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Introduction


Pollinators are vital to all living things. They ensure the future of plants, which, in turn, secures the food supply for us and for our livestock. To a large extent, plants rely on insects to help with pollination, and they go to great lengths to attract these pollinators in a bid to ensure survival of the next generation. Plants draw on an impressive armoury, harnessing flower colour, form and fragrance, which guide any passing pollinators towards the ultimate temptation: bounteous quantities of energy-giving nectar and pollen. This arrangement works for pollinators, which require plentiful quantities of flowers to access a sufficient amount of nutritious food.


In return for the forage that keeps them alive, pollinating insects provide a vital service – transferring pollen, picked up while visiting the male stamens inside one flower, onto the female parts (the pistils) of the next. This triggers pollination, which results in the creation of seeds and, ultimately, new plants. Flowers have evolved so that the necessary contact is most likely to occur while the pollinator seeks the essential forage it requires. Some flowers can be pollinated by a wide range of insects; others only by exactly the right one.


Pollinators are extraordinary and deserve our admiration. Small of size, they’re nonetheless capable of impressive feats of endurance and guile. In autumn, the red admiral butterfly embarks on a month-long flight from our shores to the Mediterranean, where it lays its eggs. Equally impressive, short-tongued bees have learned to steal nectar from long tubular flowers, by circumventing the usual access via the front entrance and piercing a hole directly through the back of the flower.


For most of human history, it hasn’t been necessary to consider the needs of pollinators. Nature had the upper hand, and a vast range of individual habitats evolved over millennia across the globe, each containing innumerable species of plants. In tandem with the plant world, an equally large number of insects and other creatures have adapted to play their part within these finely balanced ecosystems. The closely interlinked relationships between plants and insects is wonderous and often complex, with very specific requirements being met by and for the plant and the insect, to their mutual benefit.


We live in exciting and precarious times. Technology is enabling entomologists and botanists to uncover the true complexity of the interactions between plants and pollinators as never before. Recent studies are revealing how light intensity and day length, air temperature and levels of humidity, have direct influence on insect behaviour and activity. We are beginning to understand the indivisible connections between plant and insect, where a symbiotic, location-specific relationship has evolved. Often, these are extremely specialised and relate to only one or very few pollinators, with the aforementioned colour, pattern, scent, shape, movement in the form of vibration, sound and timing all crucial to ensure successful pollination for the plant, and healthy offspring for the pollinator. Nature so often works collaboratively to ensure the best outcomes. We must tune in and once again become part of this interlinked and interdependent natural world.


For things are now very different. In an extremely short space of time, humanity’s interference – often in the guise of progress – has disrupted the precious and fragile relationships between habitat, plantlife and wildlife. As humankind has intruded on nature and tampered with the status quo, we have created problems for pollinators and other insects. In some instances, this has caused pollinator numbers to drop alarmingly. Many pollinator species are now endangered to the point of extinction, with others likely to head the same way unless we take action.


Pollinator species vary greatly across the globe, and in some parts of the world include birds, bats and others. Bees are among the most essential and the UK alone has approximately 270 species. The vast majority – almost 250 – are wild solitary bees, such as mason bees and mining bees, which live separately, rather than in colonies. Bumblebees and honeybees work differently, forming sophisticated communities, either in the natural environment or in man-made hives constructed specifically for the purpose. Yet, during the last fifty years, more than half of the bee species in the UK have declined dramatically.


Butterflies, also prolific pollinators, are faring no better. There are 58 native species of butterfly in the UK, and vastly more moths – some 2,500 species. Unfortunately, it’s estimated that there’s been an 80 per cent decline in British butterflies in the past 50 years and approximately 40 per cent fewer moths in some parts of the country. In the UK, butterflies and moths generally live in colonies, and these tend to be grouped in close proximity to one another in order to maximise opportunities for adults to mate. It’s rare to spot a butterfly until the latter part of March, but we gardeners can help year round by providing sufficient quantities of suitable forage to minimise the distances they have to fly between food sources. It’s also vital not only to think of the needs of adult butterflies and moths, but to create habitats in which they can lay eggs and to provide plants which offer a food supply to developing caterpillars.


Bees, butterflies and moths are often large and colourful and sometimes noisy, making them the most obvious pollinating insects in our gardens. But they are not alone: others live their lives largely unnoticed by us. Huge numbers of hoverflies, thrips, many types of fly, beetles and occasionally other beneficial insects are also either deliberate or accidental pollinators. All are essential to sustaining nature’s equilibrium.


The decrease in pollinator numbers may seem a daunting global issue, ultimately requiring intervention on a national and international scale. But each one of us can make a significant difference. The domestic gardens we tend, which combine to form ribbons of green along our streets, through the suburbs and across our parks and other public recreational spaces, become what are essentially thousands of hectares of nature reserve across the UK. If we all do a little, the shift will be huge.


To achieve this, we gardeners need to adopt a change of mindset: letting go of neatness; rethinking goals; and accepting that other creatures rely on our gardens far more than we do. In my gardening life to date, I’ve seen a dramatic shift in acceptable horticultural practices. As a child, it was largely considered the norm to use strong chemicals to control anything unwanted. The aim was to ensure lawns were immaculate and flower beds entirely weed free. Fading daffodil leaves were bent double and tied in bundles, and herbaceous borders were completely razed to the ground in the late-autumn clear-up, referred to as ‘putting the garden to bed’. All too often, there was nothing symbiotic or respectful in the way we gardened. Nature was to be dominated; weeds and many insects were adversaries to be eradicated.


But a shift is afoot. I believe we are currently experiencing as dramatic a revolution in garden style and thinking – and re-evaluation of what is considered desirable in a private garden – as the movement towards naturalistic landscaped gardens made popular in the 18th century by Capability Brown, which swept aside formality and saw countless parterres grassed over. After the highly mechanised and pesticide-driven second half of the 20th century, an increasingly holistic approach is beginning to dictate the way our gardens will look.


This book is the result of my own experience of rethinking the way I garden. Several years ago, I decided to fill part of our old walled garden in the Cotswolds with plants that would attract pollinators and other beneficial insects. The rest of the space I continued to devote to organic kitchen gardening. An area 50ft long, it’s similar in size to that of an average garden in the UK. Previously the plot had been devoted entirely to growing flowers for cutting, which was joyous for me but not always for pollinators, and I became increasingly uneasy with that scenario.


A slight shift in priorities was easily achieved. Some plants were already bee and butterfly magnets and these were left in situ. Others were replaced with insect-friendly perennials. I sowed plenty of hardy annuals that would be attractive to pollinators, as well as continuing to provide some fresh flowers for the house. Bee hotels were nailed to the wall and, partly born from time-poor necessity, I adopted a far less fussy approach to ‘weeds’, leaving undisturbed, messy areas elsewhere in the garden to balance the comparative neatness within the walls themselves. Pollinators’ other needs were met over the garden walls where they could access the trees, hedges and wildflowers beyond.


I hadn’t expected these simple changes to have such immediate and dramatic results. On one particularly sunny late afternoon, towards the end of August in that same year, I stopped deadheading, stood still in the middle of the space and was amazed by the number of butterflies darting across the garden. Bees, hoverflies and other small flies also zipped from flower to flower. I closed my eyes and listened to the various hummings and buzzings. The garden was fizzing with insect activity, and as I resumed snipping faded dahlias and cosmos, I felt the air stir against my cheek as if whipped up by a tiny fan, and was astonished to realise it was the backdraft of rapidly beating bee wings, centimetres from my face. That same evening, I watched a hummingbird hawk-moth hover over a mound of nepeta. It was the first I’d seen in the garden, and it felt like a turning point.


By putting these small but vitally important creatures at the very top of the list of my gardening priorities, I’ve found, somewhat unexpectedly, that in return the garden is giving so much more back to me. I feel deeply invested in it and in the pollinators with which I share the space. We’re all connected – I going about my tasks, they focussed on theirs – all aiming to achieve simple but essential life goals. I still want my garden to be beautiful and productive, and to bring me, my family and my friends joy on many levels. But, ensuring it works for pollinators is crucial, too. I’ve found the two driving forces to be inextricably knitted together; one cannot be enjoyed without the other.


If we begin to see ourselves as co-custodians of our gardens, rubbing along with the wild creatures that share the same space day and night for the entirety of their lives, we would tune into their needs. After all, we barge into their space. They are forced to tolerate our presence and constant interference with their home environments. Let’s redress the balance, tread gently on their territory, adorn it with carefully chosen plants, primarily with their requirements in mind, and we will reap the benefit in countless ways – not least ensuring these irreplaceable creatures are around for future generations. We can no longer think of gardens primarily as places to enrich the human soul. They have to provide nourishment and habitats for pollinators too…and that can be equally beautiful.


This new chapter feels incredibly exciting and it’s also been liberating. I’m no longer so compelled to chase some rare but demanding plant. With an outward focus on creating a beautiful but inclusive space with something for species other than my own, I balance prioritising how my garden looks with how it benefits all of us. And, as an unexpected bonus, I have found that it appears lovelier than ever. The practical benefits are both bountiful and blatantly obvious. By growing flowers to attract pollinators, we in turn enjoy bumper crops of vegetables and fruit, as pollinating insects drawn into the walled garden by the rich smorgasbord of flowers drift onto those of tomatoes, legumes, apples and pears, resulting in a healthy harvest.


It’s also making me happy. Watching bees – the minute hairs that form the furry pile on their bodies thickly dusted with pollen – bumping into one another as they zip from flower to flower, is a joy; few things beat nature watching in your own garden. I aim to go outside several times a day, noticing how pollinator activity ebbs and flows. As day turns to dusk, there are gradually fewer bees on the wing, but the air stirs with the flurry of moths, some large and intricately patterned, others so small and fast moving it’s almost impossible to follow them.


Creating a flower garden that will attract pollinators of all types is the focus of this book, and the plants suggested will help to achieve this in every season. Pollinators require other parts of the plants to complete their life cycle. Yet, flowers supply the essential energy-giving nectar or pollen, so they devote most of their energies to finding suitable forage. I often lean towards planting the straightforward species, rather than highly bred cultivars. This is not to say that cultivars are necessarily less beneficial to pollinators, only that the species is most likely to be of proven benefit. But garden worthiness is important too, so, where appropriate, I recommend cultivars with a longer flowering period, better overall health, or for sheer beauty.


Ensuring there’s something in flower year round is important, but, of course, pollinator activity is highest from spring to autumn, so the majority of plants featured here flower during those seasons. They are arranged broadly chronologically, but in Britain, there’s no sharp delineation between the seasons, with one rolling into the next, often overlapping and frustratingly backtracking, encompassing unpredictable weather conditions in any given year. In addition, some plants have a long flowering period straddling two or more seasons. As such, you should give a wide berth to my attempts to nail down flowering times.


Aim also to have a variety of flower shapes and colours in sufficient quantities. Spending hours foraging requires much effort on the part of the pollinators. So make their lives a little easier and ensure each journey is worthwhile, by growing a substantial clump of the same plant. One also has to consider the whole picture and provide not only flowers for nectar and pollen, but also the stems and foliage necessary to sustain the full life cycle of each beneficial insect.


Having a mix of habitats will encourage a wide range of pollinators to make your garden their home. Somewhere consistently damp and muddy, ponds (large or small), grassed areas (both mown and left to grow long), fallen logs, piles of stones or broken terracotta pots and other unkempt places will be welcoming for a diverse range of creatures. Choosing to include some native plants, from wildflowers to British trees and hedgerow species, will always be of enormous benefit to pollinators. It goes without saying that herbicides and pesticides affect the entire ecosystem within any garden and should not be used. In any case, by encouraging a healthy and diverse balance, one quickly finds that many problems resolve or become tolerable.


Most of us are aiming for something that combines the appearance and atmosphere of an ornamental garden, with clear benefits for wildlife too. Fortunately, it’s perfectly possible to achieve a blend of beautiful flowers that look wonderful and will be loved by pollinators and other beneficial insects. It’s not necessary to sacrifice one for the other.


We are fortunate to be gardeners at a time when information gathering has never been greater; with ecologists, naturalists, botanists and entomologists sharing data. Recent research undertaken at the world-famous Great Dixter estate showed the cultivated garden to be richer in wildlife diversity and numbers than the wilder areas in the surrounding estate. With the evidence before us, we gardeners should be encouraged that the difference we make can be significant.


Over many years of first-hand observation, I have become a keen admirer of the complex life cycles and behaviours of the insects in my garden. I hope that this book inspires you to explore how you, too, can achieve a beautiful garden that will be a haven for beneficial insects. If you start by introducing some of the plants recommended within these pages, many of which are personal favourites, you’ll have a garden that looks wonderful, is enjoyable to tend and will make countless pollinators feel very much at home.
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SPRING
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Eagerly anticipated after a long, cold winter, the first days of spring feel like a reward. The ‘greening’ seems to happen overnight, always taking me by surprise. After months of buff branches, there’s nothing quite like the freshness of the pale-green flush spreading through the tree canopy, nor the softness and transparency of a newly emerged beech leaf. There are frequent false starts most years, with days of wall-to-wall sunshine warming the soil, tempting plants and wildlife to venture forth, interspersed by sudden drops in temperature and sometimes even a late dumping of snow. Yet, as daylight length increases, the sap inevitably rises, and once the point of no return is reached, plants have no choice but to go with the building momentum, pushing stems through the soil, unfurling leaves and fattening flower buds. During these tentative beginnings, every flower is to be savoured. Delicate petals of early spring cherry, almond and blackthorn blossom are accompanied by the first of the spring bulbs creating a palette of sugared-almond colours.


Pollinators, too, are coaxed from their late-winter slumber by the warmth of the sun. In the early weeks, the majority are queen bumblebees keen to make a nest and raise their first brood, and a ready source of nectar and pollen is vital if they’re to make a successful transition from hibernation to nest building. But the unpredictability of the weather and often wildly fluctuating temperatures present challenges for these pathfinding bees. Some may fail to survive a severe cold snap. If you spot a queen bumblebee languishing or seemingly immobile, it’s worth seeing whether you can help by offering a sugar solution, ideally a syrup of sugar gently dissolved in water over a low heat. To save precious seconds, make this ahead of time and store it in a small screw-top jar, so you can quickly and carefully deposit a couple of drops on the ground near the bee’s face when needed.


March sees a huge increase in the number of bees taking to the wing. Buff-tailed bumblebees, hairy-footed flower bees and honeybees continue to forage. They’re joined by early bumblebees, white-tailed bumblebees and tree bumblebees, with the red mason bee, orange-tailed mining bee and Gwynne’s mining bee joining the scramble for forage and search for suitable nest sites. As the season progresses, the number and range of pollinators taking wing increases, and by May the air is busy with bees, with the red-tailed bumblebee joining the fray, along with solitary bees, including the tawny mining bee.


Occasional sightings of small tortoiseshell and peacock butterflies are not unheard of on sunny days during the latter part of February, but they’re increasingly active from March onwards in most years. The brimstone butterfly starts foraging in early spring throughout England and Wales, both in our gardens and on knapweed and thistles wherever they appear. And you’re also likely to spot small white, red admiral and comma butterflies during this early part of the season, with orange tip, holly blue and others continuing throughout spring. Moths outnumber butterflies for spring activity, some of which, such as the nocturnal, primrose-yellow brimstone moth and day-flying orange-streaked burnet companion, are surprisingly colourful. Other pollinators, including hoverflies, can also be seen from May onwards.


We gardeners are relieved to be busy again: plucking early weeds before slathering a generous mulch of compost onto flower beds; improving the fertility, structure and moisture-retentiveness of the soil before emerging perennials become too tall to be worked around. But for many of us, sowing seeds is the chief source of joy. The thrill of seeing something germinate, grow and flower never dulls. Invariably, I’m one of those who can’t resist starting this alchemic process too early, despite knowing that waiting until the soil has warmed and the days have lengthened is more likely to result in successful germination. Later-sown seedlings are also likely to be stronger and more compact, having not grown leggy in the search for decent light. Those sown under cover are ready to be planted out at exactly the right stage in their development, rather than sit languishing in their pots until the weather catches up. Fortunately, many of the plants most loved by foraging pollinators can easily be grown from seed. Some are annuals, done and dusted in a single year. Biennials take two years to complete their life cycle. Yet, there are also plenty of perennials that, with a bit of patience, work well from seed. A single packet of Dahlia ‘Bishop’s Children’ will result in many plants that are likely to flower in their first summer, forming tubers that will go on to produce further flowers for many summers to come.


Spring is a season of rapid change: flowers come tumbling one after another in an outpouring of contrasting colours and shapes. Some herbaceous perennials produce verdant new foliage in advance of their flowers. Others shoot flower stems skyward from the off. By the end of May, the road verges have filled with cow parsley, buttercups smear the fields behind my Cotswold home with gold and the walled garden begins to brim with colour. The early spring bulbs have been superseded by alliums, and the last fruit trees to flower are garlanded in blossom. The air hums reassuringly with audible activity, and pollinators are seen everywhere as they hit their stride and set about foraging with vigour.


I don’t wish to seem mawkish, but the onset of spring feels like a small victory as one’s youth recedes further into the past. I know I’m not alone among those of my age group in finding this season the loveliest; my father used to say that it had become his favourite season, and now I understand why. A time of optimism and renewal, relish the freshness of the spring months, for they slip through your fingers like a silk ribbon. By all means enjoy a frenzy of gardening no matter the weather, but take time to observe the wildlife around you – pollinators equally eager to go about their day’s business, foraging, creating nests and laying eggs. Sharing your garden with these industrious insects in spring is one of life’s greatest gifts.
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Crocus tommasinianus



This beautiful species crocus is generally the earliest to flower in my part of the Cotswolds, and the swathe of them beneath a lime tree is where I’m most likely to hear and then spot the first bee of the year in my garden. Carpeting the ground well before the meteorological start of spring in most years, the flowers of these small cormous perennials provide a valuable source of nutrition for those bees, foraging for food as the end of winter segues into spring. There are several named forms, all equally good for pollinating insects. But I’m most fond of the mauve tones of the straightforward species. I say tones, because individual flowers can vary considerably across a collection of blooms. Some will be very pale, washed with shades of lilac as though painted in watercolours. Others are a more intense purple, though most retain a flush of silvery grey on the outside of the flower. All are especially beautiful when their translucent petals are backlit by spring sunshine.


Against this palette of soft pastel mauves, the bright orange stigmas and stamens at the centre of each flower stand out like the flame on the tip of a match. They provide a valuable source of nectar and pollen for honeybees and some solitary bees, such as the hairy-footed flower bee – the male of which has a plush ginger-coloured coat. Watching a hungry bumblebee queen, newly emerged from hibernation, squeezing herself between the petals, is an amusing sight. The bees will even shelter inside the flower at night and during wet weather until they’ve found a suitable nest site.


In design terms, the holy grail with low-growing late-winter and early-spring bulbs is to create impact through numbers. There’s no doubt that C. tommasinianus is among the best for naturalising in a garden setting, where it readily multiplies each year. Unlike some of the later, larger-flowered cultivars, it has an understated simplicity and looks completely at home when grown en masse through the grass, beneath the branches of a large deciduous tree. I’ve planted them in most of the gardens I’ve looked after, and even a couple of handfuls in a small space is better than none at all. However many you plant, it’s wise to protect the corms from pilfering squirrels and other small mammals. Roll out a temporary covering of small-gauge chicken wire after planting and secure with metal ground hooks. This can be removed as soon as shoots begin to emerge in spring.


Rarely reaching more than 12cm in height, the flowers and accompanying slender leaves hug the ground, a blur of mauve staining the grass as they flicker back and forth in unison while buffeted by the wind. In my experience, the flowers can tolerate quite a lot of ‘weather’ while still in the early stages, but once fully open, the petals catch a sudden gust like a sail. Prolonged rain can reduce them to mush, and a stretch of squally weather will most likely flatten the lot. However, as with all bulbous plants, the foliage feeds the corms that will produce next year’s flowers, so it’s important not to mow or trample the slender leaves until they’ve begun to die down naturally.


COMMON NAME
Early crocus
HARDINESS
Hardy – very cold winter
HEIGHT
Up to 0.1m
SPREAD
0–0.1m
SOIL
Loam, chalk, sand or clay
CULTIVATION
Well-drained soil; full sun
EXPOSURE
Exposed or sheltered
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Primula vulgaris subsp. vulgaris



Endearing in its simplicity, the common primrose is among our best-loved flowers. An early spring stalwart, it’s often seen brightening the hedgerows and tucked between the roots of large trees throughout the countryside as early as February. But this native wildflower has successfully crossed the blurred line dividing wild from cultivated, and it’s just as welcome in our gardens, large and small, urban or rural, where a quiet corner in dappled sunlight suits it perfectly.


Overwintering pollinators benefit from the early nectar source provided by primroses when re-emerging from hibernation. Various bumblebees and hairy-footed flower bees can be seen buzzing from flower to flower from the beginning of early March, joined as the month progresses by brimstone butterflies. Each plant produces a succession of flowers for up to twelve weeks, giving further opportunities for small tortoiseshell butterflies, numerous moths, flies and beetles to forage as the season continues.


Primroses are irresistible to us, too. The individual flowers are subtly fragrant and have the open, rounded shape familiar from every child’s drawing of a flower. The stems cluster together neatly, forming a ready-made circular posy of flowers, at the base of which is a rosette of veined and textured mid-green leaves, each shaped like a spaniel’s tongue. The foliage provides food for caterpillars, giving the plant extra value during different stages in the life cycle of butterflies and moths.


Visually pleasing without being in the least contrived, whether dotted through grass or a single clump in a terracotta pot, they speak softly of optimism and fresh starts. This has much to do with their colouring, which is a particular shade of pale yellow. Neither creamy nor strident, it’s the perfect fresh shade for combining with the blues and mauves common to many early spring flowers. Towards the base of each petal, a darker gold smudge gives the centre of the flower its distinctive ‘eye’, which differs slightly depending on whether male or female flower parts dominate.


The reappearance of primroses in my garden is a highlight and I’m delighted when they naturalise by self-seeding. Confusingly, they seem to move themselves around from one spot to another, sometimes popping up in large numbers in a gravel path, then almost disappearing from that location the following year, flowering instead at the base of a nearby wall. It’s likely that following an unusually hot, dry summer those growing where the soil retained some dampness have fared best.


No matter where they choose to put themselves, nothing can match them for illuminating shadier corners of the garden, or lifting the scene when the sky clouds over, as it inevitably does at this time of year. The start of primrose season encapsulates the cheeriness and optimism that accompanies the beginning of a return to colour and abundance in our gardens. But this is heralded in such a gentle, understated fashion. There’s nothing shouty about primroses, yet they speak volumes.


COMMON NAME
Common primrose
HARDINESS
Very hardy
HEIGHT
0.1–0.5m
SPREAD
0.1–0.5m
SOIL
Loam, chalk, sand or clay
CULTIVATION
Moist but well-drained soil; full sun or partial shade
EXPOSURE
Exposed or sheltered
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Pulmonaria ‘Blue Ensign’


With luck, spring’s blue skies are echoed in the colour of flowers in our gardens at this time of year. Arguably, the most intense shade can be found in the azure bell-shaped flowers of Pulmonaria ‘Blue Ensign’. Other cultivars come in a range of blues, from palest lilac to darker tones, but this one is particularly rich and deep.


The shape of a pulmonaria leaf echoes that of a lung, and the plant was thought to have medicinal qualities associated with the pulmonary system, hence both its Latin name and the common name, lungwort. The speckled blotches covering the foliage of many cultivars added weight to this belief. But this cultivar lacks those markings, and for me the plain green of the leaves adds to its overall appeal.


A reliable low-growing herbaceous perennial, the foliage and flowers born on short stems just above the leaves emerge at the beginning of spring and continue until the end of May. As with many early flowering perennials, pulmonaria thrive in the dappled shade found beneath deciduous trees and shrubs, where they spread gradually to create effective ground cover, but never in a way that becomes invasive. They make the most of the time prior to the tree canopy fully leafing up, flowering while sunlight filters down through the bare branches to reach the ground.


On sunny days in early March, while suitable sources of food are scarce, newly emerged bees, including bumblebees, will feast on the energy-giving nectar produced by each flower. Hairy-footed flower bees are among pulmonaria’s most ardent fans, and one can often spot first the ginger-coloured males, then the much darker-brown females, zipping busily from flower to flower, with pollinator activity continuing for several months.


Pulmonaria are prolific cross-pollinators, with progeny often displaying white markings on the leaves, and pink buds and newly opened flowers alongside more mature blooms in mauve or blue, showing concurrently on the same plant. It’s thought that the colour change as the flower ages may help to guide bees to those with most nectar, and therefore aid pollination.


In the dapple-shaded areas of my garden, I love to combine pulmonaria with a smattering of native plants, including primroses, wood anemone and sweet woodruff, together with the lime-green-flowered Helleborus viridis, assorted hybrid Lenten rose and dusky cranesbill, all of which please pollinators. They also look wonderful with a backdrop of unfurling fern fronds.


If, after flowering has finished, the foliage begins to look tired or has succumbed to mildew following hot, dry weather, chop back the leaves, water well and consider feeding. New foliage will emerge, lasting the rest of the growing season, before dying down naturally in autumn. Established clumps benefit from being lifted, divided and replanted every few years. The plants are reinvigorated and new colonies can be established elsewhere in the garden for free.


COMMON NAME
Lungwort ‘Blue Ensign’
HARDINESS
Hardy – very cold winter
HEIGHT
0.1–0.5m
SPREAD
0.1–0.5m
SOIL
Loam, chalk or sand
CULTIVATION
Moist but well-drained soil; full shade or partial shade
EXPOSURE
Sheltered
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Muscari armeniacum



The common name of this popular bulbous perennial – grape hyacinth – accurately reflects the shape of its flower spike, which resembles a miniaturised bunch of grapes, albeit turned upside down and perched on top of a slender stem. However, because the cluster of tiny, tightly packed individual flowers narrows to a point at the top, they remind me more of a croquembouche, the traditional French wedding cake consisting of a tower of piled-up profiteroles. As the flower spike matures, the topmost individual flowers open fully, giving an increasingly plump profile. Slender arching leaves accompany the flowers, becoming longer as the weeks pass.


Each tiny bell-shaped bloom becomes the focus for foraging insects during the latter part of March, through April and into May. With plenty of nectar and pollen available, pollinator activity is always high, and individual bees, including honeybees, and hoverflies – such as the tapered drone fly, which closely resembles a bee – invest time in trying to visit as many flowers as possible. I’ve tried to film hairy-footed flower bees zipping back and forth within a clump of muscari, with only moderate success. It’s hard to keep up with a hungry bee dealing with so much bounty.


Muscari are easy to grow, reappear reliably every year and last for several weeks. Native to the eastern Mediterranean, they’ve long been favourites with British gardeners. The straightforward species has a wonderfully saturated blue colour, though if you look closely you’ll notice that each tiny downward-facing flower is edged with white. Though small individually, muscari make a strong display when grown in large numbers. In the garden, they’re wonderful dotted through other spring flowers, including primulas and the smaller narcissi. They are perfect for rock gardens, planted through gravel, or in raised beds, where they can be enjoyed at close quarters, bulking up over time to form sizeable clumps.


Popping a few bulbs into pots in autumn is a joyful task. Plant up several small containers and they’ll make a real impact when grouped together, for very little outlay. I planted bulbs into small terracotta pans five years ago and they continue to make a wonderful spring display. Bringing them into the house to dress the table invites spring into your home.


They’re also opportunistic self-seeders, popping up in gaps between paving stones in my garden, having apparently jumped ship from a nearby container.


There are several lovely cultivars, and though I generally lean towards planting the species, in this instance I’ve watched pollinators happily going straight from pots of straightforward Muscari armeniacum, to those containing assorted cultivars, including the joyous pale blue M. armeniacum ‘Jenny Robinson’ (often sold under its synonym M. ‘Babies Breath’) and the sweetest soft-pink M. ‘Pink Sunrise’. If you can get hold of the hard-to-find bulbs, they’re as pretty as a picture.


COMMON NAME
Armenian grape hyacinth
HARDINESS
Hardy – very cold winter
HEIGHT
0.1–0.5m
SPREAD
0–0.1m
SOIL
Loam, chalk, sand or clay
CULTIVATION
Well-drained or moist but well-drained soil; full sun 
or partial shade
EXPOSURE
Exposed or sheltered
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