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The Hilltop Route 
Start at the Totem Pole (or to do the 
walk in reverse, at High Flyer’s Hill)

Canadian Avenue. The trees which 
flank this track are mainly red oaks, 
purportedly planted by the Canadian 
Forestry Battalion which was 
stationed in the Great Park during  
the First World War. Towards the top 
of the track admire the planting of 
giant redwoods on the left.

Here the trail diverges through 
groups of rhododendrons to the 
famous Punchbowl, an extensive 
planting of Kurume azaleas, which 
are spectacular in late April and early 
May. The elevated position here 
enables you to enjoy extensive  
views over the landscape. 

At the top of the Main Valley 
stands a young specimen of the 
striking handkerchief tree which is 
magnificent in early May when 
decked with its white coloured bracts. 
The valley has numerous specimens 
of tall magnolias which flower in 
March and April.

Leave the tarmac track and 
following the red arrows, you find  
The Plunket Memorial, a small 
attractive building erected to 
commemorate Lord Plunket,  
a former Deputy Master of the 
Queen’s Household. Below is a 
wonderful view down the Main  
Valley to Virginia Water. 

 

Along the ride are extensive 
plantings of Japanese maples whose 
emerging leaves are attractive in early 
April and turn vibrant shades of 
yellow, orange and red in autumn.  
Deciduous azaleas on the opposite 
side provide both spring flowers  
and additional autumn tints. 

Gate to the Heather Garden.  
This interesting small garden was 
formerly an area where gravel was 
extracted to strengthen the many 
roads through the Park. Today it 
contains a very diverse collection  
of dwarf and slow-growing conifers 
but also many other plants.  
Look particularly for the striking 
white-barked birches.

At post H the route allows  
a short detour to a spectacular 
viewpoint down the Daffodil Valley. 
This section of the route follows a 
grass track which can be soft in wet 
weather. From I, in March and April, 
the valley below is filled with tens  
of thousands of dwarf daffodils.  
Look also for the tower and  
flagpole of Fort Belvedere 
silhouetted against the far ridgeline. 
This building was once occupied by 
King Edward VIII during his time as 
Prince of Wales. Retrace your way 
back to the main route. 

Gate to the Heather Garden,  
off tarmac road. Below, towards the 
lake, is the sweep of the Pinetum 
Valley, where many rare and unusual 
conifers can be seen. On the opposite 
side of the path, mature plants of the 
snowy mespilus are stunning for a 
few weeks in April when covered  
with their star-like flowers.

This viewpoint at the head of  
the small valley is known to garden 
staff as the Pen. Here the route 
concludes with an attractive view 
between early flowering magnolias 
and rhododendrons to Virginia  
Water lake. 

A return journey is possible via the 
more arduous Discovery Route, the 
Lakeside Route or simply return the 
way you came.

 
The Discovery Route 
Start at the Totem Pole (or to do the 
walk in reverse, at High Flyer’s Hill) 

The Totem Pole marks the eastern 
end of Canadian Avenue. The 
traditionally carved pole is 100ft tall 
and was given to the Queen by the 
people of British Columbia in 1958.

The grassy track down towards  
the lake separates from Canadian 
Avenue just below the large group  
of redwoods on the left. The track 
runs through recent plantings of 
groups of interesting deciduous trees 
– mainly maples, birches and crab 
apples. Look for the squat specimen 
of large needled pine – Montezuma’s 
pine – a rare species from Mexico.

Mature conifers dominate  
the plantings here and provide  
a cathedral-like feeling to the 
landscape. Different kinds of  
cedars can be found along with  
both species of North American 
redwood and tall Douglas firs. 

Here the route briefly follows  
the sandy track, Botany Bay Ride, 
with views down to the lake.

The New Camellia Garden, 
resplendent in early spring. Another 
conifer, the spire-like Serbian Spruce, 
is prominent here, the native range  
of this tree is limited to a very few 
valleys in Serbia.  

The route here crosses grassy 
lawns at the foot of the Punchbowl. 
In the boggy ground here large 
groups of Gunnera, often erroneously 
known as giant rhubarb, can be 
found. Their crinkled leaves begin  
to emerge by April and are fully 
expanded by mid summer. The 
Punchbowl itself is a famous planting 
of Kurume azaleas which provide a 
kaleidoscope of colours by early May. 

On the hill, in the grass, is a large 
spreading specimen of the impressive 
Magnolia ‘Charles Raffill’, named for 
a former Assistant Curator at Kew 
Gardens. In mild winters it opens 
masses of pink, chalice-shaped 
flowers in late February and March. 
Sadly, frosty weather can destroy  
the display.

Between posts R and S pick  
you way through snug plantings  
of rhododendrons and camellia,  
at full flush in spring. This section has 
many steps and pathways to explore.

The Main Valley. Away from  
the lake, the valley sweeps up to the 
attractive, classical Plunket Memorial, 
erected to commemorate Lord 
Plunket, a former Deputy Master  
of the Queen’s Household. On the 
other side, the valley swings down  
to Virginia Water. The valley is filled 
with Japanese cherries, at their best 
in April, rhododendrons and the 
summer-flowering hydrangeas.  
If you look carefully behind the 
blocks of rhododendrons on the  
far side  you can also find marsh 
orchids in mid-summer.

On the lake side of the path are 
wonderful plantings of native beech 
trees which provide a cool green 
backdrop to the vibrant azaleas in late 
April and May and have falling leaves 
of a beautiful russet tone in October. 

The Runway, a sweeping vista 
which allows you to appreciate  
the majestic Scots Pines on the 
opposite hillside, their billowing 
canopies supported by flaky  
red-barked branches.  

Cross the small wooden bridge 
over the stream. The Surrey/
Berkshire county boundary runs 
along this ditch. The area immediately 
around is the Birch Lawn where a 
wide range of Himalayan and Chinese 
birches have been planted. They are 
noted for their striking white and pink 
bark, set off here by the groups of 
dark, evergreen conifers. In March 
and April the valley here is filled with 
tens of thousands of dwarf daffodils.

The route picks up a sandy  
track and skirts the hillsides that 
contain the National Collection of 
Rhododendron species. From March 
into June the beds here are full of 
interest. Magnolias, Japanese maples 
and other choice trees and shrubs 
support the rhododendrons to create 
a colourful scene.

A scenic viewpoint can be found 
by walking to the lakeside. Here on 
the opposite bank is an attractive 
boathouse, part of the estate 
property known as Virginia Water 
Cottage. Formerly this was the site  
of the celebrated Fishing Temple,  
an elaborate Chinese folly much 
loved by the Georgian monarchs.

Breakheart Hill, still part of the 
extensive rhododendron collection,  
is known for its testing gradient.  
The trail culminates at a view point  
at the head of the small valley  
known to garden staff as the Pen. 
Here an attractive vista, between 
early flowering magnolias and 
rhododendrons, sweeps down  
to Virginia Water lake.

A return journey can be taken via  
the Hilltop Route or the Lakeside 
Route to create a circular walk,  
or retrace your steps on the  
Discovery Route.

 

The Lakeside Route
Simply follow the clearly identifiable 
track which hugs the shore of the 
lake. At any time you can divert 
northwards to explore parts of the 
garden, or gaze out across the lake 
and imagine the follies and flotillas 
that once adorned this grand 
designed landscape.

 wc  P
NHilltop 

(chair friendly)

The Valley Gardens Routes

Lakeside 
(fairly flat)

Discovery 
(many steps & 
gradients)

Footpaths 
(surfaced)

Cycling  
Permitted

Other Routes

Public  
Highway

Fine  
Vistas

Symbols

Public  
Toilets

Public  
Car Park

A

B

C

D

J

G

E F

H I

K

Z

Y

S

T

U

V

W

X R

Q

P

O

N

M

L
1 

Km

½
 m

ile
s

A walk around Virginia Water lake  
is about 41/2 miles (7km)

Please note:  
In The Valley Gardens, cycling is not permitted, 
and dogs must be kept on a lead at all times

The Valley Gardens

Virginia Water

Savill Garden

¼
 m

ile
s

The Valley Gardens

Refreshments


