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We look forward to spring for many reasons. Just being out-
doors again is reason enough. One task that may or may not be 
something to look forward to is lawn mowing.  
 
It may sound odd but I’m one of those people who really enjoys 

mowing the lawn. Maybe it serves my need to get exercise, 

“tidy-up”, or because it is part of a walking meditation. I think 

all three.  One thing for sure, prior to three years ago there was 

no walking meditation involved. For a couple of decades I had 

been mowing my lawn with a traditional gas-powered mower, 

breathing in exhaust with each step, wearing ear protection 

from the noise. Not to mention wrenching my arm to start the engine. Then I 

switched to an electric mower. My electric mower is lighter, starts with the push 

of a button, and is very quiet. There is no exhaust. It gets the job done. I have a 

compatible battery-powered weed wacker that I use for steep slopes and long 

vegetation that the mower doesn’t reach. 

 
Is it time to go electric? 
As the climate changes, we can examine our behaviors and personal choices to 
seek to lessen our individual carbon footprint. One way to do so is to consider 
our choice of lawn equipment. Let’s start with the push lawn mower.  At one end 
of the spectrum is the non-mechanized rotary blade mower. I suspect most of us 
would not see this as a viable choice. So, what do we look for in a mechanized 
push mower? 
Power, speed, adjustable height, cost, fuel 
source and usage, noise level, and mulch-
ing ability are usually the key considera-
tions. What about emissions?  What im-
pact do they have on our personal health 

as we walk behind the 
mower? What impact on 
the environment? 
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Switching to battery-powered lawn equipment requires us to take a moment to understand the run time, 
power, and charging process of the batteries. Today’s battery equipment is far beyond what we had even 
a few years ago in terms of power and capacity. Some push mowers come with a second auxiliary bat-
tery to allow changing out if the first battery gets depleted. And some manufacturers have created lawn 
equipment with batteries that are interchangeable – so your mower battery can be used in your weed-
wacker, etc.  If going green is your top priority, a corded electric mower may be the way to go. Both 
types of electric mowers produce zero emissions but rechargeable batteries contain lithium, the mining 
of which has been known to pollute water supplies.  
 
If you have a smaller lawn, and would prefer 
not to tug a cord around with you, consider a 
robotic lawn mower, the Roomba of lawn care. 
With a robotic lawn mower you can schedule 
when your lawn gets mowed, decide how 
much grass is cut each time, and sit back and 
let it do the work for you (if that is what you 
want). 
 
Whichever equipment we choose, we can do 
our small but meaningful part to reduce our 
carbon footprint. Maybe ultimately, we will 
choose to eliminate our lawns entirely, replac-
ing with native plants. It’s an evolution.  - 
Becky Raymond 
 
 

 
Not everyone mows their own lawn. For over twenty 

years my husband Nick and I were able to maintain 

our ½ acre of lawn and gardens by ourselves. But 6 

years ago, due to health issues, Nick found that he 

could no longer do the mowing and the other mainte-

nance work, so we hired out lawn care and mowing so 

that I was free to focus on the garden.  We had a nice 

looking mown, fertilized and pesticided lawn ….until 

my training as a master gardener opened my eyes to 

the need to revise our garden goals. In addition to 

planting more natives and removing invasives we stopped using lawn fertilizer and pesticides, and I now revel 

in the appearance of clover, dandelions, and violets, and the grass is doing fine.  

In keeping with concerns about climate change and noise pollution I started looking for a lawn/landscaping 

service that uses all-electric zero-emissions equipment. I have not yet found one in our area, although many 

are advertising that they are taking an ecological approach by using organic fertilizers and fewer or “safer” 

pesticides, water conservation efforts, and installing native plants.  

 



Times are changing. All over the country, there is a call for reducing 

noise and pollution from toxic gas emissions, and already many 

Home Owner’s Associations have developed rules, and larger com-

munities and towns have enacted laws, restricting the use of some 

gas-powered equipment to certain times of day or times of year or 

not allowing it at all. Internet searches have revealed a few all-

electric lawn care services in other areas of New York State and the 

rest of the country that have succumbed to the pressures to miti-

gate climate change and noise pollution. Although many lawn ser-

vices have been inspired to move to a more ecologically beneficial 

approach, the force for change has come mostly from their clients, 

the ‘green’ movement, and new laws. In 2021 California became the first state in the US to pass legislation 

banning the sale by 2024 of all gas-powered lawn equipment, including mowers, blowers, chainsaws, and 

other off-road equipment. The legislation is accompanied by rebates to soften the blow to the landscape pro-

fessionals. Many other states are proposing similar legislation, and in October 2021 NY State Senator Peter 

Harckham introduced a bill that would require lawn care and landscaping equipment sold in New York to be 

zero emissions by 2027. At the same time a complementary bill was proposed by State Senator Liz Krueger 

and Assemblymember Steve Englebright, that would create an Electric Landscaping Equipment Rebate Pro-

gram, administered by the New York State Energy Research and Development Authority (NYSERDA). If these 

bills pass, we no longer will need to wrestle with the choice between gas and electric! 

A few years ago, zero-emission lawncare was not economically feasible on a large scale. Now, the develop-

ment of new battery technologies is going forward at a rapid pace, coupled with the development and manu-

facturing of electric equipment by both well-known and new companies. However, for the average lawn ser-

vice business, a switch to electric is an enormous and initially costly change. Rationalizing the high cost and 

choosing what seems like the best new equipment is the first difficulty. Next is the need to reorganize many 

parts of the day-to-day operation (one of the most important is how to keep all those batteries charged for 

the day). Finally, there is a need to retrain workers. Despite these difficulties, the advantages of a change to 

electric for lawn care services include: 1) the probability that the initial expenses will be recouped in 3-5 

years, 2) electrical equipment is cleaner and requires less maintenance, 3) the setup is faster and easier, 4) a 

dramatic decrease in noise and toxic gas emissions that is particularly beneficial to workers as well as to cli-

ents, and 5) the freedom from the fumes and hassle of filling gas cans and equipment. The drawbacks of con-

cern to the landscape professional include: 1) some electric equipment currently costs more than gas, 2) 

battery concerns including cost, charging stations (on-site charging through inverters or solar panels is possi-

ble), time to charge, overheating, longevity, and disposal, 3) the possible need to pass some of the costs to 

customers,  4) problems with electric equipment in wet environments, and 5) lower power and run time 

compared to gas powered equipment. Many of the drawbacks have or will become less problematic with the 

evolving zero-emission battery technology. Reduced emissions based on lithium-ion batteries do not solve all 

the concerns about climate change because of the environmental cost of acquiring the raw materials such as 

nickel, cobalt and graphite, but research in battery technology is changing and advancing rapidly.  - Betsy 

Kauffman 
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Text and photos by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Richard Demick 

 

From an internet search, we found several all-electric lawn services in New York State and 
the Northeast: 

      Buffalo: http://greenerwelandscaping.com/ 

      Westchester County: https://www.sparklawns.com/ 

     Boston: https://www.cleanairlawncareboston.com/all-electric-lawn-service/ 

     Vermont: http://mowelectric.org/ 

     Connecticut: https://www.mowgreen.com/ 

This list certainly is not exhaustive, and we have not included California where there are probably many 
more. We have found at least one each in the Chicago area, Minnesota, Washington, and Florida. 

 
Interesting reading: 

    https://www.lawnsandpalmsfl.com/an-electric-future-for-landscape-and-lawn-care-companies/  

 

First-hand experience:   

    https://www.lawnandlandscape.com/article/efficient-electric-maintenance-equipment/ 

Some resources for Going Electric 

Text by Rensselaer County Master Gardeners  

Becky Raymond and Betsy Kauffman 

 

Watch our new “Lunch In 
The Garden “ video on Zero 
Emission Mowers and 
smarter lawn care with 
Cornell University’s Dr. 
Frank Rossi on our YouTube 
Channel: 

 

https://www.youtube.com/
user/ccerensselaer 

 

http://greenerwelandscaping.com/
https://www.sparklawns.com/
https://www.cleanairlawncareboston.com/all-electric-lawn-service/
http://mowelectric.org/
https://www.mowgreen.com/
https://www.lawnsandpalmsfl.com/an-electric-future-for-landscape-and-lawn-care-companies/
https://www.lawnandlandscape.com/article/efficient-electric-maintenance-equipment/


Green Shots:  The Gardening World in Pictures 

Goodbye Winter!  Rensselaer County Master Gardener Richard Demick 

shared these images of a season vanishing into blessed Spring. 

Spirea ‘Little Princess’ 

dried flowers in ice storm 

Stephentown NY  

Lichens on 

Bluebird 

house roof  at 

Master Gar-

dener  

Demonstra-

tion Garden at 

the Robert C. 

Parker School 

in North 

Greenbush.  

Red Choke-

berry topped 

with snow 

fermenting 

for Robins 

and Cedar 

Waxwings 

this coming 

Spring  Gray Dogwood devoid of  leaves and berries 

still acting their part in the Screen Garden to 

minimize view of  blue dumpsters  



The American elm tree, Ulmus americana, was a common sight in many towns and 
cities in the United States until the arrival of Dutch elm disease in 1931 followed 
shortly by the elm bark beetle. The graceful shape and fast growth made it a favored 
shade tree. Usually a solitary tree in natural settings along rivers, streams and wet-
lands it became the preferred choice for urban street plantings. Every city had an 
Elm Street lined with the trees’ spreading canopies creating tunnel like settings. 
 

The picture illustrates the vase like shape characteristic of the elm tree. This one was 
located in Plattsburgh, New York in the mid 1960’s. It had escaped Dutch elm dis-
ease to this point but was at the growth stage where fungal disease aided by the elm 
bark beetle would quickly end its’ growth.  
 

A similar looking elm tree along Route 22 in Stephentown, 
New York succumbed to the disease during the summer of 2021. It was growing in a low-
lying area near the origination of Wyomanock Creek. It stood as a solitary tree and flour-
ished there for many years. Early in the summer the leaves began to lose their color and 
fall to the ground. Within a few weeks it was completely defoliated. The isolated location 
kept the disease away. When it infected the urban elm tree 
plantings the destruction of century old trees was just as sud-
den. Tree lined neighborhoods were completely denuded as 
the disease moved from tree to tree by the elm bark beetle 
and through the fused roots of street side trees.  
 

A similar event occurred at my own property in Stephentown 
in the 2021 summer. The location is about a mile north of the 

Route 22 tree. The elms along the brookside share the space with black cherry, pop-
lar, and oak. As a result, their canopy doesn’t have the full vase shape, but they do 
show the straight tall trunk that branches out to the vase shape.  
 

Our two elms showed evidence of stress the previous summer as they began putting 
out new branchlets along the lower trunk. The summer of 2021 brought a swift end 
to both trees with defoliation and peeling bark on the upper branches. I expect we 
will be dealing with falling branches in the near future.  

 

Elm trees avoid extinction in spite of the damaging effects of Dutch elm disease. They are 
fast growing, mature early and are prolific seed producers. We have frequently had seeds 
germinate in flower and shrub gardens. The elm tree doesn’t become a victim of the dis-
ease until the bark begins to furrow creating spaces where the bark beetle can find en-
trance and spread the fungal disease. Trees can flourish for about twenty-five years and 
spread seed much of that time. The trees in our yard have a diameter of about 15 inches 
and are in the twenty-five-year range.  
 

There are examples of other elms that have lived and died in the adjacent wetland. One 
became a favorite of the piliated woodpecker. Another fell in August landing on the far 

reaches of the back lawn.  
  

Perhaps there are new elm seedlings in the brookside hedgerow or the wetland. A good reason to put on the hik-
ing shoes and do some scouting. 

Vanishing Elm Trees 
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Text and photos by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Richard Demick 

Plattsburgh NY 1960’s 

Route 22 Stephen-

town NY 

Route 43 Stephentown NY 

Pileated excavation 4 x 4 x 12 



With the advent of spring, local lawns are waking up, and folks are discovering that the 
grass truly is greener on the other side of the fence.  The late summer-early fall time peri-
od is the best time to work on your lawn, but that is months away.  What can you do now 
to patch those bare spots and thin areas? 
 

One method that we have been researching here at Cornell Cooperative Extension of 
Rensselaer County is called overseeding.  This involves spreading grass seed over an exist-
ing area to increase the density of the lawn.  After several tests we’ve found that overseed-
ing with perennial ryegrass several times at high rates in the autumn can crowd out more 
than 90% of the crabgrass and other annual weeds which normally move in the following 
spring.  This is an excellent way to manage your lawn without pesticides.  See:  http://
ccerensselaer.org/gardening/lawns-ornamentals/lawn-fact-sheets 
 

Spring is different, however, since soil temperatures are cool and grass seed, even quick-sprouting perennial rye, is 
sluggish.  Waiting until May when soil warms is one strategy, but the result is that pesky weeds often move in and 
take over.  That’s why, a few years back, we studied four 
springtime “aids to germination” which are either of-
fered for sale in garden centers or can be concocted by 
gardeners.   
 

All four aids in our tests were applied after seeding.  A 
dark colored compost was sifted over the top.  Rowcov-
er fabric (similar to what vegetable gardeners use) was 
held in place using landscape staples.  Commercially-
available germination mat specially made for lawns was 
also stapled down, and the fourth aid, a paper-based 
grass seed mulch, was sprinkled on top.  Each method 
varied in price and ease of use.  For example, the row-
cover was expense but durable and re-usable, whereas 
the germination mat was expensive and left in place to 
decompose.  The paper mulch was the easiest to use.  Homemade compost can be used if it is weed seed free, but 
if in doubt, a purchased product might be better.  We also included bare plots with no aid as a comparison.    

 

We’ve discovered that is best to apply the seed as early in the spring as possi-
ble, perhaps late March or early April.  We used 100% perennial ryegrass seed 
and a standard starter fertilizer for lawns.  In a very dry spring, our research site 
in Valatie received no rain from April 8 to 28, which stymied the sprouts.  Nev-
ertheless, when moisture finally arrived, the seed under the germination mat, 
compost and rowcover fabric germinated the fastest.  These three methods 
produced from 50 to 62% new grass in their plots by May 13, compared to on-
ly 17% for the paper mulch and 6% for the bare treatment.  By June 5, when all 
of the plots with an aid had between 90 and 96% new grass, the bare plots had 
only 45% new grass.  Similar results were seen in year two of our trials. 
 

Clearly, using germination aids for grass seed pays off.  And with the high price 
of grass seed today, we need all the help we can get to keep things green.   
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The Great Grass Seed Cover-up 

Text by David Chinery 



Less than a tank of gas gardens 
The price of a gallon of gas dropped a nickel yesterday, but ex-

perts predict more increases this spring.  Luckily, many public 

gardens in the beautiful Hudson River Valley can be visited with-

out the need for a bank loan.  This brief narrative will run against 

the river’s current, south to north, and highlight a few favorites.   
 

Farthest away, in the northern Bronx, is Wave Hill, home to Mark 

Twain, Teddy Roosevelt, and Arturo Toscanini (presumably not 

all at the same time).  A beautiful view of the Palisades, an exten-

sive herb garden, unusual perennials, trees and shrubs, and green-

houses filled with alpines create the feel of a private estate rather 

than a public institution.  North of the Tappan Zee Bridge is 

Kykuit, high in the Pocantico Hills.  The estate of the Rockefeller family, the extensively hardscaped gardens 

show English, French and Italian influences, and project power and wealth, as would only be expected.  Also 

in Westchester is the Donald M. Kendall Sculpture Garden at Pepsico, an extensive array of vistas, sculpture 

and interesting trees, partially designed by the great landscape architect Russell Page.   
 

Perched east of Cold Spring at a grand elevation is Stonecrop, a paradise of rock gardens, shady glens, rare 

plants and a conservatory that appears to float on a pond.  This unique garden was started by Frank Cabot, a 

founder of The Garden Conservancy, and retains his personal flair.  Nearby in Garrison is Boscobel, a beauti-

fully restored 1804 mansion with period-inspired gardens. 
 

Dutchess County is a horticultural haven.  Wethersfield Farm, the estate of Chauncey Still-

man in Amenia, is a formal Italian-style garden overlooking beautiful horse country.  

Millbrook’s Innisfree is a smashing must-see, one of a kind Chinese scroll garden, and 

don’t miss the Cary Institute of Ecosystem Studies’ fern glen just down the road.  Pough-

keepsie holds the grounds of Vassar College, with a notable tree collection and Shake-

speare Garden, as well as Locust Grove, the home of Samuel F.B. Morse.  Victorian rib-

bon gardens and a large period vegetable garden are outstanding features here.  As you 

proceed north, four required stops include Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s Springwood, with 

lovely river views, roses and annuals, the adjacent Bellefield, newly restored and original-

ly designed by Beatrix Farrand, and the Vanderbilt Mansion.  Here you’ll find an exten-

sive Victorian-style garden lovingly maintained by a squad of volunteers.  Near the river is a wonderful spot 

for a picnic lunch (remember, you’re saving dollars for gas to get home).  Lastly swing by Blithewood, a beau-

tiful formal garden with river views adjacent to the Levy Institute at Bard College. 
 

Clermont, administered by New York State, was the handsome seat of the Livingston dynasty and site of test 

runs for Fulton’s steamboat.  Perennial gardens from the early 20th century and a lilac garden can be seen.  One 

of the valley’s crown jewels is Olana, just south of Hud-

son.  While the fantastic house and valley dominate, a 

pleasant garden tucked beneath a wall is worth a visit, 

and the acres of grounds are undergoing extensive study 

and restoration.  I visit each summer by bicycle, no gaso-

line required, thank you very much.      
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Text by David Chinery 



Some plants carry a lot of humankind’s baggage.  Take tobacco.  Once the favored herb of 

everyone from those seeking a cure to the looking-cool crowd, Nicotiana tabacum is now ta-

boo amongst government information officers, medical professionals and the health-

conscious.  I’m sure that all this herb ever wanted to do was quietly go about it’s lifecycle, 

but since tobacco’s powerful effects were discovered, it was first praised, then vilified.  Alt-

hough tall and handsome with pink flowers, gardeners never seem to grow tobacco, maybe 

because of it’s now dark reputation. 
 

But the bad rap of one species can’t keep a good genus down, and I like to grow many of 

tobacco’s cousins offered by seed catalogs.  They’re often referred to as “flowering” tobac-

cos, a name which acknowledges their family ties but emphasizes that they are eye candy 

rather than for snuffing or smoking.  They are easy to sprout (give a warm soil and don’t 

cover the seed, as they need light), carefree to grow and offer interest from summer 

through fall. 
 

Perhaps the most well known hybrids, and the ones you might see sold at a garden center, are crosses of Nicotiana 

alata and N. forgetiana, sometimes sold under the name N. x sanderae.  These 

plants are about two to three feet high and sport the large, almost clumsy lower 

leaves that most nicotianas have.  The flowers are trumpet-shaped, with a long 

narrow funnel which flares to a five pointed, star-shaped face, and come in a 

pink, red, maroon, white, yellow and lime green.  This last variant, lime green, 

makes a sophisticated, stunning statement next to a bright red, orange or blue 

flower.  Cheerful and easy to grow, they’re a welcome alternative to so-often-

seen impatiens and marigolds. 
 

More rare is Nicotiana mutabilis.  This type 

grows four to five feet tall and has an open 

spray of white flowers which gradually 

“mutate” (hence the species name) to pink or 

magenta.  It was described by Kew Gardens in 

London only in 2002, so it is still becoming 

known in gardening circles.  Like most nicotia-

nas, each plant produces abundant seed, so it 

is being sold by many seed vendors.  I’m wary 

of any phone smarter than me and my ward-

robe dates back to the first Bush era, but I 

grow N. mutabilis to be on the cutting edge. 
 

My personal favorite is Nicotiana sylvestris, woodland nicotiana, growing to at least 

four feet with an absolute mop of smallish, very tubular white flowers by late summer.  A must for the back door 

garden is ‘Fragrant Delight’ Nicotiana, which grows to about two feet and has white flowers of the sweetest fra-

grance.  This plant is a nice companion when sitting on the back stoop on summer evenings observing nightfall 

and the antics of the bats.  New to me is Nicotiana langsdorfii ‘Hot Chocolate” which promises pendulous dark red-

dish flowers on a three foot stem.  It makes no claim to smell like the food of the gods, and I vow I won’t light it 

up to explore it farther. 

The  tobaccos which pose no threat 
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Text and photos by David Chinery 

Nicotiana ‘Lime Green.’  

Photo:  Select Seeds 

Nicotiana sylvestris.  Photo by  

David Chinery 

Nicotiana ‘Hot Chocolate.’   

Photo:  Select Seeds 
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Gardening Questions?   

Call The Master Gardeners! 

In Albany County:  Call (518) 765-3514 weekdays from 9:00 AM to 3:00 PM and ask 

to speak to a Master Gardener.  You can also email your questions by visiting their 

website at www.ccealbany.com    

 

In Schenectady County:  Call (518) 372-1622 weekdays from 9:00 AM to Noon, fol-

low the prompt to speak to a Master Gardener and press #1.  You can also email 

your questions by visiting their website at  

http://counties.cce.cornell.edu/schenectady/  

 

In Rensselaer County:  Call (518) 272-4210 Tuesdays and Thursdays from 9:00 AM 

to Noon and ask to speak to a Master Gardener.  You can also email your questions 

to Dhc3@cornell.edu 

“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. 
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“We have descended into the garden and 

caught 300 slugs.  How I love the mixture 

of the beautiful and the squalid in garden-

ing.  It makes it so lifelike.”     

Evelyn Underhill (writer, 1875-1941) 

http://www.ccealbany.com
http://counties.cce.cornell.edu/schenectady/
mailto:Dhc3@cornell.edu

