are suitable for different abilities. We took
the blue route up into the main ride and
one of the first large trees we saw was the
stunning Magnolia Sargentiana (var.
Robusta x Sprengeri “D iva ” if you’d like its
full pedigree) known as “Julian Williams”.
This huge tree was full of spectacular deep
pinky-purple flowers and in spite of its size
is a newly registered hybrid. There was
something to see everywhere we looked,
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with plenty of well-placed benches for
walkers to stop and enjoy the spectacular
views. Of all the plants I saw, my favourite
was the magnolia on the mound just to the
left of the archway that goes through to the
castle yard. It was a hybrid unique to
Caerhays – its parent was Magnolia
sargentiana var robusta but because it’s so
old it’s not known what it’s been hybridised

with. The form of its petals reminded me of
Balenciaga ball gowns floating down the
Parisian catwalks in the 1950s; they were
flouncy and heavy, and each one looked like
it had been painted with watercolours. All
around the ground underneath were the
outer coverings of the flowers which
resembled a scattering of small furry
creatures quietly resting and once again, I
felt as if was in fairyland.

Hybridisation of magnolias has been
taking place at Caerhays for generations.
Phillip Tregunna, the former head
gardener led the way, to be followed by
Jaimie Parsons and his team. I spoke to
deputy head gardener Michael Levett about
the technical process of registering a new
variety of magnolia.

“Hybridising is a really important part of
what we do,” says Michael. “Once we have a
new magnolia, we contact the Magnolia
Society and go through an administrative
process that records what the parents of the
plant were, the height of the tree, when it
was planted, when it first flowered – it’s a
bit like registering a new baby. You also
need to supply pictures of the flowers, you
have to colour match the pictures to a
colour-chart and when it’s approved you
can reproduce the plant and sell it.”

I asked Michael how he feels when he’s
seen the process through over years.

“None of mine have been named yet as it
takes so long to do, but Jaimie feels very
proud when he sees the plants on display.

We submit them to the RHS flower shows
and also really look forward to attending
the Cornwall Garden Society’s Spring
Flower Show at Boconnoc.” (See page 12)

I asked Lucinda what is special about
working at Caerhays.

“Every season is so lovely. I’ve been here
for a few years now and every year we’re all
still just so excited. We all love coming in to
work to see what stage of bloom the plants
are at and you never bore of them. Every
time you drive down the hill something

looks different, something new will have
come into bloom or the sea looks different.
Right now, it’s so wonderful and I just find
it really uplifting. My favourite place to sit
is a bench just around from the castle that
looks to down across the lake and out to
sea, it’s so lovely”.

Seeing spring flowers, especially if
they’re as magnificent as those at Caerhays,
has an undoubted positive psychological
impact and anyone wanting to brighten
their week must take a trip to Caerhays. I
left feeling renewed and inspired, with an
even greater sense of plant-envy and a
shortlist of plants I’d like to order from
Burncoose. I can’t wait to have a little piece
of Caerhays magic in my garden, and with
the Grade I castle open for tours on
Monday, I’m already planning a return
visit.
Caerhays gardens open daily until June
18. Guided tours available. For details
call 01872-501310 or visit caerhays.co.uk
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