The Saw Mill River Comes Back to Light — and Life — in Yonkers
by Charles L. Kerr

Expanding the use of native plants as supporting habitats for pollinators has become an
important part of environmental planning. This effort, however, is not limited to suburban
backyards — it is also an essential part of re-thinking urban centers where access to open space
and local parks is sometimes more limited. A wonderful example of how these ideas can help
transform an inner-city landscape is the native plant gardens that are part of the daylighting of
the Saw Mill River in downtown Yonkers.

The Saw Mill River is a tributary of the Hudson River and flows from a pond north of Chappaqua
in northern Westchester County to Getty Square in Yonkers, at which point it empties into the
Hudson. It drains an area of 26.5 miles, with much of this watershed heavily developed
suburbia. Because of the growth of industry along the river in the 1800s, the Saw Mill
watershed became heavily polluted, especially in the parts of the river flowing through the City
of Yonkers. Rather than clean up the river, in the early 1920s the City of Yonkers buried the
river in a flume under the Getty Square neighborhood in an effort to halt the river’s frequent
floods and restrict access to its unsanitary water. The covered portion of the river in downtown
Yonkers became Larkin Plaza, a concrete covered parking lot just east of the Yonkers train
station.
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Beginning in 2001, the City of Yonkers, working with local community groups and U.S. Corps of
Engineers, began the planning process to “Daylight” the Saw Mill River by removing the flume
the river flows through under Downtown Yonkers and bringing the river to the surface.
Between 2010 and 2012, Phase | of this project was completed and the parking lot in Larkin
Plaza was transformed into an open urban park with direct access to the Saw Mill River for the
first time in 100 years.
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Phase Il of this Project, daylighting the river in the nearby Mill Street Courtyard, was completed
in 2016, and Phase Il of this Project, daylighting the river at New Main Street, was completed in
2018. The newly surfaced river and surrounding areas have transformed the urban landscape
of Downtown Yonkers and created direct access to new, open parkland centered around the
Saw Mill River.

As part of the original planning for the Daylighting project, the design incorporated plants, both
along the bank and in the river bed, intended to attract beneficial insects, which would in turn
strengthen the food chain and help sustain aquatic life. Unfortunately, these initial plantings
did not thrive — the early gardens deteriorated from lack of ongoing care and quickly became
overrun with invasive species. Realizing that this urban landscape needed added care and
attention, in 2016 City of Yonkers Mayor Mike Spano and the City Council put out an RFP and
ultimately hired Shades of Green, a small but dedicated team focused on native plants and
practicing organic gardening without the use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides.

Realizing that much of the urban space that made up the area along the new, open Saw Mill
River was essentially a series of gigantic planters surrounded by concrete, the Shades of Green
team re-thought how to stabilize and enrich the available soil that could support plants, trees
and shrubs. Using material from tree pruning done in other parts of the City and pelletized
kelp, the team created a base along the river bed and surrounding areas to sustain new



plantings. Initially, the City of Yonkers provided a large number of annuals from its
greenhouses that quickly demonstrated for City residents the improvements in the Park.
Shades of Green then worked on systematically planting and incorporating new native plants
that would bloom through the growing season and support a wide range of pollinators. They
also dedicated sections of the gardens for butterfly habitat and encouraged birds to feed on the
seed heads by spreading a range of plants across the area. These efforts created a living,

breathing and ever changing tableau of color, scents and beauty that reflected the original
design intent for the Park.
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The daylighting of the Saw Mill River has provided not only a tremendous boost to Yonkers’
economy, it has transformed a concrete, barren landscape into an open, urban civic
environment for city dwellers, while supporting a range of pollinators and other wildlife.

Photos courtesy of Groundwork Hudson Valley



