Historic Royal Palaces Podcast
A Walk in the Gardens of Hillsborough Gardens


Show Notes
The Gardens of Hillsborough Castle in Northern Ireland are the perfect place to walk and enjoy the sounds and feelings of being in nature. 

So for today’s episode, we’re collaborating with sound artist and musician Alice Boyd, who is going to lead us into these tranquil gardens to meet Claire Woods who is Head Gardener at Hillsborough Castle.  

We want you to be immersed by this episode, so take a moment to focus in on the lovely sounds and enjoy an escape to the Gardens of Hillsborough Castle.  

Find out more about the Gardens of Hillsborough Castle. https://www.hrp.org.uk/hillsborough-castle/whats-on/the-gardens/ 


Transcript
[The podcast opening theme music begins. It is steady and regal. Tracy’s voice comes in on top.]

[bookmark: _heading=h.ggkq0uudy3yc]Tracy Borman [00:00:04] 
Hello, listeners, and welcome back to the Historic Royal Palaces podcast. For today's episode, we have something a little different for you. We look after six of the most amazing palaces with a thousand years of history between them. But it's not just the palaces that are in our care. It’s also the historic gardens and one of those is the gardens of Hillsborough Castle in Northern Ireland. So today, we're going to take you on a walk through its tranquil grounds to immerse you in the sounds and feelings of being in these nature-filled spaces. We've teamed up with sound artist and musician Alice Boyd to capture a stroll with Claire Woods, who's head gardener at Hillsborough Castle. Take a moment to join us on an escape to County Down in Northern Ireland. 

[The sound of birdsong and a light breeze can be heard as Alice speaks from the garden of Hillsborough Castle. Alice speaks with a gentle voice and has a southern English accent.]

[bookmark: _heading=h.fmxnfe9oclbo]Alice Boyd [00:01:14]
So I'm here today at Hillsborough Castle and Gardens with Claire Woods, the head gardener here. And Claire, I was wondering if you could tell me a bit about your work and what you do here. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.nsdcvptj0bi7]Claire Woods [00:01:26] 
[Claire has a softly cheerful voice and a Northern Irish accent.]
Well, as head gardener, I'm responsible for looking after the gardens and all things green at Hillsborough. In total, we have ninety-eight acres and that includes formal gardens –areas like we're standing in at the moment on the south terrace, as well as the lawns, the woodlands, the woodland gardens, the Walled Garden, and then we have other areas that people maybe don't think about, but still need managed. The likes of our carpark, which has hundreds of trees in it, our overflow carpark and the Coronation Meadow, which we manage for biodiversity, Gasworks Field, which is a small meadow dating right back to the 18th century. And we manage it by using moiled cows that come in and graze it!

[bookmark: _heading=h.fpvbfemmg439]Alice Boyd [00:02:10] 
That's amazing. There's such a huge range of different gardens and habitats. What was the thought process behind having so many different types of ecosystems here? 

[bookmark: _heading=h.pqlj0q8tkx08]Claire Woods [00:02:21] 
Well, it sort of just grew organically. When Historic Royal Palaces took over in 2014, they set about doing a major redevelopment of the site. The garden designers and landscape architects brought in and they divided the whole area into twenty-two different character areas because it has been gardened for a long time. Nothing was particularly changed. It was all just added to and paths were put in for access and lots and lots more planting. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.hx3r7yy6rrfn]Alice Boyd [00:02:52]
And today, it's slightly overcast, but we're getting these moments of sunshine. I would love to hear you describe where we're standing right now, what we can see, what we can hear as well. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.m7bznzlvwu9r]Claire Woods [00:03:04]
I think one of the first things that you hear actually is the A1 Road, [Alice hums] which runs just along one side of the gardens. Some days, you don't hear it at all, but today it's really quite noisy. And it's just to do with the way the wind is blowing, just the atmospheric conditions. 

But we're standing in the Doric Temple and this was built in the 1840s, really to put a full stop to this side of the garden, because behind us is the main Dromore Road. We're looking into the private areas, which is the South Terrace. We've got this lovely old reclaimed Yorkstone and then billowing and spilling out into it are all the lovely herbaceous plants. We've got perennial plants on the wall, climbers, below it, we've got these lovely Bishonoria with their fabulous flower spikes. It's a Mexican flame Lily and these great big spikes out there, five or six feet long. 

So opposite the wall shrubs in the castle are the formal topiaries. The one nearest us has got an urn on top that mirrors the urns on top of the Courthouse. Next, we've got a cube on its corner and then the four just in front of the portico are pineapples. And pineapples are synonymous with Hillsborough. It was very much a sign of wealth and hospitality in the 18th century. 

[A pause in speaking. There is birdsong, sounds of leaves and branches moving in the breeze, and the hum of the main road.]

[bookmark: _heading=h.27gjzee0nzst]Alice Boyd [00:04:32] 
One of the sounds that I have been loving this spring is just when all the trees get their leaves again. I think it's called ‘susurrations’, [Claire agrees] which is the sound of the leaves rubbing together. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.uisuybvcsff1]Claire Woods [00:04:42] 
It is, it's lovely. And then you also pick up just from where we're standing, the very faint trickle of the fountain. Yes and you get that water, and that's something that is really important in gardens. When they were designing gardens in Victorian times, they put little weirs and cascades into streams so that you never lost the sound of water as you were walking through. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.hzc1f4nu4xv1]Alice Boyd [00:05:05]
It's very relaxing. 

Claire Woods [00:05:06]
Very relaxing.

[A pause in speaking allows us to hear the atmosphere of the garden, including the faint trickle of the fountain.]

Alice Boyd [00:05:14]
So, Claire, where are we off to next? 

[bookmark: _heading=h.vitnuzr9uq5t]Claire Woods [00:05:16]
The next venue for us is the Lost Garden. And we're going to get to it going down through the parterre, past the pond and across the main lawn. 

[Gentle music fades in. The sounds of footsteps on stone pathways, then gravel can be heard as Claire and Alice walk through the parterre garden. As they get closer, the fountain gets louder.]

Alice Boyd [00:05:50] 
Claire, what is this area we're walking through with the fountain?

[bookmark: _heading=h.qoel6b1i3qta]Claire Woods [00:05:51] 
This is the parterre, and this was originally put in in the 1840s, but it only stretched from the lovely Irish yew, there's four on each side that sort of create this almost room-like enclosure. And then within that we've got box hedging, and that is filled with really soft, billowing plants. We've got the lovely black elderflower, we've got a white cornice. We've got the round heads of the white alliums and then in another month, you can just see the buds sitting there with the roses, it's going to be full of white roses. 

So this is what we call a parterre area, which is really a flat area that is divided into little planting squares. Behind it then, we've got additional hedges, and on both sides, some pleached limes. Pleaching really is a method of creating a hedge on stilts. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.1gv42htuh22u]Alice Boyd [00:06:46]
I love the colour palette of the purples, the pinks and the whites. What was the decision process around using that palette? 

[bookmark: _heading=h.if8mc6jymbxq]Claire Woods [00:06:53] 
This was very much designed by Catherine Fitzgerald, who was a garden designer, and she kept it very much on a very soft, very light palette. 

[Claire and Alice’s footsteps on gravel can be heard. The music fades down as they walk. There is rapid, chittering birdsong.]

[bookmark: _heading=h.br1p2nrbnvyb]Alice Boyd [00:07:16]
We've just arrived in the Lost Gardens, and as we've been walking through, there have been ferns, there are these lovely lush plants everywhere, it feels like everything is springing up. Can you describe what we're looking at right now, and how this garden came to be? 

[bookmark: _heading=h.6kmcdflybygf]Claire Woods [00:07:32]
 So this area was completely overgrown by laurels and rambles and rank grass. So it was all cleared out, and we knew from the 1840s maps that there had been an island, so we dug it out again and found it and put new bridges in. And then the planting, the top end is really native planting, more what you would find in an Irish bog garden. This centre area, though, has gotten quite a tropical feel to it, and that's because all the plants come from the southern hemisphere. So we're looking here at beautiful tree ferns, with their lovely great big fronds coming out, they're just starting to unfurl… [Claire leans away from the microphone to gesture.]

[bookmark: _heading=h.8brje23wa6vs]Alice Boyd [00:08:11] 
And you can definitely notice here, just because it feels a little more secluded from the road, just how much more birdsong there is. We've already heard of the wood pigeon, I think there's a blackbird over here. And I'd love to hear a bit about how the garden promotes biodiversity and wildlife. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.johlswytpw07]Claire Woods [00:08:29] 
In this area we are really trying to keep it as natural as possible. We use as many different plants as we can that will provide both nectar for butterflies and for bees, and then plants that have seeds for birds. So we don't deadhead in this area in the garden. We leave everything so that the birds can eat it. We also, on the little stream, occasionally would see an otter. 

Alice Boyd [00:08:54] 
Oh, really? 

[bookmark: _heading=h.88utwyywaqxk]Claire Woods [00:08:56] 
And a few weeks ago, we saw the pine marten down through the stream. 

Alice Boyd [00:08:57]
Wow!

Claire Woods [00:08:58] 
There are foxes on site and badgers as well. And really, any area that we can, we leave. [Gravel crunching underfoot.] And this whole bank opposite us is just a big bank. It's full of brambles and ferns and laurel. We also, if we can leave standing monoliths. That's where, for example, a tree has broken. So instead of taking it right down to the base, we leave a tall trunk, and that becomes a habitat in itself. 

[Differing types of birds can be heard singing and calling. A crow caws.]

[bookmark: _heading=h.qrh0ky84h44m]Alice Boyd [00:09:47] 
Over there, there's this sort of wetland, bog ecosystem. Can you tell me a bit about that and why it was created – was it already there? 

[bookmark: _heading=h.q6scxj96u9u]Claire Woods [00:09:57] 
There was a stream that ran through and came into the site and the idea was to try and create some holding ponds. First of all, because ponds are great for wildlife and secondly, to hold water on the site, then around the edge of those ponds, we planted reeds, ordinary phragmites. These are great because they sort of draw any pollution that is out of the water so that it's cleaner when it runs down into the garden. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.1ri7kwmrek2t]Alice Boyd [00:10:25] 
What sort of species have you seen in and around the ponds? 

[bookmark: _heading=h.lk8zaly1f208]Claire Woods [00:10:29]
There are little fish, stickleback and minnows, that sort of thing. We have ducks nesting up in the pond this year. And little egret and the heron, all fish in the pond. So we know that there's fish there. 

Alice Boyd [00:10:29]
[Smiling.] Yes!

Claire Woods [00:10:29]
Because they wouldn't be there if they weren't. And then, if you're very, very lucky, you get this amazing flash of blue as a kingfisher goes past. 

[Gentle acoustic music fades in.]

[bookmark: _heading=h.mhqy9aki4szf]Alice Boyd [00:10:54] 
So Claire, where is our next destination? 

[bookmark: _heading=h.p477fyl7s17a]Claire Woods [00:10:57]
We're going now to Moss Walk, which is up beside Lady Alice's Temple. And it's a really special place. 

[Footsteps on gravel crunch as they walk to the Temple. The music continues. At the Temple, we can still hear birdsong and the rumble of the road.]

[bookmark: _heading=h.kqyfvhltjx54]Alice Boyd [00:11:34]
So we've just sat down on this lovely bench in Lady Alice's temple. Can you tell me a bit about the history of the temple and what we're looking at as well? 

[bookmark: _heading=h.xzyvdudndfkx]Claire Woods [00:11:43] 
What we're looking at is Yew Tree Walk and it was the walk that was put in really on the line of the old road after it was closed in the 1830s and then along both sides of it in the 1960s, they planted these beautiful Irish yews and these are very upright and we keep them clipped very formally. They've all got flat tops, which makes them a little bit unusual. 

The planting below, though, is much softer. In the past, we would have cut the grass but now, we just cut a strip along the edge and leave the rest for biodiversity. 

[The sound of birdsong is heard for a moment.]

When you come down Yew Tree Walk, you then reach Lady Alice's Pond. There always was a small pond here. But it was formalised then in the 1840s. Lovely little balustrades were put along and all the material that came out of the pond was mounded up to the side and planted with these huge, big conifers. Coming down then, you see Lady Alice’s Temple and this was built in 1867 by Lady Alice's brothers to commemorate her marriage. [She smiles.]

[bookmark: _heading=h.xr0binreif89]Alice Boyd [00:12:59]
I can imagine it was such a, well, it is now, such a lovely place to sit and look at this really striking landscape, where you have these incredibly tall trees, and then the lovely pond, and the walkway up to the house there. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.el7lv19ux3vh]
[bookmark: _heading=h.n1myfp5mfcf2]Claire Woods [00:13:12]
The pond is actually an interesting one. It's a mirror pond and if you stand at the edge of the temple here, you can actually see the house, which is really unusual, because the house is a long way away. You know, it's over 100 metres from the pond. Looking then to our left, we've got a much more tranquil view and this is down Moss Walk. This path used to lead down to an old graveyard which stopped being used once they built the new church in the 17th century. Planted along each side of this path were lime trees, these are about 170 years old, huge tall trees. I suppose Moss Walk is a happy accident, because as they grew, they shaded out the path. The grass no longer grew, and it just grew moss. So we keep it just as a moss path today. We don't let people walk on it, because the path is a delicate ecosystem. Too many feet would damage it. But interestingly, we lost a tree during the most recent storms and it has let a sort of pool of light into the walk [Alice hums] and you can see already that in that pool of light, the grass is starting to grow again. So we'll need to put in some replacement trees!

[bookmark: _heading=h.wokckvqb329j]Alice Boyd [00:14:28] 
Yes! Yeah, yeah. Can you tell me a bit about the ecological significance of moss, and why it's important species to maintain? 

[bookmark: _heading=h.lh51u98lzesg]Claire Woods [00:14:36] 
Moss is a bryophyte. So it doesn't have flowers the way a flower implant would, it has spores. But it's really good, because it holds water and that is very, very important for all of life. It also is a habitat for a lot of little insects, which, again, then will feed the birds. 

[Meditative music with harp sounds plays.

[bookmark: _heading=h.rmpv4051vtgd]Alice Boyd [00:15:13] 
So where to next? 

[bookmark: _heading=h.wm19vowo3ih3]Claire Woods [00:15:17] 
Heading now to the Glen. This is the area that runs from Lady Alice's Pond down to the lake. 

[Their footsteps cross gravel and soil. We hear birdsong and bubbling, flowing water. In the Grotto, the susurration of the leaves in the breeze is audible, as well as a distant lawnmower. The sound is secluded.]

We're in the Grotto now. This is part of the lower Glen. This area was developed in Victorian times. Grottos are very much part of a Victorian garden, where they could have a lot of ferns and unusual plants. But here, it's planted up with beautiful Japanese acers and there's a lovely cut-leaved red one in front and then above it is a fabulous yellow one and the light is just coming through it, it's almost luminescent. It's just wonderful today.

Alice Boyd [00:16:19] 
Yeah, stunning.

Claire Woods [00:16:20] 
Looking through, we sort of have a wee window to a bright pink rhododendron, [smiling] which is really in your face, and to the right, an enormous camellia, which has grown up and over the path to almost create a tunnel. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.i55fpz8480jd]Alice Boyd [00:16:34] 
We've just heard a lawnmower stop, which might be a good time to talk about your team and who works here and how many people manage this. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.htoumyuwdsbh]Claire Woods [00:16:43]
 In the team, we've got six full-time members of staff and four part-time, and they're divided into two teams, one that looks after the grounds - and although we don't cut all the grass, we leave as much as we can, long, for biodiversity – we do have to cut grass every day and then manage the rest of it. Because we follow organic principles, although we're not registered organic, we don't use any chemicals. So there's a lot of hand-weeding to do and then the other team work in the walled garden and they grow all the fruit and vegetables and flowers down there. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.hr5jpyx7ygmt]Alice Boyd [00:17:19]
It's incredible to me that so few people can manage such a huge and beautiful site as well. Is it very busy?

[bookmark: _heading=h.dinzml1yu8we]Claire Woods [00:17:26]
It is very busy. But then there are management practices that we use that really help us. We use an awful lot of mulch. We make our own mulch down in the yard. And we also make our woodchip. We use woodchip on paths and for mulching in woodland areas. And then our own compost we use for mulching beds and borders and in the walled garden. 

[Gentle acoustic guitar music is heard in the background, along with flowing water, susurrations, and more birdsong.]

[bookmark: _heading=h.vk30itp2q7tu]Alice Boyd [00:17:55] 
Finally, we're going to go to the Pinetum and wrap ourselves up there. 

Claire Woods [00:17:59] 
That's lovely. 

[They walk. We hear their footsteps first on solid stone, then gravel pathway. Water bubbles]

Alice Boyd [00:18:33] 
We're in our final location for today, the Pinetum. Claire, can you describe what we're looking at right now and what we are surrounded by? 

[bookmark: _heading=h.h812m5popos]Claire Woods [00:18:40] 
What we're surrounded by are the tallest, most majestic conifers. They're not all pines, but a ‘pinetum’ was the name given to an area that was planted up by a collection of conifers, really. This one was planted in 1872. So they're about 150 years old, and we've got giant redwoods, we've got coastal redwoods, Douglas fir, we've spruce, we've cypresses. All reaching away up, and it's the most fantastic place to come and actually do a little bit of forest bathing. [Alice sighs] Just to lie on your back and look up and listen to the birdsong. And yes, in the background, you hear the very dull noise of the road and of the lawnmower. [The chirping of a water-bird on the nearby lake.] But in a funny way, you can sort of block them out and focus on the birds. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.6e3vivaas0e2]
[bookmark: _heading=h.z90xpzod90mn]Alice Boyd [00:19:34]
This idea of forest bathing, I feel like it's become more popular, [Claire hums] I guess, in the West in the last, I don't know, five to ten years, because it comes over from Japan. 

Claire Woods [00:19:42] 
Yes, that's right. 

Alice Boyd [00:19:42]
Is that a practice that you've done more recently, or is it something you feel like you've been doing your whole life? 

[bookmark: _heading=h.xddurncs1eo6]Claire Woods [00:19:51] 
I think it's one I've done my whole life. I love going out and walking outside and being outside and just sitting and looking and listening. 

Alice Boyd [00:20:01]
What are some of your favourite sounds of the garden? 

[bookmark: _heading=h.h86jj3g6mn28]Claire Woods [00:20:05] 
I think water probably comes in first, and then the birds, and then, the noise when it's windy, the leaves rustling, and even in storms where there's crashes and bangs and… [she laughs.] It's all very atmospheric. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.6pialt3xa110]Alice Boyd [00:20:22] 
For you, what has gardening and working in a space like this, what has it brought to your life, and what does it mean to you on a daily basis? 

[bookmark: _heading=h.bfj08fps5egb]Claire Woods [00:20:30] 
I've always been involved with gardening and in horticulture. Being responsible, albeit for a very short period of time, for a garden like this, is a real honour. It's hard to know what I love the most. [smiling] I just love being outside!

Making new plants is great fun, and it's always so rewarding when you see seeds that you've sown and they've germinated, and plants that then, you know, you've then put them out into the garden and think, ‘well, that's a seed that I got from so-and-so.’

There's history involved there, too, and I love the way that people in the gardening fraternity share plants, and you can say, oh, ‘that came from such and such a garden’. It's like a collection. It's any collection of things, but just being out there and weeding. I probably should wear gloves, but I don't, so don't look at my nails they’re a mess! [Alice laughs]

That connection with soil and with nature, and my own garden and also the garden here, we're no digs. We're not digging the soil anymore. We're just letting nature do its thing and letting all the mycorrhizae and the fungi and the invertebrates that live in the soil create their own little ecosystem, and we're trying not to disturb it. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.c16m6scvfdd]Alice Boyd [00:21:45]
Well, thank you so much, Claire. It was so lovely to visit the gardens, and thank you for showing me around.

[bookmark: _heading=h.2t4o4qni0iq6]Claire Woods [00:21:51]
It's been a pleasure, Alice!

[Gentle, cheery acoustic music plays. Many different birds continue to chirp and sing.]

[bookmark: _heading=h.da7xf3zdxpq2]Alice Boyd [00:22:05]
I found my way back to the grotto after my chat with Claire, and I can hear a robin and a blackbird, and also there was a wood pigeon just cooing there, and I've had such an amazing morning just spending time in the gardens, looking at all the various different plants and wildlife here, the huge array of different ecosystems and gardening styles, and also listening to the sounds and hearing. The bird song, the trees rustling, the water flowing, and all the other sounds.

In my own work, sound and natural sound is so important to me. In my music, in my installations or radio shows and podcasts, it's always a character, whether it's the main character or just something you hear in the background. 

For me, listening has been such an amazing way to connect with the natural world and the world around me. So I really urge anyone at home, whether you're visiting one of the Historic Royal Palaces, or if you're going to a park or somewhere near you, or even if you are at home in the garden or just looking out a window, just taking a moment to have a listen, to take in the sounds around you, whether they're natural sounds or man-made sounds, and just noticing what you can hear. 

So thank you so much for listening to this slightly different podcast episode today. I hope you've enjoyed it and have had a meditative time and learnt a lot from Claire – I know I did.

And if you'd like to find out more about my work, my name is Alice Boyd. You can find out about my music and all my other projects at www.aliceboyd.info or find out on social media at Alice Boyd Music. This episode today has also been underscored by my music, which you can find on Spotify, Apple Music, or the other various places where you might listen to some songs!

Thank you very much for listening and hope you have a lovely rest of your day!
[The acoustic music fades down and we hear the final sounds of the garden – birds and leaves. Then the normal podcast theme music builds, regal and upbeat. Tracy speaks over the top]. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.sqfwm7adqmqp]Tracy Borman [00:24:23] 
Thank you for listening to this episode on the Historic Royal Palaces podcast. I really hope you enjoyed escaping to the gardens of Hillsborough Castle with us. Do leave a comment if you'd like more episodes like this. We're always looking for ways to immerse you in our palaces and our gardens. Join us next time when we'll be stepping outside of palace walls to explore a Tudor masterpiece. Until then, thanks for joining us, loyal listeners. 

[Theme music fades out. End of Episode.]
