Garden Meadows and Wildflower Lawns

Global warming has been much in the news lately, along with el nino and other cataclysmic predictions for the future.  At times this can be so dispiriting.  We would be forgiven for throwing up our hands and exclaiming “What the use of my trying to do anything for the planet’s wildlife?  In the light of all this apathy on the part of corporations etc., my meagre effort would be just a drop in the ocean!”

For those of us working with the welfare of the biosphere close to our hearts, the future does indeed sometimes appear very bleak indeed.  No matter how many times we are knocked down by yet another environmental disaster, we owe it as much to ourselves as individuals, as to the wider planetary family, to pick ourselves up and start over again.

I was asked recently, by a member of Islington Gardeners, about the possibility of a small article on creating a wildflower meadow in the back garden.  Thinking about the very real problem of staying positive when we appear to be witnessing the breakdown of mother-nature’s immune system, it occurs to me that these little pieces may serve as an inspiration to some.  I genuinely hope that this is the case and if we at the Islington Ecology Centre (0207 354 5162) can give any additional advice don’t hesitate to give us a call. 
So why not create a wildflower meadow in your garden?  Probably the most successful method is by introducing pot grown wildflowers into your lawn, but there are a number of options open to you.  You might want to try scarifying (vigorously raking, to the uninitiated!) the lawn with a ‘springbok’ and broadcasting the wildflower seed by hand over the raked area.  
The first thing to decide is whether you want a Spring, or an Autumn flowering meadow.  Obviously, the plants chosen and the subsequent treatment of the area will determine the success or failure of the project.  It is important to choose a species to suit your mowing regime.      

Typically, Spring meadow flowers may include: Cowslip (Primula veris) (currently available at Alexandra Palace Garden Centre – Ed), Self-heal (Ajuga reptans), and Daisy (Bellis perennis).

A Spring meadow requires that mowing initially takes place in March (optional for the sake of tidiness).   It is then left uncut until July, allowing the flowering, pollination and seed dispersal to take place.   Cut to a height of around 100mm (4 ins).  
Summer meadow flowers may include: Field Scabious (Knautia arvensis), Knapweed (Centaurea scabiosa), and Ox-eye Daisy (Leucanthemum vulgare).

A summer meadow should be mown from March regularly, until the end of June, when the late summer flowers come into their own.  Another cut again in September will suffice following the setting of seed.  Cut to a height of 75-100 mm throughout the Spring. 
Another consideration is whether you have a  poor or nutrient rich soil.  Are you working with a friable loam or a heavy London clay?  Talk to your seed supplier to see which flowers are most suitable for your particular garden.  
Remember – once started you will be making a commitment to repeating this cutting regime each year.  Omit to do so for a couple of seasons and the area will begin to lose its diversity.  In the blink of an eye the Plantain (Plantago sp.) and Docks will be muscling in and taking over.
To help reduce the nutrients in your patch, remove all of your lawnmower clippings from the site and compost elsewhere.  A nutrient rich sward will benefit only the more vigorous perennials to the detriment of the less competitive annuals.

Some notable seed suppliers:  John Chambers Seeds, Emorsgate Wild Seeds and the R.H.S on-line nursery.
Don’t let the signs of the times get you down.  Get to work and create a little bit of Monet in your back garden. Your garden may be small, it may only be a window-box, but it’s empowering to be able to do something for what is arguably the single-most important issue facing us today – the loss of species we could have helped.  What’s more, your small square of meadow is potentially part of a much larger area, if enough of us get on board.   
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