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				Introduction

				Fifty botanical vagrants and why we should learn to love them

			

		

		
			
				Weeds are nature’s first responders, healing the wounds that man inflicts upon the earth. They valiantly bring life back into even the most polluted land, pushing green shoots of raw ecological power through tarmac and concrete on abandoned sites.

				The cheerful daisy in the pavement crack – or even, dare it be said, the buddleia that turns derelict buildings into butterfly havens – countless plants that we dismiss as weeds have amazing powers. Plantains and docks are specialists in helping break up compacted soil. Even those true vegetable vagabonds, Himalayan balsam and Japanese knotweed, are both brilliant bee plants*. Every weed has some redeeming qualities.

				When the chips are down, weeds come to the rescue. You cut yourself miles from home on a country walk, there are several weeds you can reach for to help stop the bleeding – and they even have antibacterial properties too. Crops might fail but edible weeds offer sustenance. We might have lost much of our countryside but a select band of plants paint the grey concrete green again. They are a defiant echo of the wild.

				In an age of extinctions, weeds offer hope: their very existence is continual proof of nature’s resilience. Yet we are so often blind to their beauty. “The notion that a plant is a weed is the most effective barrier for stopping us looking at it closely,” wrote acclaimed naturalist Richard Mabey in The Unofficial Countryside, first published almost 50 years ago.

				Attitudes are at long last beginning to change. You only have to go to the RHS 

			

		

		
			
				Flower Shows to see how much of a seismic shift there has been in the past half century, since legendary plantswoman Beth Chatto was nearly disqualified for using native plant species (considered by many as weeds) back in 1975. Today such “weeds” as purple moor grass and cow parsley are used in a way that would’ve been unthinkable back then. Our eyes are slowly opening to the beauty of wild things. 

				Does being native matter?

				Our perceptions are very much a question of time: many of our most-loved wildflowers such as field poppies and cornflowers are technically just as “non-native” as Japanese knotweed, yet because they’ve been here for many hundreds of years we’ve grown to appreciate and even love them.

				Pinning down the native ranges of weeds is a tricky business. Often they’ve been around mankind for so long that their precise origins are unknown. Furthermore, the ever-accelerating rate of climate change means that in Britain our definition of native and non-native (one that seeks to freeze our flora into what it was like many thousands of years ago) is looking more irrelevant by the day.

				Often the only crime a plant has committed is growing too well. We always want what we can’t really have: while we carefully cultivate agapanthus in Britain, it is considered a weed in parts of Australia (it’s not native there either). There really is no such thing as a definitive weed. Weeds are much more a perception than a definition.
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				Only humans make weeds

				Nature abhors a vacuum. Bare soil exists rarely in nature, yet we strive to create it by ploughing, digging our gardens, and constructing buildings and roads. If we hadn’t created these ecological vacuums, these empty spaces, there wouldn’t be nearly so many weeds. They are simply trying to heal our scars on Mother Nature’s green skin.

				Writing this book has made me realize just how valuable these plants are. If they were all weeded out – which is the logical conclusion to us categorizing them as weeds – our towns, cities and countryside would be immeasurably less beautiful, not to mention almost empty of wildlife.

				Wonderful weeds

				Weeds are at work everywhere. An unsprayed lawn, full of clover, dandelions and yarrow, will survive downpours better than a pure grass one because its more diverse root structure improves drainage. It also feeds itself (clover makes its own fertilizer by “fixing” nitrogen from the air) and will stay greener for longer in drought conditions. 

				With wildlife populations in freefall, the choices that gardeners make have never been more important. Learning to use weeds as a tool to direct your gardening is a valuable skill. Creeping buttercup is generally a sign that a lawn is too wet for short grass to thrive. Do you spray and drain it in pursuit of the perfect bowling green, kill the wildlife and make a lot of work for yourself in the process? Or listen to what nature is telling you and turn it into a wildflower meadow studded with beautiful flowers and humming with life?

			

		

		
			
				Possibly the best skill you can learn as a gardener is to recognize seedlings, particularly of weeds, and take a measured approach to whether they’re really “weeds” or not. Are they actually weeds here and now, not just on paper? Often the most thriving and beautiful plant combinations in gardens are happy accidents.

				Call them by their names

				Familiarity really does breed contempt. Even seasoned gardeners know only English names of most weeds. If we called them by their Latin names, would they command more respect? Learn the Latin name and plant family and suddenly a whole new perspective opens up: field bindweed is a Convolvulus (related to morning glories), sycamore is an Acer, just like Japanese maples. Get to know their names and it’s easier to appreciate them.

				“The universe is full of magical things, patiently waiting for our wits to grow sharper,” wrote Eden Phillpotts just over a century ago. It is a sentiment that still rings true today. The world is changing and many of us are starting to look at our local green spaces differently, valuing what’s on our doorstep more than we ever have before. There’s so much to be gained from taking time to slow down, look closely and appreciate the small and the wild things in life.

				Weeds, those vagrant plants, those wanderers, the uninvited... they have an infinite capacity to heal the earth, to heal our bodies, and maybe just heal our souls too.

				*Illegal to plant in the wild, see individual entries
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				Are we gardeners just a tad xenophobic? Do ecologists, environmentalists and the like suffer from the sort of nationalism that leads to blindness in a crisis? If trees could talk, sycamore would have a good argument for both these points.

			

		

		
			
				Type of weed: Tree

				Family: Sapindaceae

				Uses: Ornamental

				Poisonous: No
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				Acer pseudoplatanus

				Sycamore, sycamore maple

			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

		


		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		


		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		


		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				11

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				Acer pseudoplatanus

			

		

		
			
				{previous pages} In spring sycamores bear tassels of flowers that are adored by bees

				{opposite} Sycamore (bottom) and its close relative the field maple (Acer campestre – top)

			

		

		
			
				Often demonized as a weed tree, an unwanted, invasive alien, in Britain sycamore has had a bad press over the years. Yet there are increasing numbers of people willing to sing its praises. Tough, wildlife-friendly and easily able to live alongside people, sycamore looks like it may well be welcomed in from the cold in the twenty-first century.

				As Britain’s native trees come under increasing pest and disease threats, what will replace them? Elms have already been lost from the landscape, and ash (Fraxinus excelsior) has done a lot to help heal those wounds. Now, as ashes themselves begin to disappear due to ash dieback, sycamore seems a likely replacement candidate because it is fast-growing, easily seeds itself about, and looks at home in the English landscape. 

				There are voices from some quarters arguing that sycamore is actually a native after all (as suggested by fossil pollen records, although this is difficult to verify). Another way of looking at it is to admit that nature is never still, yet in Britain our definition of nativeness freezes our flora into a snapshot of what it was many thousands of years ago, not allowing for the fact that species’ natural ranges change over time. Perhaps sycamore would have got here on its own without help from humans. What’s more, climate change is making our definition of “native” less relevant by the day.

				Native or not, sycamore is woven into our history. It’s mentioned by Shakespeare, the Tolpuddle Martyrs met under a sycamore in 1833 and it has even been spotted in medieval church carvings. Out in the woods, sycamore 

			

		

		
			
				behaves exactly like a native tree. It even coppices well and has good wildlife credentials; sycamores support a greater mass of insects than oaks (although not as many different species). In particular they host many aphids, which you could consider the terrestrial equivalent of krill in the oceans: superabundant small creatures that form the all-important base of the food chain. 

				Let a sycamore tree mature naturally and it can become as handsome as an oak. These large, long-lived trees can grow up to 30m (100ft) tall and are resilient enough to tolerate coastal exposure, cold mountainsides and even severe urban pollution. The tough, pale-coloured wood is useful for everything from musical instruments to cooking implements (it doesn’t flavour or taint food). 

				The palmate (hand-shaped) leaves with five lobes look like the classic maple on the Canadian flag. This similarity is no coincidence: sycamore’s Latin name Acer shows it’s in the same genus as both the famous sugar maples tapped for maple syrup and the Japanese maples beloved of so many gardeners. The family resemblance is also easily seen if you compare their seeds. Technically known by the lovely name of samaras, the winged seeds spin down to earth like tiny helicopters on breezy autumn days. A mature sycamore can produce 10,000 of them a year. This tree wants to help us so badly. Maybe it’s time we let it!

			

		


		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		


		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				Yarrow is the quiet superstar of our native flora. A small yet powerful plant, it is used in food and medicine, is good for grazing animals and wildlife, keeps your lawn green in drought conditions and is even good to add to your compost heap.

			

		

		
			
				Type of weed: Perennial

				Family: Asteraceae

				Uses: Edible, medicinal, ornamental

				Poisonous: No
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				Achillea millefolium

				Yarrow
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				Achillea millefolium

			

		

		
			
				The usefulness of yarrow means it has been known and loved for a very long time. Its name is rooted in classical antiquity – Achillea refers to the legend that the mythical character Achilles, hero of the Trojan War, carried yarrow into battle to help treat his soldiers’ wounds. Depending on who you ask, the species name millefolium could be from Latin for “thousand leaves” or Greek myriophyllon (countless leaves, myrio as in “myriad”, phyllon meaning “leaves”). 

				Rub the leaves or flowers and you get a wonderful warm, sweet green herbal scent. A little like chrysanthemums, it’s the scent of a florist’s shop. This link betrays the plant family: Asteraceae (daisies). Yarrow’s flavour is warm, herbal and “green” – somewhere between rosemary, lavender and apples. You can use the flowers and young leaves in both sweet and savoury foods. 

				Yarrow has many medicinal applications too. It has anti-inflammatory and antiseptic properties which are useful if you cut yourself while gardening or out on a walk in the countryside (hence the old names of woundwort or staunchweed). Do not use while pregnant, however. Other traditional uses include treating everything from colds, flu and UTIs to diarrhoea. The tea is a diuretic (don’t drink it before bedtime). Plant or forage the wild species rather than cultivated garden varieties if you want to use this plant for culinary or medicinal purposes. 

				Back outside, yarrow has other interesting abilities. It helps build soil by accumulating 

			

		

		
			
				minerals in its foliage. Along with drought tolerance, that makes it a useful component of pastures in dry areas. Grazing animals appreciate the minerals it can provide in their diets, too, and gardeners can make use of them in compost teas or by using yarrow as a compost activator. Yarrow is traditionally called the “plant doctor”, as it’s thought that planting it next to unhealthy plants will improve their growth. Certainly, lawns containing yarrow stay greener for longer in dry spells. 

				Many pollinating insects adore yarrow; its flat flower heads make the perfect landing pad for bees and butterflies among others. Having a long flowering period helps too: yarrow starts flowering in late spring and continues throughout summer and into late autumn. Flower heads vary enormously in height depending on the growing conditions, reaching anything from 8 to 60cm (3in to 2ft) high.

				More than 50 cultivated varieties of Achillea millefolium are listed in the RHS Plant Finder. While the flowers of wild plants vary from a rather dirty white through to pale pink, cultivated varieties come in a wonderful array of colours, including zingy yellows, pinks and oranges through to rich reds. 

			

		

		
			
				{previous pages} Yarrow’s strong roots allow it to gather nutrients from the soil

				{opposite} There are numerous cultivated varieties with flowers in many different colours
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				The name strikes fear into many a gardener’s heart. Ground elder is famous for being one of the most intractable weeds around. It creeps around underground by means of lengthy but infamously fragile roots – you carefully trace them with a hand fork, right into your precious clump of delphiniums, then snap! The root breaks and the trail goes cold. Even the tiniest fragment can regenerate, and frequently does, thumbing its nose at the peeved gardener.

			

		

		
			
				Type of weed: Perennial

				Family: Apiaceae

				Uses: Edible, medicinal, ornamental

				Poisonous: No

			

		

		
			
				Aegopodiumpodagraria

				Ground elder, goutweed,bishop weed

			

		

		
			
				3

			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

		


		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		


		
			[image: ]
		


		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				19

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				Aegopodium podagraria

			

		

		
			
				Ground elder, it seems, was likely brought to the UK on purpose. Why? Well, in the days before air-freighted food and medicines for every ailment, ground elder’s abundant crop of early leaves found many uses. According to legend, the Romans (what did they ever do for us?) were big fans, bringing it with them to parts of their empire where it’s not native (such as Britain) around 2,000 years ago. Many medicinal uses were ascribed to ground elder, principally as a treatment for gout, hence the alternative common name. It was also used as a “pot herb”, being added to stews which were a common part of the diet. 

				These days it has rather mixed fortunes. While ground elder sometimes features on posh restaurant menus, it’s often seen as a disappointing wild food by novice foragers. The trick is to harvest the leaves very young. Translucent, picked before they’re fully unfurled, they can be added to salads, bringing a hint of carrot and parsley flavour (to which the plant is related). It’s a seasonal springtime delicacy that works well with vegetables and fish. 

				Cook slightly older leaves gently with butter or olive oil and a little water, stirring continuously, until tender. Or try them in curries, soups (especially as an alternative to watercress soup) and as our ancestors did, in stews. Repeated harvests lead to repeated flushes of fresh growth, making this a sustainable perennial vegetable for wild gardens, and one that grows well in the shade.

				Ground elder’s basic form is a mat of underground roots, sprouting a carpet of lush green leaves around 10–25cm (4–10in) high. 

			

		

		
			
				One study indicated that a single plant could cover an area of 3 square metres (32 square feet) in a year under favourable conditions! 

				Pretty white heads of flowers up to 1m (3ft) tall emerge in June. They look delightful, about halfway between cow parsley and common hogweed in terms of chunkiness. These blooms help give ground elder good wildlife credentials, providing food for everything from bees to beneficial parasitic wasps whose larvae prey on aphids and other garden nasties.

				Despite its common name, Aegopodium podagraria is unrelated to elder. Its family is the Apiaceae or carrot family, which used to be called by the more descriptive name of Umbelliferae after their distinctive umbels (like upturned umbrellas) of flowers. Be careful, though: the carrot family is a jumble of edible and poisonous plants. Never eat any wild food unless you’re 100% certain of a plant’s identity. 

				A cultivated variegated form (Aegopodium podagraria ‘Variegatum’) is reputedly less invasive than the species, making an attractive and tough garden plant for shady areas. Its light green, cream-edged leaves are an ideal partner for ferns and other woodland plants. However, it can produce seedlings of the green form, so remove the flower heads before the seeds ripen to stay on the safe side. A useful plant for brave gardeners!

			

		

		
			
				{previous pages} Often hated by gardeners, ground elder has some surprising uses

				{opposite} Pretty, umbrella-shaped flowers show the plant’s relation to carrots, cow parsley and hogweed
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				A cute and cheeky little plant that creeps about in sunny spots, throwing out attractive five-petalled flowers in abundance over the summer. Scarlet pimpernel has a somewhat mercurial nature, shifting in shape and colour between sites and generations.

			

		

		
			
				Type of weed: Annual

				Family: Primulaceae

				Uses: Ornamental

				Poisonous: No

			

		

		
			
				Anagallis arvensis

				Scarlet pimpernel

			

		

		
			
				4

			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

		

OEBPS/Images/257.png





OEBPS/Images/63.png





OEBPS/Images/37.png





OEBPS/Images/20.png





OEBPS/Images/8.png





OEBPS/Images/Alamy_P55X7R.jpg





OEBPS/Images/29.png





OEBPS/Images/55.png





OEBPS/Images/53.png





OEBPS/Images/735.png





OEBPS/Images/417.png





OEBPS/Images/10.png





OEBPS/Images/19.png





OEBPS/Images/291.png





OEBPS/Images/45.png





OEBPS/Images/433.png





OEBPS/Images/27.png





OEBPS/Images/73.png





OEBPS/Images/background.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/AGaramondPro-Semibold.otf


OEBPS/Images/14.png





OEBPS/Images/344.png





OEBPS/Images/6.png





OEBPS/Images/437.png





OEBPS/Images/57.png





OEBPS/Images/12.png





OEBPS/Images/61.png





OEBPS/Images/39.png





OEBPS/Images/259.png





OEBPS/Images/30.png





OEBPS/Images/43.png





OEBPS/Images/Bridgeman_1032744.png





OEBPS/Images/68.png





OEBPS/Text/toc.xhtml


		

		Contents



			

						Introduction



						Acer pseudoplatanus



						Achillea millefolium



						Aegopodiumpodagraria



						Anagallis arvensis



						Arctium



						Artemisia vulgaris



						Arum maculatum



						Bellis perennis



						Buddleja davidii



						Calystegia sepium



						Cardamine hirsuta



						Chenopodium album



						Cirsium; Sonchus 



						Dipsacus



						Elymus repens



						Epilobium or Chamerion angustifolium



						Equisetum arvense



						Ficaria verna



						Galium aparine



						Geranium molle



						Geraniumrobertianum



						Geum urbanum



						Hedera helix



						Heracleum



						Hyacinthoides



						Impatiens glandulifera



						 Jacobaea vulgaris,aka Senecio jacobaea



						Lamium



						Lemna minor



						Malva sylvestris



						Matricaria discoidea



						Papaver cambricum aka Meconopsis cambrica



						Pentaglottis sempervirens



						Plantago major



						Prunella vulgaris



						Pseudofumaria lutea aka Corydalis lutea



						Pteridium aquilinum



						Ranunculus



						Reynoutria japonica aka Fallopia japonica



						Rhododendronponticum



						Rubus fruticosus



						Rumex



						Senecio vulgaris



						Solanum



						Stellaria media



						Taraxacum officinale



						Trifolium



						Urtica dioica



						Veronica



						Vicia



						Index



						Credits



			



		

		

		PageList



			

						1



						2



						3



						4



						5



						6



						7



						8



						9



						10



						11



						12



						13



						14



						15



						16



						17



						18



						19



						20



						21



				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

			



		



OEBPS/Images/25.png





OEBPS/Images/260.png





OEBPS/Images/ALAMY_K4M9CD_new.png





OEBPS/Images/40.png





OEBPS/Images/422.png





OEBPS/Images/783.png





OEBPS/Images/4.png





OEBPS/Images/42.png





OEBPS/Images/23.png





OEBPS/Images/32.png





OEBPS/Images/49.png





OEBPS/Images/15.png





OEBPS/Images/252.png





OEBPS/Images/58.png





OEBPS/Images/438.png





OEBPS/Images/463.png





OEBPS/Images/2.png





OEBPS/Images/51.png





OEBPS/Images/1069.png





OEBPS/Images/16-17.jpg
h\\\\w\ TM\K\\,\,\M\\ % /\K





OEBPS/Images/77.png





OEBPS/Images/Bridgeman_10327441.png





OEBPS/Images/34.png





OEBPS/Images/47.png





OEBPS/Images/1030.png





OEBPS/Images/21.png





OEBPS/Images/64.png





OEBPS/Images/9781787398368_cover.jpg
—

I

‘, =

"“‘ e






OEBPS/Images/254.png





OEBPS/Images/17.png





OEBPS/Images/11.png





OEBPS/Images/46.png





OEBPS/Images/54.png





OEBPS/Images/9.png





OEBPS/Images/418.png





OEBPS/Images/38.png





OEBPS/Images/62.png





OEBPS/Images/70.png





OEBPS/Images/290.png





OEBPS/Images/28.png





OEBPS/Images/256.png





OEBPS/Images/434.png





OEBPS/Images/10-11.jpg





OEBPS/Images/36.png





OEBPS/Images/1035.png





OEBPS/Images/7.png





OEBPS/Images/60.png





OEBPS/Images/454.png





OEBPS/Images/44.png





OEBPS/Images/74.png





OEBPS/Images/31.png





OEBPS/Images/251.png





OEBPS/Images/262.png





OEBPS/Images/12-13.jpg
x





OEBPS/Images/56.png





OEBPS/Images/258.png





OEBPS/Images/343.png





OEBPS/Images/26.png





OEBPS/Images/13.png





OEBPS/Images/69.png





OEBPS/Fonts/Austin-Bold.otf


OEBPS/Images/5.png





OEBPS/Images/16.png





OEBPS/Images/41.png





OEBPS/Images/59.png





OEBPS/Fonts/Austin-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/Images/24.png





OEBPS/Images/253.png





OEBPS/Images/342.png





OEBPS/Images/33.png





OEBPS/Images/LIB0022657.png





OEBPS/Images/50.png





OEBPS/Images/1217.png





OEBPS/Images/3.png





OEBPS/Images/2-3.jpg





OEBPS/Images/65.png





OEBPS/Images/35.png





OEBPS/Images/52.png





OEBPS/Images/573.png





OEBPS/Images/48.png





OEBPS/Images/22.png





OEBPS/Images/18.png





OEBPS/Fonts/AGaramondPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/AGaramondPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Images/838.png





OEBPS/Images/82.png





