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richly planted garden

In brief 
Name Dyffryn Fernant Garden. 
What Private country garden, open to the public. 
Where Pembrokeshire, west Wales.
Size Six acres in all, of which three are gardened.
Soil Acid to neutral loam over blue clay. 
Climate Atlantic – mild but blowy, although 
sheltered from prevailing winds.
Hardiness rating USDA 9a.

Blurred boundaries
A six-acre patch of wilderness in the Pembrokeshire countryside  

is now a stylised yet naturalistic garden with a strong 
connection to the ancient landscape in which it sits 
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The garden at Dyffryn Fernant looks towards 
distant hills, whose trees are echoed by the 

clipped shapes in the garden, including hawthorn, 
box, yew, holly and the silver- and purple-leaved 

forms of Pittosporum tenuifolium. White-flowered 
Gladiolus murielae add height to the borders.
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richly planted garden

        ountry gardens are typically orderly and highly managed affairs 

close to the house and then become progressively wilder as they extend 

outwards, a gradient of culture giving way to nature. Christina Shand 

and David Allum’s garden in Pembrokeshire, west Wales, is one such 

garden but both ends of the gradient are somehow more extreme than 

normal. And the end point, the view beyond the garden, is of the stone 

outcrop Garn Fawr, a mile away in the distance.

The garden at Dyffryn Fernant was a complete wilderness when 

Christina and David arrived 22 years ago. “It had been a holiday 

cottage, totally abandoned and choked with weeds,” says Christina.  

“It lacked topsoil and had far too much rock, marsh, bog and thick 

blue clay.” Being on the west coast of Wales, it could also feel bleakly 

open to the elements, but it is enclosed by small, hedge-parcelled fields 

typical of this area, plus winters are mild. Today, up by the house the 

garden is intensely cultivated and stylised – there are vibrant and bold 

agapanthus, dahlias and salvias – and every possible little niche seems 

to have something growing in it. Looking the other way, outwards 

towards the open landscape, the garden grows more naturalistic and 

there are big masses of rather wild-looking perennials, grasses and 

what are clearly wildflowers seeping in from the surroundings. 

The outer reaches of this six-acre plot are largely semi-natural and 

managed rather than gardened. A wet meadow, known as Waun Fach, 

with a distinct and diverse flora, is at its best when the Angelica 

sylvestris is in flower in late summer, while the more conventional 

orchard has perennial borders flourishing around some old apple trees, 

and the experimental Nicky’s Field, named in memory of Christina’s 

brother, is a rather austere chessboard of grasses planted in blocks.

Christina also talks of the garden as being between two extremes, 

how some areas offer vistas while others envelop the visitor. “The 

whole garden lies behind two feelings – the being up and looking  

at the landscape, and the looking down and being right in it,” she 

says. Feelings is certainly the word, as this garden is an emotional  

one – there is a remarkable range of atmospheres here. 

More than with most gardens, it’s the location that makes 

Dyffryn Fernant so special. For Christina, this is crucial. “I had a 

business selling garden antiques not far from here and people loved 

my garden there,” she says. “I had an identity through it, but this 

garden is about where it is, in this particular landscape.” And it is 

the landscape that mostly inspires Christina, who learned all about 

gardening from reading Christopher Lloyd and Beth Chatto. Who 

wouldn’t be influenced by these environs? Garn Fawr is part of the 

Preseli Hills, the place from where the Stonehenge bluestones were 

dragged 5,000 years ago and somewhere of immense spiritual 

significance to our ancestors. Comments in the garden visitor book 

often remark on the garden being a special and almost spiritual 

place. Its size means Christina has been able to divide it into areas 

with different connotations. But it also means it’s a full-time job for 

C       

A steel obelisk provides a focal point in the Bog 
Garden, surrounded by the tall marsh mallow 
Althaea officinalis, the white-flowered Zantedeschia 
aethiopica and the large-leaved Gunnera manicata.

Silver balls of clipped Pittosporum tenuifolium 
‘Irene Paterson’ help lead the eye through the 
Rickyard area, which is dominated by tulips in 

spring and Verbena bonariensis in summer. 

The gardens by the house are full of 
colourful dahlias, tender salvia species 
and later-flowering perennials such as 

Persicaria amplexicaulis (right). 

“We deliberately do not have any clear boundaries; the only 
borders are the farm hedges, which have always been here”

To continue turn to page 72 
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Wildflowers are welcomed into the garden. This  
blurs the boundaries between landscape and garden,  

connecting local plant communities 

In this area close to the house, a sculpture by 
John Cleal is framed by a crimson glory vine, 
Vitis coignetiae, scrambling over a holiday 
cottage. The exuberant orange-bronze Dahlia 
‘David Howard’ to the right adds to the colour.

Left The Rickyard garden where pink  
tufts of Eupatorium maculatum 
Atropurpureum Group ‘Riesenschirm’ 
dominate the foreground and spires  
of Chamaenerion angustifolium ‘Album’  
add a splash of white beyond.

richly planted garden
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richly planted garden

Christina, who has three days of help a week to keep on top of 

maintenance and refreshing the planting. 

The wilder periphery of the garden is where Christina and David 

are learning – largely by trial and error – to manage and keep a delicate 

balance. “It’s important to keep some complete mayhem,” says 

Christina. What is most problematic, is the occasional aggressive 

species that overwhelms others; currently hemlock water dropwort, 

one of the most toxic plants in the European flora. “The only way we 

can deal with it is with weed killer,” says Christina. Otherwise, it is a 

case of thinning out blackthorn suckers and mowing paths. “Mowing 

is interesting,” she says. “We mow at different levels to create a tapestry 

of different wildflower species.” There are also spotted and early purple 

orchids. “We don’t cut these areas until late – there’s a lot of cutting and 

raking work at the end of the season.” A lot of effort yes, but clearly 

worth it in creating this amazing fusion of wild and tame. 

USEFUL INFORMATION

Address Dyffryn Fernant Garden, Llanychaer, Fishguard,  

Pembrokeshire SA65 9SP.

Tel 01348 811282.

Website dyffrynfernant.co.uk

Open Every day, April to October, 12-6pm. 

• Read a longer version of this feature at gardensillustrated.com

“The only management we do on the outer edges is  
control problem species and mow paths. A few exotic  

plants remind us this is still a garden”

GARDEN PLAN
 1 Entrance 
 2  Nicky’s Field
 3 Magic Garden
 4 The Pond
 5 Fernery
 6 Front Garden

 7 Courtyard
 8 Bog Garden
 9 Library
 10 Rickyard
 11 Orchard
 12 Waun Fach 

Ornamental grasses create a different atmosphere  
in Nicky’s Field, moving through Miscanthus sinensis 
‘Flamingo’, ‘Morning Light’ and ‘Gracillimus’, and 
Calamagrostis x acutiflora ‘Karl Foerster’.

The Magic Garden is sited above the house.  
From here you can glimpse the coast in one 
direction. Wildflower-rich meadow grass is 
dissected by mown paths. 

The Courtyard garden, with swords of Miscanthus 
sinensis ‘Gracillimus’ in the foreground, looks out 
towards Garn Fawr. Exotic foliage includes Eriobotrya 
japonica on the left and Melianthus major centre right.
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