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THROUGH THE HEDGEROW: 
‘IROKI’ – THE ESTATE OF MICHAEL & JUDY STEINHARDT 

By Sue Grumet, Master Gardener Volunteer 
 
Hedge fund billionaire Michael Steinhardt has been quoted as saying that of all the material 
possessions he has amassed throughout his lifetime, the only one he truly values is his Mount 
Kisco estate. After touring this impressive holding and all that it has to offer, it is easy to see 
why. Encompassing roughly 60 acres of land bordering the Croton reservoir in Westchester 
County, this property showcases some of the most diverse and concentrated collections of 
exotic trees, shrubs, plants, birds, waterfowl, and animals.  This is truly a “hedge fund” of a 
different sort, made up not of the currency of Wall Street, but of Mother Nature. 
 
One of the many outstanding collections in this Steinhardt estate “portfolio” are the 450 varieties 
of Japanese maples that are showcased on eight acres of this property. Rare, delicate, and 
beautiful, these specimens are exhibited throughout the grounds and give the visitor the feeling 
of being in a tranquil Japanese landscape. Several of these maples are more than 100 years 
old, and have been carefully relocated to the property from other sites. It is Interesting to note 
that the name of this estate - “Iroki” - 
means “the spirit of beauty” in Japanese. 
Original owner and American writer 
Theodore Dreiser gave it this name back 
in 1937 when he lived on the property, 
and it seems fitting that a place 
characterized by such a lovely identity 
has now become home to hundreds of 
trees that originate from Japan.  The early 
Dreiser residence burned to the ground in 
the 1940’s, but the ruins of that building 
and its arched entranceway have been 
incorporated by Michael and Judy 
Steinhardt into a charming garden of 
stone pillars and chimneys that support 
various vines, perennials, and trailing 
plants. 
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To navigate these extensive grounds one must pass 
through open fields and cloistered, cathedral-like 
forests.  It is just this contrast between bright and 
sunny and dark and cool that makes each area stand 
out and feel extraordinary.  While the open areas are 
skillfully orchestrated, it is in the shadowy glens of the 
forest that the real magic of this place is felt.  
Towering maple trees stretch to the skies, many of 
them sheathed like flowery brides in lacey climbing 
hydrangeas. One can only imagine what this place 
must look like when these flowers are in bloom, 
lighting up their tall towers and illuminating the 

surrounding woods.  Here you will find dramatic rock 
outcroppings, gurgling brooks, ferneries, secret paths, and an 
enchanted fairy-tale rope bridge that crosses a tranquil stream.  
In the distance the sounds of bird song and waterfalls lure you 
over a curving wooden bridge, and there, in the middle of a 
shadowed clearing is a pond and aviary that is filled to capacity 
with every exotic type of waterfowl imaginable. 
 
There are black and white swans with dramatic orange beaks, 
exotic geese with impossibly colorful plumage, ducks, guinea 
fowl, and cranes – the inventory of these feathered beauties 
(over 75 varieties) would rival many large metropolitan zoos.  It 
truly feels and sounds as though you have been dropped into a 
tropical rainforest, and as tempting as it is to linger here, the 
pathway through the woods beckons.  After rounding a hill, you 
come upon a large area under the trees that is carpeted with 
the greenest, most extensive and luxurious moss. (Elizabeth 
Gilbert’s character Alma Whittaker would have a field day here) Our guide, estate horticulturist 
Graham Glauber, tells us that this moss grows here naturally, (there is so much of it!) and that 
except for an occasional hand weeding, it thrives where many other plants could not. 
 
Back out into the sunshine again there is an open roadway that travels beside paddocks filled 
with the most unusual and interesting animals.  Albino wallabies (!) scamper over to greet us, 
and in the distance you can see emus, ostriches, deer, kangaroos, and llamas.  One will also 
find camels, zebras, capybaras, as well as a flamingo pond compound featuring an island 

treehouse that is home to a pair of squirrel 
monkeys. There is a tortoise pen which houses 
numerous specimens of these huge and slow 
moving creatures, as well as a fenced area that 
quarters exotic serval cats.  In total, the 
Steinhardts have over 200 species of animals 
here, and that is not counting the waterfowl.  
Graham informs us that some of these animals, 
like the tortoises, are “snowbirds” that are trucked 
down to Florida to get out of our cold New York 
winters. How lucky can you get? 
 
Actually, pretty lucky indeed, since the housing for 
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the animals that remain for the winter is quite plush.  There are twin barns that are beautifully 
executed in stone, wood, and glass, and in addition to being aesthetically gorgeous are also 
temperature controlled for comfort.  One will also find a watchtower hayloft that houses a pair of 
owls (with an owl weathervane) as well as potting sheds, party rooms, and greenhouses 
populated with resident monkeys. 
 
And lest you think that this is all fun and 
games, there are also very serious 
vegetable, fruit, and berry gardens here 
which produce an abundance of crops 
for the family and workers.  There is a 
cutting garden too, and since Judy 
Steinhardt is very fond of dahlias, many 
varieties are trailed and grown here to 
decorate the house for special charity 
events and entertaining.  An alpine 
rockery is also featured, and decorative 
garden sculpture is everywhere. 
 
One of my favorite features of this 
amazing garden/zoo/estate/arboretum is that everything here is labeled.  If a plant or tree (or 
animal!) catches your fancy, there is a metal marker next to it which will give you its Latin name.  
How wonderful for those of us who might want to duplicate a certain look or combination of 
plants, but can’t identify them?  This is truly a terrific educational element for both the serious 
and casual gardener.  
 
The Steinhardt estate was part of the Garden Conservatory’s Open Days program on Saturday, 
November 1st, and you can expect the Japanese maples were in their full autumnal splendor 
then. This estate is also one of the first gardens to be opened for tours in the spring, so be sure 
to check their 2015 schedule.  Regardless of the season, this garden is definitely another one 
for the “Bucket List”, so be sure to catch the tour when it opens again. 
 

THE ICING ON THE CAKE: 
HOW TO TOP OFF AN EXCELLENT FALL CLEAN-UP 

By Chris Ferrero, Master Gardener Volunteer 

Sometimes I think the more enthusiasm you expend on your gardening throughout the growing 
season; the less energy is left for fall clean-up. This is the time of the year most gardeners 
wonder where all their enthusiasm went.  And it's very easy to imagine you can put off garden 
clean-up till spring. 

But the best start next spring depends on finding a little more energy now.  Just a few steps in 
the garden can make spring that much more joyful: 
1. Pull all those annuals.   Whether or not recent frosts have killed them, now is the time to add 

them to your compost pile.  You may also consider overwintering the sturdier varieties. 
Some serve as able houseplants, such as some begonias. Others such as geraniums can 
spend a dormant winter in the basement. And some herbs can continue to serve from your 
kitchen windowsill. 

2. Pull tender bulbs, corms and rhizomes - your cannas and calla lilies, gladiolas and dahlias. 
Cut off the top growth and let them dry out before storing them in a cool dry place indoors.  
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3. Cut back most perennials to the ground, except for the late bloomers like Buddleia (butterfly 
bush) and Caryopteris (blue mist shrub). These woody plants, and more tender perennials 
like lavender and mums shouldn't be cut until late spring when they "break wood". That 
means you shouldn't prune them until you see new growth on the wood, or from the ground. 
(The dead wood can offer winter deer protection, too.) Some gardeners like to leave a few 
plants like Echinacea (coneflower) for winter interest and to feed the birds, but you have to 
know those same seeds will germinate more plants in your spring garden. 

4. Here's the icing:  As the leaves fall from your tree canopy, instead of carting them off, 
chop them up and use them to mulch your gardens.  Whole leaves, especially oak, take 
too long to break down and can actually produce a garden" mat" that prevents moisture and 
nutrition from getting to your plants' roots.  But chopping them small makes them very easy 
to work with, and starts the decomposition process that adds organic matter to your soil. 

There are many ways to chop your leaves. If you have just a few, rake them into long rows and 
run over them with a lawn mower a few times. But if you have dozens of tarps to haul, as we do, 
it may be worth the investment in a free-standing mulcher or shredder to do the job. Leaves 
mulch down nicely in volume - by about two-thirds - making it easy if you need to stockpile them 
in a corner of your garden to await freezing temps later in the fall, to give roots a chance to go 
dormant before being mulched.  

         
 

 
 
 
The benefits of fall cleanup and mulching with chopped leaves are many: 
-- You prevent any diseases or fungi from wintering over in place (as well as mice and other 
nesting intruders). 
-- You add organic matter to the soil, and the same time prevent germination of many weed 
seeds in the spring.  
-- You give all your perennials and shrubs extra root protection, especially in winters where they 
withstand sub-freezing temps without the benefit of constant snow cover. Perennials like 
Heuchera that are prone to heaving especially benefit. 
-- In the end it looks so clean and neat!  In fact, come spring, you're presented with a "clean 
palette" that will inspire you anew. Once your now-thriving perennials fill in and you've inter-
planted your annuals, the only use for traditional mulch should be to edge your beds for a 
finished look. 

Let's get outdoors and finish that fall clean-up!   
 

Before fall cleanup After fall cleanup 
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AUTUMN LEAVES  
By Joyce Tomaselli, CCEDC Community Horticulture Educator 

 
It’s a beautiful, somewhat sad, and busy time of year, in the context of our autumn leaves.  
The beauty of our colorful leaves is caused by something called senescence - an ordered series 
of events which allow trees to conserve resources, prepare for a 
dormant period, and shed inefficient tissues. Shorter days and 
cooler temperatures cause leaves to stop their food making 
process. Nutrients such as phosphorus and nitrogen are 
withdrawn from the leaves and stored in the tree or shrub’s wood. 
Less sun causes less chlorophyll production. As the green fades, 
other colors dominate.   

The sadness of the falling leaves and bare trees is caused by 
abscission – the process by which a plant drops one or more of 
its parts. The place where a leaf’s petiole is connected to the tree 
is called the abscission zone. It is a built-in weak point which 
allows the leaves to safely fall off. The reduced chlorophyll production causes the abscission 
zone layer to harden. The leaf falls off and then a protective layer seals the wound, preventing 
water from evaporating and bugs from getting in. 

Cleaning up all the fallen leaves keeps up busy for weeks. But we have several cleanup options 
and opportunities to put the downed leaves to good use.  

 
Use your lawn mower to chop up the leaves. Their 
volume can be reduced by up to 75-90%.  A light 
layer of chopped leaves and grass can be safely 
left on the lawn to decompose in place, fertilize 
your lawn, and help prevent turf compaction. If the 
layer is too deep, collect the grass clippings and 
chopped leaves and add them to your compost 
pile.  
 
Chopped leaves are also good mulch for flower 
beds and borders. Un-shredded leaves can 
remain too damp and heavy and cause crown rot 
in some perennials. Rake them out, mow or shred 
them and return them to the bed. 
 

Leaves are always a welcome addition to the compost pile to mix with plant material from 
garden cleanups. If you compost food scraps, store unused leaves in an area close to your 
compost pile as a handy source of “browns” during the winter.     

 
WEB SITES TO VISIT 

 An Illustrated Guide to Pruning Trees and Shrubs 

 Westchester County Love ‘Em and Leave ‘Em 

 CCE Nassau Pruning Trees and Shrubs 

 CCE Rockland Winter Protection of Trees and Shrubs   

 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=web&cd=4&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CDcQFjAD&url=http%3A%2F%2Fecommons.library.cornell.edu%2Fbitstream%2F1813%2F3573%2F2%2FPruning%2520-%2520An%2520Illustrated%2520Guide%2520to%2520Pruning%2520Ornamental%2520Trees%2520and%2520Shrubs.pdf&ei=0vJXVIX3CvDesAS1lYDYAQ&usg=AFQjCNE5XFSprDg_GCszjCLwzsuzUsX7mg
http://www.leleny.org/
http://www.ccenassau.org/hort/fact_sheets/d107_pruning_trees_shrubs.pdf
http://rocklandcce.org/resources/winter-protection-of-trees-and-shrubs
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PLANT ID QUIZ 

                             
 

 
Last month’s clue was: This photo is a little 
sneaky in that there are two plants 
involved. One of them is an invasive 
species in New York, although it is still a 
favorite in many gardens. Do you know 
what it is? 
 
This is a Clematis terniflora vine, known as 
sweet autumn clematis or virgin’s bower, 
growing on a shrub. Its nice fluffy seeds 
travel on the wind. I found it growing on 
the side of the road at least ½ a mile from 
the nearest home, and have seen it trees 
along the Taconic.   

This is another vine originally planted for its 
glossy leaves, which has been classified as 
invasive in a neighboring state. It has yummy 
fruit in fall. You can purchase fruit from a non-
hardy variety of the vine in most grocery 
stores.  
 

 
Need Soil pH Testing? Need Lawn or Plant Diagnosis? 

Have any gardening questions? 
 

 
The Horticulture Hotline, (845) 677-5067 is closed for the season.  Samples for identification 
or diagnosis can be submitted all year long. Visit our Horticulture Diagnostic Lab website for 
reliable resources and information on our services. 

 

Learn more about CCEDC and its activities. Subscribe to our new monthly E-newsletter. Text 
CCEDC to 22828 to get started, or email Nina Doyle at nm62@cornell.edu    

 
HELP SPREAD THE DIRT! Please forward a copy to anyone you think might be interested. To 
be added or removed from our e-mail list, or submit upcoming gardening events, contact Nancy 
Halas at nh26@cornell.edu, www.ccedutchess.org.  
 
 

http://ccedutchess.org/gardening/community-horticulture/horticulture-diagnostic-lab-hotline.php
mailto:nm62@cornell.edu
mailto:nh26@cornell.edu
http://www.ccedutchess.org/
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Websites mentioned in Dutchess Dirt are provided as a courtesy to our readers. Mention of these websites does not imply 
endorsement by Cornell University, Cornell Cooperative Extension or by the author.  
 

 

  

Cornell Cooperative Extension is an employer and educator recognized for valuing AA/EEO, Protected Veterans, and 
Individuals with Disabilities and provides equal program and employment opportunities. 

The programs provided by this agency are partially funded by monies received from the County of Dutchess. 


