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 Introduction



 Have nothing in your house
 that you do not know to be useful
 or believe to be beautiful.

 

 This was the advice of William Morris, the influential craftsman, writer and social reformer of the 19th century, who is probably best remembered nowadays for his organic, garden-inspired designs for interior furnishing. You may wonder why I have chosen this quotation about interior design to begin a book about garden design and, more specifically, about plants and planting plans for a bee garden. Well, let’s adjust the quotation slightly, so that it reads: 


 Have no plant in your garden
 that you do not know to be useful to bees
 or believe to be beautiful.

 

 This now captures the essence, I think, of what I am trying to achieve here. 

 It probably goes without saying – but I make no apology for saying it again – that bees are vital to our planet’s ecology and economy, and to our own well-being. The bad news is that without the pollinating services of bees of all kinds, our food supply would be severely compromised. The good news is that we can all do something to help. If each of us grew just a handful of bee-friendly plants in our gardens, this would provide an enormous resource for our buzzy friends – in fact, the phrase ‘Think globally, act locally’ could have been invented for bee-friendly gardeners! 

 So, what I would like to see in every garden are plants and flowers which are helpful to bees and which, at the same time, we find beautiful to look at. 

 It is, of course, the plants in a garden that are of paramount importance if we want to design a garden for bees. Many people think that in order to provide a suitable habitat for bees they have to plant a wild flower meadow or allow their garden to ‘go native’, eschewing their beloved garden plants. Certainly, bees adore wild and native flowers, but they also delight in a whole range of cultivated garden plants that are readily available at garden centres and nurseries. 

 Flowers provide bees with the food they need to survive, so this book will deal predominantly with questions like which plants are best for bees, and how we can arrange them together in suitable groupings that are attractive to bees as well as aesthetically pleasing to us. The plants that I have selected are just that – a selection – and are by no means the only ones that support bees. My choice of plants is subjective: I have chosen plants that are, from my experience and research, good for bees; but they are also ones that I personally like. I hope you will like my choice, too. 

 I have provided a range of garden plans later in the book. Rather than whole garden designs, with their accompanying hard landscaping and other features, you will find planting plans for different situations and of varying styles. I hope that you will be inspired enough by some of these planting ideas to try to transfer them to your own garden. You may find, of course, that you need to adapt the plans to suit your space; they are certainly not meant to be prescriptive, but to be ideas that aim to help you create your own ‘bee border’. One whole garden design is included, however, which brings together some of the planting plans. This garden is a real one, and is, in fact, owned by a beekeeper. 

 You will notice that throughout the book I refer mostly (but not exclusively) to honeybees. There are two reasons for this. First, I help my friend, and bee mentor, Toady, look after his honeybees, so they have a special place in my heart. Second, and perhaps more importantly for this book, is that generally speaking, what is suitable in the way of flowers for honeybees is bound to be acceptable to both bumblebees and solitary bees, and indeed many other pollinating insects. (This is to do with the length of the bee’s proboscis, which is generally shorter in honeybees than in other bees, so if a honeybee can reach the nectar, then other bees will be able to do so too.) 

 The first thing we will do in this book is assess the conditions in your garden – things like aspect and soil – that will affect how well (or otherwise) your plants will grow. 

 In Chapter 2 we give some thought to design ‘tools’ and how we can use them to create an attractive border. I also suggest a useful method of how we can arrange plants into groups, which will help us choose which ones to put together to make a good planting plan. 

 In Chapter 3 we look at ‘bee-specific’ things. We begin by examining very briefly some general factors that can make our garden as a whole more beefriendly: things like providing water and suitable habitats for bumblebees and solitary bees – and, if you wish to keep honeybees for yourself, appropriate locations for beehives. We then focus on what makes a plant bee-friendly, and lastly look at which particular plant families are attractive to bees. 


Chapter 4 is full of planting plans to give you some concrete ideas of how to put it all into practice. 


 Hardiness zone


 My experience as a gardener is restricted to the British Isles, so all the recommendations I make and examples I give in this book are based on this. Our climate has been categorized as falling generally within hardiness zone 8a or 8b, so if you are gardening outside the British Isles, adjustments must be made. 


 Latin names of plants


 I use Latin names of plants in all the planting plans. Where plant names appear in the text, I nearly always give the common name as well as the Latin one. The reason for doing this is that common names for plants can vary from region to region (a bluebell in Scotland is not the same as a bluebell in England, for example), so knowing the proper, undisputed Latin name is invaluable, especially when it comes to looking for plants in a nursery or online. The exceptions are vegetables; these are generally referred to by their common name. You will find an index of common names of plants and their Latin equivalents towards the end of the book. 


 Plant families


 A word about the names of plant families. As a consequence of ongoing research, particularly with regard to DNA identification, reclassification of some plants has taken place. Some have been reclassified and put into different families, and some families have ceased to exist altogether. The latest reclassification, by the Angiosperm Phylogeny Group (APG), took place in 2009. However, in order to be as consistent as possible, I have used the family designation for each plant as found in  The Royal Horticultural Society Encyclopedia of Plants and Flowers, 5th edition (see Further Reading). 
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1
 Assessing the Conditions
 in Your Garden


 Selecting bee-friendly plants and arranging them attractively in a border is only part of the process of creating a bee-friendly garden. We will look at plants and particular design aspects later in the book, but you first need to be aware of the existing conditions in your garden, including those over which you have little or no influence. I am thinking of things like the direction in which your border faces, the sort of soil you have, whether your garden is exposed or sheltered, and so on. These points may be mundane but they are nevertheless important – planting the right bee-friendly plant in the wrong place could prove both disappointing and expensive! 


 Aspect

 

 The direction your planting area faces will have a significant bearing on what plants you can grow successfully. Most plants will survive in most situations, but you want your plants to thrive and be as strong and floriferous as possible to attract lots of bees. Generally speaking, most beefriendly plants prefer a sunny aspect, which means that your garden should ideally face somewhere in the direction of south, or at least have sun for a good part of the day. In addition, research has shown that bees often ignore flowers growing in shady spots, even when they are ones that we know are attractive to them. So if you have a completely north-facing garden, the chances are that even if it contains bee-friendly plants, it will be overlooked in favour of a garden with flowers growing in the sun. This is not to say that it will be ignored altogether; there just won’t be as many bees as in a sunny spot elsewhere. 


 Soil

 

 There are many types of soil, ranging from clay to sand. Fortunately, few of us have soil that is only good for slapping on a potter’s wheel, or is so sandy that nieces and nephews arrive with their buckets and spades. The majority of us have soil somewhere in between the two; if you are really lucky, you have loam, which is fertile, well drained and easy to work. 


 Clay soil


 In clay soil, the individual particles in the soil are very small (less than 0.002mm) and clump together easily, forming a sticky mass. The addition of organic matter helps to prise the particles apart, allowing air to permeate and excess water to drain, so preventing the particles from sticking together again. Some gardeners advocate the addition of grit or gravel too; although research by the Royal Horticultural Society suggests that you need to incorporate a whopping 250kg of grit or gravel per square metre to have any significant effect! 

 The best time to dig over clay soil and incorporate organic matter is the autumn and early winter, before the onset of the wettest weather. If you have clay soil, be glad of winter frosts: alternate freezing and thawing of the soil helps to break down the heavy clods. 

 And in case you are thinking of giving up on your clay soil even before you start, take heart: clay soil is rich in nutrients, so it is well worth spending time unlocking them. 


 Sandy soil


 At the other extreme from clay is sand. Sandy soil is characterized by soil particles from 0.05 to 2mm in size. This means that the soil doesn’t hold much moisture, allowing water to drain away much quicker than in clay soils, and it is easy to cultivate. That’s more like it, I hear you say – but hold hard: sandy soils dry out quickly and are also low in nutrients, so it’s not all joy. Again, the incorporation of organic matter will improve the soil, by aiding moisture retention and helping to bind the soil particles together. 


 Silt soil


 In between clay and sand comes silt. Silt soil has particles that range in size between 0.002 and 0.05mm, which means that the soil is fairly well drained but will hold a reasonable amount of moisture. This type of soil is far better than either clay or sand, but its main drawback is that it is easily compacted. 


 Loam


 If you are lucky enough to have loam, the plant world is your oyster! Loam is a combination of clay, sand and silt; it is fertile, drains well but still retains moisture, and is easy to work. It is the ideal soil – the sort that dreams are made of! There are some plants that like slight variations from these conditions – for example,  Lavandula (lavender) like very free-draining soil, whereas  Astrantia (masterwort) can cope with quite poorly drained soil – but the majority of plants, be they bee-friendly or otherwise, thrive in a welldrained but moisture-retentive, fertile, loamy soil. 

 So if you haven’t got that sort of soil, can you achieve it? Sadly, often the answer is that you can’t – remember the saying, you can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear? To some extent the same is true for soils. But don’t despair; you can  improve the soil you have, even if you can’t totally transform it, and by improving it you will extend the range of plants you are able to grow. 


 Improving the soil


 The most straightforward way of improving the soil is to dig in loads of organic matter in the shape of garden compost or well-rotted farmyard or stable manure. Organic matter is the heart of the soil – if it is lacking, or there is too little of it, the soil is effectively, if not literally, dead. So get as much compost or manure into the soil as you can – and keep on adding it in the shape of mulch in spring and/or autumn. 

 When we moved to our new house in late summer some 12 years ago the modest garden looked pristine. The builders had left it in what appeared to be an immaculate condition, with lovely, friable top soil. I started rubbing my hands with glee, imagining all the lovely flowers and vegetables that I would soon be planting out, if not immediately, then next spring. But you can’t judge a book by its cover, so I started digging in two or three places and – you have probably guessed what I found. Underneath a scant three inches of top soil I struck clay in one place, rubble in another and a bag of unused (and now solid) cement in another. 

 After a lot of hard work we cleared and dug the garden (thank goodness it is fairly small) and I ordered two truckloads of manure from a local stable. Our neighbours thought I was totally crazy when I stood, shovel in hand and wheelbarrow at my side, posing alongside my mountain of muck while my husband took a photo for the ‘house archive’. They thought I was even more crazy when, having spread the manure on the garden, I then covered it with black plastic, weighted down at the sides, and left it over the winter and well into spring. The days started to lengthen, the blackbirds started nesting, and the sun shone with just a little more vigour. Now was the time to reveal the alchemy that had been taking place underneath the plastic. Already my garden was starting to resemble a garden; the worms, having been protected from the cold and the rain over the winter, had begun to take the manure down into the soil beneath. It’s true that two truckloads of manure don’t make a garden, but the promise was there. 

 Even now, I still keep adding muck every spring and autumn – but now I don’t need two truckloads each time! 


 Soil pH

 

 It is vital to know if your soil is neutral, acidic or alkaline. If you have a burgeoning garden then you will already have an idea of its acidity or alkalinity, just by looking at what is thriving in it. If you are planting from scratch, have a look initially at what is doing well in your neighbours’ gardens and take your cue from them. If you are in a spot where camellia, rhododendron and witch hazel flourish then your soil will be acidic; if you are surrounded by plants that have evolved from native species, like cornflowers and poppies, or are Mediterranean in origin, like lavender, then the chances are that the soil is on the alkaline side. 

 To find out what the pH (‘potential of Hydrogen’) of your soil is, it is worth investing in an inexpensive testing kit from your local garden centre, which will give you a reasonably accurate indication. A pH measurement of 6.5 to 7.0 is neutral; a measurement below this is considered acid, and one above indicates that the soil is alkaline. 


 Acid soil


 If the pH measurement is between 3.0 and 5.0 you have very acid soil and little will grow happily in it. The best course of action is to add some lime to raise the pH to above 5.0. 

 If you have a reading of 5.1 to 6.0 you have acid soil, which is ideal for camellias, blueberries and the like. 


 Neutral soil


 A pH measurement of 6.5 to 7.0 indicates that the soil is neutral, which is really good news for the majority of plants as this is the range in which nutrients are most easily available. 


 Alkaline soil


 Alkaline soil will give you a reading of 7.1 to 8.0, which will support a number of plants – far more than if you have acid soil. 

 Unless your soil is at the extremity of the pH range, it is better to find plants that will cope with the nature of the soil rather than try to alter the soil to accommodate your favourite plant – the old adage of ‘right plant for the right place’ was never truer than when it comes to soil pH. 


 Shelter

 

 More plants will thrive in a sheltered spot than in one exposed to driving wind. And more bees will visit plants growing in a sheltered area than in an exposed one. Bees are reluctant to leave the hive on a very windy day and if the only forage they can find is open to the elements it makes their lives even more difficult. If your garden is naturally sheltered you might want to skip over this section; if it’s not, you may find a couple of useful tips. 

 In order to provide shelter in a garden you have to put a barrier between what you want to protect and the thing you want to protect it from. In reality this will mean planting a hedge or erecting a wall, fence or other construction. Which of these you ultimately decide on will be influenced by a number of factors, such as aesthetics, cost, and what benefit you hope to derive from it. Let’s look at each option in turn. 


 Hedge


 From a bee’s perspective, a hedge made up of shrubs with bee-friendly flowers is by far the best option. Even better is a hedge that includes a range of shrubs that flower from spring through to autumn. A flowering – and subsequently fruiting – hedge is beneficial to a whole range of other wildlife too. Not only that, it makes a decent backdrop for anything you plant in front of it. So if you can, I would advocate planting a hedge over and above any other form of barrier or enclosure. 

 There are certain constraints, however. First, space: a mature hedge can take a fair slice out of your garden, so if you have a small garden to begin with, this may not be the best option. Second, cost: depending on the type of plants you choose, how mature they are when you buy them, and whether they are bare-root or container-grown, it can be quite an expensive project. Third, maintenance: a hedge is really just a group of shrubs and they will need to be fed, watered and pruned as necessary. Lastly, time: even if you buy good-sized shrubs to begin with, it
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