Pleasanton Express

By Calvin R. Finch, PhD, SAWS Director, and Horticulturist

Week of May 9, 2012
Q.
Something is eating my Satsuma leaves.  In my first search, I could not find anything on the plant but on reexamination, the bird droppings were actually caterpillars!  What are they and how do I control them? 
A.
The caterpillars you describe are the giant swallowtail caterpillars.  The caterpillars can be killed with a Bt product like Dipel, Bio-worm control, or Thuricide.  The manufactured insecticide Sevin or Malathion will also do the job.  A better option might be to let three or four of the caterpillars to live on the tree.  A small number will not do much damage and the butterflies are beautiful.  Now that you recognize them, the extra caterpillars should be easy to pick off the plant. 
Q.
Why doesn’t anyone grow “cactus” or “California Giant” zinnias by seed anymore?  The transplants are okay but; the old fashioned zinnias are more interesting.  

A.
I use the transplants because they spend more time blooming.  I can plant them in full bloom instead of having to wait four to six weeks for germination and growth to bloom.  The Dreamland selection also seems to be more mildew resistant than most of the seeded selections.  That being said I like the seeded zinnias as well!

Q.
The flowers on my roses open up but are deformed and gnarled.  Is it a disease? 
A.
No, it is usually thrips that cause such symptoms.  The tiny rasping insects can be controlled by acephate.  Organic gardeners may have a good control with Spinosad. 

Q.
My grass looked lush earlier this spring but is now fading.  I fertilized two weeks ago with slow release lawn fertilizer and have been waiting for two weeks.  Is it a disease?  What is the problem? 

A.
Your permanent lawn grass is just now beginning to green-up.  The winter weeds are now declining.  That is probably the “fading” that you notice.  I believe that lush lawn you described was actually one of the winter weed grasses such as rescue grass, rye or annual bluegrass.  


Do not water more than once per week and be patient, the Bermuda, St. Augustine, and zoysia grasses will take over soon.

Q.
Is it too late to plant a new live oak tree?  Is there a better choice? 

A.
Live oaks make good shade trees in our area. Texas red oaks and Mexican white oak are also great choices.  They both grow faster than live oaks.  Mexican white oak (Monterrey oak) is also resistant to oak wilt, which can affect both Texas red oak and live oak. 
