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How do i become a dragonfly-friendly gardener? 
Where to start? Let me surprise you by suggesting that maybe 
the best way for a future DFG to begin is to take a sunny sum-
mer’s day – and I do mean sunny – and leave home. Head for 
your favourite local water spot: that wildlife pond nearby, the 
little river, those fishing lakes, the sleepy canal …

Take something to sit on – a stout shopping bag works for 
me – and plonk yourself down by the water’s edge. And just 
watch. Be patient. If it’s the right sort of habitat – it usually 
is, and I’ll explain about that shortly – pretty soon you’ll see 
some action. A little neon-blue damselfly fluttering in among 
the reeds; perhaps a Darter dragonfly perching, then zoom-
ing up to catch mosquitoes; or a big yellow-green Hawker 
dragonfly patrolling up and down. Or all three, and more. 
Why not try a couple of pictures with your phone or your 
camera? Wait till they land. If you move very slowly, you can 
go as close as you like. These are the beauties that can come 
to your garden. 

When you’re looking at a pond or body of water, there are 
some simple rules of thumb for knowing whether it’s a good 
place for dragonflies, so before you leave your favourite water 
spot, ask yourself five questions: 

1. Is it getting plenty of sunshine on the water surface?

2. Is the water fairly clear? 

3. Has it got surface-covering plants like water lilies?

4. Has it got tall-stemmed plants like rushes, irises or reeds?

5. Has it got water plants beneath the surface, plants that 
oxygenate the water?

If the answer is yes to all five of those questions, you can be 
pretty sure your chosen spot is good for dragonflies, and this 
of course will be what you, as a DFG, need to aim for in your 
pond. Big water spaces can accommodate some plants that 
might take over in your garden, so what you create at home 
won’t be exactly the same as what you’ve just been looking 
at, but those five principles remain. Besides, great stretches of 
reeds and bulrushes are not especially interesting or colourful, 
and so one aim of this book is to make your pond more excit-
ing. There’ll be no need to worry about introducing drag-
onflies. Provided you take care of some simple rules, they’ll 
come of their own accord. 

Then ask yourself, do you really want to make a home for 
these amazing aerial acrobats? You have to be sure, because it’s 
going to need work. If you already have a pond, you’re halfway 
there, but if you haven’t, well, a pond is what you need; and 
much of the enjoyment will be in the design and creation of 
your own water space. But whether you already have a pond 
or intend to make one, do bear in mind that it will need regular 
maintenance as the years go by. 

I promise the rewards will be worth it. As a DFG, there’ll 
be nothing quite like watching a Chaser dragonfly emerge 
from your pond, extract itself from its larval case, extend its 
wings and fly away; or seeing a Hawker dipping her abdomen 
in the water’s edge to lay her eggs, setting another generation 
in train in your garden. And knowing you’ve been the one to 
help that happen. Alfred Lord Tennyson summed it up:
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Dragonflies are usually beefier, heftier insects than their 
smaller, more delicate damselfly cousins. Dragonflies gener-
ally have their eyes very close together whereas damselflies’ 
eyes are widely separated. Both dragonflies and damselflies are 
sub-orders of the order Odonata, which means ‘toothed ones’ 
in Greek. They don’t actually have teeth but they have pretty 
amazing mouthparts – more later – but, once you have a drag-
onfly pond and get more involved with dragonflies, you can 
think about calling yourself an odonatologist … if you dare. I 
tend not to; I usually stumble over its pronunciation. 

A word of warning: the word ‘dragonfly’ is tricky as it’s 
often used for the whole order, ie both dragonflies and dam-
selflies. When my partner (she’s now my wife), Kari, and I 
looked after a three-acre lake in Northamptonshire, I would 
proudly tell visitors that by fencing deer out and putting local 
native water plants in we had attracted 17 species of drag-
onfly to the lake. In a sense I was cheating because I was 
lumping proper dragonflies and damselflies together. People 
often proudly tell me how many dragonfly species they have 
at their pond, and they’re including damselflies in their total. 
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aerial view of your pond
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Gentle
gradient

Boggy area

Bank

1 Yellow Flag Iris    Iris pseudacorus
2 Purple Loosestrife   Lythrum salicaria
3 Marsh Marigold    Caltha palustris
4 Flowering Rush    Butomus umbellatus
5 Branched Bur-reed    Sparganium erectum
6 Hedge
7 Fringed Water Lily     Nymphoides peltata
8 White Water Lily     Nymphaea alba
9 Branched Bur-reed    Sparganium erectum
10  Amphibious Bistort Persicaria amphibium,  
  also known as  Polygonum amphibium

11 Bogbean      Menyanthes trifoliata
12  Broad-leaved Pondweed   Potamogeton natans
13 Brooklime      Veronica beccabunga
14 Curled Pondweed      Potamogeton crispus
15 Log
16 Water Plantain      Alisma plantago
17 Water Mint       Mentha aquatica
18  Broad-leaved Pondweed   Potamogeton natans
19 Hornwort      Ceratophyllum demersum
20 Soft Rush      Juncus effusus
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