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Plants to look out for in May 
 

 

 

 

 

Garlicky plants 

Two garlicky but unrelated plants make their presence known in May: Wild Garlic / Ramsons, from 

the lily family, and Garlic Mustard / Jack-by-the-Hedge, from the cabbage family.  

 

 

Wild Garlic / Ramsons (Allium ursinum) 

People tend to either love or hate the smell of this plant. I am a big fan – I think 

it reminds me of the fact that spring is well underway, with the promise of 

warmer days and fresh new plant life just around the corner. Wild Garlic 

is a shade-loving plant, which can grow in sizeable colonies, swathing the 
woodland floor in a carpet of long (up to 25cm), broad, elliptical leaves. 

Each leaf is held on a long stalk, which twists through 180. The white, 

starry flowers appear between April and June – a little late arriving this 

year due to the prolonged cold weather. They are 

held in clusters, at the end of a stalk that is weakly 

3-angled. You can tell this if you roll the stalk 

between your thumb and finger. Ramsons is an 

‘Ancient Woodland Indicator’ plant – and the history 

of its former abundance is recorded in several 

placenames. Any place with ‘Ram’ in its name (Ramsey 

on the Isle of Wight, Ramsgate in Kent…) indicates a location where Ramsons 

once grew prolifically.  

 

Garlic Mustard / Jack-by-the-Hedge (Alliaria petiolata) 

This upright, unbranched plant of hedgerows, woodland edges and 

other shady places, grows up to 120cm tall. The leaves are 

roughly heart-shaped and smell lightly of garlic when 

crushed. Small, white, 4-petalled flowers appear in 
clusters at the top of the plant between April and July. 

The fruits that follow are narrow ‘pods’, up to 6cm long. 

Caterpillars of the orange-tip butterfly feed on the leaves 

and developing seedpods of this plant. We can eat the 

leaves too - in addition to smelling lightly of garlic, they 

also have a delicate garlic flavour, which is useful if you 

like garlic, but in moderation. It can be finely chopped and 

added to salad, or used to make a sauce for roast lamb. 

 

Both of these species synthesise several chemical compounds which, when the plant tissue is 

damaged, generate volatile chemicals that result in the garlic smell. The compounds in these plants 

are identical, but the species are not closely related, so it is thought that the ability to synthesize 

these identical compounds probably evolved independently.  
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Nettles Galore 

 

May is the month when all our nettles really get going. The stinging nettle is 

not related to the dead-nettles, but these plants are grouped together under 

this common name due to their leaves being similar in appearance. This is 

highlighted in the photo here, showing stinging nettles growing side by side 

with the white dead-nettle. This similarity is superficial though, and the origin 

of the name ‘Dead-nettle’ comes from the fact that these plants lack stings. 

In July last year I wrote about Hedge Woundwort (Stachys sylvatica), the 

pungent stinging nettle impersonator. The dead-nettles are in the same family 

as Hedge Woundwort – Lamiaceae, and all flowers in this family have a similar 

structure, consisting of a tube, a hooded upper lip and a lower lip. The stinging 

nettles belong to the family Urticaceae, and their flowers are small and drab in comparison. 

 

 

White dead-nettle (Lamium album) 

This perennial plant grows up to as much as 60cm tall, and bears its large 

creamy-white flowers in bold whorls up the stem. It has a lengthy flowering 

period, sometimes from April until November.  The lower lip acts as a 

landing stage for pollinating insects. The nectar at the base of these tube-

like flowers is only accessible to long-tongued insects (bumble bees, 

mason bees) and inquisitive children. Thought to be an ancient 

introduction it is now very common in lowland Britain, and can be found 

growing along hedge banks and roadsides. In ‘The Englishman’s Flora’, 

Geoffrey Grigson writes: ‘turn the plant upside down, and beneath the 

white upper lip of the corolla (flower) Adam and Eve, the black and gold 

stamens, lie side by side, like two human figures.’ In fact, Adam-and-Eve-in-

the-Bower is one of the local names for this plant. 

 

Red dead-nettle (Lamium purpureum) 

The Red dead-nettle is also thought to be non-native. It is an annual species, 

and smaller than the white one, growing up to 35cm tall. It colonises fertile, 

disturbed soil and is found in gardens, arable fields, road verges and waste 

places. The heart-shaped, red-tinged leaves grow in pairs and are stalked – 

they look less similar to the stinging nettle than those of the white dead-

nettle. This species also has a long flowering season, and the flowers can even 

appear during mild winters. For this reason, they are an important nectar 

source for bees early in the year. 

 

Spotted dead-nettle (Lamium maculatum) 

This plant generally has a similar size and habit to White Dead-nettle, but its 

leaves, which bear white blotches, are often closer in shape to the red dead-

nettle. It is highly variable, both in habit and colour, and the flowers are 

usually light pinkish / purple in colour. It is commonly cultivated in gardens 

due to its attractive foliage and flowers, and this plant can be found as a 

‘garden escape’, which may persist in the wild. It grows in open woods, on 

waste ground, roadsides, and rough ground - usually close to habitation. 
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Singing / common nettle (Urtica dioica) 

One of the UK’s most widespread and successful native plants, most 

people learn to recognise the stinging nettle from a young age. These 

erect, perennial herbaceous plants can grow up to almost 2 meters 

tall, and they have short-stalked leaves in opposite pairs. Nettles will 

readily colonise rich (specifically nitrogenous and phosphate-enriched) 

soils, and anyone who has ever tried to dig them out will appreciate 

how far their creeping underground stems (rhizomes) can spread.  

This species is dioecious, meaning that it grows in 2 

different forms – one bearing female-only flowers, 

and the other bearing male-only flowers. Both the 

male and female flowers are small and grey / green, hanging in catkin-like 

wind-pollinated clusters 4-8cm long.   

The stinging nettle is a native plant, important in the ecology of a great 

number of insect species. It is thought that more than 30 insects depend 

solely upon nettle, and more than 70 further insect species make use of it in 

one way or another. It is, for example, the food-plant for the caterpillars of 

several of our most colourful butterflies, including the red admiral, small 

tortoiseshell, peacock, and comma. 

The stings themselves contain a dose of irritant histamine-containing 

juice, held within a miniature capsule at the base of the sting, which 

ruptures when disturbed. You can see this in the photo here.  

At this time of year you can get your own back though, and (armed 

with a good pair of rubber gloves) harvest the young leafy tips of the 

stinging nettle and put them to culinary use – nettles are a nutritious food resource. They make a 

fresh, delicious tea, can be used in soups, and are a good substitute for spinach in omelettes, or even 

feta filo parcels.  

I will finish with a snippet of nettle trivia: during the First World War, nettle fibres were used to 

make the uniforms of the German army when cotton was scarce. 
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