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INTRODUCTION


As a child I remember being astounded, disbelieving even, when I


learned that human beings are in fact animals. Just like the hares,


swallows, dragonflies and other species we know so well, we evolved as


a part of the natural world, deeply and inextricably connected to it.


Somewhere along the line though, we have removed ourselves from


nature. Our cycles are not the natural cycles and over thousands of years


our way of life has become more and more separate from the world


around us. That, of course, was the reason for my surprise; because we


live so differently, almost unrecognizably so, from the rest of the animal


kingdom that we are a part of.


The main difference between us and other animals is our desire and


ability to control our environment, both in our homes and in the wider


landscape. Over thousands of years we have removed forests to make


better land for our livestock and crops, eliminating predators in the


process, and smoothed huge swathes of countryside simply to make


them more pleasant and easier to walk across. We’ve drained


wetlands to create farmlands and used the natural resources


we’ve found in the ground irrespective of the damage it has done


to the local ecosystem. Historically, in our own little patches of


land, there has been huge pressure on people to keep our gardens ‘under


control’. We must win the battle with the weeds, make sure the lawn


contains only grass (and even then only approved species of grass) and
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Introduction \ 7


arrange our plants in groupings of threes and fives because they look


more pleasing. But what has all this controlling, both large- and small-


scale, done for the rest of the species that share the world with us?


The answer is a dramatic increase in the rise of threatened species, a


reduction in biodiversity and a planet that is facing an increasingly, and


at times alarmingly, unpredictable climate. Wildlife needs as


much help as we can give it.


In recent years rewilding has been seen as a possible


solution, and become a bit of a buzzword. There have


been trials the world over into whether it is possible to


reverse man’s influence and allow the natural landscape


and all its species to recover. There is also huge debate


about the level of intervention that we should make,


whether none at all, which is rewilding in its purest


form, or some small nudges in the right direction to help


nature on her way.


Could and should we apply some of these principles in


our own gardens? Completely rewilding a garden poses


some problems. Our gardens are generally only ours for


a few years, while true rewildling takes hundreds, if not


thousands, of years. And, when seen in comparison to
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8 \ Introduction


huge areas of woodland or wetland for example, gardens are


extremely small and often surrounded by urban development


or other gardens with limited plant species. The usual


mechanisms of seed dispersal that act on the wider landscape, such as


water courses moving through, various birds and wildlife carrying in


and spreading seed, and wind blowing in seeds and spores, are not so


easy in built-up areas. As a result you would expect to see brambles


galore and a host of sycamore saplings – not exactly a diverse ecosystem


for wildlife to inhabit, and definitely not an attractive garden!


In our gardens we often talk about wildlife gardening, which supports


our beloved and threatened native species such as hedgehogs, barn owls,


voles, bats and in recent years, rabbits and hares, as well as orchids and


other endangered plants. The key difference between wildlife gardening


and rewilding is that in the former, the gardener selects specific ‘good’


birds, animals, plants and insects to foster – providing them with food


sources and nesting spots, along with drinking, bathing and spawning


sites. Rewilding in its purest form is about simply stopping intervening


at all, so that a rich and diverse natural balance will be restored. The


truth is that in a garden setting, a combination of wildlife gardening


and rewilding (supporting here and relaxing some control there) is


probably the most effective way of giving nature a helping hand, while


not compromising too much on your own sense of aesthetic. After all, it


is your space (for now, at least) and you want to enjoy it too!


I want to show every gardener some practical ways to encourage


biodiversity, and in the process foster lots of species (not just birds, bees,


butterflies and hedgehogs but also many, many others) while still having
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a beautiful space to sit in and enjoy. I am fundamentally a plants person,


but I also have a deep love and respect for lichen, fungus and algae that


live in such delicate harmony within our landscape and provide food


and habitats to a host of creatures. These, along with the plants


themselves, are often overlooked when we think about conservation. A


huge range of insects beyond the much-loved honeybee are also crucial


for supporting a rich and diverse level of wildlife – the woodlouse, the


ant and the earwig are all essential in the garden food chain and support


numerous other species. My goal is to give space for all of these unsung


heroes who play a vital supporting role within our garden ecosystem.


In this book I will explore the spectrum of rewilding and wildlife


gardening so that you can find your own balance. You can create a


beautiful landscape that will maximize the impact on species who live in


your garden, and even invite some in who may not yet have made a


home there. You can explore all the options to find your level


of wilderness, from a tiny patch to a whole plot. If you’re


new to gardening or are finding garden maintenance


overwhelming, it’s lovely to have a planned retreat and


take the pressure off yourself a little.


No matter how big or how small your green space is, there


is something positive you can do to support


threatened species and create a rich habitat. If


we understand how one plant or creature


supports another, we can work out how we


can help in our own small way and, in our


own small patches, we can make a big difference.
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5 REASONS TO REWILD


1. TO CREATE A NATURAL AND UNSPOILT HAVEN FOR


WILDLIFE right outside your door. By relinquishing a little control on



our gardens, we can create a safe and friendly environment to welcome


the wildlife in.


2. TO REDUCE CHEMICAL USE, which has wreaked havoc in our



gardens for decades. We feed plants and lawns with chemicals, we kill


weeds with them, we poison rats, slugs and insects with them, we


remove fungus with them and we use them to burn and to clean with.


But the application of chemicals can disrupt a whole swathe of our flora


and fauna. Rethinking the way we apply chemicals, how many, what


kinds, when to do it and when not to do it, with the aim of avoiding


their use altogether, will make a huge difference to the health of our


natural landscapes, both in and around our gardens.


3. TO CHERISH UNDERVALUED PLANTS SPECIES. We have



deemed certain plants as ‘weeds’ when, in fact, many have hugely


beneficial qualities both for us and for visiting wildlife. Many so-called


weeds are actually native wildflowers with a rich local


history that can be a valuable food source for wildlife


and even sometimes for us. They can be used for


egg laying, nesting and nourishing large numbers


of species. Allowing some to get a footing


can be both beautiful and useful.
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4. TO BALANCE THE ECOSYSTEM IN OUR GARDENS. Some



insects, birds and mammals have historically been evicted from our


gardens and even trapped or killed. To resort to such destruction of an


entire group of organisms without consideration for the wider impacts


on other species can be very damaging to the ecosystem around our


gardens. Letting nature find a little more balance by trusting that with


more pests, there will be more predators and so on, will allow natural


ecosystems to recover a little in our local areas.


5. TO PROTECT OUR PLANET’S FUTURE. Wildlife is essential



to our survival as a species, which is inextricably linked to all others –


though we may sometimes have lost sight of that. Our gardens are not


sterile environments, curated solely for our pleasure and their visual


merits, but have the potential to be bustling, busy and beautiful homes


for a host of species – fungi, animals, insects, lichens and plants alike.


This web of species that feed each other, house each other and rely on


each other is delicate and easily interrupted. Rewilding our gardens to


any degree will help to rebuild and protect those links, and provide a


haven for creatures, plants and many more species, some of whom


we aren’t even aware of and yet who may prove to be the key to our


planet's survival.
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YOUR GARDEN


ECOSYSTEM


Whether you’ve designed it that way or not, your garden is  




a living, breathing ecosystem. In this chapter we will look at  




how that ecosystem is broken down, how each individual  




layer works in isolation and as a whole functioning tapestry.  




The aim is to understand how you can create a diverse  




environment in your own space, filled with all kinds of life  




and especially with plants, which are often overlooked but  




both readily available and crucial in wildlife gardening.  




They are the backbone of our gardens – the nervous system  




that connects and enables other life forces to thrive. If you  




bring in the plants, the rest will follow.
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THE SOIL


Every ecosystem starts below the ground. Our soil is really an ecosystem


in itself, filled with microbes, invertebrates, insects, worms, nematodes


(tiny worm-like species), larvae of all kinds, roots, water, air, fungi


(mainly as mycorrhiza that aids plant roots), algae, spores, different


minerals and molecules and so much more.


Essentially soil is made up of three types of inorganic particles; clay,


sand and silt. Clay has the smallest particles and sand has the largest, silt


lies in the middle. The ratios of these different particles will determine


the soil type you have and usually there will be a combination of two or


three of these components. For example, if you can squeeze soil into a


sausage shape and can then turn that sausage into a doughnut, then you


have a predominantly clay soil. Clay soils tend to be richer and more


moist but can be prone to waterlogging. Sandy soils will not bind


together when wet and tend to be dryer, more free-draining, poorer in


terms of mineral content but more consistent and not waterlogged in


winter. Silt soils tend to be fertile and light but retain water and are


easily compacted.
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16 \ Your Garden Ecosystem


SOIL REWILDING


1. TRADITIONAL APPROACH – dig in organic matter to improve



the soil: compost, leaf mulch or manure, unless it’s waterlogged in which


case either leave it or potentially add some grit or washed sand.


2. WILDLIFE GARDENING APPROACH – don't dig but lay organic



matter on the surface of the soil as a mulch, allowing the natural structure


of the soil to be maintained, not by you, but by the myriad species that


live within the soil ecosystem. They will slowly bring the nutritious mulch


down into the soil and to the roots of plants without interrupting their


own habitat and cycles.


3. FULL REWILDING APPROACH – leave the soil as it is and allow



the species that naturally occur in that kind of soil to grow: a survival of


the fittest where any compost is formed from the materials that naturally


fall onto the ground, such as leaves and twigs.


UNSUNG HERO: BACTERIA


Bacteria are incomprehensively vast, both in terms of the number of  




species and individuals. They are invisible to the naked eye and, in  




some cases, even to our most powerful microscopes. We are only just  




on the tip of discovering what some of these incredible organisms do  




and what a hugely important role they play, in the landscape, plant  




and animal species and within our own bodies.
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GROUND LAYER


This is the ground level including all the leaf litter and


natural detritus that can be found on the forest floor and


provides a fantastic habitat for insects of all kinds and fungi


that feed on dead wood. Here you’ll find ferns, mushrooms


(the fruiting bodies of fungi), ground cover species,


liverworts, mosses and many, many more organisms. This is


the area where small mammals can move safely from place


to place concealed in the undergrowth and feeding on the


worms and insects that they find in the leaf litter. Birds such


as thrushes, blackbirds and robins are also found here,


digging for small invertebrates to eat.
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18 \ Your Garden Ecosystem


GROUND LAYER REWILDING


1. TRADITIONAL APPROACH – this layer should be free from weed



seedlings, leaves, twigs and bark fallen from trees. The ground should be


raked so that you can see the soil and lightly forked to give a fluffy finish.


This approach may look neat but it is totally unnecessary. This is a vital


layer of the ecosystem, housing all kinds of insects at all stages of their


development. These insects are needed to become predators for other


insects that you will want to be rid of during the growing season. In


raking and clearing the ground layer you are removing a whole food


source for more desirable garden visitors such as field mice, hedgehogs


and garden birds.


2. WILDLIFE GARDENING APPROACH – remove some of the more



tenacious weed species but make a minimal impact. Let the natural


species be and leave leaf litter and small twigs to build up.


3. FULL REWILDING APPROACH – leave this layer exactly as you



find it. Let the weeds grow and leave the dead wood where it is; let nature


take its course. This is much less work, of course, and the area will


eventually look reclaimed. If you have a big enough space in the garden,


you could certainly adopt this method for some parts. If you’re really


keen, you could do this for the whole space but be warned that it may


appear messy to some.
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UNSUNG HERO:


BEETLES


One of the most effective predators of  




pests in the garden, beetles – especially the  




ground beetle species that doesn’t fly – are  




entirely dependent on the ground layer  




level. Beetles live here, walk safely here and  




feed here. While these species are not  




glamorous, some are beautiful and they are  




hugely important to biodiversity as they  




control the numbers of other insect species,  




significantly reducing our need to turn to  




harmful pesticides, which devastate the  




entire insect population.
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UNDERSTOREY LAYER


These are the bulbs, grasses and herbaceous perennials that grace our


flower beds. In a natural woodland setting it would be the bracken,


ferns, bluebells and grasses but in our gardens, especially in recent years,


this is where we find the most flower power. Prairie planting schemes,


which have become so popular in recent decades, rely entirely on this


understorey layer as they are made up exclusively of herbaceous


perennials and grasses. There is a lot of merit in this layer when it comes


to wildlife. There is plenty of food, plenty of material for nest building,


plenty of shelter from the sun and places to hide from the prying eyes of


cats and birds of prey. But the inherent problem with this layer is that it


is seasonal: from the bulbs of the spring, through the summer and into


the autumn there will be some plant material, but the herbaceous layer


will die back in the winter, leaving bare earth, if there is no ground-cover


planting. However, as part of the whole multi-layered ecosystem it is


integral and possibly one of the most species-rich layers.
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UNDERSTOREY LAYER REWILDING


1. TRADITIONAL APPROACH – cut things back in the autumn, once



the leaves and top growth has turned brown. Unless you live somewhere


very cold, in which case you’ll let the top growth stay on and protect the


crown of the plant during the cold wintry months and cut it back in the


early spring.
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2. WILDLIFE GARDENING APPROACH – cut back your herbaceous



perennials in the spring, maximizing their use for the local wildlife in the


winter. Seed heads look beautiful covered in frost and catching the low


winter sun, too! You can weed some of the most persistent invaders, such


as dandelion, milk thistle, bindweed, ground elder and buttercup, and


clear the congestion to allow the survival of your prized specimens if


they’re getting outcompeted.


3. FULL REWILDING APPROACH – let nature take its course and



leave this layer totally unkempt and uncontrolled. If planting schemes are


full and everything spaced evenly then things should keep on a fairly even


keel. You’ll find that wildlife will thank you no end for the extra seeds


during the winter, and for the extra material for nesting and furnishing


their hibernation holes with plenty of dried grass and leaves. If you can


cope with the mess and put up with a few plant casualties that won’t


survive the congestion, and of course some weeds popping up in the


precious few gaps, then this is the easiest option by far!
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SHRUB LAYER


We tend to think of shrubs as being outdated. They were


a fad of the 1970s, when miniature conifer gardens were


considered the height of sophistication. Since then


they have become a little passé and Rhododendron



(rhododendrons), Camellia (camellias) and dreaded Aucuba



(spotted laurel) have fallen from favour. However, in a


natural ecosystem, and therefore in our garden, they can


provide a safe haven for wildlife. They make up our


hedgerows, which can act not only as protection for our


gardens, but also as vital corridors allowing small and


vulnerable species to move around and between different


gardens. Shrubs also provide valuable nesting sites for


garden birds. So allowing space for some shrubs is really


important in a balanced ecosystem.
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SHRUB LAYER REWILDING


1. TRADITIONAL APPROACH – keep shrubs in a specific border.



This does not always allow for a good balance of wildlife and means that


birds who live in the shrubs need to fly out from the safety and cover of
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