WHY PLANT WILDFLOWERS?
According to the Devon Wildlife Trust, the
UK has lost 98% of its wildflower meadows
since 1950, and there has been a 50%
drop in insect numbers since 1970. The
use of pesticides has doubled in the last 25
years and 41% of insect species are now
threatened with extinction. There is an
urgent need to address these problems
especially considering that 75% of our crops rely on insects for pollination. In
addition there are few sights in nature that can match the sheer beauty of a
wildflower meadow or lawn with its waving grasses, flowers and the gentle
hum of insects.
It is estimated there are about a million acres of
garden in the UK, and if each garden owner rewilded just part of it, we could make a huge
difference to reversing this decline of nature
which affects us all. Insects form the base of the
food chain; they breed quickly, so boosting their
numbers and variety is relatively easy to achieve.
This in turn will help birds, bats, and other insect
eating species to prosper.
The alternative is to plant cultivated flowers which also provide pollen and
nectar for pollinators. However they lack the advantage of co-evolving with
insects over many thousands of years. Various bee species have adapted their
tongues to reach the nectar of favoured plants, and in turn flowers have
evolved many ingenious strategies to make sure the bee gets coated with
pollen to fertilise the seed for the next generation.
A word of warning - about 70% of the plants labelled ‘bee friendly’ on sale in
large nurseries, contain neonicotinoids – insecticides that are notorious for
their harmful effects on bees and long persistence in the environment. So it is
as well to be aware of this and make sure the plants you buy are free from this
chemical. In addition it’s important to avoid using peat. Billions of tonnes of
CO2 have been sequestered (soaked up) since the last ice age by peat bogs,
but if that peat is spread on the garden it releases its C02 back into the
atmosphere. Look for the ‘peat free’ label at you garden centre.

GETTING STARTED.
The easiest thing to do is to stop
mowing part of your lawn and just see
what comes up. In our own wildflower
garden we have recorded about 50
species over seven years, many of them
have just appeared. Why not let nature
take its course and see what happens.
There’s one golden rule in growing wildflowers - do not to use any chemicals –
no insecticides, fungicides, herbicides (weed killers) or chemical fertilisers. As
a general rule wildflowers do not like fertile soil. If species like nettles, docks
and thistles come up, this suggests the area you have chosen is compacted or
one high in nitrogen,in which case method 1 below may be the most
appropriate.
CREATING A WILDFLOWER GARDEN
Having identified the area you want to
plant, there are a few basic ways to
establish wildflowers:
Method 1. Take off the top layer of
turf from your lawn, set it aside and
cover with black plastic sheeting. It
will make good compost once the
grass roots have died. Rake the exposed area into a fine tilth (a crumbly
surface) and thinly sprinkle a UK wildfower mix as per the instructions on the
box. Tread the seeds into the bare soil so that they make good contact, and
water well in. In dry spells it is best to keep the soil moist. Planting can be
done in autumn or spring depending on the species.
Method 2. Personally we’ve had success with this method.
Cut the grass very short in autumn, thoroughly rake up
any clippings, and then scarify (make scars in) the turf with
a rake, and plant your seeds mixed with yellow rattle
(best in the autumn, because it needs frost to germinate,
but can be done in a cold spring). Yellow rattle is a key
species for any wildflower area. It is semi-parasitic on
grass, thus allowing more flowers to compete for space.

The seeds of yellow rattle only last a year so make sure you do not buy old
stock! They can be planted in conjunction with other species of your choice. It
is as well to know the provenance (the place of origin) of your seeds – they
should be grown in the UK and not imported from abroad. Such seeds are
adapted to our climate and thus grow more vigorously without the risk of cross
fertilisation, like the Spanish bluebell which now threatens our native species.
Once established a wildflower area needs cutting, maybe twice a year. We do
ours just in the autumn. Then simply cut paths for access. Hours of mowing
are saved throughout the growing season, and the result is a haven for
numerous bees, butterflies and other insects. On a hot summer’s day it’s a
delight to the eye and it positively hums with insect activity. This year we were
thrilled to find a red-tailed bumblebee nest and hedgehog poo amongst the
flowers. Bats fly around at night so it’s clear a little ecosystem is developing.

FOR A REALLY QUICK FIX!
Many people lead busy lives and
gardening comes low on the list of
priorities. If that’s the case and you want
to see pollinators in your backyard, it’s
very easy to buy a packet of green
manure known as phacelia. Just sow an
area on crumbly soil, lightly rake it over,
water it in, and wait for the bees to
arrive!

AUTUMN OR SPRING PLANTING? Which is best? There are no hard and fast
rules. Autumn sowing has the advantage of warmer soil, and much better
success with seeds that require vernalisation (exposure to the cold) before
they germinate. They also have more time to get a stronger root growth and
better access to moisture in a dry summer.

SOME SPECIES WHICH FAVOUR CULTIVATION
Some wildflower species need bare soil, lightly dug over and raked to a fine
crumble or tilth to get them established – for example corncockle, poppies,
corn marigold and cornflower are flowers that grow best in cultivated spaces,
so here’s a few tips on growing:
CORNCOCKLE this is a plant of cultivated
cornfields. It can be sown in spring in pots
to plant out in early summer, or spread on
scarified ground. It needs a sunny well
drained position. We collect plenty of seed
and hedge our bets by sowing in autumn
and spring! Easy to grow.

CORN MARIGOLDS a plant of cultivated
cornfields. It prefers acidic to neutral soils.
Autumn sown seeds rarely survive winter.
Corn marigolds can be planted together with
poppies - the red and yellow colours
complement each other.

POPPIES like disturbed soil (hence the
flowerings all over Flanders following the
First World War). They like a well-drained
position in full sun.

CORNFLOWER as the name suggests they
grow in cultivated cornfields. They like well-

drained soil in full sun. Autumn sown seeds produce bigger plants. We have
had limited success with these and find the best thing to do is plant them in
modules for planting out later when they are more mature.

OX-EYE DAISY sometimes known as
moonflower because of their luminescence
on moonlight nights. They like well drained
slightly acidic soil preferably in full sun.
Once established they spread using
underground rhizomes (a thick horizontal
shoot that produces its own roots and green
shoots.)
KNAPWEED there are two types, greater and
lesser (it’s greater in the picture). Again it
likes well drained soil in full sun. We
planted seed and nothing happened for 3
years. Then it came up. It’s a lovely flower
and pollinators love it, but it can be a bit of a
thug – spreading with both seed and
underground rhizomes.
BIRDSFOOT TREFOIL This is perhaps the most
useful plant as far as insects go. (See table
below). It flowers from May to September
and likes well drained ground mixed with
other wild flowers in full sun. We did not
plant this in our garden; it just arrived and
forms a miniature understory for other
flowers.
FOXGLOVES A much loved plant of the
English countryside. Folklore has it that foxes
used to put these flowers on their feet to be
silent when prowling round chicken coops.

Foxgloves are biennial (they flower in the second year of growth). It’s best to
sprinkle the tiny seeds in modules, and barely cover (they like light to
germinate). A lovely flower for children to watch as bumblebees search for
nectar.
VIPERS BUGLOSS Essentially this is a coastal plant but
does well in domestic gardens. Like foxgloves it is
biennial. It has a huge taproot and survives in a dry
free draining sunny position. It’s an outstanding nectar
plant and keeps flowering from June to September. It is
best planted in pots, and planted out in spring the
following year.

PLANTLIFE’S LIST OF TOP 10 FLOWERS THAT SUPPORT THE HIGHEST
NUMBERS OF INVERTEBRATES
Bird’s foot trefoil - 160 species supported
Yarrow - 141 species
Red clover - 115 species
Dandelion - 107 species
Ragwort - 107 species
Lady’s bedstraw - 101 species
Hedge bedstraw - 100 species
White clover - 98 species
Meadowsweet - 91 species
Oxeye daisy - 85 species
SHADY PLANTS: most of the examples given above favour sunny positions,
and not every garden is sheltered, south facing, well drained with neutral soil.
If you find one please let me know! So, here’s a few species which might be
suitable for more shady areas:
Lesser celandine; betony; bugle; bluebell (beware Spanish bluebell) foxglove;
germander speedwell; ramsons; primrose; herb-Robert; honeysuckle; dog rose;
and greater stitchwort.

There are many others and hopefully you can find them on the internet. (Pond,
marshy ground plants and trees have not been included here). The best thing
to do is to plant species which support bees, butterflies and other
invertebrates throughout the year.
SOURCES
Wildlife Gardening for everyone and everything – Kate Bradbury –
Bloomsbury. This is an excellent reference book for all sorts of gardening
projects to attract insects, birds, reptiles, amphibians and mammals into your
backyard.
The Garden Jungle – or gardening to save the planet – Dave Goulson –Vintage
I’m a great fan of Dave Goulson, and I just loved this book. Dave is the founder
of the Bumblebee Conservation Trust, and Professor of Biological Sciences at
the University of Sussex. In addition he tends an enormously productive
garden. The book is full of gems about the world beneath our feet, and the
steps we can all take to improve the biodiversity around us.
Reference books:
Wildflower gardening – John Chambers. Elm tree books.
The National Trust book of Wildflower Gardening – John Stevens – Dorling
Kindersley.
Starting out with Native Plants – Charlotte de la Bedoyere – New Holland.
Seed companies: Goren Farm in East Devon – www.goren.co.uk If you want
seeds adapted to the Devon climate then look no further. They do quite a
range, and their yellow rattle seems to germinate well.
Plantlife: www.plantlife.org.uk this is a charity dedicated to promoting
wildflowers throughout the UK. They have a range of seeds for sale, and a
great deal of information.
The Wildflower Shop: has a huge range of native seeds, plug plants and bulbs
for sale. www.wildflowershop.co.uk
Vital seeds is an excellent small company in Ashburton who sell largely organic
vegetable seed, but they have a few wildflower species. www.vitalseeds.co.uk

Information: Friends of the Earth holds much useful information about
planting throughout the year to attract insects .Look at the ‘beecause’ section
of their website www.friendsoftheearthuk.com
Royal Horticultural Society: Plants for Bugs. This site is a detailed examination
of the relative benefits of wild versus cultivated flowers. R.H.S. Plants for bugs.
www.rhs.org.uk/plants-for-bugs
Devon Wildlife Trust. www.devonwildlifetrust.org Look under their ‘action
for insects’ for some useful tips.
If there’s any way in which we can help you with wilding projects please
contact Lyn Brown in Landscove lyn.brown6@btinternet.com or Malcolm
Baldwin in Staverton.
malcbaldwin@gmail.com

Let’s hope to create a network of gardens
where wildlife can thrive.

