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The Story of Wildflowers

Wildflowers have a magic all of their own. They colour our landscapes, from shimmering bluebell woods to jewel-box meadows to billowing verges of cow parsley. Some demand a closer look – the intricate beauty of a bee orchid, for example – while others, like dandelions, are so familiar we barely acknowledge them. Yet each has a story to tell.

Britain is home to more than 3,000 species of wild plants, but this book focuses on those most of us can spot without scaling mountains or wading through marshes. Many of them are easy to grow in gardens too, meaning we can appreciate their beauty from our doorsteps.

To know them is to appreciate them. A daisy, for instance, isn’t just a lawn weed, it’s a cousin of the chrysanthemum, part of the largest plant family on Earth. It has traditional medicinal uses for bruises and coughs, supports pollinating insects and even inspired the medieval poet Geoffrey Chaucer, who wrote of ‘day’s eyes’ opening at dawn and closing at dusk. Suddenly, reaching for the weedkiller feels harder. And so it should.

Garden Sanctuaries

Wildflowers are under threat. Species once widespread, such as betony, are disappearing. Nature in the UK is in crisis. This is where gardeners matter. Gardens collectively cover over 950,000 hectares: larger than any English county and three times the size of all National Nature Reserves combined. In a country ranked among the most nature-depleted in the world, gardens can be sanctuaries. By welcoming wildflowers into our plots, we can all make our own positive contribution. Wildflowers aren’t just pretty. Their common names – selfheal, meadowsweet, foxglove – speak of folklore and utility, while their scientific names link us to a global botanical heritage. They remind us that gardening isn’t just about design, but about stewardship of nature.

Whether you’ve got a sprawling plot or a modest balcony, wildflowers can thrive in spaces of all shapes and sizes. They’re tough, adaptable and remarkably low maintenance once established. In this book, you’ll find practical advice on identifying them and selecting the right species for your garden. We’ll explore traditional meadow plants, woodland favourites and even species suited to urban settings, all with bespoke hand-drawn artwork.

Above all, this is a book for gardeners who want to grow with purpose, to create spaces that are beautiful, sustainable and alive. Wildflowers remind us that gardening isn’t just about control; it’s about collaboration with the natural world. So, whether you’re starting from scratch or adding a few new species to an established garden, let these pages guide you. Together, we can make our gardens not only places of beauty, but also havens for wildlife and a celebration of the wild.


[image: Illustration of three tall foxglove (Digitalis purpurea) stems with large, green leaves at the base and numerous bell-shaped, pinkish-purple flowers.]
Foxglove Digitalis purpurea



SOURCING WILDFLOWERS

When it comes to wildflowers, it really does pay to think locally. The very best wildflowers are those that are already growing in your garden, but if you need to buy some in, find a reputable supplier who sells plants or seeds with at least UK provenance or, even better, from local or regional stock. See here for some recommendations.


[image: Illustration of a bluebell plant, Hyacinthoides non-scripta, showing a nodding stem with multiple blue bell-shaped flowers and long, narrow leaves.]
Bluebell, Hyacinthoides non-scripta
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What is a Wildflower?

At its simplest, a wildflower is a flowering plant that grows naturally without human intervention. Most are native species or archaeophytes – long-established plants from elsewhere that have lived wild alongside us for centuries without becoming invasive.

But what makes a plant produce flowers at all? Flowers are nature’s advertising. For most wild plants, pollination is the goal, and insects are the couriers of their genetic material. Bright colours, intricate patterns and even ultraviolet (UV) signals – invisible to us but irresistibly beckoning to bees – act as beacons. Buttercups, for example, have UV-reflective petals that guide pollinators straight to the nectar (fertilization being the by-product of a good meal, as sometimes happens with humans). It’s a partnership millions of years in the making. Contrast this with ferns, which reproduce by spores like fungi, or wind-pollinated grasses that dispense with petals altogether. They don’t need to dress up because the weather does the work.


[image: Illustration of a meadow buttercup, Ranunculus acris, showing yellow five-petalled flowers, green sepals, stems, and deeply divided leaves.]
Meadow buttercup, Ranunculus acris



Wildflowers are clever opportunists. Meadow species and cornfield ‘weeds’ have tweaked their reproductive cycles to fit human timeframes of traditional haymaking or grain harvesting. Today they adapt to roadsides, walls and even lawns, shrinking their stature to dodge the mower blades.

They come in many guises: annuals that complete their life cycle in a season, biennials that flower in their second year, and perennials that return year after year. Some, like lily of the valley (itself an RHS Recommended: Award of Garden Merit RHS [image: A line drawing of a trophy cup symbolising the RHS Recommended: Award of Garden Merit.] winner), are cherished in gardens as well as the wild. Even plants we now grow as cultivated forms – primulas, violets, forget-me-nots – began as wildflowers.

Self-Reliant Plants

While different colour forms of wildflowers can make beautiful and interesting additions to gardens, many garden plants have been transformed beyond all recognition by breeding. They’ve become domesticated to the point they can’t survive without us: double-flowered, sterile, useless for pollinators and dependent on our artificial propagation and inputs such as fertilizers and pesticides.

Wildflowers retain their original resilience, reproduce unaided and, in an age of low-input gardening, they seem increasingly relevant for future plantings. Let’s learn to appreciate their beauty, their ecological value and their independence. They remind us that gardening is not only about control, but about coexistence with nature.


[image: Illustration of Meadow cranesbill, Geranium pratense, showing blue five-petalled flowers, hairy stems, buds, and deeply lobed green leaves.]
Meadow cranesbill, Geranium pratense





Why We Love Wildflowers

Wildflowers have held a special place in human hearts for centuries. Long before the arrival of highly bred cultivars, these plants coloured not only gardens but also the wider countryside in ways we only get occasional glimpses of today.

Our contemporary love of wildflowers can trace its roots to the late 19th century, when an anti-industrialization movement swept through gardening and the arts. William Robinson’s influential 1870 book The Wild Garden urged gardeners to embrace natural planting rather than the rigid formality and exotic cultivars that dominated Victorian taste. Artists such as Helen Allingham and designers like William Morris echoed this sentiment through the Arts and Crafts movement, celebrating rural simplicity in their works, which often featured wildflowers. This was a forerunner to environmentalism, and demonstrated a desire to live in harmony with the natural world.

Today, as ever more of us live in cities, wildflowers offer a tangible link to the countryside. Spotting a poppy on a roadside verge or sowing a patch of cornflowers in a garden brings a sense of belonging to nature. Wildflowers carry stories in a way that other plants simply can’t compete with. Dreamy summer days picking daisies (‘He loves me, he loves me not’ being said as the petals are picked off one by one) is perhaps the best known. We should hold on to these traditions – they’re part of us and our story. These feral blooms remind us that beauty need not be manufactured.


[image: Illustration of Thrift, Armeria maritima, showing a clump of grass-like leaves, a root, and two stems bearing rounded, pink flowerheads.]
Thrift, Armeria maritima





The appeal of wildflowers lies not only in their beauty but also in their authenticity. They offer us a direct link to the spirit of the land.

[image: Black and white line drawing of a wildflower, showing a cluster of small flowers at the top of a stem with a finely divided leaf.]


Wildflowers or Weeds?

It’s a question that often puzzles gardeners when we actually stop to consider it: what makes a plant a weed? The only plants that can be truly considered weeds are those plants that cause serious economic damage. Most gardeners just have to contend with harmless plants that like to grow where we don’t want them.

Hundreds of years ago, when the majority of the population scratched a living from subsistence farming, people had very different attitudes to wild plants, both positive (shown by their many common names, rich folklore and medicinal uses) and negative. Many cornfield weeds such as corncockle were reviled for contaminating the harvest with their inedible or sometimes toxic seeds.

Better seed-screening techniques gradually solved most of this problem, but the nail in the coffin for the great swathes of wildflowers that used to brighten the countryside was the development of synthetic chemical herbicides after the Second World War. Within just a few decades, formerly common plants became scarce. The cornflowers described so evocatively by countryside poet John Clare in the early 1800s as ‘troubling the cornfields with their destroying beauty’ became almost extinct. People began to re-evaluate their relationships with wild plants as they vanished steadily from sight.


[image: Illustration of a snake's head fritillary with a nodding, bell-shaped pink flower with a chequered pattern and narrow green leaves.]
Snake’s head fritillary, Fritillaria meleagris




[image: Illustration of a honeysuckle, Lonicera periclymenum, showing its long, tubular yellow flowers with prominent stamens, and paired green leaves.]
Honeysuckle, Lonicera periclymenum



A Second Look

Many plants we dismiss as weeds are, in fact, native wildflowers with important roles in our ecosystems. Dandelions, for example, are often pulled up without a second thought, yet their early spring flowers provide vital forage for bees. Even the humble clover enriches the soil by fixing nitrogen, reducing the need for fertilizer. So why do these plants get such a bad reputation? Often, it’s because they grow to their own agenda, subverting our human desire to control everything. Sometimes they spread quickly, compete with cultivated plants or appear in neat lawns and borders where they’re not wanted.


[image: Illustration of Selfheal, Prunella vulgaris, showing its square stem, paired oval leaves, and compact, square-headed spikes of purple tubular flowers.]
Selfheal, Prunella vulgaris



But before you reach for the hoe, consider whether they might earn a place in your garden. Might a drift of daisies bring charm to a lawn? Aren’t selfheal’s intricate flowerheads actually rather beautiful to look at? The recent trend for rewilding offers much hope for wildflowers of all persuasions, helping gardeners feel they have permission to break free from the tyranny (and work) of the traditional herbaceous border and striped lawn.

It’s worth rethinking what ‘weed’ really means. By re-evaluating them, you can make informed choices: of course, manage them where they cause problems, but perhaps celebrate their resilience and beauty too. Next time you spot a wild plant in an unexpected place, pause before pulling it up. Ask yourself: is this a weed, or a wildflower waiting to be appreciated?



Wildlife Value

Wildflowers and wildlife go hand in hand. They support each other, and this in turn offers a vast array of ecological benefits to the wider world. And let’s not forget the sheer joy of listening to the gentle buzz of bees or seeing the beauty of colourful butterflies landing on blooms. Plant it and they will come!

These plants are biodiversity champions, providing essential food sources including nectar, pollen, seeds and foliage for a wide range of insects, birds and small mammals.

Bees, butterflies and hoverflies are particularly drawn to wildflowers, which have co-evolved to meet their nutritional needs. In turn, these pollinators support the wider ecosystem, including fruiting plants and crops. Some wildflowers even support specialist bees, such as the small scabious mining bee, which feeds on field scabious and its relatives. The number of threatened wild bee and butterfly species in Europe has more than doubled since 2014, so every little really does help.


[image: Illustration of a dandelion, Taraxacum officinale, showing the root, deeply lobed leaves, an open yellow flower, a closing flower, and a seed head.]
Dandelion, Taraxacum officinale



Wider Benefits

It’s not just food. Wildflowers also offer shelter and breeding grounds. Let them form dense patches, creating microhabitats where insects can lay eggs, birds can forage and small mammals can nest. There are wider environmental benefits too; wildflowers can contribute to soil health and water regulation. Their roots help prevent erosion and improve soil structure (for example dandelion roots alleviate compacted soils), and perennial wildflower meadows can act as natural sponges, reducing runoff after storms and improving water quality.

Growing wildflowers is a low-maintenance, high-reward endeavour. Many of them thrive in poor soils, require minimal watering and will often self-seed, creating dynamic and ever-changing displays. By choosing native species and their cultivated varieties or selections (known as nativars) and allowing areas of the garden to grow a little wilder, you can create havens for wildlife while enjoying a more sustainable garden. Growing wildflowers is one of the simplest and most effective ways gardeners can support biodiversity.

POLLINATOR HEROES

RHS research has shown the pollinator benefits of a range of plants, some of which have been classified as ‘Plants for Pollinators’ to genus level. This means that, for example, all Centaurea are good plants for pollinators, which includes cornflowers (C. cyanus), common knapweed (C. nigra) and greater knapweed (C. scabiosa). The same is true for heathers (Erica) and bellflowers (Campanula). This includes their cultivars, but only if they are single-flowered.


[image: Illustration of cornflower, Centaurea cyanus, showing blue flowerheads, green stems, buds, and leaves, with a bumblebee flying towards the blooms.]
Cornflower, Centaurea cyanus





Wildlife Champions

It’s hard to quantify and compare wildlife value, as

Bird’s Foot Trefoil


[image: Illustration of Bird's Foot Trefoil (Lotus corniculatus) featuring yellow, slipper-shaped flowers, small green leaves, and a red-tailed bumblebee.]

Dog Rose


[image: Illustration of a Dog Rose (Rosa canina) with prickly stems, pinnate leaves, a rosehip, and two open-faced pink flowers with yellow centres.]

Purple Loosestrife


[image: Illustration of a Marjoram plant, Origanum vulgare, showing small, pale purple flowers clustered at the top of stems with opposite green leaves.]


Greater Knapweed


[image: Illustration of purple loosestrife, Lythrum salicaria, with a tall stem with long, narrow green leaves and a dense spike of purple flowers at the top.]




Marjoram


[image: Illustration of greater knapweed (Centaurea scabiosa) showing purple, thistle-like flowers with deeply lobed petals and swollen, scaly green bracts.]
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