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Construction has begun on the $13 million Albany Sky-
way Park on the underutilized Clinton Avenue ramp off 
northbound I-787 and Quay Street, converting it into 
an elevated, landscaped half-mile-long park for pedes-
trians and bicyclists.  

The Skyway will provide safe access from downtown 
Albany to the Hudson River's Corning Riverfront Park 
and connect to the Empire State Trail and the Mohawk 
Hudson Bike Trail. 

City officials will create spaces for public art, entertain-
ment, small pop-up restaurants, and food trucks. 

Albany Mayor Kathy Sheehan said, "The Albany Skyway 
will provide one of the most historically underserved 
census tracts in our region with a revitalized park, new 
economic opportunities, and a welcoming gateway be-
tween the Hudson River waterfront, Clinton Square, 
Arbor Hill, and Sheridan Hollow." 

The Skyway is planned to be similar to the High Line Park, built in 2009 
on an abandoned freight viaduct in lower Manhattan, and now revitaliz-
ing surrounding neighborhoods (see photo). 

To see more photos of the High Line Park click on this link:  https://
www.thehighline.org/photos/gardens/ 

The Albany Skyway Park is scheduled to be open by the end of this year. 
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Being a plant guy, I can’t help but turn any outdoor vacation into a busman’s 

holiday.  On a recent trip to the Pine Creek Rail Trail for a 120 mile bike ride, I 

knew I would enjoy cycling amongst the mountains, seeing the landscape and 

maybe spotting some wildlife.  I also ended up, no surprise, looking at a lot of 

plants.  While much of the flora is the same as we see here in the Hudson Val-

ley, it was fun to spot the differences among the wild plants in “the Grand 

Canyon of Pennsylvania.”   

I was rather skeptical about this loftiest of landscape titles, but Pine Creek does indeed flow through a narrow 

valley up to 1,450 feet deep; standing on top we were above the vultures and fog.  While a good part of the 

area is now protected, it is a site of former widespread devastation.  

In 1798, the first of the giant trees, centuries old, were felled and 

sent downstream to hungry sawmills.  Soon tremendous rafts of 

timber choked the creek.  When the trees near waterways were 

gone, railroads moved in and climbed up the adjacent valleys.  By 

the dawn of the twentieth century, the canyon was stripped bare, 

only thorny brambles and mountain laurel remaining.  Then, in 1903 

wildfire swept through, opening the ground up to landslides.  The 

timber companies made their final profits selling the exhausted land 

to the state.   

Looking at Pine Creek today, it’s hard to imagine the transformation from hell-

on-earth green-cloaked paradise.  Bears, deer and rattlesnakes crossed the trail 

in front of us, and eagles soared overhead.  River birches, with their flakey bark 

of gray, cinnamon, and tan, lined the banks of the creek.  They don’t mind life 

clinging to a streambank or the occasional flood.  Stock-straight sycamores in 

uncountable numbers grew along the trailbed, their trunks like Greek columns 

holding up a leafy canopy.  Tulip trees, their show of yellow and orange flowers 

past but easily identified by their distinctive four-lobed leaves, were another 

species common in the canyon but rarer in our neck of the woods.  Exotic inva-

sives also call the canyon home, including not a few Norway maples and many acres of Japanese bamboo.  

Since I was on holiday, I tried to keep my blood pressure down, but closing one’s eyes isn’t good while riding 

a bike. 

I was especially happy to see rosebay (Rhododendron maximum) growing in its wild state.  The species name 

“maximum” is a great descriptor.  Rosebay easily grows to ten feet high, sometimes 20 or more, and when its 

stems collapse, they root and form colonies up to 25 feet across.  The huge, droopy evergreen leaves have 

been likened to donkey’s ears.  Large clusters of pink buds open to snowy white flowers.  It likes part sun, 

part shade, damp soil that’s not too wet, and may choose to live on rocks or in swamps.  Creating the right 

environment for it would be impossible in my garden, so I gave it my regards in Pennsylvania.       

A Green Grand Canyon 

Text and photos by David Chinery 



It might have been a dream, but I think I remember an old Jeop-

ardy! episode with the category “Alimentary Alliums.”  In it, Alex 

asks, “This rare member of the onion family is found on sea cliffs 

along coastal Cornwall and Dorset” and a contestant volunteers 

“What is Babington’s Leek?”  Given the scores of edible members 

in the Allium tribe, an entire Jeopardy game could be dedicated to 

uncovering the fascinating details of onions, shallots, leeks and gar-

lic.  And let’s not forget chives, Allium schoenoprasum, a plant which 

taught me that some alliums also have beautiful flowers. 

And that is what I’m thinking about today, onions grown not for 

their culinary usefulness but for their value as “eye candy,” which I 

call “ornamental alliums.”  A few weekends ago, I biked through lovely Mills Park in Kinderhook, where a large 

floral display including perennial blue flax, white narcissus and magenta alliums got me to pull over for a closer 

look.  Unfortunately, my firsthand knowledge of ornamental alliums is slight, so I won’t be participating in onion-

themed Jeopardy! anytime soon.  I therefore won’t hazard a guess as to exactly which allium grows in Kinderhook, 

but I must say they were impressive. 

Many ornamental alliums are described as a large ball of small star-shaped flowers in shades of lavender, magenta, 

purple or violet.  These round “umbels” are borne on long, thin green stems, with just a few often non-descript 

leaves at the base.  Allium hollandicum, sometimes called the Persian onion, is a typical of these, growing to between 

one-and-a-half and three feet tall.  The variety ‘Purple Sensation’ has darker flowers and has earned an Award of 

Garden Merit from the Royal Horticultural Society in the United Kingdom.  Allium ‘Globemaster’ is a hybrid 

cross between A. christophii and A. macleanii and is sterile, so it doesn’t spread promiscuously, and grows stems be-

tween three and four feet tall with a lavender sphere on top.  Allium giganteum, which unsurprisingly is called the 

giant allium, boasts softball-sized purple flower clusters on towering stems of five feet.  Despite its grand size, 

sources say it doesn’t need staking.  While these large-type alliums are individually impressive, one solo plant looks 

silly, so garden designers say it is best to plant them in groups of at least five to seven.   

More variations abound.  For blue globes of flowers, 

try Allium caeruleum, which grows to two feet.  Small, 

egg-shaped purple flower heads on very thin stems 

characterize drumstick allium (Allium sphaerocephalon).   

Turkistan onion (Allium karataviense) has fat, attractive 

leaves, floral globes of pale pink, and grows only a 

foot tall.  Lady’s Leek (Allium cernuum) boasts delicate, 

open flower sprays of white, pink or lilac and, like 

most ornamental alliums, needs well-drained soil and 

not wet feet.    Tumbleweed onion, Allium schubertii, 

grows about two feet high and has a loose sphere of 

lavender flowers of varying lengths, giving it the bi-

zarre appearance of a firework or space alien.  It also 

makes a good dried flower.  There are dozens more, 

providing an ornamental onion for every taste.     
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An Onion Grows In Kinderhook 

Text and photos by David Chinery 



A garden is full of elusive forces.  Microscopic Verticillium fungi 
clogging up the roots of a shrub and tiny thrips deforming daylily 
blossoms are better known for the damage they cause than their 
actual selves, since it isn’t easy for us to understand things we 
cannot see.  So when mounds and bumps appear in a lawn, folks must be forgiven for know-
ing little about the mole, whose shyness is in league with reclusive authors and film directors.   
 

Moles are adapted to life underground, and seldom surface to the light of day.  They have 
good hearing but no vision.  They’ve traded two eyes for a pair of extra “thumbs,” giving their 
large, powerful front paws six digits each.  Gifted with living scoops, they can dig tunnels at a 
rate of one foot per minute and may create a subterranean corridor 100 feet long in a single 
day.  All this work is done primarily in search of food.  Moles are carnivores, and will devour 
insect larvae, such as the grubs of Japanese chafers and European chafers, as well as earth-
worms, including the problematic crazy jumping worms.  Their high metabolic rate and pen-
chant for activity makes them eat 70 to 100% of their body weight each day.  Given their po-
tential for destroying exotic, invasive pests, perhaps moles, who are North American natives, 
should be cheered instead of jeered.  And if your hostas, dahlias, potatoes or other garden 
plants lose their root systems, don’t blame the moles.  That destruction is likely due to voles, 
mouse-like vegetarians which live both above and below the soil, and who make use of mole 
tunnels for their own pernicious agendas. 
 

Life underground might seem lonely but moles prefer it that way, remaining solitary except for 
mating. An acre of ground might be home to only one to three moles, although their activity 
makes it seem there are at least a dozen down below.  Mother mole gives birth to three to 
five young in April or May and each may live for three to four years.  New York is home to 
three mole species, the eastern, the hairy-tale, and the star-nosed.  This last one has an amaz-
ing schnoz composed of 22 fleshy fingers which give it unparalleled touch sensitivity and make 
it the fastest-eating mammal, with the ability to identify and ingest prey in as little as 120 mil-
liseconds.    
 

A naturalist friend once said “there are more urban myths about mole management than any 
other animal.”  Home remedies, which include putting lye, pickle juice, gum, rose branches, 
moth balls, smoke bombs, broken glass, or sound or vibration devices into the runs, all have 
their followers, although trappers and biologists generally discount their effectiveness.  Con-
trolling grubs in the lawn is not a panacea, since moles eat earthworms and many other crea-
tures not controlled by grub insecticides.  Mole baits and castor-based repellant have some 
validity, but traps are cited as the most reliable management option.  I’ve trapped a few 
moles, but now prefer to tolerate their damage, encourage their appetite, and save my ire for 
the deer. 
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A Moment On Moles Text by David Chinery 

https://www.caes.uga.edu/news-

events/news/story.html?storyid=8171&story=Mole-Control 
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Look Out, Squash Plants! 

Text and photos by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Richard Demick 

 

We’ve made 2021 “The Year of The Squash” at the Master Garden-
er Demonstration Garden, located at the Robert C. Parker School 
on Route 43 in North Greenbush.  While we are anticipating a 
good harvest, if you’ve grown squashes before you know that there 
are a bunch of hungry pests just waiting to eat your plants.  If you 
haven’t, here are a few of them. 

Squash vine borers (top photo) - emerge from the soil in late June 
or early July.  They are a 1/2 inch moth with an orange abdomen 
and black wings.  They lay their eggs at the base of the squash 
plant just above the soil.  When the eggs hatch, the white larva tun-
nel into the stem.  The plants can look fine for a few weeks, but 
then all of a sudden they wilt and die.  The borers don’t seem to 
bother butternut as much so you might try growing a variety such 
as ‘Waltham’ butternut if you find this pest in your gar-
den.  Checking the base of the plant daily, or wrapping the stem 
with aluminum foil can help.   

Squash bugs (middle photo) - emerge from the soil in early 
June.  They are about 5/8 of an inch long and dull gray with a hard 
shield-like back.  They lay their reddish bronze eggs on the under-
sides of the leaves, usually in a triangular pattern between the veins 
of the leaves.  When the eggs hatch, they first look like ghosty little 
spiders and begin sucking the juice from the leaves and possibly 
transmitting diseases.  The leaves turn crispy brown and die.  You 
can hand-pick the adults and crush the eggs in your fingers. 

Striped cucumber beetles (bottom photo) - emerge from the soil in 
late May or early June.  They are about 1/5 of an inch long with 
black and yellow stripes.  They feed on the blossoms and foliage, 
mate and then lay their eggs in the soil at the base of the plants.  
The larva feed on the roots and then emerge as adults later in the 
season.  While feeding, the beetles can transmit diseases as well. 
Cucumbers are much more susceptible to the disease, but it can 
weaken or damage squash plants or fruits.  

Using floating row covers can help with these pests.  The tricky 
part is that once the plants begin to flower, the covers need to be removed so pollination can occur.  If you are 
direct seeding your squash, this might work to your advantage, because the covers can be left on through the peri-
od when these pests are emerging.  I’m going to try and leave the cover on until mid June and see what happens.  
I’m hoping that the squash that form then will have enough time to mature before the fall.  Please experiment any 
way you like and also, please share any tricks you know of. 

Squash has not been planted at the Demo Garden for a few years, so hopefully those pests are not waiting in the 
soil.  This is an advantage of crop rotation.  You are welcome to check out the plants and the rest of the lovely 
gardens at the Demonstration Garden anytime during daylight hours. 

Text by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Nancy Scott 

https://site.extension.uga.edu/bull

och/2017/06/managing-squash-

vine-borer/ 
https://site.extension.uga.edu/bulloch/2017/06/ma

naging-squash-vine-borer/ 

https://extension.umn.edu/fruit-and-vegetable-

insects/squash-bugs 

https://entnemdept.ufl.edu/creatures/VEG/BEA

N/striped_cucumber_beetle.html 



I once attended a meeting in a church basement.  It went something like 
this. 
 

A man stood up.  “My name is John, and I am a hosta-a-holic.  It started 
three years ago when a friend gave me two plants whose names I didn’t 
even know.  As I started buying hostas in our local nursery, the lawn, then 
the vegetable garden, gave way.  I have 150 hostas now, and I feel that I 
need each new leaf color and pattern that comes out.  My life is not my 
own, but for some reason I am happy.”  He sat down. 
 

Then a woman spoke.  “Hi John.  I’m Mary.  I’m addicted to internet hosta shop-
ping.  The UPS truck comes to my house twice, three times a day.  I’m in debt to 
my hostas.  I even tried growing some in my living room over the winter.  Wanna 
make some trades?” 
 

Hostas mean different things to different people.  Landscapers plant multiples of 
odd numbers of inexpensive hostas in shady spaces.  Gardeners think hostas are 
great companions for other shade plants, such as epimediums, ferns, and astilbes.  
Hostas look good from spring emergence to frost, have few pests (if you either 

don’t have slugs or can handle them) and require little maintenance.  Older varieties, which have passed the test of 
time, can be had in the ten to twenty dollar range, and there is little reason to pay over thirty.   
 

But hostas make a psychic connection to some folks that sets off a collecting 
gene.  Each variety’s variation in leaf texture, size, shape, or coloration cre-
ates a new must-have plant.  A burning desire to grow each novel introduc-
tion develops, and with nurseries cranking out dozens offerings each year, 
the pace to keep up is hectic.  Only when space is limiting (i.e., everything is 
covered in hostas except where the house sits) will out-of-date types be 
moved into friends and neighbors yards in favor of incoming purchases.  
These can be $50, $100 or more per plant; bidding at a hosta society auction 
reportedly once topped $1,200, a real Sotheby’s moment.   
 

Collectors do not tell their spouses how much their hostas cost or share financial statements unless the spouse is 
also a hosta-a-holic.  They would also rather have one new special plant than three less special ones for the same 
money.  Needless to say, in the collector’s garden the perfect companion plant for a hosta is another hosta.   

 

If you are new to hostas or want to see if you have the collecting gene, here are some 
ways to get started.  Since many hostas look similar, use the ten foot rule:  each hosta 
you acquire should look distinct from that distance.  Experts estimate there are maybe 
500 ten foot hostas, providing plenty to choose from.  Or, seek out the American 
Hosta Growers Society’s “Hosta Of The Year” (for 2021 it is called ‘Rainbow’s 
End’).  If nothing else plant my old favorites:  ‘Striptease,’ ‘Krossa Regal,’ ‘Sum and 
Substance’ and ‘Patriot’ will never let you down. 

 

Now that the Pandemic is waning, I’ll see you in the base-
ment. 
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Held Hostage by Hostas 

By David Chinery 



 

“Everything Else 
You Wanted To 

Know About 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer County presents: 

This program was recorded as part of the “Lunch In The Garden” free webinar series on Zoom 
and can be found on YouTube (search for the Cornell Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer 
County channel).  Watch it and join Dave Jennings for an informative presentation on every-
thing you always wanted to know about hostas but didn’t know who to ask.  He shows great 
photos and discusses how hostas get their names; what’s so special about hostas; illustrates 
assorted sizes, colors, textures and unique characteristics; and talks about the Hosta of the 
Year Award and landscape placement.  He also discusses companion plants; propagation; pest 
problems, and growing hostas in containers.   

Use this link to reach the YouTube recording:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kGWyHD8zbIU 

Or search for the Cornell Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer County Channel on YouTube 



Gardening has always been an important part of my life. Not only be-
cause I like to eat, which I do, but because culinary art is about nutrition 
and health, as well as the art of presenting food and enjoying it. It’s the 
health part of nutrition that has a lot to do with growing food, because 
healthy food can only be produced from healthy soil.  

We live in the city on a lot 25 feet wide by 130 feet deep. It’s a typical 
lot size for any city in the northeast with all the neighbors on the street 
having the same dimensions, except for an occasional house that may 
have a double lot, or an additional quirky triangle shaped corner piece.  

So, with the house taking up about 60 feet, the patio another 15’, park-
ing off the alley 20 feet more -that’s 95 of the 130 feet so far - add a small patch of grass and two ornamental trees and there 
isn’t much space left over for gardening.  

Even so, I manage to find two spaces for veggies. One is a patch 4’x’4’ in a wood timber frame 
and another about twice that size.  Then for flowering plants, Jane has various spaces on both 
sides along the fence. 

It’s really a matter of locating the just-right habitat in which to grow carrots, beets, onions and 
scallions, peppers, eggplants, tomatoes, pole beans, swiss chard and various leafy types like lettuce, 
kale and turnip greens… within this compact multi-use footprint. 

In all of this, the soil is of prime importance. Good soil needs lots of organic matter to make it 
friable. It’s dirt with the added value of biodegradable plant material. I use last years’ leaves, wood 
chips, and composted kitchen scraps, including mango pits, and animal manure. A friend of mine 
brings by bags of rabbit droppings every now and then. And don’t worry about mixing it in too 
much. Leave that to the earth worms. They do most of the work. Any soil that provides a home 
for these working wonders is good healthy soil. This is why organic gardeners are reluctant to use 

insecticides containing any kind of poison which in turn might discourage our hardworking worm population. 

By the way, I have discovered that the healthier the soil, the fewer the problems we have with pests. 

People say I have a green thumb. Not so! I just spend a few minutes a day in the backyard thinking about what needs to be 
done next. I’m just out there often watching as plants poke through the surface, maybe pull a weed or two. It’s really more 
about dirt under the fingernails than the color of the thumb. 

And then there is the magic ingredient: compost. No garden can be successful without it. 
This is the primo supplier of organic matter that makes healthy soil. It is nothing more than 
any material which will decompose over time like banana peels, egg shells, coffee grounds, 
wood chips, and all your kitchen scraps. We collect them in a ceramic jar on the kitchen 
counter.  Rather than toss this valuable material into the trash we add it to the compost bin 
where in the presence of sun, rain and air it will pick up the task, with newly acquired im-
portance, now as a sponge-like nitrogen consumer. 

Even though we add material to the bin frequently, its volume shrinks rapidly. Add corn 
husks and weeds of all kinds; if it’s green, toss it in. And don’t neglect the non-green material 
like leaves, nut hulls, wood-cut prunings and bark for mineral content.  

After about 6 months of digestion some of the oldest material, usually at the bottom of the pile, will have turned into mature 
compost. This can be added to the soil to help recent plantings, now also with its newly re-invented importance, as a nitro-
gen provider. 

And during the growing season I might plant climbing vegetables like peas and pole beans which grow on a trellis.  

Hey, with so little space you sometimes have to grow things up, like the skyscrapers. They’re part of our urban environment 
also. 
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John’s Garden Notebook 

Text and photos by John R. Pattison 



Boxwood Back from The Blight 

Boxwood, those plush green globes and mini-hedges popular with the high-
est gardening elites down to the lowliest discount garden centers, fell from 
grace about a decade ago with the advent of a deadly disease called boxwood 
blight.  In the early days, photos of giant piles of dead boxwoods culled from 
nurseries and lush gardens browned by the blight circulated as warning sto-
ries.  But what has changed since then? 
 
First, a little review.  Boxwood blight showed up in several east coast loca-
tions simultaneously during the summer of 2011.   Like Stonehenge and su-
perconductivity, no one knows its exact origin, but boxwood starting dying 

of the strange fungus in the United Kingdom way back in the 1990’s.  The first symptoms that occur are light to 
dark brown, circular leaf spots with dark borders. Infected stems have dark brown to black, elongated cankers. 
Rapid defoliation occurs, especially in the lower canopy of the shrub. 
 

Disease transmission primarily happens through movement of infected plant material, contaminated landscape and 

garden tools, and rain/irrigation splashes.  Fungal spores are spread by wind, rain or sprinklers.  Because spores are 

sticky, they can potentially be spread by contaminated clothing and animals, including birds.  Spores on infected 

leaves that have dropped can survive five years. Warm and humid conditions cause the fungus to spread quickly.  

Gardeners are urged to clean their tools, never water boxwood from above and replace dead boxwoods with 

something else.  The fungicide recipes and regimes required to keep boxwood green resemble a cross between 

Baked Alaska and Gateau St. Honoré and are unsustainable. 
 
In terms of dollars and cents, boxwood is a fairly large business, with sales of $126 million annually on 11 million 
plants, so it’s worthwhile for the nursery industry and government to become involved.  Adversity also inspires 
genius, and it has gotten some plant pathologists looking for possible solutions in tiny places.  One group of re-
searchers found a bacterium they’ve named SSG for its size and shape (small, sage green) in the leaves of a very 
blight susceptible boxwood cultivar called ‘Justin Brouwers.’  In laboratory experiments, SSG interrupted the 
lifecycle of the blight pathogen at several stages and killed blight spores.  When sprayed on diseased leaf litter un-
der boxwood plants, SSG reduced the blight by 90%.  Their conclusion is that SSG “offers great promise for sus-
tainable blight management in nursery production and in the landscape.”  Other biocontrol agents being studied 
include another bacterium called Pseudomonas and a fungus named Trichoderma.       
 
But what if you want to buy the most blight-resistant boxwood 
you can find today?  Scientists at the US Department of Agricul-
ture compiled data from several previous studies to find that an-
swer.  According to their list, Buxus microphylla ‘Little Missy,’ 
‘Winter Gem,’ ‘Compacta’ and ‘Green Beauty’ are among the most 
blight resistant types out of 131 examined.  Before buying, ac-
quaint yourself with what boxwood blight looks like. When shop-
ping read the labels carefully, and examine the plants with even 
more scrutiny.  After planting, continue to keep watch.  Hopefully, 
all will remain green.   
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Text and Photos By David Chinery 
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Gardening Questions?   

Call The Master Gardeners! 

During the COVID 19 Pandemic, 

our offices are closed to the pub-

lic, but you are welcome to con-

tact us as directed below. 

“Root Concerns:  Notes from the underground” is a shared 

publication of Cornell Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer, 

Albany and Schenectady Counties.  It is published by Cornell 

Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer County. 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer County 
David Chinery (dhc3@cornell.edu and (518) 272-4210) 

Newsletter editor, designer and layout technician 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Albany County 
Carole Henry (ch878@cornell.edu and (518) 765-3516) 

 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Schenectady County 
Angie Tompkins (amj22@cornell.edu and (518) 372-1622) 

 

“Cornell Cooperative Extension is an em-

ployer and educator recognized for valuing 

AA/EEO, Protected Veterans, and Individu-

als with Disabilities and provides equal pro-

gram and employment opportunities.” No 

endorsement of products is implied. 

 

“Those manuals of make-believe, the seed cata-

logues, have one weakness:  they don’t tell me 

how to sustain my April gardening enthusiasm 

through the heat of July.”     

Oren Arnold (American journalist and novelist, 1900-1980) 


