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Make it a Meadow

Exploring the Nuances of Meadow Design, Installation, and Management

Meadows sweep across the rolling landscape of the Storm King Art Center in Mountainville, NY. (Photo by Kate Cholakis)

Once the snow melts and the emergence of red maple
flowers signals the arrival of spring, tall and hot red
flames lick across acres of rolling land at the Storm King
Art Center in upstate New York. Every year, landscape
managers use these intentional, or “controlled,” burns to
manage the growth of meadow grasses. The burns prevent
the return of this wide, open, pastoral landscape to forest,
while increasing the availability of nutrients in the soil to
plants. The meadow plants will happily grow up through
the ash.
The meadows at Storm King replaced acres of regularly
mown lawn. Unlike turf, meadows require no irrigation,
liming, or fertilizer application. They do require an annual
mowing and/or burning once established. In the northeast,
meadows are an early successional plant community,
and will transition into forest over time if undisturbed.
Annual mowing or burning will prevent the establishment
of woody growth. Meadows offer forage and habitat for
insects and birds. Masses of grasses and wildflowers also
serve an aesthetic purpose by shaping and defining space,
highlighting forms such as buildings and sculptures, and
engaging beholders as the grasses move in the wind and
change in hue throughout the seasons. Darrel Morrison,
FASLA and visiting lecturer at the Conway School,

designed the meadows at Storm King using a palette of
native plants suited to existing conditions and a lowmaintenance management regime.
Not unlike the flames whipping across the meadows at
Storm King in spring, within the past few decades the
concept of replacing lawn with meadow caught wind among
landscape designers across the country. However, despite
its ecological and artistic potential, the “meadow” has
acquired a similar reputation to that of the “rain garden,” in
the sense that it is often placed onto landscape plans without
thorough research into the reality of its functioning and
appropriateness to existing site conditions and client goals.
What is the existing seed bank in the soil? Which plant
species are appropriate for this location? Should plants be
seeded or plugged? How will it look during installation?
How often do you need to irrigate it during establishment?
What type of equipment do you need to maintain it? What
is the most efficient economy of scale that will yield cost
savings in maintenance? What is the desired percentage of
grasses to forbs (herbaceous flowering plants) and how will
the meadow function ecologically? This is only a sampling
of the many questions that demand answers prior to making
the seed order.
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As a result, many clients on the residential and public scale
hesitate at the thought of lawn-to-meadow conversion.
Some meadows are out-competed by exotic species and fail.
Others barely make it beyond installation as clients pull the
plug because they do not see the results they anticipated.
Preventing good intentions from going to waste requires
not only research and a thorough understanding of the site,
but also collaboration with ecologists, landscape managers,
and, of course, the project clients. An approach suitable for
one site may not be suitable for a site in a different region,
with different clients and environmental conditions. As we
often say at the Conway School, it depends.
Intervene Intensively
Meadows can vary widely in cost and appearance. On one
end of the spectrum, you might find a stunning, high-cost
meadow like one designed by Larry Weaner Associates
for the area around a custom-built home on a lake in
Connecticut. Enclosing a small area of lawn, the meadow
comprises drifts of flowers punctuated by tall, architectural
grasses. Weaner’s approach to preparing and maintaining
the site might seem intensive. Site preparation entailed
applying two rounds of herbicide to existing lawn. He
then vegetated the site with a combination of designed
seed mixes, plugs, and larger pots of grasses and flowering
plants. The meadow, which reached its maturity in the third
year, demands more maintenance (around 100 hours per
year of mowing, selective hand-pulling, or spot herbicide
treatment) than a lawn in order to retain the desired balance
of species and appearance. These factors might not make
an economic argument for lawn-to-meadow conversion.
However, the meadow is thriving and out-competes many
undesirable species.

This approach to meadow installation may not be
appropriate, or feasible, for all sites and clients, but several
lessons can be gleaned from this example. For his projects,
Weaner conducts thorough site analysis of sun exposure,
soils, topography, hydrology, and existing vegetation. He
explains, “the meadow must be designed as a functional
plant community first and a flower garden second.”1 This
will help ensure the success of the meadow, but will likely
require working with clients to adapt expectations. Lush
meadows that can out-compete weeds, tolerate a range
of microclimates, and require minimal inputs, will likely
not resemble blankets of evenly distributed, continually
blooming flowers. But the meadows will have their own
character, which will remain fairly consistent from year to
year, forming a new aesthetic.2
Plantswomen and plantsmen including Karl Foerster,
Mien Ruys, Wolfgang Oehme, and Piet Oudolf
contributed to the development of this new aesthetic in
the mid to late twentieth century through their informal
arrangements of mixed grass and perennial vegetation.
Although their landscapes might resemble wild meadows,
they evolved from detailed planting plans, with species
situated in clusters and drifts and often planted as plugs
rather than seed. The installation and maintenance
expense of these refined plantings positions them more so
as meadow gardens. Oudolf recently designed a meadow
for the new Delaware Botanic Garden at Pepper Creek,
and installation involved the planting of 17,000 grasses and
forbs.3 This approach is costlier but gives the designer far
greater control over the positioning of the plants within the
meadow matrix. Planting more mature plants results in a
more quickly established meadow compared to the use of
seed for establishment. Oudolf matches plants to particular

Warm-season grasses emerge out of a matrix of flowering plants at this site designed by Larry Weaner Associates.
(Photo courtesy Larry Weaner Associates)
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site conditions, but also seems to emphasize form in his
process. The result is what some may call “naturalistic”–
inspired by nature, but not re-creating natural processes.
Travis Beck, landscape architect and Director of
Horticulture at the Mt. Cuba Center in Delaware, refers
to the High Line, one of Oudolf’s projects, as “conventional
landscape design.”4 He associates this term with landscapes
requiring significant alteration of existing conditions and
long-term and frequent maintenance. They prioritize the
human program, rather than the creation of living systems

human disturbance on the land. Accepting this reality
and using it to her advantage, she crafts landscapes that
are “relatable to humans”7 and offer ecosystem services,
such as water filtration. To ensure this relatability and
continued functioning, she proposes that designers view
management as a “creative process” involving participation
from the landowner, designer, contractor, and long-term
manager. Lecturing at the Conway School in 2017, she
explained how this approach to planting design requires
“low maintenance,” not “no maintenance.” Leaving newly
planted vegetation alone will result in drastic changes in
texture, structure, and composition. West uses
her knowledge of plant community dynamics
to design naturalistic gardens for people.
Horticulture specialist Nigel Dunnett,
working in the U.K., seems to prioritize
aesthetics and visual consistency as the
primary goals for meadow design. His
“pictorial meadows” seek not to replicate
native meadows, but rather to offer an
idealized version of a meadow to a client who
might otherwise prefer a monoculture lawn.
Seed mixes comprising almost exclusively
flowering plants are sown into sterile mulch on
top of a surface cleared of existing vegetation
using herbicide or hand pulling. The result is a
carpet of season-long, colorful flowers.
Let it Grow

Carefully designed planted areas offer four-season texture and color at the High
Line in New York City. (Photo by Kate Cholakis)

based on “the science of ecology.” Yet Oudolf himself admits,
“It’s not wild at all. It’s an introduction to the wild.”5 Oudolf’s
goals are different from those of Beck. His and others’ work,
loosely described as part of a “New Perennial Movement,”
inspires landscape managers and gardeners to consider
less manicured landscapes, which has the potential to cut
down on resource use and dependence on fossil fuels. John
Greenlee, California-based plantsman and designer, and
friend of the late Wolfgang Oehme, explains the importance
of purposeful meadows: he recommends that, in addition to
analyzing site conditions (a scientific approach), designers
should consider how the meadow will be viewed and
experienced. This will then affect spatial layout and plant
palette. Distinguishing a meadow from a “lawn that needs
mowing”6 is often a critical part of its cultural acceptance.
Claudia West, a founder of Phyto Studio and previous
collaborator of Wolfgang Oehme, explores the balance
between cultural acceptance and ecological functioning in
her book, Planting in a Post-Wild World. She demonstrates
that design and management must respond to context;
often, that context includes people and a legacy of

Perhaps at the other end of the spectrum is
Hampshire College’s Meadowlands project.
The college decided to retain lawn within the core of the
campus, and to let the grass surrounding this core grow
taller. The area around the core was formerly a hayfield,
and the college adopted a maintenance regime allowing the
hay to grow tall before mowing. The area is essentially a
grassland, and mowing is timed to avoid disrupting groundnesting grassland birds. Hayfields typically contain coolseason grasses, which support generalist grassland nesting
birds but not more specialized species. Additionally, coolseason grasses tend to become brown and mat earlier in the
year, resulting in a more rugged appearance. Hampshire uses
informational signs and a clear, mown edge differentiating
lawn and meadow to communicate that this wilder area
is intentional, rather than a neglected part of the campus.
The aesthetic is certainly textured, but not as visually or
biologically diverse as Weaner’s meadow. However, the
grassland required little manipulation of existing soil and
vegetation and limited up-front expense. Now it requires
only minimal ongoing maintenance. The college viewed
this lawn-to-grassland conversion project as a learning
opportunity. Students worked on the proposal for the
conversion, projecting potential cost savings associated
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with decreased maintenance. Faculty are also working on
another project to create more diverse meadows within the
campus core.
Sue Reed ‘87, Conway alum and practicing landscape
architect, spoke at Conway in fall 2016 about a meadow
occupying her home’s front lawn. She demonstrated how
after letting the lawn grass grow tall, an editing process can
remove undesired plants and add new specimens. Seeding
grasses and wildflowers into this tall grassland matrix can
add color and texture. Planting larger specimens as plugs or
1-gallon pots adds instant focal points within the meadow, or
anchors an edge. Rather than removing existing vegetation,
she observed and curated the existing
species.

explains that burning is not an option for this site because
certain existing weeds (such as Lespedeza and Stiltgrass)
respond favorably to burning. While this does not preclude
burning as a management tool in the future, once the warm
season grasses dominate, it does limit use of the tool during
this transitional period.
Landscape designer and Conway alum Todd Lynch
’05 analyzed the existing conditions of his property on
an old farm homestead in western Massachusetts and
experimented with rototilling in order to eliminate
aggressive pasture grasses. After tilling, he removed
persistent weeds by hand. Mixing seed with compost,

Larry Weaner used a similar approach
at a site in Dutchess County, New
York. In an article in Wild Seed, a
magazine published by Conway
alum Heather McCargo ‘84, he
describes how site analysis revealed
that the landscape, a woodland
opening, already contained native
meadow grasses. Weaner selectively
removed patches of gray dogwood,
a dense shrub suckering across the
landscape and preventing access to
a large portion of the homeowner’s
property. The native grasses filled in
the patches and native forbs, such
as asters and goldenrods, arrived on
their own. Carefully timed mowing
encouraged this combination of
meadow plants. Now, the area is Todd Lynch uses a mow path to separate a meadow in its third season (left) from an
establishing meadow (right). (Photo by Kate Cholakis)
mown only once a year towards the
end of winter. Vegetation left standing
at the end of fall provides visual interest December through
he seeded the bare ground by hand. In the third season,
March, where the textures of stems and seedheads contrast
the meadow in this location thrived. Seeding a meadow
with blankets of snow. The vegetation provides habitat for
rather than planting plugs allowed for a degree of selfinsects throughout the winter and the top growth provides
organization. Plants thrive where the conditions are right.
perches for grassland nesting birds. Leaving standing
They compete and the composition of the larger plant
growth may also prevent the crowns of the plants from
community will change accordingly.
drying out in winter winds.8
As Lynch explains, meadows are dynamic. He is still
Weaner notes that this approach would not be successful
discovering new plants emerging from the seed mix or
in all sites. In some cases, selective or complete removal of
arriving from elsewhere, and embraces change. Today,
existing vegetation is critical to a meadow’s success. Jenna
the complementary purple and yellow blooms of native
Webster ’09 of Weaner’s firm is managing for 30 acres of
wildflowers float above a thick groundcover of grasses and
native grassland in Virginia by recruiting existing growth.
leafy forbs. Tomorrow, he might “pocket plant” additional
The site’s history and disturbance legacy determined many
specimens into the meadow matrix. Next year, new species
of the grassland species present. Meadow establishment at
might arrive. The changing climate adds yet another
this site will require a combination of mowing and selective
variable. Lynch is using his home landscape as a testing
herbicide application to manage undesirable plants until
ground for meadow establishment, and he does not believe
the native warm season grasses achieve dominance. She
in one singular technique.
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Explore Alternatives

Articulate Goals and Embrace Adaptive Management

The New York City Department of Environmental
Protection hired Conway School students in spring 2017
after receiving complaints that the agency’s frequent
mowing of a publicly accessible site was destroying
valuable pollinator habitat. The student team, comprising
Samantha Battaglia ’17 and Coleen Curley ’17, designed
meadows for these areas situated along the Ashokan
Reservoir, which provides drinking water for the city.
However, the students did not simply circle a swath of land
on a landscape plan and label it as “meadow.” Rather, they
used GIS analysis to map regional habitat patterns and
identified rare and threatened plant and animal species that
rely on grassland ecosystems. They conducted site analysis
and designed meadow mixes responsive to these findings.
Conway School student projects are always conducted for
real sites and real clients. Therefore, they must consider
practical aspects of landscape design, such as installation
and maintenance. The Ashokan team researched different
techniques for site preparation and initial and long-term
management, presenting both pros and cons of these
options. Due to the site’s location within a drinking water
supply area, herbicide was not recommended as a means
of site preparation. Rather, they explored the benefits
and drawbacks of tilling the soil and seeding into existing
vegetation.

The projects presented here were driven by unique sets
of goals and expectations for sites with unique existing
conditions. Designers work with clients and conduct site
analysis to articulate ecological, functional, and aesthetic
goals. This complex process will yield very different results
for different projects. Emma Marris makes a case in her
book Rambunctious Garden for a “menu of new goals,” in
which we accept that each project will have unique goals
that evolve from working deeply with stakeholders and
relevant experts. One singular goal will not apply to each
site, because of the complexity of existing site conditions
and the needs of specific communities of people and unique
species of wildlife who live within and/or traverse the site.
Claudia Knab-Vispo and Conrad Vispo of Hawthorn
Valley Farm have presented multiple times at the Conway
School about their research into the habitat preferences
of a variety of insects. Although their work focuses on
ecological opportunities on farmland, their exploration
of the complexity of insect needs throughout seasons and
lifecycles presents opportunities to think critically about
opportunities to support wildlife. Westover Air Reserve
Base, the site of a spring student project for Kate Cholakis
’11 and Laura Rissolo ’11, times mowing of its meadows
to support grassland birds including the grasshopper
sparrow and upland sandpiper. However, it needs to mow
areas directly adjacent to the runways more frequently to
discourage birds that present strike hazards with airplanes.
Jenna Webster ’09 adds that she has used eBird data to
determine specific species frequently using sites designed
by Larry Weaner Associates; this guided the firm’s

A property on Cape Cod owned by the Harwich Conservation
Trust presented Conway alum Theresa Sprague ’08 with a
different kind of challenge. The trust purchased the land to
save it from development, and sought to establish a native
meadow open to public use. The presence of a leaking oil
tank and asbestos required removal
of contaminated soils. Theresa’s firm,
BlueFlax Design LLC, which employs
two other Conway graduates, also
removed by hand and with machinery
competitive woody vegetation from the
site, including white poplar and black
locust trees and bittersweet vine. After
many black locust trees were cut—with
the help of AmeriCorps students—
some selective herbicide treatment
was used before final flush cutting.
The firm graded, soil conditioned, and
harrowed the land before seeding the
surface with a custom mix of partridge
pea, black-eyed Susans, warm-season
grasses, cool-season fescues, and other
wildflowers. Contamination presented
the firm with a challenge. Yet, months
after seeding, the landscape already
Claudia Knab-Vispo conducting research in a meadow designed by Larry Weaner
appears transformed.
Associates at Twin Maples in Salisbury, CT. (Photo by Conrad Vispo)
5 | The Conway School | 413-369-4044 | www.csld.edu

restoration approach to a grassland project atop a former
landfill. The firm recommended special mowing and other
management strategies to minimize impacts to birds.
Goals related to habitat creation and human programming
will also change over time, requiring an adjustment in
approach. At Storm King, the approach towards cultivating
meadows evolved over two decades of experimentation.
Different approaches were used across the landscape based
on soils, vegetation, and drainage patterns. One method
involved planting alfalfa and oats, known as “cover crops,”
in order to knock back weeds and aggressive grasses in
the former lawns. After disking these areas, carefully
developed native grass seed mixes were drilled into the
land. In an area dominated by invasive purple loosestrife,
herbicide was used to kill existing vegetation. A planting
of buckwheat, another cover crop, followed, and seed drills
planted native grasses into the declining buckwheat. Switch
grass, an aggressive and native warm-season grass, featured

prominently in this area and across the site, and successfully
out-competed the invasive loosestrife. Following these
initial experiments, a broader diversity of grasses and
flowering plants have been integrated into the seed mixes.
As Morrison explains, Storm King did not adhere to a
single, standard technique throughout the twenty years of
lawn-to-meadow conversion and management.
Although requiring significantly less mowing, and offering
a range of ecological and aesthetic benefits, meadows
still require adaptive management in order to realize
goals related to biodiversity and appearance. With their
interdisciplinary training, ecological landscape designers
can serve a critical role in this process, working with clients,
landscape managers, and other professionals to ensure that
meadow projects reach their full, textured potential.
__________________________________________________________________________
By Kate Cholakis ’10, faculty member at the Conway School.

Sometimes, adjusting management practices alone can encourage the growth of desirable meadow grasses. This depends on existing
site conditions and the seed bank. In this photo, little bluestem grass thrives in the sandy soils at World’s End in Hingham, MA.
(Photograph by Kate Cholakis)
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The North American Prairie
One source of inspiration for the design of meadows in
suburban and urban landscapes is the prairie that once
swept across the Midwest. The North American prairie is an endangered ecosystem greatly decimated over
the past century by repeated tilling of Midwestern land
for agriculture and the introduction of cool-season exotic grasses, such as Kentucky bluegrass (which is, despite
its name, native to Europe, northern Asia, and northern
Africa). Restoration ecologists within government agencies, non-profit organizations, and other groups are experimenting with restoring this grassland ecosystem.
The U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) and U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service (USFWS) fund projects across the country, and together developed a decision-making framework, Native Prairie Adaptive Management (NPAM),
intended to guide land managers in adaptive management. Because the primary goal of these efforts
is restoration of a functional meadow ecosystem, the

approach to design, installation, and management is different from many of the case studies featured earlier in
this piece. For example, NPAM presents different management approaches for particular types of native grassland
communities, including the tallgrass prairie and northern
mixed-grass prairie. The framework also acknowledges
that these approaches may shift over time as new discoveries are made and climate conditions change: its companion
web-based Decision Support Tool incorporates data from
monitoring activities on an annual basis, tracking management actions and plant composition. The USFWS acknowledges that restoration of native grasslands must be
a collaborative process grounded in science. 9 The Plains
and Prairie Potholes Landscape Conservation Cooperative
connects federal and state governmental organizations and
non-governmental organizations to research prairie functioning and explore management approaches.10
The texture and diversity of prairies have inspired
and will continue to inspire designers working along
the entire urban-to-rural transect. Large-scale prairie
restoration initiatives have several implications for
landscape design in more developed areas, such as:
•
•
•

•

Lawn meets prairie at the site of a restoration project along the
Chicago waterfront. (Photo by Kate Cholakis)
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Large-scale prairie restoration projects have the
potential to improve the availability of seed and
equipment.
Science-based research on prairie ecologies creates
a wealth of information from which landscape
designers can draw.
Prairies have historically occupied areas of the world,
such as the drier, windswept North American plains,
where trees could not thrive. Re-creating prairielike meadows in areas conducive to tree growth
will therefore depend upon regular disturbance.
Therefore, meadows are rarely “no maintenance.”
Meadows, or prairie-like plantings, installed in more
urbanized areas may not be as diverse or support
wildlife as much as their natural equivalents do.
However, they have high educational value, and
might inspire communities to support larger-scale
restoration projects.11
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