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Designing a meadow. The concept attracts more interest each year, as commitment to sustainable practices

grows. Still, planned wildflower meadows are far from the norm on the American landscape. That becomes

harder to fathom, when we consider that besides their beauty, there’s a practical benefit — at least eventually

— to placing meadows where lawns and landscaped gardens might have been: Less work.

The early years of a planned meadow call for plenty of clearing, weeding and mowing. After that, however,

mowing in a meadow might occur once in 12 months. Watering and weeding? Possibly never. Right from the

beginning, the use of compost or fertilizer is not only not needed, but counterproductive. Many of the most

destructive weeds thrive in lush soil. Native plants don’t need it.

Larry Weaner, a landscape designer with offices in Pennsylvania, but clients in 10 states in the Northeast,

specializes in creating meadows. Those by Weaner include some on private property, whether that property is

less than one acre or dozens of them. Meadows he has designed can also be spotted, sprinkled along the

New York State Thruway and Taconic Parkway.

He spoke about meadows recently at the Cary Institute for Ecosystem Studies in Millbrook. In the meadows he designs, about 200 varieties of flower

grow. He starts meadows with both plants and seeds, usually 60 and 40 percent respectively. He suggests mixing the seeds with sawdust. That

sufficiently spreads them out, so they needn’t be painstakingly placed apart within the space reserved for the meadow.

But before any planting occurs, a site must be chosen. For that, Weaner offers one hard and fast rule. “Full sun is necessary for a meadow planting.”

The goal is an area filled with flowers and tall grasses, not shrubs and other woody species that grow best in less than full sun.

If the meadow is to be on a slope, that makes spring planting wiser than the late fall variety. Water, including from melted snow, can cause the seeds to

be washed away before they take hold.

Once the site’s been chosen, the soil must be analyzed so that plants can be chosen accordingly. It will probably surprise many first time meadow

builders that what would be bad news for a garden is desirable where a meadow is planned. Poorly drained? Or conversely, very dry? Terrible for many

weeds, not so bad for wildflowers and tall grasses.

Before seeding and planting, the area must first be cleared of every weed growing there. For his clients, Weaner usually uses herbicide for that — the

one time he does so. He’s being paid for his time, and other methods would take far longer, greatly upping the expense. If a client still wants to avoid all

pesticides, Weaner said, black plastic sheets can be laid down on land being prepared. By heating up the ground and keeping water out, the sheets

create an environment inhospitable to weeds.

Weaner has concluded that some ingredients used in herbicides are “environmentally benign.” But he avoids glyphosate, found in the bestselling

Roundup, for instance, which has been found to be carcinogenic, even in very small amounts.

Tall grasses that form clumps are very useful, at the beginning especially. They will unite against weeds and prevent erosion, until other plants

establish themselves well enough.

If a few weeds show up as the grasses and flowers of a meadow begin to take hold, there is no need for panic. The first few years are a time for regular

mowing but only down to 4-6 inches. That will get the young weeds, but not the slower perennials developing below that height

Those early years are also a time for patience. The immediate gratification offered by more traditional gardens, when annuals and bi-annuals deliver

bursts of color immediately means that the final result is short-lived. Replanting is a constant requirement. Weaner warned that during the first years,

the plants of a meadow are busy settling in for the long haul, to bloom again and again. They’re not using their energy for early color displays.

After the earliest stages, a meadow will have a built-in defense against weeds: its numerous layers: As Weaner enumerated them, there’s a canopy,

made of the tallest plants, multiple layers beneath that, descending finally to ground cover. Active weeding is called for before those layers are firmly

established, but even then, not the way most gardeners think of it. The plant in question need not be yanked up by its roots, but, with less physical

effort, simply cut off at ground level. Unlike a garden, Weaner explained in an interview after his Millbrook appearance, a meadow, as it develops, “is so

dense with other plants, it’s hard for a weed, even with roots, to grow back,”
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In fact, removing a weed by its roots can actually weaken a meadow’s defenses. That yank disturbs the soil, and “that’s an ecological disturbance,

which brings nature back to the beginning.” That’s when aggressive weeds can take hold.

Dandelions, the bane of many a lawn cultivator ’s existence, don’t last long in a meadow and needn’t be removed. They’re a two-inch plant growing

among far taller ones, Weaner pointed out. They may comprise 10 percent of an early meadow, but be completely gone the year after that.

Weaner emphasized that when it comes to meadows, his definition of “weed” is limited to “a plant you don’t want.” Desirability varies between gardens

and meadows.

He offered white snakeroot as an example.

“In a more traditional garden, it’s a weed, and I pull it,” he said. But in a meadow, he goes by different rules. “It grows (non-invasively) in open woods,”

and “has a beautiful flower.” Snakeroot has been found to be toxic to horses, however, so though beautiful, it is not recommended if horses might

graze nearby.

Contrary to carefully planned gardens, meadows are full of surprises. Weaner says that up to 50 percent of the native flowers that eventually appear in

his meadows have gotten there on their own, “and I let them stay.”

A mowing regimen is what maintains the meadows at the Cary Institute, said Michael Fargione, manager of field research and outdoor programs there.

But that regimen is delayed until late in the year, “to protect nesting wildlife,” a fringe benefit for those who stroll a meadow and, of course, for the

animals who make use of the meadows’ protection and food offerings.

“Fall is a great time to visit (the Institute),” Fargione said, “and see the diversity of plants and animals that use these important habitats.”

The trails for walking through the Institute’s meadows are mowed far more often than the meadow itself. With Lyme disease so prevalent in the

Northeast, walking directly through tall plants is discouraged. That’s where the ticks that carry Lyme disease may lurk, able to easily land on skin or

clothing. Paths and mowed seating areas offer a safer way to appreciate the animals and plants of a meadow.

Kathy Smith of La Grange has a lush meadow now, but there were lots of lessons learned before that could happen.

“I bought this old farm (which dates from 1798),” Smith said, “and I thought, ‘Oh, I’d love to have a meadow all down this hill.’ ” So 10 years ago, she

brought in a landscaper and on that hillside, which received full sun, the project began.

Weaner would understand what happened next, since he’s been summoned by other landscape designers, when a meadow has been requested by

their clients. His is a specialty most landscapers know very little about. Smith and her landscaper learned together. Their major mistake was not making

sure every last weed had been cleared from the land. Therefore, weeds were able to take over in the early meadow.

When she tried again, Smith lay down newspapers and kept them there for a year — a slow but effective version of Weaner’s use of plastic sheets.

She has used no herbicides on her meadow.

Smith said that her frustration over not knowing enough led her to learn more through Cornell Cooperative Extension in Dutchess County, and she is

now a master gardener for them, volunteering her time to give advice and speak at community events, on horticultural topics – including meadows.

When she decided to create a path through her meadow, Smith used landscape paint (which lasts just a few days) to indicate where she wanted the

path to be, then invited friends over to pull up the plants in the way, for use on their own property.

She didn’t plant tall grasses for the simple reason that she doesn’t like the look of them in a meadow. But she used lots of coneflowers (Echinacea).

“They’re so thick and strong,” that, when it comes to weeds, “it blocks out almost anything,” she said.

For meadows that grow free of human intervention, forest is the natural final state. It is the job of the landscaper, Weaner said, to halt that progression

at the herbaceous stage. This is helped by placing the meadow in full sun, a condition not favored by woodier plants. And an annual mowing removes

the sprouts that would become trees.

As Smith pointed out, it also crunches those maple seeds that are so plentiful in the mid-Hudson, traveling everywhere on the wind, and then taking

root.

When Weaner spoke at the Cary Institute, some attendees realized that his pointers about the use of native plants might serve them well, even if they

didn’t plan full-fledged meadows. Weaner agrees.



“There are definitely ways to incorporate some of these theories into a garden. It would be easier to maintain.”

Weaner feels that, despite the lush tapestry of a full meadow and the pleasant surprise appearance of many an unplanned wildflower, the expectations

of first-time meadow creators are often dashed, because they anticipate speedier flowering, as in gardens, and the impossibly perfect images that

illustrate seed packets.

It’s not a matter of settling for less, Weaner says. What we must do, he reminds those envisioning meadows outside their windows, is “not lower our

expectations. Just change them.”

Marji Yablon is a freelance writer. Reach her at newsroom@poughkeepsiejournal.com

Resources

Cary Institute of Ecosystem studies, Millbrook

Call: 845-677-8223

Web:www.caryinstitute.org (http://www.caryinstitute.org/)

Larry Weaner Landscape Associates: http://lweanerassociates.com (http://lweanerassociates.com/)

New Directions in the American Landscape

Presents educational programs based on natural models, for landscape professionals. Founded by Larry Weaner: www.ndal.org

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Dutchess County: http://ccedutchess.org (http://ccedutchess.org/)

The Cooperative Extension’s Horticulture Hotline

Call 845-677-5067 Wednesdays from 9 a.m. to noon April through October.

Wildflowers and grasses

Recommended for Northeastern meadows by landscape designer Larry Weaner:

Perennial wildflowers

Best for sites that are: D = dry; M = moderately moist; W = wet

Asclepias tuberosa: Butterfly weed (D,M)

Aster novae-angliae: New England aster (M,W)

Baptisia species: False indigo (M,D)

Boltonia asteroids: Thousand flowered aster (D,M)

Chelone glabra: Pink turtlehead (M,W)

Coreopsis lanceolata: Lance leaf coreopsis (D,M)

Echinacea purpurea: Purple coneflower (D,M)

Eupatorium fistulosum: Joe Pye weed (M,W)

Filipendula rubra: Queen of the prairie (M,W)

Iris versicolor: Blue flag iris (W)

Liatris species: Blazingstar (D,M,W)
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Lobelia cardinalis: Cardinalflower (M,W)

Lobelia siphilitca: Blue lobelia (M,W)

Mimulus ringens: Monkey dlower (W)

Monarda fistulosa: Bergamot (D,M)

Penstemon species: Beardtongue (D,M)

Ratibida pinnata: Yellow coneflower (D,M,W)

Rudbeckia hirta: Black eye susan (Self seeding biennial) (D,M)

Solidago species: Goldenrod (D,M,W) (NOTE: Do not use Solidago canadensis as it is invasive)

Tradescantia ohiensis: Spiderwort (D,M)

Vernonia novaboracensis: Ironweed (M,W)

Grasses

Andropogon virginica: Big bluestem (D,M)

Bouteloua curtipendula: Sideoats grama (D,M)

Festuca longifolia: Hard fescue (D,M)

Festuca ovina: Sheep fescue (D,M)

Schizacharium scoparium: Little bluestem (D,M)

Sorghastrum nutans: Indian grass (D,M)

Elymus canadensis: Canada wild rye (D,M,W)
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