
 

 
The Gardens 
of Penshurst 
Place  

 
by Jane 
Gibbon 

 
 
Youôll not find the gardens of Penshurst Place featured prominently in garden history books, and 
no famous designer names come readily to mind when theyôre mentioned; nor are they home to 
any block-buster man-made features, but this is far from saying theyôre not well worth a visit.  For 
me their attraction lies in making visitors feel so very much at home, not achieved by an intimacy 
of scale or informality ï they cover ten acres, and are divided into geometric óroomsô - but rather 
because of what their history has caused them to be. 
 
Records show the gardens as having a continuous history reaching as far back as 1346; and they 
may even date back to the first recorded owner of the estate who died in 1299,  But the gardens, 
not having been preserved in aspic, can as a result, now boast a distinction that lies in the sum of 
accumulated parts.  No new broom swept here - itôs for other gardens to showcase style in the 
way Biddulph Grange does for the Victorian era or Castle Howard for the English landscape 
school ï and the garden devotee desirous of an eclectic and pragmatic view of garden design 
might well start here. 
 
And when did this accumulation begin, and why no new brooms?  It helps that from 1552 to the 
present day the gardens of Penshurst Place have been in the hands of one family; the Sydneyôs; 
and these were not the hands of absentee owners.  Indeed, the family of Philip Sydney, second 
Viscount De L'Isle, are living at Penshurst today.  The Sydneys began by embracing the estateôs 
current claim to fame; the Sydney oak.  This natural feature, at least 1,000 years old, lies outside 
the gardens but is reputed to have been planted in honour of the christening of Sir Philip Sydney in 
1554.  This disparity of facts would indicate that either the family sought more status than the 
house alone provided, or they were romantics at heart; who knows?  But, whatever the motive, the 
respect this oak was given enabled it to stand long enough to be designated one of fifty great 
British trees during the Queenôs 2002 Golden Jubilee.  The tree that would actually have been 
planted around this time is the ancient yew standing in a corner of the Italian garden.   
 
The next feature of note, chronologically, is the framework of the Elizabethan garden; one of 
todayôs finest examples. Whether it was among the finest at its inception we canôt be sure as the 
design philosophy of eighteenth century landscape improvers lead to the obliteration of many a 
previous layout; but itôs our good fortune that the Sydneyôs at that point were unable to follow 
fashion as the family were short of funds and the heir a minor.  What we can reasonably surmise 
is that the garden would have been as significant as the status of its owner at that time,  this was 
Sir Henry Sydney, who enjoyed the favour of the crown but who would have been wise enough not 
to outdo the splendour of the monarch.  The levels in the gardens are still much as Sir Henry 
constructed them. 
 



During the early 1600s the gardens at Penshurst Place began developing into the form we see 
today, and their current layout follows the geometry of the gardens shown in a print of 1728.  In the 
1860s this print played its part in the restoration of the gardens in the Old English style and 
subsequently, in the late 1800s, the herbaceous border that was created followed the axis of the 
old gates. 
 
The 1800s saw additions to the gardens alongside the enhancement of extant features.  A terrace 
was added and some walling removed, but the gardens escaped Victorian fashion because the 
then owner didnôt think bedding plants were worth the effort.  By the end of that century garden 
rooms had been created by planting over a mile of yew hedging, and the original fishpond had 
transmuted into Dianaôs Pool. 
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The 1900s saw the gardens ideally suited to the Edwardian style of planting, which opportunity 
was made the most of, and most importantly there was continuous viable production of fruit and 
vegetables.  Many gardens were lost around the war years as they couldnôt be maintained unless 
they were productive, let alone restored afterwards, but post war Penshurst was producing cut 
flowers and vegetables while simultaneously hosting the public and undertaking restoration work.  
Reflecting, perhaps, a past time when the kitchen garden occupied half the entire area within the 
walls.  A redesign began in the 1960s and was firmly in the hands of the family, with John 
Codrington and Lanning Roper - designers of the early eco-school; not modernists - only providing 
advice. 
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Fruit runs a thread through the history of the garden.  At a time when others were occupied with 
the Italian renaissance style the height of the original walls was augmented to accommodate fruit, 
and the herbaceous borders have always incorporated apple trees.  Ancient trees remain in the 
orchard; although many have been lost in recent storms. 
 
In later years the constancy of employees is a feature, with a mere six head gardeners in position 
from 1820 to the present, one of whom served for forty-eight years.  And it was the skills of one 
man that kept the gardens alive during the Second World War. 
 
Although enduring some periods of neglect during their history, necessitating restoration, the 
gardens have managed to retain their original mark and integrity.  As with all these things 
serendipity and political nous play a part, but to my mind itôs evident that this is the result of 
consistent stewardship by people who knew their own minds, acknowledged what had gone 
before, combined the productive with the aesthetic, and did not overly regard the gardens as a 
fashion accessory or status symbol.  As a result these gardens reach out to the public gently, and 
Iôm inclined to agree with Blomfield when he writes, óNothing can be more beautiful than some of 
the walks under the apple trees in the gardens at Penshurstô, even though that was a hundred 
years ago.  And I envy those with a season ticket for theyôre able to feel the gardens at Penshurst 
Place are really ótheirsô. 
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