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10.25 Welcome & introduction - Steve Head . What are meadows?  
 
10.45 Jenny Steel, Ecologist and Wildlife Gardening Writer  
Options for gardeners 
 
11.50 Stuart Ball, John Chambers Seeds  
Wildflower seed mix choices.  
 
12.15 James Hewetson-Brown, Wildflower Turf Ltd  
Alternatives to conventional establishment techniques 
  
12.40 ‘Troubleshooting’ panel session from all speakers.  
 
Afternoon session: Oxford Botanic Garden: Merton Borders.  
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Wildlife Gardening Forum, UK  

 
Dr Steve Head is a founder member of the Wildlife Gardening 
Forum, and has served as its Coordinator for several years.  
Steve’s background is as an Associate Professor in Zoology and 
Ecology, specialising in invertebrates and marine biology. He 
has taught in Oxford, Jamaica and the Sultanate of Oman.   

Returning to the UK he ran two large environmental charities 
and was for 8 years a Secretary of State Member of the 
Exmoor National Park Authority, leading on biodiversity and 
landscape.    

Steve is a keen if eclectic gardener, and a strong believer in 
the importance of ordinary people and their gardens for UK 
conservation in a fast changing environment. 



Wildflower 
Meadows and 

alternatives 

Dr Steve Head 



What is a meadow? 
In common terminology, any large grass area with 
hopefully some flowers in it… 

…with or without grazing 
animals 



What is a meadow?  
A romantic notion, a wildflower meadow – full of 
pretty flowers all spring & summer 

Spring, flower-planter in meadows, 
Child-conductor in willowy 

Fields deep dotted with bloom, daisies and crocuses: 
Here that child from his heart drinks of eternity: 

O child, happy are children! 
Robert Louis Stephenson 



What is a meadow? 
In agriculture, and ecology, it is just one class of a diverse 
range of managed grasslands, primarily a grassland cut for 
fodder (hay or, nowadays, silage) 

In the context of gardens we don’t need to be too fussy 
with names.  For many gardeners it’s about making a 
lawn more like a romantic meadow 



I don’t like classic “perfect” lawns 
•They waste space that is better used for flowers and wildlife 
•They are  poor on sustainability – petrol, chemicals and water 
•They burn up in the summer anyway 
•They are really boring 

Confession: 

I would like to talk about: 
•The characteristics of grass 
•Sorts of floral grassland 
•How do flower-rich meadows work? 
•Creating new wildflower meadows 
•Turning lawns into wildflower meadows 
•Alternatives that you should consider 



Typical grass 

Long thin leaves, very fast growing 

Also very good at vegetative spread 

Hermaphrodite flowers, wind pollinated 

Stem, leaves, tillers and rhizomes arise from 
plant base, resisting grazing and burning 

Leaves grow from their base, resist grazing 

Silica in leaves resists grazers 

Dense roots and thatch inhibit other plants 



• Fast reproduction by seeds and stolons – quick colonisers 
• Evolved ways to resist or tolerate grazing 
• Dense root and leaf growth suppresses other plants 

BUT! 

Most don’t make long-
lived strong stems 
 
Therefore don’t grow tall 
and shading 
 
Can’t compete under 
tree/shrub shade 

Grasses are successful because of: 
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Grasslands need some help to prevent tree dominance 

River instability 

Namibian desert 
after rain 

Tundra 

Treeless Orkney 

Fire - South African fynbos 

Grazing on African savannah 

Grazing on artificial grasslands 



What is it with men 
and mowing lawns? 

BIG boys 
toys 

Garden lawn 
management 



Grasses are highly competitive 

Grasses grow very strongly in fertile soil, and exclude most 
other flowering plants through dense roots, thatching and 
shading 
 

• Flowers compete better 
in low fertility soil,  

• when the grass is raked 
to reduce  thatching,  

• when the soil surface is 
exposed to allow seeds 
to germinate 
 
 



What is a classic Wildflower Meadow? 

• Meadows are managed for hay cutting 
• Pastures are managed for grazing 

Grassland with a lot of pretty flowers in with the grass 

Both are MANAGED habitats, and are not “natural” 
Without management they revert to grass and then scrub 

Traditional cutting and grazing, and lack of artificial fertiliser, 
kept grass in check, allowing flowers to compete and seed. 

 
Over hundreds of years, these grasslands became biodiverse 



What is a classic Wildflower “Meadow”? 

Meadows are grasslands cut for hay (with ‘aftermath’ grazing) 

Grasses (and flowers) allowed 
to grow tall and seed. 

Annual cuts reduce fertility 
and hence grass dominance; 
grazing opens opportunities 
for seeds 



What is a classic Wildflower “Meadow”? 

Pastures are grasslands ‘cut’ by livestock grazing  

Alpine Pasture 

Traditional 
English Pasture  

LIGHT grazing and poaching keeps 
sward open for flowers 



British Wildflower grasslands are nearly extinct 

98% of flower-rich meadows in 1950 are gone 

• Built on 
• Turned to more profitable arable 
• Indoor grain-fed cattle 
• Sprayed, ploughed and re-seeded 
• Fertilised very heavily 

Applying nitrogen fertiliser boosts yield up 
to 20x – and the grass growth is so strong 
it eliminates all broad-leaved plants. 

Modern pastures are 
very productive, but 
you won’t find many 
plants other than 
modern ryegrass blends 



Management 
Zero Intensive Extensive 
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Grassland Management and biodiversity 
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How do wildflower meadows work? 

To be rich in flowers, a grassland needs: 
 
• Management to prevent shrub and tree colonisation 
• Low to moderate fertility so competitive grasses don’t have the 

advantage 
• Removal of dead grass material to avoid thatching 
• Regular removal of enough living grass to limit their natural 

competitiveness, but allowing flowers to seed 
• Some soil disturbance to let seeds germinate. 

This is what you as a 
gardener have to do 
to create a wildflower 
meadow 

And it’s really 
difficult 



Reproducing a pasture isn’t usually practical in a garden ! 

Garden “meadows” 

Reproducing a traditional meadow  is possible but: 

• Fertility 
• Seed source 
• Time! 
 
 

Highgrove meadow 35 years on 



But what do gardeners really want? 
I suggest: 

Large area-plantings of attractive flowers with or 
without grass, that you can wander in 

Lots of pollinators and other wildlife 

Long season of flowering (not typical of traditional 
meadows) 
 
 
Fairly easy to establish, not too much constant 
management 



Alternatives to traditional meadows 
No-grass solutions: 

• No-grass seed mixtures 
 
• Wildflower turf / earth 
 
• Annual “Arable weeds“ 
seeding 
 
• Tapestry lawn 
 
 

 
Lionel Smith’s PhD work Reading and RHS 
http://www.grassfreelawns.co.uk/ 



Alternatives to traditional meadows 
No-grass solutions: 
Lawn enhancement: 

•No weedkiller or fertiliser! 
  
•Reduced area of mowing 
along desire lines 
 
•Clobber grass with Yellow 
Rattle 
 
•Plant bulbs and plugs 
 
 
 

Camassia quamash 



Alternatives to traditional meadows 
No-grass solutions:  
The Merton Borders, Oxford Botanic 
Gardens 
 

Something completely 
different: large scale 
perennial beds planted with 
drought-resistant prairie style 
plants from three 
biogeographic regions. 

James Hitchmough 
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 Jenny Steel  
Ecologist, writer, wildlife gardening expert and tutor  

www.jennysteel.co.uk  
Jenny is a plant ecologist by training who has had a great 
passion for natural history and gardening since childhood.  
After being involved in research at Oxford University for 
20 years, she established the Wildlife Gardening Centre, a 
plant nursery specialising in British native wildflowers, 
shrubs and other wildlife-friendly garden plants. She is a 
speaker, a freelance writer and author of books on 
wildlife gardening.  
She now lives in South Shropshire where she has a 2-acre 
wildlife garden. 

http://www.jennysteel.co.uk/
http://www.jennysteel.co.uk/


MAKING GARDEN MEADOWS 



1. Creating a meadow on bare soil. 

This was the field behind Jenny’s house when she moved in. 



…and 5 years later 



1. Know your soil – is it fertile? 
2. Preparing the area – well!  
3. Ensure your seed is native 
4. Add extras 

Remember, your seed 
mix will be 80% native 

grasses  



There are now over 500 
Common Spotted Orchid 

around the garden 

Field Scabious 

Common Spotted 
Orchid 

Yellow Rattle 



HOW TO SOW – seed/soil contact is important 
PROTECTION – from birds 

TIMING – Sow in Sept/Oct or March/April 
SOWING RATE – 5g per m2 



Sow Yellow Rattle in autumn – 
it needs the winter cold for it to 
germinate in spring. 



YEAR 1. EARLY ESTABLISHERS 

Ox-eye Daisy 



Over time perennials will 
establish and spread 



MAINTENANCE – 
WHEN AND HOW 

Meadows must be cut and thoroughly raked every year  



You can also mow and remove 
cuttings in early spring 



MOW EDGES AND PATHS 



MEADOWS AND WILDLIFE - Mammals 

Dense, undisturbed meadow grass provides food and shelter  
for a huge variety of wildlife 

Fox Weasel (above) and Stoat 

Hedgehog Bank Vole 



Native meadow flowers provide nectar 
and pollen for bees, butterflies and 

many other invertebrates 

Small Tortoiseshell Common 
Knapweed 



Knapweed – one of 
the best meadow 
plants for butterflies 

High Brown 
Fritillary 

Clouded Yellow 



Some meadow 
plants provide 
seeds for birds… 

…such as sorrels and knapweeds 



Meadows provide shelter for 
amphibians after breeding 



Gatekeeper 

Meadow Brown 

Ringlet 
Wall Brown 

Meadows provide breeding places for the ‘brown’ butterflies 

Marbled White(yes, a ‘brown!’) 



2. MAKING MINI-MEADOWS 
or ‘Pop-Up’ Meadows….. 

What sort of grass do you have? 



SELFHEAL 

Creeping Buttercup 

Flowering species you might find 

Self-heal Daisy 

Germander Speedwell 



MOSS IS GOOD! 

THESE SPECIES MAY INDICATE THAT YOU COULD 
MAKE A ‘POP-UP’ MEADOW 



WHY ARE THEY ‘POP-UP’ MEADOWS AND WHAT 
WILDLIFE WILL THEY ATTRACT? 





3. Planting into Existing ‘Rough’ Grass  

Meadow Cranesbill 



PLANTS FOR ROUGH GRASS 

Common Knapweed Meadowsweet Marjoram 

Common Sorrel Tufted Vetch Cowslip Red Clover 

Yellow Rattle 



1. Sown meadows – cut in late summer/autumn. Remove all hay after 
drying.  Mow in early spring to reduce fertility 

2. Pop-up Meadows – cut after flowering – do not leave for too long. 
Once flowering has finished take back into mowing regime. 

3. Rough Meadows – important to cut at least once but can be left 
through the winter as wildlife shelter and cut in early spring. 

RECAP ON 
MAINTENANCE 
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James Hewetson-Brown 
Managing Director, Wildflower Turf Limited  

 
James has spent his working lifetime in agriculture. His 
interest in biodiversity led to the development of the 
concept of Wildflower Turf in 2003, now the UK’s 
leading specialist supplier.  
James has a practical and pragmatic approach to his 
wildflower thinking. From gardens to parks, he has 
helped develop many wildflower spaces giving him a 
unique insight into the realistic requirements for 
successful results. He conducts Open Days at the 
Wildflower Turf Nursery in North Hampshire and 
regularly gives presentations and talks on the subject 
to a wide variety of audiences.  



Wildflower Spaces:  
 

 

 

A presentation by James Hewetson-Brown, Managing 
Director of Wildflower Turf Limited 

 

A practical insight for their design and 
implementation 



Wildflower Turf Ltd production site 
Soil-less turf production 1983  

Wildflowers introduced 2003 

150,000m² production capacity  

2nd site in Yorkshire 

Introduction | History | Planning  | Type | Establishment | General | Case Studies | Conclusion 

Pioneers of soil-less turf 
Weed suppressing  

Weed free 

Strong 

Lightweight 

This talk is about the PRACTICALITIES of establishing and maintaining a wildflower 
meadow. In our work, we’ve seen what works and what doesn’t  
I want to take out RISK and GUARANTEE success for Landscape Professionals 
 



Wildflower Turf 

Soil-less benefits 

An extensive biodiverse range of products 

Guaranteed and risk free results 

Introduction | History | Planning  | Type | Establishment|| General | Case Studies | Conclusion 

Wildflower Turf suppliers to 

London 2012 

Opening Ceremony  

Athletes’ Village 

From green roofs to species rich lawns 

QEOP 50,000m² biodiverse meadow  



Training and expertise 

Introduction | History | Planning  | Type | Establishment | General | Case Studies | Conclusion 

Meadows from seed just don’t 
work for many people – 
landscapers are reluctant to 
install meadows this way. We 
introduced training and have 
had significant uptake. 
 



Practical planning 

Avoid very weedy sites 

Think of access for prep, install and maintenance 

Shady sites 

Introduction | History | Planning  | Type | Establishment | General | Case Studies | Conclusion 



Make the area look INTENTIONAL! 

Use Paths and defined edges 

Introduction | History | Planning  | Type | Establishment | General | Case Studies | Conclusion 



Native Perennial Wildflowers 

A true Wildflower Meadow 

Great for wildlife 

Lasts forever  

But subtle colours and relatively short flowering 

 

Introduction | History | Planning  | Type | Establishment | General | Case Studies | Conclusion 



Non-Native Perennial Mix 

Relatively short lived 

Aims for more colour 

We’re working on it! 

Introduction | History | Planning  | Type | Establishment | General | Case Studies | Conclusion 



Annual Mix 

One year only, but very colourful 

Needs re-establishing each year 

Weed ingress and species domination  

Introduction | History | Planning  | Type | Establishment | General | Case Studies | Conclusion 



Realistic Expectations for any Meadow 

People need to realise that a meadow isn’t wall to wall 

colour 12 months of the year 

 

Introduction | Why Wildflowers | Why Urban | Delivering Success | Conclusion 



Naturalising – ‘no mow’ do nothing! 

Introduction | History | Planning  | Type | Establishment | General | Case Studies | Conclusion 

You can just let the grass grow – but it’s very slow, and has very little species diversity 

It’s not easy to improve an area due to grass competition 

But it is very cheap  



Seeding 

Introduction | History | Planning  | Type | Establishment | General | Case Studies | Conclusion 

Risk is high 

Sowing rate is critical. 

Follow up weeding is 

REQUIRED – which 

needs identification skills. 

So it is time consuming 

and slow to work. 

 



Wildflower Turf 

Introduction | History | Planning  | Type | Establishment | General | Case Studies | Conclusion 

•Soil-less 

•Competitive  

•Guaranteed 



Wildflower Earth 

Introduction | History | Planning  | Type | Establishment | General | Case Studies | Conclusion 

•  Needs preparation with 
glyphosate 
• Speedy to install, but must 
be done by professionals. 
• Not suited to v weedy sites 
• Expect colour to be short 
lived. 



Installation 

Introduction | History | Planning  | Type | Establishment | General | Case Studies | Conclusion 



Maintenance 

Introduction | History | Planning  | Type | Establishment | General | Case Studies | Conclusion 

• It’s important to do 

something 

• It mainly involves a cutting 

regime 

• But you may need to do 

some spot spraying or hand 

weeding 

• Be patient 

• Experiment! 



Enhancing 

Introduction | History | Planning  | Type | Establishment | General | Case Studies | Conclusion 

• Collect seed locally and distribute 

(oversow) the same day – 

RECORD what works.  

 

• Plugs. Fewer but bigger 

 

• Bulbs – use those sympathetic to 

a wildflower meadow meadow. 

Either scatter or concentrate in 

drifts – you are the designers! 



Urban pocket park DESIGNED & INSTALLED BY LOCAL 
RESIDENTS in Ealing  

 

“Thank you. Both the turf and the earth are just 
fantastic. I am lucky that I live opposite and 
managed to get a hose from my back garden to 
the meadow. It was actually quite nice being out 
there watering as I could monitor the feedback 
and answer questions.  Meadow changing by 
the day and changes across the site which is 
interesting.  Our community love this space and 
we just see people with smiles on their faces. 
People are walking through and sitting who 
never would have walked through or stopped in 
this space before.  We also have an increasing 
insects bird and bee population and a stag 
beetle was seen !!!   

  
 

 

Introduction | History | Planning  | Type | Establishment | General | Case Studies | Conclusion 



Athletes Village/East Village, Stratford 

Pressure on space | Money Talks! | Wildlife can prevail 

 

Introduction | History | Planning  | Type | Establishment | General | Case Studies | Conclusion 



What to take away: 

• THE BOOK! 

• How to Make a Wildflower Meadow: Tried-And-Tested Techniques That 

Really Work, by James Hewetson-Brown 

• THE DEMAND FOR WILDFLOWERS 

o Massive interest in biodiversity and wild flower development 

o The regulatory framework to deliver biodiversity will increase  

• THE OPPORTUNITY WITH WILDFLOWERS 

 

Introduction | History | Planning  | Type | Establishment | General | Case Studies | Conclusion 

o Design Opportunities o Low Maintenance 

o Wildlife Friendly o Chemical Free 

o Pollution Mitigation o Drought Tolerant 



What to take away: 

• KNOWLEDGE 

o 95% is establishment 

o Manage expectations  

• THERE IS A RISK FREE SOLUTION 

o Training available 

o Embracing new technologies and ideas 

• THE VISION … 

o Extensive planting of wildflowers for wildlife and people to enjoy 

 

Introduction | History | Planning  | Type | Establishment | General | Case Studies | Conclusion 
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Stuart Ball  
John Chambers Wildflowers Sales Manager  
www.johnchamberswildflowers.co.uk  

 I grew up in Suffolk with a keen interest in all things 
to do with wildlife  
My personal enthusiasm has led me to me now 
heading up John Chambers Wildflowers and 
spreading the word on British native wild flowers, 
after John himself retired in 2013.  
I’ve had the opportunity over the last few years to 
hone my specialism in native wild flowers, advising 
and leading clients, from owners of small gardens 
who are interested in ‘doing their bit’ for pollinating 
insects, up to private estates and large landscaping 
contractors as they create what will eventually 
become new meadows of native wild flowers for the 
future.  

http://www.johnchamberswildflowers.co.uk/
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An introduction to John Chambers….. 
John Chambers was involved in the founding 
of a British Native Wildflower seed trade from 
it’s inception in the 1970’s. Along with a 
handful of his grass seed industry colleagues 
at the time, he realised that unless something 
could be done to try to assist Native British 
species of flora and fauna, we would lose 
more and more species at an increasing rate. 
 
 



Britain has lost 97–99% of its Wildflower 
Meadows since the middle of the 20th Century! 

  

Although wildflowers by their very 
description of wild, they will NOT just 
grow anywhere.  
 
To establish any successful planting, 
understanding the environment you are 
planting into is critical but even more so 
with wildflowers.  



Wildlife-friendly seed mixes… 
• Most wildflower mixes contain species that are useful to many 

types of wildlife… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Some of the most useful seed mixes tend to include native 
species of native provenance, including some of the everyday 
species that many of us take for granted  

 



Soil types & Wildflowers… 

It is important to consider soil type and environmental 
factors when selecting a wildflower mixture. 

 

 

 

 

We take this into account when creating our mix 
recipes, along with including suitable wildlife-friendly 
species so that all mixes are useful to our pollinators 

and other familiar wildlife. 

 



Some examples… 

Clay soils – Bird’s-foot Trefoil, Knapweed, Lady’s 
Bedstraw, Selfheal, Yarrow 

Dry, sandy soils – Black Medick, Bladder 
Campion, Viper’s-bugloss, Wild Carrot, Yellow 
Rattle 

Woodland/shade mix – Bellflower, Foxglove, 
Hedge Garlic, Ragged-robin, Upright Hedge-
Parsley 

 



Butterfly mixes 

Butterflies often lay their eggs 
on a specific food source, so a 
lack of one species of flora 
can have a profound effect on 
the diversity of Butterfly 
species.  

• Eg. – Common Blue & 
Bird’s-foot Trefoil 

 

 



Butterfly mixes 
Other clear relationships 
exist between adult 
butterflies and native 
wildflower species, 
examples include –  

• Orange-tip = Garlic 
Mustard  

We include a wide range 
of species in our butterfly 
mix, to satisfy the needs 
of larvae and adults. 

 



For Bumblebees… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wild Red Clover & Small Scabious 



Bumblebee mixes 

We have over 25 species of bumblebee in the UK and they have 
varying lengths of tongue  

 

 

 

 

 

To account for this, we include a good mix of open and 
tube-shaped flowers so that the nectar is accessible for all! 



For Honeybees… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Viper’s-bugloss & Common Poppy 

 



Honeybee mixes 
There is only 1 species of Honeybee in the UK 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
They have a short tongue, so feed from mainly open 

flowers. 



For Garden Birds… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Teasel & Wild Carrot 



Wild Bird mixes 

Seed mixes are made with 
cleaned seed, but…. 

…Goldfinches and many 
other birds will benefit if you 
allow flowerheads to go to 

seed 
 



For Bats…yes, Bats! 

Bats are important pollinators, feeding on dusk-
flying insects, which are attracted to night-

scented wildflowers! 

 

 

 

 

Bladder Campion & Wild Marjoram 



Why do Bats need Wildflowers? 

• Bats require lots of energy for flying & 
collecting prey and can consume up to one 
third of their weight per night; wildflower 
helps to attract the prey for them 

• Feast & famine – the level of insect activity 
decreases in temperatures under 10 degrees 
C, so bats must take advantage in good 
conditions & wildflowers can help maintain a 
healthy population of insects 



By the water… 

Pond or Water-edge… 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Yellow Flag Iris, Hemp-agrimony & Meadowsweet 



Cornfield Mixes 
A simple mix of native annual and short-lived perennial flower 

species can be an effective food source 

 

 

 

 
 

Sow a mix including Common Poppy, Cornflower, Field Forget-me-
not, White Campion & others every year to re-create a colourful 

display with benefits! 



Perennial meadows: Basics & tips… 

• Spend as much time as possible on planning & 
preparation before sowing…Autumn sowings 
often produce stronger results 

• Remove any unwanted plants & allow any 
remaining seed bank to germinate, before 
removing these again… 

• Prepare a nice tilth to receive the seed & roll 
or press into the soil after sowing, to ensure 
good contact and moisture transferral… 



Tips…Manage Expectations… 
 

It can take a good few years for a wildflower meadow to come to 
fruition and the first 2-3 years can seem relatively lacking in colour. 
 

Below is a site that was sown spring 2015 and how it looked early 
summer 2016... 
 
 
 
 
 



Basics & tips… 

• Spring Meadow – cut back end of June & graze or 
continue to cut back into the winter months 
when growth stops/slows to a crawl. 

• Summer Meadow – Leave uncut from late spring 
through to September or sometimes later. 

• Keep fertility down by removing all 
cuttings/clippings after EVERY cut, otherwise soil 
conditions will start to favour just a few species of 
coarse grasses. 

 



Tips…Yellow-rattle… 

• Try growing Yellow Rattle plants… 
they are semi-parasitic, feeding 
off the roots of grasses. It can 
help to suppress the grass sward, 
which acts as an aid to wildflower 
establishment!  

• An annual wildflower, they self-
seed proficiently & carry on their 
good work year after year! 

 



John Chambers Wildflower Seed 
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