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everal years ago while waiting for the construction of our new home to be completed, my husband and I leased a 
1950s style ranch home on 30 acres of gently rolling land in Western Pennsylvania.  The site included a four-acre, 
spring-fed lake and about 10 acres of sunny wildflower meadow.  For 11 months this little piece of paradise was 

home and we came to love it so much we attempted to purchase the property—but to no avail.  The owners had 
committed the land to a developer and eventually 10 homes surrounded the pristine lake.   
 
Those 11 months taught me more about the life sustained by a meadow and lake than 
anything I had ever read about or experienced before or since.  We watched the spring 
and fall migrations of giant flocks of birds and waterfowl stopping to rest and drink; 
we watched as Canada geese lined up in the water like tiny soldiers patiently waiting 
for their two or three lead scouts to take off, and then circle back to pick them up and 
form the familiar V-pattern as they continued their long journey; and we witnessed the 
birth and nurturing of both land and water creatures.    
 
But the meadow . . . that was the best of all!  On hot summer days you could literally 
hear the meadow humming with life.  Songbirds, bees, butterflies, every size and type 
of insect, pheasants and quail all lived within this bright mosaic of color.  Their 
movements and sounds were breathtaking.  As a bonus, big blowsy flower 
arrangements filled every vase and container I could find and scented the house with a 
sweet, fresh smell.  Life was good.    

 
Would it be 
possible to 
duplicate, on a much smaller scale, that beautiful 
field?  Our current water conservation issues, loss of 
native vegetation and wildlife habitat, and desire to 
reduce large expanses of lawn all suggest that 
planting a meadow could be an answer to many of 
our problems.  Your first reaction might be that a 
meadow isn’t appropriate for residential homes as 
meadows require too much land, are too hard to 
manage and would not fit into your current 
landscaping; plus, you lack knowledge of or 
experience with them.  May I try to convince you 
otherwise?  We can step through the process 
together….      

 
Consider taking a small, sunny area in your backyard, along the driveway, or in a little-used side yard and turning it into a 
wildflower meadow.  (Some refer to this as a wildflower prairie style garden.)  This area can be a transition between the 
mown lawn and a backdrop of shrubs and trees, or can provide a buffer between formal beds and natural areas.  Soon 
birds, butterflies and beneficial insects will be attracted and you will have a close up, year-round view of nature at its 
best.   
 
A mini-meadow can be easily established by using good judgment on placement and site preparation.  (As we always say, 
start with the dirt!)  The simplest approach to establishing a new meadow is also the most effective.  For site selection, 
there are only two absolutes: the sunnier the better and good drainage (no standing water).  Fall and/or early spring are 
the seasons to prepare your site and sow seed.   
 
Soil preparation is very important as it will help control weeds from overtaking your newly planted wildflower seeds.  If 
you want to plant where sod is currently established, remove the existing lawn with a sod cutter, shovel, an herbicide, or 
by covering it with black plastic.  (Plastic will take three months for the plants to die.)  Depending on whether you want 
to use chemicals or not, here are two different ways to proceed:   
 

S 



The first and quickest method prepares your site three weeks prior to sowing.  Till bare soil only as deep as needed to 
remove old roots, and then repeat cultivation several times throughout the three-week period to eliminate the early 
germinating annual weeds.  The second method takes a total of six weeks as you allow the annual weeds to grow for 
three weeks after the initial tilling.  After three weeks, apply an herbicide (such as Roundup®) and wait another three 
weeks.  The chemical will have washed out of the soil by then and you can rake away dead weeds.  This method is most 
effective if you have an extreme weed problem as it kills both annual and perennial weeds.  Once the ground is bare and 
loose, you are ready to sow.  Sowing should be done on a windless day.     
 
Divide the seed you are planting in half into two separate containers and add about ten parts clean, dry sand (or 
vermiculite) to one part seed in each container and mix thoroughly.  The light-colored sand will allow you to see where 
you have sown on the freshly tilled soil and also dilute the seed for more even coverage.  Either hand-broadcast or use a 
hand-crank seeder to spread seeds from the first container over the entire area.  Next, go back and use the second 

container to go over the whole area again to ensure 
there are no bare spots.  Some people recommend 
sowing the first batch going in one direction and the 
second batch going in the opposite direction.  You 
can then rake lightly to barely cover the seed or lay a 
piece of plywood down and compress the seed into 
the dirt.  During the first four to six weeks, seedlings 
will benefit from regular watering.  After six weeks, 
water only if long dry periods occur.   
 
Seed selection can be done by purchasing regional 
mixes appropriate to your area, or by selecting each 
species and creating your own mix.  Most mixtures 
contain annual, perennial and biennial wildflowers.  
The annuals will bloom the first year and will 
normally reseed themselves, but you may want to 
sow fresh annual seed about every two years.  
Depending on the temperature and rainfall, some 

wildflowers will germinate in a week, while others take several months to sprout.  Some perennials may not flower until 
their second year.  Biennials are heavy seed producers and will be as permanent in your meadow as the perennials.   
 
Mini-meadow maintenance is not difficult.  During the first year, pull any weeds as they emerge.  Do not fertilize since 
wildflowers grow best in soils with low fertility and low nitrogen levels, while weeds prosper with fertilizer.  If you have 
an aggressive weed species, spot apply an herbicide or hand-weed.  At the end of the growing season, after the seeds 
have formed and at least half of them have dropped, mow the entire area with your mower set on its highest setting or 
use a scythe.  Leave the clippings and their seed heads in place to produce a strong stand the following year.   
 
Here is what you can expect from your new garden: The first year, annual blooms will be predominant.  The second 
year, biennial and perennial wildflowers will begin to bloom, your meadow will fill out and the need to weed will taper 
off as wildflowers and native grasses become more established.  From the third year on, you should only need to reseed 
with annual flowers and spot-treat weed invasions.  When you think of the cost in both money and time to maintain a 
lawn, a mini-meadow just makes sense.   
 
Here is some excellent plant information on wildflowers and native grasses taken from the Internet site 
www.wildflowerfarm.com:    
 
FLOWERING PLANTS FOR YOUR WILDFLOWER PRAIRIE  
The following are some the wildflower mainstays of a prairie style garden:  
 
Black-eyed Susan, Rudbeckia hirta – Yellow flowers from mid-summer to early fall  
Butterfly Weed, Asclepias tuberosa – Orange flowers in mid-summer 
Heath Aster, Aster ericoides – Tiny white flowers in late summer to early fall 
Lance-leaf Coreopsis, Coreopsis lanceolata – Yellow flowers in mid-summer 
Lavender Hyssop, Agastache foeniculum – Purple flowers in mid to late summer 
Meadow Blazingstar, Liatris ligulistylus – Mauve-purple flowers in late summer; very attractive to monarch butterflies 

http://www.wildflowerfarm.com/


Prairie Coneflower, Ratibida pinnata – Blooms are attractive drooping yellow petals in late summer 
Prairie Dock, Silphium terbinthinaecum – Large, showy leaves; yellow flowers in midsummer  
Prairie Smoke, Geum triflorum – Pinkish flowers in spring, followed by feathery seed heads 
Purple Coneflower, Echinacea purpurea – Mauve-pink flowers from mid-summer  
Pale Purple Coneflower, Echinacea pallida – Very light mauve-pink flowers with drooping petals, mid-summer  
Smooth Penstemon, Penstemon digitalis – White flowers in early summer 
Wild Bergamot or Bee Balm, Monarda fistula – Lavender flowers from midsummer to early fall 
Prairie Dock, Silphium terbinthinaecum – Large, showy leaves; yellow flowers in midsummer 
 
NATIVE GRASSES FOR YOUR WILD FLOWER PRAIRIE  
In nature, grasses dominate prairie lands.  For a backyard garden, short- to medium-sized native grasses make wonderful 
companions for perennial wildflower plants.  For a more colorful meadow, use 40 percent grasses and 60 percent wild 
flowers (forbs).  For a grassier look, half to two-thirds of the plants should be grasses such as the following:   
 
Little Blue Stem, Schizachyrium scoparium – Medium-sized blue-green clumping grass; flowers and turns coppery in fall 
Prairie Dropseed, Sporobulus heterolepis – Attractive fine-textured, fountain-like green hummock; leaves turn bronze in fall; 
fall-blooming flowers have a scent like cilantro 
Side Oats Gramma, Bouteloua crutipendula – Short green clump with attractive oat-like seed heads on one side of the stem  
Switchgrass, Panicum virgatum – Large grass with airy flower panicles; excellent cultivated varieties available  
_______________ 
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