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In a career spanning m
ore than  

40 years, designer Arthur Shackleton  
has nurtured m

any of the Em
erald  

Isle’s botanical gem
s
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IRISH
 DESIGNER ARTH

UR SH
ACKLETON

 
grew up in the garden, learning from

 one 
of the best—

his father, David Shackleton, 
an internationally known plantsm

an. 
Located next to the fam

ily’s Georgian 
house at Beech Park in Clonsilla (west 
Dublin), David’s acre-and-a-half walled 
garden was a cornucopia of rare and 
unusual plants and the largest private 
collection in Ireland. For young Arthur,  
it was a living library, “where I spent 
m

any happy hours working alongside  
m

y father,” he says.
“David didn’t suffer fools,” recalls 

Jim
 Reynolds, the esteem

ed landscape 
designer who restored and refreshed the 
grounds of Ballyfin, a Regency m

ansion 
turned into one of Ireland’s grandest 
country hotels (for m

ore on Ballyfin, see 
the July/August 2017 issue of Flower 
or visit flowerm

ag.com
). As a young 

m
an, when Reynolds first m

et the elder 
Shackleton and they walked around the 

garden, he feared he was being tested and 
found wanting. “But at the end of m

y tour, 
he sm

iled and invited m
e in for a drink, 

so I knew I’d passed,” says Reynolds, who 
becam

e a friend to both David and Arthur. 
Arthur agrees. “M

y father could be very 
intim

idating,” he says. “But we got on 
well. I was a lot like him

, and we shared a 
passion for plants.” 

As Reynolds observes, “Arthur inherited 
his father’s gift for gardening. And he’s 
designed m

any fine gardens.” M
ore 

rooted in place than their relative Ernest 
Shackleton, the fam

ed polar explorer, 
David and Arthur stayed m

ore local, 
journeying through the m

ost im
pressive 

gardens in the British Isles. “M
y father 

knew all the leading lights of the gardening 
world, and I traveled with him

,” Arthur 
recalls. “I would m

eet these am
azing 

people and learn from
 them

 as well as him
. 

It was a great education.”
Arthur supplem

ented that education 
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with several years spent working in 
the nursery at M

ount Congreve, an 
estate near W

aterford with a renowned 
garden, now owned by the Irish 
governm

ent and open to the public. 
H

e also cut his teeth doing design work 
for world-class Irish thoroughbred 
farm

s, including Coolm
ore Stud and 

Kildangan Stud. “These were sprawling, 
beautiful properties,” he says. “I gave 
them

 m
ore structure—

allées and copses 
of specim

en trees; hedges of hawthorn, 
beech, holly, and other natives; beds 
around the buildings—

while staying in 
harm

ony with the larger landscape.”
Over tim

e, the young Shackleton 
gained a knack for attracting posh, 
strong-willed clients (such as Andrew 
Lloyd W

ebber and Ryanair founder 
Tony Ryan) and winning them

 over with 
his ideas. The designer proved adept  
at reviving and im

proving gardens that 
dated to the 18th century and beyond, 
often with strategic tree plantings 

and long, lush herbaceous borders. 
H

e helped Lady Olda Fitzgerald 
enhance the 15-acre pleasure grounds 
of Glin Castle on the Shannon Estuary 
and helped restore the gardens at 
Castletown Cox, a fine Palladian m

anor, 
for then owners Brian de Breffny,  
a self-styled baron, and his wife, Ulli. 
Additional career capstones include 
his extensive work at the gardens of 
Drom

oland and Ashford Castles, now 
both luxury hotels.

“Arthur is a gardener through and 
through, possibly with sap, rather than 
blood, running in his veins,” observes 
Jane Powers, author of The Irish Garden. 
“H

e seem
s to understand the needs  

of plants in a profound way that com
es 

from
 decades of intim

acy with them
. 

H
is designs m

ay nod to the Arts and 
Crafts era—

with strong structure and 
abundant borders—

but his plant choices 
are m

ore m
odern and dynam

ic.” 
Plants from

 subarctic to subtropical 

46
  | M

A
Y

/J
U

N
E

 2
0

19

              “Arthur is a      gardener through and through, possibly w
ith sap,  

 rather than blood,    running in his veins.” —
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A
rthur revam

ped the 
grounds of A

shford, an 
80

0
-year-old castle in C

ong 
C
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giganteum

, a thistle know
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as M
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ilm
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A
 garden pool at Fruitlaw

n 
• The Tem

ple of M
ercury at 

D
rom

oland, erected in the 
170

0
s by Sir Edw

ard O
’B

rien 
atop the grave of a prized 
racehorse. • B

orders of pink 
penstem

on and M
exican 

feather grass trim
 hedges at 

the G
range, a period house 

located in C
ounty Laois.
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thrive in Irish gardens. “Thanks to a 
clim

ate tem
pered by the Gulf Stream

, 
Ireland in general is a fine spot for 
m

aking gardens—
lovely soft clim

ate, 
good soil, plenty of rain,” Arthur says. 
“But you have to know which plants 
work where. And you have to get  
the structure right first—

plantings are 
the icing on the cake.”

One of Shackleton’s m
ost accessible 

works is the garden behind Butler H
ouse 

hotel in Kilkenny, which doubles as a 
public park. A circular water feature is 
ringed by large stone blocks that serve as 
seats. The stones are inscribed with letters 
that spell nothing, a code without a key, 
until you learn they are fragm

ents of 
Nelson’s Pillar, the Dublin m

onum
ent to 

English adm
iral H

oratio Nelson, which 
was toppled by an IRA bom

b in 1966.  
In this serene spot, they stand as distant 
echoes of Ireland’s fraught history.

At Fruitlawn, the hom
e in County 

Laois he shares with his wife, artist 
Carol Booth, Arthur transform

ed a 
derelict farm

 into a green gem
, a 1-acre 

walled garden with m
any of his favorite 

features—
large perennial borders; a 

hornbeam
 tunnel; a circular pool; huge 

yew hedges; an extensive vegetable 
garden; and unusual plants from

 his 
father’s garden, Beech Park (which, now 
owned and restored by the local council, 
will open to the public this sum

m
er). 

After so m
any decades in the 

business, Shackleton is not slowing 
down. H

is latest project—
revam

ping 
the grounds of Killua Castle in County 
W

estm
eath—

m
ay be one of his favorite 

yet. “It will be the m
ost am

azing place 
when it is com

plete!” he says. “The  
m

ain thing at the end of the day is that 
the clients are happy and get the garden 
they dream

ed of.”  

R
oses flank a central path 

in a garden at D
rom

oland 
C

astle, visible behind  
the w

all. C
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nother 
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and sw

eet gum
 seedpod 

sculptures at D
rom

oland

For m
ore inform

ation, see Sources, page 86


