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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





INTRODUCTION
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Zoologist Dr Jennifer Owen is something of a legend among wildlife gardeners. Her suburban garden might be described as ‘normal’ in appearance; it doesn’t set out to be a ‘wildlife garden’ and has a lawn, flowers and vegetables. From 1971 Owen recorded which creatures and plants she found over a 30-year period, admitting that she probably missed quite a few. She did note over 2,600 different species, of which 2,000 were insects. This represents a quarter of all known species in the UK.


A decade after Owen published her study, we are living in an age of a massive biodiversity crisis. All over the world, animal and insect species are in decline, their populations often falling at alarming rates or becoming extinct. Nearly 40 per cent of bee and hoverfly species are in decline across Europe, around 70 per cent of all UK butterfly species are in decline and as many as one-third of the USA’s wildlife species are at increased risk of extinction. Everything is connected: we rely on insects for our own survival (not just for the pollination services they provide for our food crops), and the situation is both grim and urgent.


Creating a biodiverse haven for wildlife is easy. It obviously benefits the wildlife that will make a home in your garden, but it can also benefit you. The lockdowns during the Covid-19 pandemic brought us closer to the creatures living on our doorstep and reminded us of the power of the natural world. Creating a beautiful, sustainable garden (no matter its size) generates an enormous sense of wellbeing and connection with nature, so isn’t it time we found some space to share with wildlife?


If Jennifer Owen can find a quarter of all the UK’s species in her garden without even specifically aiming to help wildlife, just think what a difference a few simple steps – a few more plants or a pond – could make. If we all do what we can to help the creatures with which we share this planet, together we can make a change for the better. All gardens can be beautiful, sustainable, productive and havens for wildlife: all gardens can be wild gardens.




A note on plant names


Throughout this book plants are referred to by their common names and their botanical Latin names. This is because common names vary widely and are not, unlike the botanical Latin name, unique to that plant. The exceptions are fruit and vegetable plants, which are referred to here solely by their common names unless particularly unusual. If there is no botanical Latin given then the Latin and common name are the same. Latin names of plants take the form of two parts: the first word is the genus, a subset of the family to which that plant belongs. The second word is the species name. Following that might be a particular cultivar (cultivated variety) that has been created by plant breeders.
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If a plant is referred to only by its genus name, it means that any plant of that genus would be suitable. Elsewhere there may be more particular species or even cultivar recommendations.








How to use this book
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Chapter 1: Principles of Wild Gardening


This chapter outlines the key ideas behind creating a wildlife haven that is beautiful, practical and sustainable. It explains how to work with nature, debunks popular misconceptions of wild gardens and looks at the practicalities of making a vibrant ecosystem.
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Chapter 2: The Wild Garden


Divided into sections about the different areas of the garden, in this chapter we look specifically at each area in turn: beds and borders; containers; trees, hedges and edges; lawns; edible gardens; and last but not least, how to incorporate wildlife-friendly water features into the garden.
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Chapter 3: Helpful Habitats


Here we show various options for encouraging and hosting wildlife in your garden, whatever its size or type. From ways to add food sources to providing shelter and nesting opportunities, you can turn your garden space into a reserve for local nature.
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Plant profiles


Included in chapters 2 and 3 are individual profiles of flowers, plants, vegetables and trees, all offering in-depth information on some of the best choices for what to grow in your wild garden space.


Finally, the book ends with a glossary, explaining technical terms, and a resources section including seed retailers, websites, books and other inspirational sources that will help you get going with growing your wild garden.
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CHAPTER


1


PRINCIPLES OF WILD GARDENING


Unlike farms or public parks, a garden has to please no one but its owner(s). It might be that the whole of the space is dedicated to wilder habitats, but it can also be beautiful and productive in the more traditional gardening senses. A wilder approach to the garden is to simply create a space for the wildlife, to create somewhere they will want to be. The more diverse the food and shelter on offer, the more diverse your garden wildlife will be. No matter the size or location of your garden, you can plant it so that it will be attractive to insects, birds, frogs and slow worms. If you don’t have the space, time or inclination to incorporate all the ideas in this book, creating a small wild garden will make a big difference, especially as wildlife will use your garden in conjunction with those of your neighbours and others further afield.









WHAT IS WORKING WITH NATURE?


A wilder approach to the garden


Small changes in how we garden can make a big difference to wildlife. In a wild garden, the gardener works with nature rather than against her – in any case, it is a battle the gardener will never win, for Mother Nature is far mightier than us and will always have the last laugh. Inviting wildlife into the garden needn’t mean a compromise on aesthetics – a border full of gorgeous flowers is ideal for pollinating insects – although it may prompt a reconsideration of the nature of beauty. Beauty is in the eye of the beholder after all, and a bee on a dandelion flower is arguably more beautiful than a patch of bare soil with no dandelion, and no bee.


What might a wilder approach look like?


A wild garden has a gardener that puts the needs of wildlife at the forefront of decision making.


For example:


…instead of a fence, choose a hedge;


…instead of spraying aphids with pesticides, leave them as food for ladybirds, hoverfly larvae and blue tits;


…instead of mowing the lawn, lie down on it and take a close-up look at the world under your feet. Don’t mow it for a few weeks and you’ll find yourself among clover and daisies, with the bumblebees and hoverflies enjoying it as much as you.


Wild gardening sees everything in the garden as part of the ecosystem and food chain. It means being patient and allowing nature to get on with things in her own way in places, but providing support and help in others. It means being forgiving if the lettuces are a bit nibbled, and allowing the blackbirds a few cherries as payment for the beauty of their songs.
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Good for the gardener and the garden


By taking a step back, the gardener allows nature to take a step forward. Creating a space for wildlife helps to balance the garden ecosystem. A biodiverse garden with a stable ecosystem will be healthier and look after itself in many ways. Outbreaks of pests and diseases are minimised, because everything is kept in check within the food chain: pests are dealt with by their predators who are already resident in the garden. As a wild garden grows and matures, it becomes healthier; there is a compound growth of sustainable biodiversity.
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The pollination cycle


Pollination is a beautiful cycle of mutual benefit. Flowers are pollinated by insects that visit to feed on the nectar and pollen; the insects also get pollen stuck to their bodies, transferring it to different flowers. This enables the flowers to set seed and so produce more flowers (and, therefore, food for insects) the following year. The gardener also benefits from the pollination of crops that provides fruit, vegetables, flowers and seeds.
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A relaxed approach


Reducing or preferably eliminating the use of chemicals in the garden (pesticides, herbicides and/or weed killers and fertilisers) saves money and helps the health of the garden and the wider environment. Dense layers of planting minimise the need for weeding, and a more relaxed approach to ‘weeds’ saves effort and stress.


By letting go of our attempts to control all aspects of nature in our gardens we can relax and enjoy it more. By inviting wildlife in, we can foster a real connection with nature, which has enormous benefits for our mental wellbeing. A feeling of doing something to help the planet, of making a difference, is buoying in these days of climate and biodiversity crises. Finally, garden wildlife can be endlessly and enormously entertaining to watch.
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Good for wildlife and the planet


Gardeners are in a unique position to help wildlife because they can create an artificially high number of micro-habitats within a single space. A farm, for instance, might have bountiful hedgerows, owl boxes and wildflowers, but they are all spread out over a large area. A wildlife garden – with a pond, flowers, long grass and a log pile, for example – can help a wealth of species all within a few square metres.


Evidence is emerging that some species are adapting to the supplementary food we provide in our gardens. Goldfinches now favour sunflower seeds over their more usual diet of nyger seeds, and great tits seem to be evolving to have longer beaks in the UK to take better advantage of garden bird feeders.


Wild gardens provide shelter and homes for species small and not-so-small whose habitats have been lost through urbanisation and intensive agriculture, thereby helping to protect against declines in their populations. Biodiversity, especially of insects, is key to the survival of our planet – and us. Each garden might be small, but it is part of a wider patchwork of gardens, and connected with the countryside, parks and other wild spaces. The more wild gardens that are created, the better and more biodiverse this living landscape will become.


There are other benefits to the planet, too. Growing plants locks in atmospheric carbon. Growing edible plants reduces food miles and the strain on worldwide resources from agriculture. Making more sustainable gardening choices reduces the use of harmful chemicals and plastic.
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Ponds, flower borders and bird feeders bring gardens to life, creating spaces brimming with wildlife and wonder.









Does wild mean weeds?


The short answer is an emphatic no! There is no fixed definition of what a weed is in any case – generally it is simply agreed that a weed is a plant in the wrong place. Thus self-seeding perennials and annuals causing a colour clash in a border would be as much weeds as docks and bindweed. Some weeds are, in another context, wildflowers (especially in lawns) or garden shrubs, such as buddleja. Many are also edible and/or have herbal health benefits, for example nettles, dandelions and chickweed.


To wildlife, however, there are no ‘good’ or ‘bad’ plants beyond those that do or don’t supply them with the food they need. Many species benefit from a range of plants, and traditional ‘weeds’ need not form a part of a wild garden if you don’t want them to.


However, there are some species that do need particular plants and others that benefit from weeds in general. For example, red admiral and peacock butterflies lay their eggs on nettles (only when in a sunny patch though) so the caterpillars can eat the leaves when they hatch. Sycamore trees and herb robert are notorious for seeding everywhere, but their flowers are useful to bees and hoverflies.


A garden works best for wildlife when it is balanced and diverse in its plant offering. Some weeds may be extremely beneficial to wildlife, but a garden overrun with one or two types of weed is not going to be beneficial to a range of wildlife, just as a garden growing only lavender wouldn’t be. The key is variety. Reclassifying some weeds to ‘herbs’ or ‘wildflowers’ and allowing them to grow in the garden can benefit wildlife and you, not least in that it means less weeding!
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Buddleja is aptly commonly known as the butterfly bush
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When weeds really are weeds


The traditional garden weeds have persisted down the generations for a reason: they have pernicious root systems and/or self-seed widely (although birds do enjoy the seeds sometimes too). Prevent them from taking too great a hold by digging up spreading roots and deadheading to prevent seeding.


Invasive plants, especially those that cause environmental problems such as Japanese knotweed and Himalayan balsam, should be removed as soon as possible and disposed of responsibly (check your local government website for help).
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Prevent unwanted weeds from seeding









GARDENING WITH NATURE


All gardens can be wild gardens


No matter the size of your outdoor space – whether you’ve an acre or a window ledge – you can create a garden that will attract and help wildlife. Obviously the size and location of your space will determine to an extent the type of wildlife you’ll see in your garden (don’t expect hedgehogs on a fifth-floor balcony!) but the old saying ‘build it and they will come’ generally holds true.
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A successful wild garden will provide food, water, shelter and somewhere to nest and breed for wildlife. Plants are fundamental, providing a large part of the food and shelter elements, to which can be added other features such as ponds and bird boxes. The greater the volume and variety of plants you can grow, the greater the range of wildlife you will be able to attract.


Food


Food might be nectar and pollen for insects, dead wood for beetles, or seeds and berries for birds. Grow plants that supply various types of food for as much of the year as possible, and consider putting out supplementary food (e.g. peanuts for birds).


Water


All creatures also need water to drink and wash safely. A bird bath, pond and/or bee drinker will be invaluable to them, especially in summer.


Shelter and a place to breed


Food and water will tempt visitors into your garden, but if you can also provide them with room to stay, they are more likely to make it their home. Bird boxes, ponds, log piles and compost heaps all create habitats. (Note that if birds and animals are raising families in your garden, they’ll also need to be able to find enough food for their young, such as caterpillars and aphids for hungry chicks, and pond plants for tadpoles).






Design considerations


Whether you are planting a new garden from scratch or making small gradual changes to an existing garden, there are some factors to take into account when creating a wild garden. Generally, these all amount to the same idea: the less manmade and the more natural the garden, the friendlier it will be to wildlife. The more diverse habitats you can offer, the more wildlife you will be able to host in your garden.


Reduce paving


Wherever possible, use natural materials for paths and seating areas, such as grass, low-growing plants such as chamomile, or bark chippings. Use gravel rather than paving slabs if it’s essential to have a path that is relatively dry to walk on at all times. See also ‘Container gardens’, and ‘Dry gardens’ for advice on making manmade features as wild as possible without removing them entirely.
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