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John Lewis-Stempel made his first wildlife garden aged seven, after reading an article in the Young Ornithologists’ Club’s magazine. He has written on gardening and wildlife for numerous publications, including Landscape Design and Grow Your Own, has been a fulltime gardener, and worked for a conservation charity. In 2012 he received a Society of Authors’ Foundation Award for his writings on nature. As well as keeping a wildlife garden, he runs an organic farm. His other books include The Wild Life: A Year of Living on Wild Food and Foraging: The Essential Guide to Free Wild Food.
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‘Nobody made a greater mistake than he who did nothing because he could do only a little.’

Edmund Burke
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PREFACE

Gardens are an increasingly important refuge for the nation’s wildlife. Often more ‘friendly’ than farmland, they are now the main habitat for endangered species such as the song thrush and stag beetle. A typical garden can be home to twenty or more species of bird, five of mammal, several of amphibians and hundreds of invertebrates. A wildlife-friendly garden can easily, and unbelievably, be home to more than 5,000 species of fauna and flora. Per square metre, a wildlife-friendly garden is more biodiverse than the Amazon rainforest! This is because good gardens have an array of physical structures (from trees to fences), diverse micro-habitats, are constantly being remade by digging and contain an artificially high diversity of plants.

Making a garden wildlife friendly is doing your bit for Britain’s animals and plants. Domestic gardeners have a crucial role to play in the future of our wildlife; back gardens make up four per cent of Britain’s land surface, the same as Sites of Special Scientific Interest. It also helps make your garden fit for humans too. A wildlife garden is uplifting, a place of beauty, of inspiration and of pleasure, where all the senses are appealed to. A garden that is green and ‘natural’ is proven to be better for your mental and physical health. A garden where a robin will perch on your hand to feed is a garden where children can properly appreciate the natural world.

Currently in vogue, wildlife gardening is actually a throwback to a pre-chemical, less formalistic gardening style. A traditional cottage garden was heaven on earth for butterflies and bees, and it’s not difficult to make. It really only requires you to give nature a helping hand. Neither is wildlife gardening an all or nothing creed. Wildlife gardening is not a religion, but a pragmatic solution for humans and nature to share the same space. With a little know-how and energy, any garden, no matter how small, can be a haven for wildlife. Many gardens, indeed, will only need tweaking to maximise their wildlife potential.

Your garden. Where the wild things can be.


CHAPTER 1

PLANNING THE WILDLIFE GARDEN

‘Wildlife’ and ‘garden’ are often assumed to be opposites. After all, this way of thinking goes, wildlife likes long grass and informality, while gardeners like shaved lawns and order. Wildlife likes ‘organic’, gardeners like chemicals. Wildlife likes sprawling hawthorn hedges, gardeners like trimmed conifers.

And too many people assume that a wildlife garden is an area behind the house left to go native. This would not be a garden; this would be a scrubland wilderness. Funnily enough, it would not be as species-rich as even a moderately wildlife-friendly garden. A wildlife garden needs maintenance by people.

Other misconceptions abound: a wildlife garden does not have to be the size of Surrey to be effective. To a bee, a window box is a nectar hypermarket. Whatever the size of your garden, whether it’s a kitchen window in a flat or a sprawling, broad acre in the country, you can easily do something for wildlife. Everybody can help.

Planning a wildlife-friendly garden is not essentially different from planning any other form of garden. It is about what you want the garden to look like, what it needs to do – a play area for the kids, a massive vegetable patch for self-sufficiency, a quiet retreat for creativity – and working with the lie of the land. You also have to ask yourself a key question: how committed to wildlife are you? Do you want to do something for wildlife or everything for wildlife? How you answer the question is entirely up to you, but there are some simple rules every wildlife gardener should follow …

THE TEN WILDLIFE GARDEN COMMANDMENTS

1.   Plant plants, plants

Plants, plants, plants are the three most important words in wildlife gardening. Green as much of your garden as you are able to (not forgetting vertical spaces such as house walls and fences) with as great a diversity of plants as possible. Ideally you should choose native species, not least because this increases the native floral ‘reservoir’, but this is not a rule etched in stone. A hungry bird is as happy with firethorn berries as hawthorn berries. (That said, avoid modern, super-bred cultivars because few contain pollen or nectar.) Choose a range of plants to feed as many animals as possible over the course of the year.

2.   Stop using chemicals

Pesticides can annihilate crucial layers of the food chain. There are other effective ways to keep pests and weeds under control. Learn to love bugs. Most are your friends.

3.   Provide food and shelter for birds and beasties

To encourage birds into the garden, put up seed and peanut feeders and erect artificial shelters. Then grow natural food and cover. Other animals can also be fed, from hedgehogs to butterflies and bees. But always keep up feeding regimes. Make a wildlife hotel for creepy crawlies. Microfauna – microscopic animals in the soil – are interesting in their own right, often beneficial, and are a key stage in the garden food chain.

4.   Give Tiddles a bell

The UK’s cats kill 55 million birds a year. There is no evidence that cat predation is actually causing the decline in bird numbers, but with some garden species (notably the song thrush and tree sparrow) already under pressure it is prudent to give a cat a bell so potential feathered prey can hear it coming – but the cat’s collar should be of a proper fit, and have a safety feature such as an elastic insert (‘stretch collar’) so the cat can free itself if it becomes entangled.

5.   Make a pond

Any pond, whether it’s a bird bath or something you can swim in. Adding a water feature to the garden massively increases diversity in the species that live and visit there. (But don’t put fish in the pond – they will eat all the many other animals.)

6.   Do not prune bushes or cut hedges between March and August

This is the main nesting season for birds, and few will tolerate disturbance when sitting on eggs or raising young.

7.   Compost

Composting garden and raw vegetable/fruit waste saves the environment, nourishes the soil and provides a micro-habitat.

8.   Let the grass grow

Most lawns are green deserts. Even a patch of lawn that is allowed to grow and sprout wildflowers will be a wonderland for insects. Amphibians, birds and small mammals will follow.

9.   Pile up some logs

It’s not the most glamorous way of saving wildlife, but for a quick wildlife garden ‘fix’ plonking logs on top of each other is almost unrivalled. Pick a sheltered, shady space, and very soon the log pile will be a wooden wonder of fungi, mosses, insects and other invertebrates, together with small mammals and amphibians. What the log pile is doing is mimicking the woodland habitat. A lot of the best of wildlife gardening is exactly that: mimicking nature.

10. Don’t tidy too much

A phrase you are unlikely to hear in any other context. Tidiness is the enemy of wildlife gardening. Allow leaves on the lawn. Let seed heads stay on stalks. Don’t repair every gap of mortar in the garden wall. Let the nettles grow untroubled in a small corner. Yes, really – nettles are host to butterflies and moth larvae. You can cut them and let them stew in water for a fine organic fertiliser, or indeed as a green vegetable, beer or tea for you. You are entitled to enjoy the floral benefits of the garden too.

A little forethought means you can make a better garden for you and wildlife. Most people will inherit a garden, rather than start with a tabula rasa. Take account of the existing flora and fauna. A leylandii hedge is not fantastic for wildlife; however simply ripping it out in favour of a deciduous alternative will rob your existing birds of a roosting and nesting site. Drive a creature away and it may not come back. Only remove a conifer when you have a well-established substitute.

Generally, take your wildlife planning cues from the style of the surrounding land. Your garden, ideally, can connect with others to form enlarged habitats. If a neighbour has a woodland glade and you can create an adjoining one, the wildlife value will be more than the sum of the two parts. A hedge leading to another hedge makes an ideal ‘green corridor’ for a hedgehog to wander along and increase its hunting range.

Find out about the wildlife of the area. If you know what species the garden is likely to attract, you can ensure a warm welcome for them. Your local gardening centre or gardening club should be able to help.

Diversity is good. Try to make as many mini-habitats that mimic nature as the garden will bear. Try to plan in vertical ‘storeys’ because changes in height maximise wildlife appeal and human interest. Dividing the garden by walls, arches and flower borders creates the illusion of space as well as creating areas with different ‘feels’; divisions also give privacy to animals. Most animals are prey and need cover. They do not like wide open spaces.

If you have children consider corners where they can sit, read or play in a natural environment. And so they can look at nature. Wildlife gardens are exciting places for children to learn about – and experience – the natural world at first hand rather than via a screen.

And, whatever you do, plan in a decent path if the garden is likely to have a good deal of traffic from one end to the other. Begin by getting the shape right, then consider how you can improve the path’s ‘wildlife value’. For instance, stepping stones with small chambers underneath for amphibians work well for man and mini-beast.

Deciding what you want from a garden, then finding the animal-friendly way of achieving it, is the very essence of successful wildlife gardening without tears.

STEP-BY-STEP: PLAN THE WILDLIFE GARDEN

Step 1. Understand your soil. Soils vary from area to area. Trying to grow plants that love dry chalky soil on wet clay is unlikely to be fruitful. A DIY soil testing kit, which can be bought for as little as £10, will give the pH of the soil, meaning its acidity or alkalinity.

Step 2. Draw a rough scale plan, indicating on it any existing features you wish to keep.

Step 3. On the same plan sketch in any necessary ‘family-friendly’ features you wish to add, such as a clothes line, trampoline or barbecue area.

Step 4. What garden features do you want? A large herbaceous border? A herb garden? A pergola?

Step 5. Are there any natural features that could be taken advantage of? A soggy patch where the water table comes close to the surface would be ideal for a bog garden.

Step 6. Now plan in the three infrastructural commandments: a water body, a compost heap and a log pile.

Step 7. Plan in a path.

Step 8. Decide what animals you want to live in or be attracted to the garden. Don’t forget those that already live in the garden.

Step 9. Use this book to see which plants and micro-habitats will lure and provide for the chosen fauna.

Step 10. And then use this book to reconcile any conflicts and expand the wildlife potential of the garden.

Step 11. Be realistic too about how much time you have for gardening. Revise your plan accordingly.

Getting it right will be easier than you think. Not enough space on the lawn for a pond? Make a container pond for the patio. Want a large luscious herbaceous border but are pinched for space? Good. Simply plant native and insect-friendly plants in tiers.

The wildlife garden does not have to be ‘designed’ to the nth degree; you do not need to have the landscape flair of Capability Brown and the zoological know-how of David Attenborough. Or, indeed, to spend weeks with tape measures, theodolites and squared paper. There are some easy measures that can make an immediate aesthetic and wildlife difference to any garden, and many are included in this book, from greening a garden shed to making a wildlife hotel for insects. But a good wildlife garden grows over years.


Tip: Before you absolutely finalise your plan or proposed adaptions, picture them in the different seasons. Do they fulfil your needs all year round? And the needs of wildlife?



THE TOP TEN PLANTS FOR THE WILDLIFE GARDEN

Ice plant Sedum spectabile

Small, tough and can be grown almost anywhere, from the roof to the herbaceous border, via the rockery. The ice plant provides nectar late in the season and is a haven for hoverflies, bees and butterflies.

Buddleia Buddleia davidii

A shrub known as the

















WHAT NOT TO DO: THE WILDLIFE-UNFRIENDLY GARDEN














WHAT TO DO: THE WILDLIFE-FRIENDLY GARDEN
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