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PrefaceMy Life in Meadows
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It all started when I was 14 years old. A local seed company had a large shipment arriving, and a high school friend of mine who worked there recruited me to help out. Well, I must of have done something right, because they asked me to come back. I started mowing the display gardens and doing other outdoor maintenance on a regular basis. Shortly after that, I started packing seed on the weekends. And that’s where my lifelong journey in meadow gardening began.


I must admit that I wasn’t really into plants as a teenager. But as I began packing seed, I became familiar with hundreds of different flowers. You could lay the seeds of 50 different varieties on a table, and I could identify every single one. What I couldn’t tell you, though, was what the flower looked like. So, unlike most people who learn about plants by gardening or looking at pictures of flowers, I learned the seed first and the plant and flower second. In the years that followed, I started working behind the counter at the company’s retail location. I continued to learn about different plants, spending time in our display gardens and reading books on meadow gardening by authors such as Jim Wilson, Laura C. Martin, and Rick Imes.


As an 18-year-old, I got my fair share of doubter looks when people came to the retail counter to ask for meadow gardening advice. I used these looks as motivation to learn everything I could about the plants and how to grow them, so that I could prove to customers that I really did know what I was talking about.




It was also around this time that my nickname, “the Seed Man,” came to be. As customers entered the seed shop, they’d see me behind the counter and say, “You must be the Seed Man.” I loved it! I had T-shirts made with THE SEED MAN printed on the back in big letters.


Over the years, I developed relationships with customers from across the country. Many of them would come into the shop or call to tell me how their meadows were progressing and how much they were enjoying it. Knowing that I had helped them was rewarding and such a source of satisfaction for me. By the time I was 21 and out of college, I had been fortunate enough to engage with tens of thousands of enthusiastic gardeners.


In my job at the seed company, I wasn’t just learning about plants and wildflowers. I was very much inspired by the owners of the company, Ray and Chy Allen, and their work ethic. They were the first ones in the office and the last ones to leave. They were so passionate about flowers and about their customers! They always smiled and treated everyone with the utmost respect. Even when an employee made a mistake, they never dwelled on it; rather, they encouraged people and helped them succeed. Their leadership, drive, and passion for the business motivated me. I wouldn’t be where I am now without their inspiration.


In 2009 my business partner, Ethan, and I were fortunate enough to be able to take over the seed business from Ray and Chy. As a business owner, my responsibilities have changed through the years, but there’s not much I enjoy more than talking to someone about planting meadows. I love sharing my knowledge and getting people excited about gardening! I hope I can inspire you to plant a meadow and experience the same joy and passion I’ve shared with people across the country for more than 27 years.


Mike Lizotte
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Introduction




You’ve Got the Perfect Spot for a Meadow
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What do you think of when you hear the word “meadow”? A wild, grassy expanse where birds nest and prairie dogs scurry? A hayfield? The dictionary defines a meadow as “land that is covered or mostly covered with grass.” Maybe, in your vision, there are a few wildflowers blooming among the grasses.


My definition of a meadow is slightly different. First off, I think of it as a place that isn’t necessarily dominated by grasses but that includes all kinds of plants, both native and not, perennial and annual. A beautiful meadow should have flowers blooming from spring through the early frosts of fall. It most likely has a loose, naturalistic style and shouldn’t be overly manicured. And because these plants typically offer food and habitat for insects and birds, there are butterflies and other pollinators flying around.


For the purposes of this book, a meadow can be any size — it can be in a planter box on your rooftop or it can occupy a few thousand square feet on the back edge of your property. It doesn’t need to be big! The most important thing is to think of a meadow as a kind of garden that’s loose and informal and that doesn’t take a lot of time to maintain. It shouldn’t be a burden. Allow it to develop and mature on its own, year after year, while you learn from and enjoy the process as you go.




For the past 25 years, I’ve been fortunate to have spoken and worked with gardeners of all levels, all over the world, walking them through the process of creating the meadow of their dreams. The fun and exciting part for me is that each meadow planting is unique and different — from a 300-acre commercial planting in Alabama to a rooftop garden in Dallas. Meadows can be defined in many ways, and each one carries its own unique stamp that reflects the aesthetics of the gardener as well as the conditions of the site; that’s one of the great things about them.




In this book, I’m going to walk you through how to create your own meadow, step by step. Whether you have 10,000 square feet or 10, my instructions and planting tips will put you on the path to succeed and help you create a meadow that you can enjoy year after year. I’ll also give you basic plant recommendations and hopefully leave you with ideas and tips to inspire you to create your very own mini meadow.
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In a neighborhood of manicured lawns and clipped hedges, your yard can be a haven for pollinators.








Why Plant a Meadow?





I can’t tell you how many times people call me after their first and second years with their meadow, raving about how much they’ve enjoyed it. They love the endless color, the ever-changing look, and the constant buzzing of pollinators. They also love not having to mow every week! Meadows require little maintenance once established and provide enjoyment for years to come. Here are just a few more reasons why you should consider converting part of your lawn into a beautiful meadow.
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Cultivate Beauty


Who doesn’t love flowers? Regardless of how big or small an area you may have, meadow gardening can bring color to your yard, year after year. The best part is that with a little planning, it’s much easier than you might think. Want quick color? Incorporate some annuals into your meadow. If you want more lasting color, perennials are the perfect choice! You have hundreds of colors, heights, and sizes to choose from, allowing you to create a meadow that is specific to your growing area and conditions (see here). You’ll be able to enjoy the meadow from afar while having fresh-cut flowers on your dining table all summer.





Engage Kids


There’s nothing more satisfying to me than spending the summer exploring flower meadows with my six-year-old daughter, Sadie. Each year we sit down and plan our meadows, adding new flowers and Sadie’s favorite colors or shapes. She also started a journal to identify all the different critters that visit each year. Whether you are sowing seeds or learning about pollinators, you’ll find that meadow gardening is a great way to get kids involved in gardening at an early age. And thanks to the ever-changing blooms and colors, children will stay engaged. And I’m always surprised how quickly they absorb and understand the miniature world of the meadow.




“Why try to explain miracles to your kids when you can just have them plant a garden?”


Richard Brault








Guessing Bloom Time with Kids




My daughter and I like to play a game called “When will it bloom?” We go out to the meadow and identify different plants in bud, then try to guess how many days it will take the flower to open. It’s a great way for both kids and adults to learn to identify flowers and figure out how long they take to bloom.


Guessing bloom time can also be a chance to learn how weather affects flowers. It’s often surprising how bloom times can vary depending on the weather. In my own meadow, when we’ve had mild springs and hot summers, I’ve seen plants come into flower weeks earlier than in previous years. When we’ve had cold springs and damp summers, we usually see flowers bloom a little later.
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Meadow plants such as borage provide pollinators with nectar and pollen.










Conserve Water




Did you know that landscape irrigation accounts for 9 billion gallons of water usage every day in the United States? The average American uses approximately 320 gallons of water a day, of which 30 percent is used on the lawn and gardening activities. That’s a lot of H2O! With proper planning, a meadow garden that includes drought-resistant and native varieties will help you cut back on watering and conserve thousands of gallons of water each year. Many meadow plant varieties require less moisture to thrive and can withstand longer periods of drought than varieties that you might find in a more formal garden setting.




Help the Pollinators


Insects are critical to the pollination of crops that account for approximately 75 percent of food worldwide. In the United States, pollination plays a key role in producing crops such as almonds, apples, berries, and cucumbers — generating roughly 20 billion dollars’ worth of food each year. And yet we are losing bees and other pollinators at concerning rates because of issues such as colony collapse disorder, pests and viruses, increased use of pesticides, and lack of genetic diversity. What better way to support pollinators than to create a meadow that includes nectar-rich meadow flowers, such as asters, butterfly weed, coneflower, joe-pye weed, zinnias, and cosmos?




Attract Birds


A well-designed meadow will provide habitat and food for our winged friends. Flowers such as cosmos, daisies, and sunflowers produce seed that the birds will flock to for feeding. As the growing season winds down, the dead stalks and flower heads provide the perfect nesting material.





Mow Less!




The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency estimates that more than 17 million gallons of gas are spilled each year by people fueling up lawn equipment. (Just so you know, that’s more than the Exxon Valdez spill in Alaska.) The average gas lawnmower produces enough pollutants in one hour of use to equal 11 cars being driven for the same amount of time. When you replace your lawn with a beautiful meadow, you cut down on mowing and use (and spill!) less gas. Most meadow gardens are mowed only once or twice a year, which means you can spend more time enjoying your meadow and less time with the power equipment.




Tackle Hills and Hellstrips


Do you have a hilly part of the yard that’s a pain in the neck to mow every week? Or maybe a boggy area or a new septic field you’d like to plant over? How about beautifying that median or strip of grass along the sidewalk (also known as the “hellstrip”)? Creating an eye-catching, low-maintenance, and tough-as-nails meadow is the perfect solution.








Most meadow gardens are mowed only once or twice a year, which means you can spend more time enjoying your meadow and less time with the power equipment.
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Make Mine Mini





A Cut-Flower Meadow




Audrey planted up her walkway with a meadow mix designed to provide fresh-cut flowers all season long — a robust blend of annuals and perennials. There’s nothing more satisfying than going out and cutting a fresh arrangement of flowers for the dinner table. A combination of annuals such as sunflowers, zinnias, cosmos, and cleomes can provide big color and beautiful cut flowers in year one. Perennials such as purple coneflower, bee balm, blanketflower, and blazing star will start bursting with flowers in the second year. To avoid creating bare spots in the meadow, it’s best to avoid cutting too many flowers at a time. And adding grasses to a cut-flower meadow will contribute texture and beautiful contrast to any cut-flower bouquet.
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Before
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After



















Chapter 1Meadow Planning 101
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Whether your meadow is big or small, it’s important to set realistic expectations from the start, to avoid frustration and disappointment later on. After all, planting a meadow is much like planting any other kind of garden — good soil preparation and regular watering (especially early in the process, as the seeds are germinating) are very important.




To get the look you want, it’s helpful if you identify the purpose, goal, or theme of your meadow planting. Let’s say you’re planning a wedding or other special event and you want a meadow as a backdrop for photography or to create some bouquets. The event is in the fall, and you want to plant this spring. You’ll need to put in annuals, then — these will flower and complete their life cycle in one growing season. (Some popular annuals that you might already be familiar with are sunflowers, cosmos, zinnias, and marigolds.)


Or maybe you’d like to create a habitat to support pollinators. You’re not in a rush, and you expect your meadow project to evolve over several years. There’s no need for instant gratification in this scenario, so perennials — plants that come back year after year — can provide the perfect solution for creating a successful pollinator meadow.Knowing these details from the beginning will help you plan and better understand your meadow, how it may evolve, and the time and money it may take to achieve.




Evaluate Your Site




Now that you’ve done some thinking about what you want from your meadow, it’s time to begin mapping out your plan of attack. There are a few keys to success that will apply to all planting scenarios, regardless of how big or small your meadow may be. What follows is a helpful meadow prep road map.




Observe and Take Notes


When I’m speaking with someone who wants to create a meadow, I usually recommend that we begin with a simple site analysis in the area they’d like to plant. You can learn a lot just by observing what’s currently growing (or not growing) on your potential meadow site. Start by looking around and taking a few notes:




	Are there plants currently growing in the area you want to develop? How difficult will it be to remove them to prepare the site for your meadow?
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