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English Cottage Gardens designed, installed & maintained.
An eco-friendly, organic, sustainable alternative to the front lawn.





Encouraging Volunteers in your Garden

What are volunteers in your garden?

No I am not talking about getting some one to work for free pulling weeds! 

Let me know if you find anyone like that I could use some help. LOL

No actually I am talking about plants that come back to your garden voluntarily, not having been planted by you, and not normally expected to return – as a perennial would be expected to do.
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Columbines, are examples. Now it is true that columbines are perennials, but they are usually short lived, and in my garden each plant may last up to 3 years – then it disappears. But no worries, under the right circumstance some of it seeds will germinate somewhere else in the garden - often in unexpected places. 
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Columbines are promiscuous plants and will interbreed with any other variety that is anywhere nearby and so different colours and forms show up constantly. I find a place or a new home (with my clients) for all of them and love the the surprises!
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This is one of the great things about volunteers! You can save a lot of money by encouraging them to show up in your garden. 

So how do you do that?

Well for some plants it is a simple matter of not weeding them out early in the spring. Poppies for instance  readily self-seed so much that you are more likely to have too many and have to thin them out than you  are to have problems getting them to volunteer! A poppy plant left over winter on little patch of sunny ground will almost certainly have babies at it's feet by spring.
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Blue flax on the other hand are not quite so prolific. They will need just a little bit of help to reseed. If the ground around them is too well mulched they may not succeed. I have had the best results with these starting in the pea gravel paths!
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Chives are an easy one. They both multiply by getting larger each year and by dropping seed nearby. Once you have chives in your yard – you will always have them – and enough to give away. It is a good thing they are so tasty and pretty!
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Several herbs are like this, for instance dill is another plant you will not be without once you get it. They did not call it Dillweed for nothing! But weed or no - I need it for my pickles.
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So what is the difference between weeds and volunteers? Most people call these weeds, and spend a lot of time and money trying to get rid of them. But did you know that they are not native and were brought here on purpose to be grown and eaten as a vegetable? Although they do show up in the perennial garden – they are not nearly as much trouble here as they are in lawns. They do not compete as well with tall perennials and thick mulch as they do with short lawn grasses. As well, I find that it is quite easy to pull up the gigantic dandelions that I find in my good soft garden soil. Much easier that it is to try to dig out the short tough stocky ones that develop in the cut lawn and the hard soil that lies under most lawns – there is a lesson in that somewhere...
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So maybe the difference is not so much in how many volunteers a particular plants produces but how difficult they are to pull out! 
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Take forget-me-nots as an example. They are at least as prolific in the garden as dandelions, and they could become a nuisance, 
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especially since they look like this by July!  

However they have such shallow root systems that they are super easy to pull up and when you can get a show like this....
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I think they are well worth the work to pull them – after all you did not need to plant them – you can't expect them to do all the work!

Slide 15

Plants that are not so easy to pull may be more of a pain in the back than they are worth. One such example is the globe thistle (Echinops). This plant not only will produce copious volunteers in your garden but each of them will be very difficult to pull. They have an extremely deep tap root and even a tiny piece left in the ground will grow again. In addition many people have an allergic reaction to the sap of this plant which you are bound to get on yourself as you struggle to destroy this giant. A mature plant can be 5 feet tall and easily that big around! 
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Another similar plant is the Sea Holly. It too has a deep tap root – it is prickly and self seeds where it is happy. Unfortunately both of these plants have the rare quality of having true blue flowers that keep their colour when dried. If you love dried flowers and must have these for your winter arrangements then for your back's sake make sure you pick all of the flowers the minute they are ready! And get them and there potential seeds out of the garden.
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Cosmos on the other hand is a pleasure to have in the garden. It is well behaved, easy to transplant or pull, and volunteers just the right amount of plants each year to make a nice display and not be a bother.  
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Foxgloves to are never unwelcome. They like a bit of shade and do better in moist loamy soil. To encourage them I cut off the “dead” flowering spike(which will be full of seeds) and cut it up into pieces with my clippers. I then scratch a bit of the mulch away in a place where I would like to see them next year and drop the seeds - stems and all on to the scratched earth surface.  Now next year I will not get flowers – since foxgloves are mostly biennials. This means that the first year from seed they just grow a  rosette of leaves. In the second year they will flower. So If you do not have foxgloves in your garden yet you will need to plant then 2 years in a row to get started – then you will have some flowering plants each year after that.
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Another biennial that re-seeds reliably in my garden is Sweet William. In fact they are so reliable that they behave almost like perennials – I never have to do a thing – they just always come back in the same place year after year.  If you did not realize it you may be fooled into thinking that they are the same plants! But no they are volunteers!
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This is Jack Pot Tanzy – this is a spectacular plant but it is a biennial just like foxgloves, and like them needs a bit of help coming back each year.
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Echinacea or Purple Cone Flower, will reseed if you do not dead head them. They especially like the cracks in my paving stones.  But speaking of dead heading, this is always a conundrum for gardeners. Should I dead head to get more flowers? Or should I leave the flowers to set seed?  Now if you have the tidy “bone in your body” you may not be able to tolerate leaving the “ugly” spent flower heads up over the winter . You may just have to cut them all down and bag them neatly and put them out all lined up in a row for the garbageman to take away to the composting facility. 

If this is you, you may not like the habit that volunteers have of just showing up unannounced in any old place in the garden that appeals to them. Like in the cracks of your paving stones. But that's OK because if you do this they won't!
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But in my view the words neat and tidy and clean are words to describe one's kitchen, they are inside words. Words to describe your garden aught to be words like lush, abundant, colourful, diverse, seasonal, prolific – and never mind being neat!
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Fall clean up. 

This is another way volunteers save you work, they give you a good excuse not to do it! Some plants need to have their seed go through the freeze and thaw cycles of winter to break dormancy and germinate . One of these is Cleome. I found this out directly when as a very young gardener I (think I was about 9) I stole some Cleome seeds from the front garden of the nasty old woman across the road from my childhood home. I kept them hidden in my room all winter and then planted them in my mothers flower bed in the spring. Well it served me right – they did not germinate. Later I found out that the nasty old woman across the road was rally not so bad after all, and she ended up educating me about seed dormancy!
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Open pollinated versus hybrid seed.

One problem that you may run into when trying to encourage curtain plants to volunteer is the problem of hybrids. Many of the newer varieties of plants will not come true from seed. And some many not produce fertile seed at all. 

Some of the new large flower types of Pansys may not return, but the old fashioned viola's (or Jonny-jump-ups as my grandmother so appropriately called them) certainly will. If you are looking for varieties that will reliably re-seed , your best bet will be open pollinated or heirloom varieties.
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Snapdragons are one of the plants that are often available in seed catalogs  as  a “new and improved hybrid” many of these varieties will not re-seed. Again try the open pollinated types for more success.

Slide 28

Ladies' Mantle reseeds readily if it likes the location. 
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Lavatera, is a good self-seeder and the seed is produced in such quantities and is so easy to pick and save that you  really should grab a few each year and give them to your favorite people. 
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My mom says that Lavatera is the perfect flower. And I'm not sure how you can argue. It flowers in beautiful shades of white through several pink shades to almost red, the flowers are large and plentiful, the bugs to not bother it much, and it starts blooming in June and does not stop till well after the first frosts! Perfect indeed.

Slide 31-32

Lupins are the favorites of several people I know and are good-self seeders in some gardens. Some types prefer acid soil but my garden is far from acidic and they are doing well here.
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Rose Campion is one of my personal favorites – I think because it is just so easy to get along with. If it come up where I do not want it it is just as happy when I did it up and move it.
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Another favorite of mine that took it's sweet time getting comfortable in my garden before it started to reseed is the old fashioned Bleeding Heart– but now I see more plants every year – it was worth the wait.
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Bachelor's Buttons on the other hand have gotten a bit too comfortable in my garden, they are a really nice hard to find blue colour which is why I planted them in the first place – but they are a bit too insistent for my taste. They insist on growing just where they want to – even after several attempts to remove them.  I have plenty- do you want some?
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Morning glories really are glorious – but be careful, they too can get a bit to comfortable and hard to evict.
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Here is another climber that can be a real nuisance. Who knew that a clematis of all things could be a rampant self seeder! Most clematis are quite hard to propagate – but not this one! 

The seed heads are quite attractive in the winter garden, and the finches love the seeds. But if you leave them like this over the winter you will be digging out the seedlings all next summer.
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Here you can see a garden full of volunteers in a perennial flower border. 

Sweet Alyssum is one I have not mentioned yet. It was only planted once in my garden about 8 years ago and you can see how it loves the cracks in my paving stone walkway. I just pull the ones that come up in the center of the path and leave the rest to make a  soft and fragrant edging.
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Finally,  if you like this look  

- you might just want to try allowing some flowers to volunteer in your garden.
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Weeds

Cross pollination (keeping colours you want)

Transplanting and Thinning

Collecting the seed for friends

What about veggies? (beware of hybrids)
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