WILDLIFE

Wild about

gardens

A new project between the RHS
and The Wildlife Trusts aims to
get gardeners sharing their stories
about garden wildlife. CHris
BAINES presents a selection of
gardeners’ experiences

HEN I STUDIED horticulture, in

the late 1960s, garden wildlife

came in three forms — pests,

weeds and diseases. In 1985 my

wildlife garden at the Chelsea Flower Show was

dismissed as ‘dumbing down’ by the conservation

establishment, while the RHS were so perplexed

that they inscribed my Chelsea medal ‘to Chris
Baines, for a wildfire garden’.

How things have changed. Now almost every

Chelsea show garden has its foxgloves, primroses

and natural-looking pond; garden centres overflow

JOIN THE PROJECT

Tell your stories about gardening for wildlife.

Log on to (www.wildaboutgardens.org) and share
what has inspired or surprised you in your garden,
or simply given you pleasure.

You can also go to the website to join online
discussions, exchange tips for encouraging garden
fauna and become part of a ‘virtual’ community of
wildlife gardening enthusiasts.

A major survey will be running throughout
summer and you can join in by picking up a Wild
About Gardens postcard at an RHS Garden,
Wildlife Trust visitor centre or one of many Wild
About Gardens events across the UK. The survey
will also be on the website. Please take a few
minutes to fill in the questionnaire as your answers
can help the Society’s wildlife gardening work. The
results will be announced this autumn.

Events such as bug hunts, compost workshops,
wildflower talks and much more will be taking
place for Wild About Gardens throughout spring
and summer at RHS Gardens and Wildlife Trust
reserves, including the popular RHS Wild Night
Out which will be taking place on 5 August.
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with bird feeders and nest boxes; and the Royal
Society of Wildlife Trusts has joined forces with the
RHS to encourage even more people to become
‘wild about gardens’ in a new project for 2005.

Gardening with nature appeals to people for
three good reasons. Firstly, because it works. Cut
out the poisonous chemicals, choose plants for
their nectar and their fruit, install a shallow
pond, and tolerate a little decay in the quieter
corners and the impact is dramatic and
delightful. Our gardens have really helped to
boost the fortunes of many of our woodland
birds, butterflies and creatures such as frogs,
newts and hedgehogs.

Secondly, the post-war loss of so much natural
habitat has frustrated many of us,and helping to
make amends within our individual gardens can
be empowering. Thirdly, and most importantly
of all, for millions of us the wildlife in our
gardens is the magical ingredient that really
makes them special. I can think of few things
that are more relaxing and rewarding than the
sound of my spring dawn chorus, the bat ballet
above my pond on summer evenings, the butter-
flies and bees that share my garden flowers and
the mushroom-smell of fungi in autumn.

Gardening with nature breathes life into even
the smallest garden and it reconnects us with the
changing seasons. How I love the difference that
the presence of wildlife makes to my garden,
and clearly I am not the only one.#

CHRIS BAINES is an environmental
campaigner and gardener

AnDI CLEVELY
(garden writer):
Our obsession
began when our
last teenager
left home. We
. J had fed birds as
routine: nuts for tits, nuthatches
and great spotted woodpeckers,
Niger seeds for finches and black-
caps. With fewer human mouths to
fill, however, we wondered what
would happen if we left part of our
Warwickshire kitchen garden fallow.
After afew seasons of reduced
maintenance, spotted flycatchers
(above) nested inaliberated Rosa
‘Albertine’, garden warblers set up
homein ablackberry thicket, and
long-tailed tits wove their ball of
moss around quince shoots. We
raised the mowing height of our
lawn and biodiversity increased
accordingly: carpets of blue speed-
well and white clover bloomed, a
host of autumn fungi sprang up
and red ants’ nests tempted green
woodpeckers and jays to forage.
Instead of being burnt, pruned
branches were stacked to rot, and
now host a multitude of fungi
and beetles, including populations
of lesser stag beetles and a suspect-
ed colony of yellow-necked mice.
© CHRIS BAINES COMMENTS: Now
seriously endangered in Britain, spotted
flycatchers arrive from Africain May,
and leave again in July or August. Fix a
shallow shelf or open-fronted box on
ashady wall, among climbing plants.
If you are lucky the same birds will
return for several summers.
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RoOY LANCASTER
(writer and
broadcaster):

My garden, on
the outskirts of
Eastleigh in
Hampshire, is an
oblong plot bounded on two sides
by my neighbour’s hedges and on
the south side by a fence. Both
hedges are dominated by long
established Prunus laurocerasus
(cherry laurel) with a sprinkling

of Lawson cypresses, originally
used to plug gaps and now some
12m (40ft) tall. When we first came
here in 1982 there were no trees
other than a decrepit apple, a
situation I soon changed.

My lifelong interest in birds,
which preceded my interest in
plants, encouraged me to plant a
wide variety of trees and shrubs
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including those of the berrying kind
such as Cotoneaster, Berberis, Sorbus,
and Viburnum to which I added an
array of perennials some of whose
seedheads I allow to remain through
winter. Most years we have black-
birds nesting in the laurels, while
robins, song thrushes (above), wood-
pigeons and hedge sparrows nest
occasionally elsewhere. Blue tits
nest in one or other of three bird
boxes I have provided and I suspect
I have had goldcrests nesting in a
Lawson cypress. I have recorded
more than 30 species of birds
visiting our garden, many regularly,
others occasional. Most are attracted
by food, both natural and that which
we put out in winter. Visitors include
green and pied woodpeckers,
siskins, tree creepers and nuthatches.
Occasional mammals include
hedgehogs, moles, field voles,

shrews and the inevitable grey
squirrels. Reptiles and amphibians
include common frogs, toads, slow-
worms and grass snakes while a
rich insect life is encouraged by
food plants and shelter. Many
butterflies visit most years including
holly blue, brimstone, orange-tip,
small tortoiseshell, red admiral,
comma, painted lady and peacock.
Moths too are attracted by night-
scented plants including Nicotiana
and a big Itea ilicifolia.

® CB: Star of the dawn chorus, the song
thrush benefits from sympathetic gardening.
It needs a safe nest site in low bushes or
climbers, and the cock bird will generally
choose a prominent song perch. It feeds on
berries in autumn and winter but in
summer eats slugs, rolling them in dust to
make them more palatable, and snails,
smashing them against a favourite ‘anvil
stone’ with a flick of the head.

ANDREW LAWSON

DAVID BANKS

CaroL KLEIN
(garden writer
and broadcaster):
We garden
organically at
Glebe Cottage,

L Devon. It was
slow at first, but the garden seems
to have achieved its own balance.
Most of the flowers we grow are
species and they attract a host of
pollinating insects. In summer there
is the constant drone of hover flies
and bees. Butterflies visit frequent-
ly:as well as scores of peacocks and
red admirals, there are occasional
visits from brimstones, painted
ladies (above) and an odd fritillary
or two. There are moths too, includ-
ing hummingbird hawk moth.

The gardenis always alive with
birds. Residents include the usual
suspects: titmice, blackbirds, wrens
and arobin or two. One of our
robins has a name — Highbrow —
describing an extra eyebrow in red.
He was part of a brood raised in the
small glasshouse that stands in
the middle of our nursery. We came
across the nest, tucked between
cardboard boxes, when spring
cleaning. The boxes were put back
carefully, eggs were hatched and
fledglings reared in plain sight of
visiting children. Charms of finches
also descend at seed-time, while
woodpeckers, nuthatches and tree-
creepers avail themselves of the
haute cuisine in the oaks that run
down onesside of the garden.

©CB: Painted ladies are strong-flying
butterflies that hibernate in Africa and
southern Europe, and fly north in
spring, reaching the UK in June. The
females lay eggs on thistle or burdock
leaves, and the late-summer generation
feed on flowers such as Michaelmas
daisies, and also on the sugar in fallen
fruit. Some fly south in late autumn
but sadly none survive our winters.
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