
April
Awkward Lawn to Beautiful Wildlife Garden
Written by www.ttw.org.uk

How many of us have a spot in our garden which is just too 
shaded for the grass to grow? Let’s face it; grass needs light, 
and no amount of feed and weeding is ever going to transform 
this awkward space into a lush lawn. 

So, what can we do about it? There is a plethora of choice 
when you look online or watch gardening programmes; it’s hard 
to know where to start. So here’s some suggestions based on 
something that will be easy to maintain, won’t cost a fortune, be 
more attractive and be good for wildlife too: growing 
wildflowers!

There are a lot of wildflowers that can cope with shade better 
than grass. If you’re going to have a low maintenance, low cost 
garden, it’s best to choose perennials, once planted they should 
last years, whereas annuals will need re-sowing every year. To 
keep the area green all winter, choosing perennials that keep a 
basal rosette of leaves throughout the winter, will look better 
and keep down unwanted weeds.

Ideal for this is Campion, it’s a beautiful pink flower you will 
recognise from our hedgerows in spring, and it’s really easy to 
grow from seed. Individual seed packets will cost £2.99 from 
“Naturescape”; an online supplier with an easy to use website. 
You could just use red campion, especially if it’s a small area, 
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but it’s always better to try a few different flowers for interest 
and to extend the flowering season. 

Creeping bellflower (campanula rapunculoides) is another great 
addition. It may spread, but with its beautiful pale purple flowers 
in spires that the bees love, and a ground cover mat of foliage 
that keeps weeds down, why wouldn’t you want lots of it? 

Grannies bonnet (Aquilegia vulgaris), primroses (primula 
vulgaris), welsh poppy (meconopsis cambrica) and hedge 
woundwort (stachys sylvatica) are beautiful flowers and would 
add colour to the variety and length to the flowering season, 
although all their leaves die back in winter, so if used on their 
own the soil would become bare and be more prone to weeds, 
so are best used in conjunction with others mentioned.

If you want to add something edible, then wild oregano 
(origanum vulgare) and lemonbalm (melissa officinalis) are 
herbs which can grow in partial (although not full) shade, keep 
green leaves close to the ground all winter, produce flowers 
loved by bees in the summer and give a bonus of edible leaves 
to flavour cooking. 

Sorrel (Rumex acetosa) is another good choice, with year-long 
lemony spinach-like leaves to eat in the spring and autumn. 

Sweet cicily (myrrhis odorota) has a beautiful flower and 
delicate foliage, although hard to grow from seed you can eat 
the seed pods when young for an aniseed flavour, plus it has 
beautiful flowers and grows well in shade. And to add a bulb I’d 



choose wild garlic (allium ursinum) for its beautiful flowers and 
delicious leaves.

The bonus with these types of flower is that they are simple to 
maintain. If turning a lawn into a flower border it can lead to 
more time spent weeding. It takes a lot more time to selectively 
remove plants you don’t want from between plants you do. But 
these plants, along with many other wild perennial flowers, can 
survive in a meadow like environment, ie, one with grass in. If 
you can live with the look of long grass, you could choose to 
just trim it back occasionally with shears, rather than 
painstakingly weed it out, which would save time. As the area is 
shady, it’s likely that the grass won’t out compete the 
wildflowers once they are established. You may want to remove 
some weeds, but do consider those you could live with as part 
of the wildflower display- most wildflowers are vigorous plants 
so your chosen ones should be able to compete with most that 
pop up on their own. Just remove anything that starts to 
become dominant to keep the variety going.

The cost will vary depending on how many hours you’re willing 
to put in. If you’re looking to work on a tight budget and you’re 
short on time, you could try the “woodland mix” being sure you 
choose flowers only or you’ll be buying grass seed with it. 
£18.70 will give you enough for 50sqm, and you can follow the 
guidelines for creating a wildflower meadow on page 20 of 
TTW’s Gardening for Wildlife booklet (found here ttw.org.uk/
groups/wildlife/#gardening
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If money is less of a barrier and you’d like success in a short 
time with minimal effort, then mulching the area with cardboard 
and a layer of compost, as we have at Fox’s Field, then planting 
small plants (around £1.50 for plug plants or £4.50 for 9cm 
pots) through it,  will give your plants a better start. 

Or you could go somewhere in between, digging to create a 
flower bed and raising your own plants from seed, which is just 
as economical as sowing a seed mix but takes much more time. 
The benefits are you have more control on the selection of 
plants and are likely to have better success than sowing seed 
direct in the ground. Whichever way you choose, if you’re fed 
up of looking at a lawn that’s struggling and would like to try 
something new, by adding wildflowers means the bees, beetles 
and butterflies will thank you too!

www.ttw.org.uk

http://www.ttw.org.uk

