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The Scottish Rock Garden Festival Inverewe 



 

 



This past week I have been 

across at the National Trust 

for Scotlandô s Inverewe 

Garden where we had 

gathered together an 

international team of rock 

garden experts to rebuild a 

small part of the large 

terraced rock garden in a 

crevice style landscape.  

The project is a co-

operation between the 

Scottish Rock Garden Club 

and the National Trust for 

Scotlandôs Inverewe 

Garden and the this phase 

was to restore part of the 

historic rock garden in a 

modern crevice style as 

well as staging a series of 

workshops and talks as part 

of the SRGC David Boyd 

scheme of reaching out and 

sharing our knowledge and passion for rock  gardening with the wider comunity.  

 

 
The core team consisted of myself, Zdenek Zvolanek from Prague, Paul Spriggs from Vancouver Island and the 

Scottish Rock Garden Club President, Julia Corden ï both ZZ and Paul have experience of building many such 

gardens across the world.  



 

Inverewe Garden has a long interesting history which is well 

worth reading about and the NTS has published an excellent 

booklet on building Inverwew, ISBN 978-1-9997516-0-9,   

here I will concentrate on the history of the rock garden. The 

original house built by Osgood Mackenzie in the 1860s  burnt 

down to a roofless ruin in 1914. The family moved into one of 

the gatehouses until the remains of the burnt out ruins could 

be demolished and a new house built in its place, only the 

remains of a back wing stayed intact and survive today.  

 
 

 
Why this is relevant to the rock garden now becomes apparent  because the original house was built of red Torriden 

Sandstone and it was these very blocks of stone that Maire Sawers , Osgoodôs daughter,  used to construct the 

original terraced rock garden, some of which we were using in the new construction.  



 
Much of the original rock garden terraces remain intact and it is hoped that in coming years they can be restored. 

  

 
A unique feature of this rock garden is this reclining Eucalyptus tree which has become a popular tactile and visual 

feature with the many thousands of visitors who admire and scramble across the beautifully marked silky smooth 

trunk.  



 
The core team of 5 had the honour of staying in the upper apartment of Inverewe house where we enjoyed the very 

same magnificient views across Loch Ewe towards the mountains of Torridon that attracted Osgood MacKenzie to 

build his mansion here. This accomodation was particularly handy as it overlooked the rock garden and we could 

see the top of the site from our bedroom windows as well as the sitting room. 

 

 

  
View from the sitting room window. 



 
View from the terrace across the lawn across Loch Ewe towards the village of Poolewe and the mountains. 

 

 
This is the view from the bedroom window looking across the lawn with the eucalypt and  the rock garden on the 

ground that falls down towards the shores of the loch; the top of our site can be seen on the left where the pallets 

and barriers are and the towering Beinn Airigh Charr in the distance. 



 

This project has been 

discussed over a few 

years and when I was 

over at Inverewe 

Erythronium Festival in 

April we selected the area 

that we would work on 

and during the spring and 

summer months the 

Inverewe Garden staff 

cleared it of all perennial 

weeds such as couch 

grass so it was ready for 

us to start into the work 

on 5th September. 

The garden staff also 

gathered around 10 - 12 

tonnes of the materials 

that we had asked for to 

the nearest location 

accessible by mecahnical 

means. 

 

  
When we arrived the gently sloping site below the terraced wall was cleared of all the weeds and ready for us to get 

started on building the new crevice garden. 

 



 
Although I had sent a number of pictures of the area to Paul Spriggs, the main designer and builder, he only saw it 

for the first time when we arrived last Wednesday, 4th September ï above Paul, ZZ and myself are surveying and 

discussing the plan with some of the main Inverewe garden staff.  

 

 
The bed with some of the rocks viewed from lower down the slope which falls off steeply down to the shore line. 



 
The first thing we had to do on the site was to lift the old large edging stones along the path edge as well as the 

other stones few large stones that remained burried in the area.  

 

 



 
Paul Spriggs, Ian Young and Zdenek Zvolanek 

 

Originally these 

large edging 

stones had been 

laid flat and our 

intention was to 

reuse them by 

standing them 

on their edge as 

part of the 

crevice work. 

Some were 

pretty heavy 

and moving 

them gave a 

good indication 

to the amount 

of heaving and 

grunting that 

we had let 

ourselves in for 

over the next 

four days of the 

build. 

 

 



The idea behind this 

style of  crevice 

gardens is that they 

should mimic a 

natural rock outcrop 

where the often 

tilted strata degrade 

to form  natural 

crevices in which 

plants can establish 

- and you do not 

have to go far to 

find examples for 

inspiration. 

 If we happened to 

stumbled and fall 

down the slope we 

would land beside 

this outcrop which 

sits directly below 

where we are 

working - 

fortunately no one 

fell but I did explore 

the shore line. 

 

 
The next decision is to decide on the angle of the crevices and it is always preferable to have the crevices sloping 

diagonally across a bed and not parallel or at right angles as that provides the most effective view of the rock faces 

and landscape we are creating. We chose an angle so those approaching along the main access path to this level 

would be faced with a lovely oblique view of the rock faces we were forming with the rocks.  

During the process of setting the first few stones Paul became introduced to the Scottish Midge, a fearsome insect 

that likes a bit of blood. 



 
The next stage was to start building up the ground levels with an infill of sand, loam and grit to create height. 

We used at least 10 to 12 tonnes of material on this project, the sand and grit came in 20kg bags while the loam and 

rocks were loose and all of this material had to be moved by hand some distance often down several levels to where 

it was required and much of it had to be handled a number of times, all of it at least twice.  

As well as the famous midges we also had some experience of the West Coast rainfall which luckily mostly came at 

night or during our breaks but it did make the ground very muddy so we spread out some of the silver sand to make 

it cleaner to walk on. 

 

The heaviest rain, 

and it was 

torrential, came 

on Thursday 

night after the 

first days build 

and we were 

delighted to see 

there had been no 

wash out of the 

material from 

between the 

crevices we had 

constructed. 

 



We received permission 

to break through the 

wall continuing the 

crevices right up 

linking the main 

construction right up 

onto the upper level.  

While you can form a 

rough impression of the 

finished landscape there 

are so many variables 

that arise along the 

build that you have to 

be adaptable, constantly 

reassessing the design 

and now that we had 

permission to break 

through to the upper 

level we needed to 

reassess. Rather than a 

single summit we 

decided to go for two 

high points on the 

lower level reaching a 

third and highest point on the upper level. Building a rock garden is an art and much like working on a drawing or 

painting where each mark (or rock) you lay down influences where and how the next one should be placed.  

Each rock has four orientations in one plain and two in the other and we did end up turning some rocks, often the 

heaviest, in all possible variations until we found the way we all liked best. We would take it in turns to stand back 

as the spotter while the others manhandled the heavy weights around heaving and rocking until we got the thumbs 

up that we had a good position.   

 

 

 

 

 

The placement 

of the rocks is 

an aesthetic 

choice so 

having an 

artistic eye 

helps plus the 

decision 

becomes easier 

with experience 

ï the most 

experienced 

among us ,ZZ, 

would often 

call out ñhigher 

higherò! 

Have you ever 

tried to roll an 

extremely 

heavy rock up 

a hill! 

 


