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Ventnor Garden on the Isle of Wight has 
a fascinating past and a great future, as 
Gillian Thornton discovered . . .

I

’ve always had a soft 

spot for agapanthus, 

those flamboyant African 

blue lilies which take 

their name from the 

Greek words for “Love 

Flower”.

But I’ve never seen any 

agapanthus in Britain as 

large as the ones here at 

Ventnor Botanic Garden 

which nestles on the south 

coast of the Isle of Wight. 

My late summer visit 

coincides with peak 

flowering time and I’ve 

come round a corner to find 

a forest of blooms swaying 

gently with the breeze. 

There’s something to 

enjoy at Ventnor Botanic 

Garden throughout the year, 

as the plot benefits from its 

own unique microclimate at 

the heart of the Isle of 

Wight’s famous “Undercliff”. 

Protected from cold 

northerly winds by the chalk 

downs, and lapped by the 

warming waters of the 

English Channel, the 

sheltered south-facing 

garden enjoys a 

Mediterranean 

climate where 

subtropical 

plants thrive.

The garden 

is one of the 

island’s most 

popular 

tourist 

attractions. Its 

22 acres boast a 

collection of more 

than 30,000 rare and 

sub-tropical plants, grouped 

according to the world’s 

geographical regions.

But VBG has only been a 

public facility since the 

1970s, the site originally 

welcoming a very different 

kind of visitor. 

The Royal National 

Hospital for Diseases of the 

Chest was established here 

in 1868 by physician and 

naturalist Dr Arthur Hill. 

Archive photos 

show a series of 

imposing 

four-storey 

buildings 

nestled 

beneath the 

cliff, where 

patients would 

undergo a 

regime that 

included plenty of 

fresh air and 

therapeutic outdoor 

activities.

For 80 years the hospital 

was a renowned institution 

until the advent of 

antibiotics for tuberculosis 

rendered it redundant. The 

buildings deteriorated and 

were demolished in 1969. 

A year later, the Victorian-

style grounds, featuring 

many unusual trees, were 

opened free of charge as 

Steephill Pleasure Gardens. 

Winchester plant expert 

Sir Harold Hillier saw the 

potential of the site and 

replanted the park with 

sub-tropical varieties. In 

1972 it was reopened as 

Ventnor Botanic Garden.

The devastating storms of 

October 1987 and January 

1990 wreaked havoc and 

almost 500 trees were lost 

– but this was an 

opportunity for curator 

Simon Goodenough to 

remodel the garden. 

Today, Ventnor Botanic 

Garden continues to 

develop under current 
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patients as part of their 

treatment – a healthy 

open-air activity to ensure 

they drew plenty of fresh 

sea air into their lungs. 

The tunnel links the lawns 

to a small private cove in 

sight of Ventnor’s main 

beach and we follow our 

guide by torchlight for the 

short walk to the shore 

where once patients swam 

from a small platform.

Whilst visitors love the 

packed planting and 

peaceful atmosphere of the 

garden, many people come 

in search of the resident red 

squirrels. 

As we finish our tour back 

at the tunnel entrance, we 

are lucky enough to catch 

sight of one chomping away 

in the fork of a walnut tree. 

With his russet red coat, he’s 

a proper Squirrel Nutkin, 

completely unconcerned by 

the band of onlookers.

I head next for the Tropical 

House to see one of the 

garden’s most unusual 

attractions. 

Stepping through the 

door, I’m immediately 

surrounded by the 

vegetation of the Amazonian 

rain forest, and beyond the 

waterfall, I find a pond 

covered in giant waterlilies. 

These extraordinary plants 

– one of the few species 

grown undercover at the 

garden – are a big hit with 

visitors.

Spring sees the 

Mediterranean species 

come into flower. In 

summer, the emphasis shifts 

to the flowers of South 

Africa and Australia, and as 

summer turns to autumn, 

late-flowering salvias are 

prolific. 

Even as the nights draw in 

and the last blooms fade, 

there is still plenty to enjoy 

at VBG as shapes and 

textures come sharply into 

focus in the winter light. 

With average 

temperatures five degrees 

warmer than the rest of the 

British Isles, there can be 

few more pleasant spots for 

a winter walk. n

Want To 
Know More?

In the land of the giants.

Ventnor Botanic 
Garden is open from  
10 a.m. to 4 p.m. every 
day of the year except 
December 24 and 25. 
Adults, £8.50; 
concessions, £7.50; 
children 6-16, £5; under 
6, free; family ticket, 
£19. Free parking. 

For more information 
visit www.botanic.co.uk 
or call 01983 855397.

Some parts of the 
garden involve steep 
gradients but the 
majority can be 
accessed by wheelchair.  
Free tours are run 

regularly by volunteers 
– see the blackboard for 
details. For a taste of 
island produce, 
including plants grown 
at VBG, try the daily 
specials at their Edulis 
restaurant overlooking 
the fountain.

A tranquil spot.

The People’s Friend
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curator Chris Kidd. The team 

of six full-time gardeners 

constantly tries to push the 

boundaries of what can be 

grown here out of doors, 

using the “Ventnor Method” 

which groups plants in 

communities similar to their 

native, wild environments. 

You can join a free guided 

tour at set times throughout 

the day or just wander 

through a series of 

numbered areas, from the 

Herb & Medicinal Garden 

through an Oriental Garden 

and an Olive Grove, a 

Hydrangea Dell and a Hop 

Yard, via the world’s sub-

tropical plant groups.

As I follow the paths, I can 

almost believe I have 

stepped into South Africa or 

the Mediterranean, New 

Zealand, Australia or Japan. 

Not only are the plants 

exotic but they’re enormous, 

too!

I’ve one eye on my watch 

as I cross Bo’s Bridge in the 

Australian Garden – with 

authentic kangaroo warning 

sign – and absorb the exotic 

atmosphere of the Palm 

Garden. At the edge of the 

garden, a Victorian Tunnel 

has been opened to visitors, 

but only with a guide.

I join the group outside 

the entrance. Our guide 

explains that the 300-foot 

tunnel was dug by TB 

For visitor information 
on the Isle of Wight, 

visit www.
visitisleofwight.co.uk 

or telephone 
01983 813813.

Gillian enjoyed a sea view from her room at the 
Royal in Ventnor, an elegant hotel established in 
1832. Set behind a private cliff-top garden, the 
hotel’s stylish restaurant has been consistently 
awarded two rosettes. Visit www.royalhoteliow.co.uk 

or telephone 01983 852186.
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