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Fernhill House is located in the townland of Newtown Little between Sandyford and Stepaside 

on the Enniskerry Road.  

From Down to Dublin     

The story of Fernhill House and gardens starts in Co. Down where Henry Darley worked as a 

stonecutter and quarryman. This was a business that the Darley family were involved in for the 

next two centuries, although they were also architects, builders and developers. Henry Darley 

who died c.1728 had three sons, Moses (d.1754), Arthur (1692-1742) and Hugh (1701-1771) 

who were all in the same trade. It is thought that Moses was the first to come to Dublin. He 

was soon followed by his nephews George, John and Hill, the three younger sons of Arthur. 

In 1700 Dublin’s population had reached 60,000. This might not sound much today, but it made 

Dublin the second biggest city in the British Empire. Dublin continued to grow rapidly during 

the eighteenth century. It was in this period that the Wide Streets Commission demolished 

many of the narrow medieval streets and replaced them with wide Georgian streets. The better 

known of these are Sackville Street (now O'Connell Street), Dame Street, Westmoreland Street 

and D’Olier Street. Five major Georgian squares were also laid out: Rutland Square (now 

Parnell Square), Mountjoy Square, Merrion Square, Fitzwilliam Square and St Stephen's 

Green. Parliament House, the Royal Exchange (later to become the City Hall), the Grand Canal, 

O’Connell Bridge and Kilmainham Gaol were all built. By 1800 the population had swollen to 

180,000.  

This major expansion and associated construction works were, of course, a boon for anyone in 

the building trade, and I think it is a reasonable assumption that this brought Moses, George, 

John and Hill to Dublin.  

The Alderman 

Moses Darley had two sons, Henry and George. Frederick Darley was a younger son of Henry. 

He is of particular interest as he was to build Fernhill House. He was born in Dublin and 

baptised in St Thomas' church on 6 July 1764. He became an eminent architect and also a 

builder and developer who was possibly involved in the development of Mountjoy Square. He 

married Elizabeth, eldest daughter of Arthur Guinness in 1785. The couple had twenty children. 

He became a freeman of the city in 1795 but unlike most Darleys he belonged to the Guild of 

Merchants as opposed to the Guild of Carpenters.  Apart from his busy commercial activities, 

he also was involved in city affairs as sheriff (1798), alderman (1800), chief magistrate of 

police (around 1806) and Lord Mayor (1808-09). It was his position as an alderman that would 

lead to his nickname - Alderman Darley. 

In the eighteenth and nineteenth century many prosperous people bought or built properties 

outside the city to serve as a weekend or summer retreat for the family. The area around 

Dundrum and Carrickmines was particularly popular.  This was because the slightly elevated 

location was considered to provide a healthier environment. The Alderman followed this 

fashion and leased the entire townland of Newtown Little - a total of 107 acres - from Sir 



William Verner. It is not entirely clear when he did this, as I have found both 1808 and 1816 

mentioned. 1 

The property is situated on the side of Three Rock Mountain. The area would have looked 

nothing like it does now, probably more like the undeveloped parts of the mountain we can still 

see today. The Alderman brought about significant changes. He built a house and began 

developing the gardens. This house no longer exists - it was later replaced by his descendants 

with the current house who would also change the gardens several times.   

 
View over park. 

   

Alderman Darley was the first of the family to have arguments with his neighbours about a 

path that bisects the gardens. In those days Woodside Road ended at the small settlement of 

Barnacullia; the Ballyedmonduff Road did not exist. The Enniskerry Road also looked 

different; the main road from Dublin went through the village of Sandyford and followed the 

Kilgobbin Road through the village of that name and became the Enniskerry Road, where the 

village of Stepaside now exists. It was around 1840 that the current road bypassing Sandyford 

and Kilgobbin village was constructed. It was this development that gave rise to the 

development of Stepaside and the disappearance of Kilgobbin.  

 
1 In an article in the Independent, it states that Fernhill House has its origins in 1723 when the 

Darley family first became established. Whilst this year may refer to the family coming to 

Dublin, I do not believe the house goes this far back.  

 



  
Right of way entrance outside park.  

  

The argument was over who created the path. One version is that this Kilgobbin lane was 

leading from Kilgobbin via the old church to Barnacullia since the eighteenth century. The 

other version is that the Alderman created the path to allow the people from Barnacullia to get 

to the main road leading to Stepaside. In 1861, Alderman Darley sought to close off the access 

in order to enlarge his gardens. However, objections were lodged, and the path stayed open. 

The Judge 

Alderman Darley was succeeded by his son William Frederick Darley, who was born c.1806. 

He married Maria Sanders on 27 February 1838. He died on 16 February 1898. 

 He did not follow the family 

tradition in the construction trade 

but chose the legal profession. At 

the time of his marriage, he was a 

barrister and later became a county 

court judge. It was Judge Darley 

who bought out the lease in 1893 to 

become the owner of the lands. He 

pulled down the house his father had 

built to construct a new house and he 

also made many improvements to 

the gardens. He was responsible for 

the Broadwalk, pond, cascades, 

rockery and for many of the fine 

rhododendrons that the gardens are 

famous for. This includes a 

magnificent bright blue form of R. augustinii and the original plant of the pink 

flowering R. 'Fernhill Silver' - an arboreum hybrid of unknown origin but believed to have been 

given to Fernhill by the Glasnevin Botanic Gardens. 

Judge Darley also got into trouble with his neighbours when, in order to make some alteration 

to one of the avenues in the garden, he diverted the path. Some of the neighbours objected and 

Fernhill House 



pulled down the walls he had built. However, they lost the subsequent legal case and had to 

pay £5 damages. Subsequently, in order to assert his rights, the judge had the back gate closed 

at stated periods.  He was not able to close off the path though and had to be satisfied with 

screening and sinking of the lane to keep it separate from the demesne. 

 
Right of way in park hidden behind rhododendrons. 

  

 

The last of the Darleys 

The third and last Darley to live in Fernhill was Edmund Sanders Darley, JP. He was born on 

26 October 1846. He married Mabel Elizabeth Trouton in Donnybrook on 3 December 1878. 

They had one child, Eva, who was born in 1879. Edmund was a director of an insurance 

company. He died on 27 September 1912 and is buried in Kilgobbin cemetery. His wife Mabel 

inherited most of his estate.  Edmund followed family tradition and invested heavily in the garden.  

He also had his disagreements with the people of Barnacullia. In 1910, a number of people 

forced the closed gate and Edmund threatened to withdraw access. It is however not clear which 

of the two events happened first.  

The Walkers 

In 1934, the Darley family sold the house and gardens to Joseph Walker. Joseph’s wife was 

called Mary Louise. He died on 19 August 1953 and his wife on 22 December 1955. They are 

both buried in Kilternan. Their son Ralph Walker was born in 1913. In 1939, Ralph married 

Sally Scott (a cousin of the artist Patrick Scott) from Kilbrittain, Co. Cork. Sally also came 

from a gardening family. Ralph became a senior partner at Hayes and Sons solicitors and a 

chairman of the Irish Times from 1959 until 1973. He died in 1980. This meant that the last 

great gardener custodian of Fernhill Gardens was Sally Walker.  

Joseph, Ralph and Sally kept improving the gardens and especially the rhododendron 

collection. But they also added the Back Paddock (1952), Water Garden and Heather Bank. 

They followed William Robinson's ideas of arranging exotic plants in a naturalistic setting. The 

gardens as they are now are very much their creation. 

https://search.ancestry.co.uk/cgi-bin/sse.dll?viewrecord=1&r=5538&db=BelfastNewsletter&indiv=try&h=91273537


 
Caption: Garden stream. 

  

I found this description from irelandseye.com very apt: 

 

Fernhill is a garden where the plants come first, not the architecture. Covering some 

forty acres in a superb location overlooking Dublin Bay, it contains a comprehensive 

collection of trees and shrubs in an informal ‘Robinsonian’ layout that adapts the plants 

to the terrain. The camellias, magnolias and rhododendrons are particularly fine, as are 

the large drifts of spring bulbs, but there is something for everyone amongst the many 

excellent plants that thrive in the light woodlands, water garden, rockery, heather bank, 

fernery and kitchen garden of this enchanted place. 

 
Broadwalk. 

  

After her husband’s death, to bring in desperately needed money Sally opened the gardens to 

the public and sold plants. The house became home to a creche. This did not prevent a genteel 

decline, though. Before her passing - she died long after her husband, 95-years old, on 18 

February 2010 - Sally decided to sell the house and gardens. At this stage, the house and 

gardens were in need of major maintenance.   



From a private garden to a public park 

Sally sold the garden to a developer, who flipped it to another, David Arnold in 2007. It is said 

he paid €45 million for the house and lands. In 2009 he proposed to the local council that the 

property be rezoned for extensive housing development. The motion did not succeed and 

subsequently became irrelevant because of the financial crash. Fernhill Estate was taken over 

by the National Asset Management Agency (NAMA). One sad consequence was that its gates 

were closed to the public. 

 
New pedestrian entrance at Belarmine roundabout. 

  

In 2014, the council succeeded in buying Fernhill from NAMA for only €5 million with the 

intention of turning it into a park. After a feasibility study and extensive public consultation, it 

opened again to the public in 2018, at first on Sundays only. In 2019 this was extended to 7 

days per week. A new pedestrian opening was created at the Belarmine and at our last visit, 

many parts were blocked to visitors. 

 

Meadow home to rare breed of Irish Droimeann cows. 

  

A second phase of the project will allow for renewed vehicular access to the park and a sports 

pavilion and sports field are also being constructed. Other design work that has begun includes 

an ambitious natural woodland play area, a new café in the old coach house and a 3-storey 

tower block which will provide toilet facilities, staff and community facilities. A roof terrace 

in the tower will offer a stunning view over the coast of Dublin. Once this is all finished, we 

will have gained a unique park with a great variety of landscapes - preserving and at the same 

time giving a new life to the now over 200-year-old gardens. 
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