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Everglades historic garden 
case study
Preparing your heritage property for the impacts of climate change

The Everglades is a largely intact state 
significant garden and is an excellent example 
of an inter-war mountain retreat with an 
unusually rich collection of exotic flora.

Site history and heritage
Everglades house and gardens, listed on the NSW 
State Heritage Register and owned and managed 
by the National Trust, are located at Leura, in the 
Blue Mountains, west of Sydney. The house and 
gardens were designed by the notable landscape 
architect Paul Sorensen and funded and supported 
by businessman Henri van de Velde in the 1930s. 
The house itself is an example of Australian  

modernism with influences of the European 
modern architecture movement. 

The house is of masonry construction with a 
terracotta-tiled roof and is built over three floors, 
incorporating a basement and ground and first 
floors. There is also a log cabin, a small brick-
walled, shingled-roof structure, and a series of 
garden walls and structural landscape features 
on the property. The gardens, spread over a 
number of terraces, were based on cold climate 
European gardens and contain a mix of Australian 
native and exotic plants, including some that were 
specifically imported from overseas. The terraces 
and substantial stone walls were all built by hand. 
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Challenges
The gardens are particularly vulnerable to the 
impacts of climate change, with maintaining a 
garden based on cold climate plants in a warming 
environment becoming increasingly difficult. The 
Blue Mountains region is likely to experience fewer 
cold nights and frosty mornings and increased 
autumn rainfall. Daytime temperatures in the 
region will become warmer. Wet and dry spells are 
likely to be longer and more severe. 

The current house and garden were constructed on 
the site after it was destroyed by bushfire in 1910. 
Fortunately, the property escaped undamaged 
from the 2019 and 2020 bushfires that ravaged 
large parts of the Blue Mountains. However, with 
bushfire risk increasing, and the intensity of 
bushfires in the area expected to increase, fires 
have the potential to significantly impact the 
gardens and the vulnerable timber structures 
within the grounds.

Disease is also likely to be an emerging challenge. 
For example, diseases on rhododendron foliage 
or stems are likely to be problematic due to the 
warmer weather. Mildews and rust diseases 
are noted as increasing on some types of 
rhododendrons, both evergreen and deciduous, 
and are difficult to control.

In similar contexts in New Zealand, particular pests 
have increased over time as their habitat expands 
with climate change, including thrips, white fly, 
leaf hoppers and some borer insects that tunnel 
into branches and can cause dieback or whole 
stems to collapse.

Current management, future 
opportunities
The gardens are currently managed for tourism, 
with the property hosting wedding receptions and 
other celebrations which support the garden’s 
conservation.

The current Conservation Management Plan 
does not specifically deal with the impacts of 
climate change. This presents an opportunity 
to specifically consider the potential impacts of 
climate change and develop strategies to address 
them.

Future opportunities to prepare the garden for the 
impacts of climate change could include: 

 • The gradual replacement of less resilient 
plants with more robust hybrids of a similar 
type, in keeping with Sorensen’s philosophy of 
landscape design that the garden should evolve 
over time*

 • Research at species level into the impacts of 
climate change in the Blue Mountains on the 
range of cool climate heritage gardens

 • Development of a fire management plan for the 
property which focuses on the protection of 
cultural heritage and is closely integrated with 
Blue Mountains City Council’s Bush Fire Risk 
Management Plan and the fire management 
plan for the neighbouring national park. Such a 
plan may include:

 – Use of the garden-room layout to enhance 
defensible spaces 

 – Geographically dispersed water sources, 
including rainwater storage and portable 
water pumps

 – Regular and prompt removal of dead plant 
material and leaves.

*Alterations to State Heritage Register items (places and 
objects) need to meet the criteria for an exemption or apply 
and be granted approval under the NSW Heritage Act 1977.
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Lessons
• The 2019–2021 fire seasons highlighted the

need for fire management plans for heritage
properties that, while focusing on protecting
heritage values, integrate closely with the
fire plans of neighbouring agencies and land
managers.

• Managing heritage gardens in a changing
climate requires planning and flexible
policies which allow for timely but
appropriate replacement of plant species or
varieties.

• Collaboration between property owners,
heritage agencies and botanical gardens
could encourage research into the impacts of
climate change on the iconic exotic species
that occur in heritage gardens.

• Close monitoring of plant health in
historic gardens could help with the early
identification of the role of climate change
in relation to stress, pests and disease.
This will improve the likely success of any
intervention.
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