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 There is interesting news in the world of  white grubs, those 

larvae of  scarab beetles which like to eat plant roots.  Hereabouts, 

we see grubs of  Japanese beetles, European chafers, Oriental bee-

tles and their kin feasting on the roots of  lawn grasses.  While a 

few grubs per square foot don’t significantly damage a healthy 

lawn, high numbers can kill the grass and also attract birds, 

skunks, raccoons and other critters who dig up these tasty snacks.  

For decades, folks with lawns nice enough to care about have 

used insecticides to protect their turf, with alternatives, such as 

beneficial nematodes, being tricky and costly.  

Recently, a new “good guy” bacteria called Bacil-

lus thuringiensis variety galleriae, which I’ll call Btg, 

has come on the lawn care scene to offer a new 

way to give grubs the rub. 

 Unlike the extra-terrestrial “E.T.,” the alien 

botanist, gardeners know that Bt originates as a 

naturally occurring, insect-killing bacteria here 

on earth.  Bt comes in many forms and kills 

many types of  insect pests, and can therefore be 

deployed to protect a broad range of  plant spe-

cies.  It is the most widely used type of  what we 

call microbial pesticides.  Some 

Bts control moth larvae which 

attack cabbage, broccoli and 

other brassica-type vegetable 
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plants, whereas others are specific for the larvae of  flies and mosquitoes, and others 

for beetles.  The target insect species are determined by whether the particular Bt pro-

duces a protein that can bind to a larval gut receptor, thereby causing the insect to 

starve to death.  Not a happy end, but effective. 

 Microbial insecticides such as Bt are applied as sprays, dusts or granules just as 

conventional pesticides are, and can generally be used by “organic” growers as well as 

anyone else.  Bt works more slowly than many chemical pesticides.  For example, 

when a caterpillar ingests Bt, it will continue feeding until the Bt toxin is activated in 

its gut and remains alive on the plant for a few days.  Because Bt does not readily re-

produce and persist in the environment, it must be applied at regular intervals. 

 So how good is Btg, the version useful for grubs in lawns?  Tests at The Ohio 

State University have indicated that it has controlled 70%, and sometimes more, of  

the grubs in their trials.  Most of  the data I have seen are for Japanese beetles, but a 

product called Grubgone, which contains the active ingredient Btg, claims control of  

European chafer and Oriental beetle grubs as well on its label.  The best time to apply 

Btg is mid-August, when adult female beetles are busy laying eggs in the soil and 

young grubs are hatching.  Since Btg is specific to scarab beetles, it should pose no 

problem to pollinators like honeybees and butterflies.  I hope to put out a small trial 

here in Rensselaer County this August and learn what I can.  Since this is a new prod-

uct, I’m sure we’ll be able to fine-tune its usefulness as time goes by.  Btg, welcome 

home!      
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VISIT:  http://grubid.cals.cornell.edu/ 

A New Cornell Resource: 
“Grub ID”   

A Website To Help Gardeners Identify White 

Grubs of Common Beetles 
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I had the opportunity to visit the High Line Park several 

years ago when it was quite new. Since then it has been com-

pleted to the finished length of  1.45 miles. It exists along an 

abandoned elevated railroad track that originally served the 

meat packing industry in lower Manhattan.   

The rail bed had been 

unused for 25 years. It 

was plush with self-

seeded vegetation. It 

was also being eyed 

for destruction as an 

eyesore. Grassroots 

action saved the struc-

ture. The goal was to 

create a city park and botanical garden. The garden plan 

copied some of  the wild nature of  the neglected site. The 

role railroads and industry played in the city’s history was 

also part of  the plan. 

Railroad track is incorporated into the garden de-

sign. The picture above shows part of  the original 

railbed. It is planted with vegetation native to the 

New York environment. It has the appearance of  

the wild nature of  the site prior to its restoration as 

a garden park. In other areas, concrete structures 

are designed into the surface using abstract repre-

sentations of  rail-

road tracks. 

In addition to the 

ambiance and 

beauty of  the park, there is also the benefit of  an architectural art 

exhibit. Everywhere you look from the vantage point of  the High 

Line elevation are classic scenes of  the city. 

A Visit To The High Line 

Text & Photos by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Richard Demick 
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Text by David Chinery 
Larder beetles have an outdated name, but they don’t care.  Back in 

the days when food was locally grown and processed, and not 

bought in stores, every home needed a naturally cool food storage 

area.  Hence, the larder was the place to keep anything perishable in 

the days before ice boxes and refrigerators, and the beetles often 

spoiling the stash were given the name “larder.”  Today, we might 

assume that preservatives, packaging, canning, freezing and all the 

rest must put larder beetles out of  business.  But oh no, they contin-

ue to thrive, at least in one Troy home which supplied me with the 

two beetles now hanging out (securely bottled) on my desk.      

Unlike Blockbuster, Pan Am or Radio Shack, larder beetles (Dermestes lardarius) have adapted suc-

cessfully to changing times.  Originally noted for infesting meats, they actually have a rather expan-

sive palate and can be found in an amazing array of  places, given that some high-protein food 

source is nearby.  Larder beetles can infest skins, furs, feathers and taxidermy specimens, bird 

nests, and dead rodents stuck in traps or in walls.  Hordes of  dead cluster flies in attics or wall 

voids can also serve as hosts.  The crusty insects accumulated in a light fixture or the old wax 

combs of  deceased honeybees are other possibilities, and even ill-preserved museum specimens 

of  dried insects or animals can fall prey.  Most tasty of  all might be modern dry dog and cat food, 

something no pre-twentieth century larder beetle ever enjoyed.  In short, they can take up resi-

dence in almost any place where a food source has been abandoned, stored for too long, or just 

not watched over carefully enough.          

Adult larder beetles are 1∕3 inch long and black in color, with a pale tan to yellow band across the 

front portion of  the wing covers.  Each band has three black dots arranged in a triangular pattern.  

A larder beetle mom will lay up to 100 eggs in an available food source, and the eggs will hatch in 

about 2 weeks.  Larder beetle larvae are reddish brown and densely covered with short and long 

hairs, and have two curved spines on the top of  the tail end.  After feeding, they bore into any 

sturdy substance, including meat, cheese, plastic, wood, tin, books, or insulation.  Fortunately, bor-

ing larder beetles don’t often pose a structural threat to homes, but they have been known to se-

verely damage agricultural buildings.  A secure space is needed, since a non-mobile, pupating lar-

der beetle makes a handy snack for others of  his own kind.  Pupation takes only a speedy three to 

seven days, after which the adult larder beetles emerge in all their glory.  This entire saga from 

birth to adulthood takes about 40 to 50 days. 

If  larder beetles are discovered, a housecleaning of  the first magnitude is in order, with all possi-

ble food sources removed.  Seal cracks, too, since larder beetles can slip indoors from outside.  If  

dead critters hide inaccessible in your walls, just let nature take its course.   

Of Indiscriminate Taste 

extension.umn.edu/insects-infest-products-

and-houseplants/larder-beetles 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjU3KeH0NThAhXOnOAKHfePCIsQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https%3A%2F%2Fextension.umn.edu%2Finsects-infest-products-and-houseplants%2Flarder-beetles&psig=AOvVaw0jxs4Ymo3-8Nx1YTZ6
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Text by Richard Demick 

One of the plants I have loved for a long time is Psilotum nudum (whisk fern), and I’d like to 

share a little bit about it. 

As the common name implies, Psilotum is closely related to ferns.  What distinguishes ferns 

from familiar plants such as pine trees and tomatoes? The presence of seeds! 

Ferns were the dominant vegetation as the Paleozoic era was transitioning to the Mesozoic 

era (about 300 to 250 million years ago). Ferns do not produce seeds, so their sexual repro-

duction is solely dependent on the spores they produce. If you look at pictures of Psilotum, 

you will probably notice small yellow round structures on the stem. These small round struc-

tures are triplets of sporangia and spores are produced in them. Spores may germinate and 

grow into small non-vascular plants that end up producing sperm and eggs.  After a sperm 

fertilizes an egg, the fertilized egg or zygote may grow into the familiar fern plant. 

Why have I loved this plant so much? Probably because I made so many false assumptions at 

first, but I learned a lot. Let’s look at the species name - nudum. It means “nude”. Why nude?  

This plant has no leaves and no roots, i.e., it is nude. One of my first incorrect assumptions 

was that Psilotum came into existence before leaves and roots were parts of normal vascular 

plant anatomy. Not true. Ferns have leaves - as a matter of fact, in my opinion, they have the 

most beautiful leaves in the plant world. The lack of leaves and roots is another example of 

degenerate evolution, the descent of simpler organisms from more complex ancestors. With-

out leaves, how does this plant carry on photosynthesis? I think this is one of the reasons I 

am so fond of Psilotum. Its stem is photosynthetic. Without roots, how does it get water? It 

has an underground rhizome (horizontal stem) that absorbs water and anchors the plant. 

 Is Psilotum difficult to grow? Is it hard to find? No, it’s not difficult to grow nor is it hard to 

find.  Psilotum can be grown as a houseplant in the northeast and it grows in abundance in 

warm places. Apparently people in Japan were so 

fond of this plant that it was one of the most desira-

ble ornamental garden plants for well over 200 years 

(1600 to 1850). Other cultures grew Psilotum and 

harvested its spores to be used as talcum powder. So 

this “rare to us” plant has not only been around for a 

long time, but also it has and still does see periods of 

explosive growth and popularity. 

Psilotum nudum 

Text by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Inge Eley 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwi7iLvy1NThAhVGMt8KHasjA-wQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.adonline.id.au%2Fplantevol%2Fpsilotum-nudum%2F&psig=AOvVaw3R3oToFvTHMKd-G7BFie6H&ust=1555505814177108
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What to do in April 

Text by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Ann Gallerie 

* It’s the time of  year to get ready for being outside!  The first 

thing you want to do is get your equipment and tools in order!  

Be sure you have what you need to make your spring clean-up 

enjoyable and the job easier.  

 

* This is a good time to clean your garden tools and have any 

equipment sharpened for the coming season.  

 

* Before starting to plant, take a soil sample into your local of-

fice of  Cornell Cooperative Extension for a pH test.  A soil test should be performed if  the soil 

has never been tested.  Depending on the area to be treated take sub-samples from up to 10 areas 

of  your property and mix them into a composite sample.  Dig to a depth of  4 to 6 inches in your 

garden or on established lawns 2 to 3 inches.  Once you have the results of  your soil sample follow 

the instructions.     

 

* Start your plants seeds in doors if  you haven’t started yet. Keep them inside until the danger of  

frost has pasted.  

 

* This is the time to prune dead or damaged branches on your trees and shrubs.  Prune summer 

blooming shrubs now, but wait to prune spring blooming shrubs until after they bloom.      

 

* When it is dry enough to work outside it’s time to clean up and 

pickup sticks.  

 

* Bare spots and damaged areas can be seeded with perennial 

ryegrass now, but remember that mid-August to mid-September 

is the best time to do major work on your lawn.     

 

* This is the time to add mulch and soil to your gardens before 

the plants begin to show up.  Mulch is usually on sale this time of  

year.   

 



Green Shots:  The Gardening World in Pictures 

 

Our photos this month come 
from Rensselaer County Master 

Gardener Irv Stephens.  Irv 
writes, “Located in Saratoga, CA 
about 12 miles west of San Jose, 
Hakone Estate and Gardens is 
one of the oldest Japanese gar-

dens in the Western Hemi-
sphere.  It was built between 
1915 and 1917 as the summer 
retreat of Oliver and Isabella 

Stine of San Francisco. The gar-
den, modeled after gardens in the 
Hakone region of Japan, consists 

of 17 acres and includes a koi 
pond, three waterfalls, and sur-
rounding gardens designed by 

Naoharu Aihara, an Imperial Gar-
dener.  Two buildings 

were designed by the architect 
Tsunematsu Shintani. Both build-

ings, the Moon Viewing Upper 
House, now used as a tea house, 
and a lower building that serves 
as the education center with an 
adjoining dry garden, are con-

structed using Japanese mortise 
and tenon techniques. The Mon 
Gate at the entrance and trails 
leading through a recently re-

stored bamboo grove 
and  around the hillside were later 
added by the subsequent owner, 
Charles Lee Tilden. The estate 

stayed in private hands until 1966 
when its last owners sold it to the 
City of Saratoga, CA, in order to 

preserve the gardens. In 2000, the 
city set up the Hakone Founda-
tion to manage and develop the 
property. In 2005 Hakone was 

used as the site for filming 
“Memoirs of a Geisha,” winner 

of three Academy Awards. 
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Controlling and Subduing Unruly Tomatoes 
Recently I spoke with a new backyard gardener who mentioned that last year his tomatoes  had gone wild  even after 
he had put them in cages. The vines  got "tangly" and had refused to stay in their cages. Had his tomatoes really gone 
feral?   
 
Experienced tomato gardeners, of course, know there are two kinds of tomatoes: determinate and indeterminate. De-
terminate plants, e.g. ‘Valley Girl,’ ‘Defiant’ and ‘Celebrity,’ typically grow to a height of around 3 to 4 feet, blossom 
and then all their fruit ripens within the space of 1 to 2 weeks.  Indeterminate plants, e.g. ‘Beefsteak,’ ‘Big Boy’ and 
most heirloom varieties,  can grow numerous vines from suckers that also turn into vines of 6 to 12 feet or more. 
Both types can benefit from pruning, and for most of us with limited garden space, some additional  kind of vine 
management is also required.  Without gardener intervention neither type will look like the neat and tidy tomatoes 
you see in most Internet  or seed catalog pictures. 
 
Now in fairness to those of contrary opinion, I acknowledge that there are gardeners who claim that except for re-
moving the lateral shoots from the bottom 10" of any tomato to promote better air circulation, pruning is not neces-
sary. And, I also admit I never pruned any tomato growing in my uncle's fields when I was younger, but my uncle 
had a lot of space and a lot tomatoes and we just let them sprawl on the ground. We lost some tomatoes to slugs and 
to our clumsy footwork, but we were satisfied with our yields for market. 
 
The arguments in favor of some kind of pruning include:  it increases the size of individual fruits by reducing the en-
ergy and nutrients otherwise devoted to plant growth, it allows for more exposure to sunlight, further minimizing the 
risk of disease from too much dampness, and it simply fits the plants into limited garden space.  However, pruning  
implies that you also do employ some kind of vine support. Keeping the fruit off the ground decreases fruit loss 
from disease and damage from slugs and, maybe most importantly, averts 
some backaches later during harvest. 
 

Cages & Staking for Determinates 
By their nature, determinate tomatoes need less pruning to fit garden 
space then indeterminate varieties. The Internet is loaded with tomato 
pictures exhibiting various gardener techniques:  single and multi-stick 
staking, inverted and pyramidal cages, simple vertical fences and all kinds 
of trellises.   My experience with ‘Celebrity’ tomatoes  is that cages gener-
ally need staking because heavy fruit loads require that cages may also  
need propping  up even when I have limited plants to 4 shoots.  I also 
space the plants at 3 to 4 foot intervals instead of the commonly stated 2 
feet for determinate tomatoes because I like to be able to move around 
my plants easily.  This also enables good air flow. 

 

Dealing with Indeterminate Varieties 
As we mentioned earlier, indeterminate tomatoes can produce long 
vines, and the vines will keep on growing and trying to set new fruit 
until killed by frost.  Towards the end of a growing season it's a good 
idea to clip off vine leaders to stymie new growth and encourage the 
plant to focus its energy on existing fruit development.  Because inde-
terminate vines can easily exceed 12 feet (20+ feet is not an uncommon 
length in green houses if a grower has pruned a plant to a single vine), it 
is necessary to provide a way to support (actually, suspend) the vine.  
Cages are not a good choice for indeterminates. The cages available 
from many big box and retail nurseries, even the large economy size 
cages, are simply too small, in my opinion, and much too expensive. 
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Staking cages to hold fruit.  Source:  Oldworld-

gardenfarms.com 

Wow! Overhead trellis for a single tomato plant..  Source: 
mothernaturenetwork.com  



If you trim intermediate vines just to fit your cages, the yield will be greatly reduced; 
if you don't prune, the vines will continue to grow and either cascade down to the 
ground or land on an adjacent cage - soon creating a tomato vine jungle.  Staking is 
also possible, but requires you to make or locate stakes long enough to hold long 
vines. With stakes you can control vine spacing better; otherwise they really offer 
little advantage over  cages. 
 
That said,  some kind of trellising or fencing seems to be the better approach. Trel-
lising also allows your imagination to get some exercise in design.  A trellis can be 
as simple as growing a tomato along a fence (assuming you don't need to worry 
about either wild critters or neighbors, both of whom probably like tomatoes).   Or,  
a trellis can be a simple A-frame design with its cross pieces lashed together for a 
season.  A-frame trellises are  popular in small gardens because they are quite stable, 
but reaching some areas might not always be easy. 
 
I think a simple vertical frame (right) is better. It requires less material and less 
space. You can also reach both sides easily. The major drawback of a vertical de-
sign, however, is that the posts need to be firmly set because they will be exposed 
to dynamic loading: vines + fruit, multiplied by wind. 
 
For either an A-frame or a vertical design you have choices about what to use and 
how to attach cross pieces. In either approach you can use cord, netting, wire cable 
or even sections of fencing attached to the supporting frames to bridge the open-
ings between posts. Another variation, if you choose to prune to a single stem, is to 
simply attach a top cross piece between posts and suspend single strands from it 
for vines.  The strands must be firmly secured at the bottom to keep the vines from 
blowing in the wind. 
 

Last Words about Pruning  
For determinate tomatoes in cages I usually try to limit a plant to 4 stems, but I do 
sometimes break my rule and go with 5 because I leave more space than is commonly suggested;  and, because I 
tend to have more tomatoes than I have cages, I keep a supply of stakes anyway. But that's pretty much all I do. Re-
member, the stems of these guys only grow to a set height and a set number of fruit.  By removing their side stems 
you are restricting how many tomatoes the plant will produce.   
 
The indeterminate type, as already mentioned, are a different story. They 
will keep on growing and trying to start new vines.  These start out as 
"suckers" (see diagram below) at a node just above a  leaf stem.  When you 
are growing this type of tomato, your trellis or frame decision will deter-
mine what your pruning approach will be.  Allowing for 4 - 6 suckers   to 
develop into vines is common.  But if you think your growing season is 
long and only have a couple of plants, then you might think about letting a 
couple more lateral vines develop. 

 
For commercial growers using support systems in either greenhouses, high 
tunnels or the field, a 4 vine approach seems to be considered the golden 
mean in that it balances a profitable yield against the labor costs involved 
in attaching additional vines to frames and regularly pruning them to re-
move their own new suckers. 

Adopted from a May, 2018 post of the Rensselaer County Vegetable Blog  

by Irv Stephens, Rensselaer County Master Gardener 
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Simple A-frame trellis.  Source: free-
scortpost.com  

Simple vertical trellis.   
Source: tomatoville.com 



Spring Is 

Here! 

These photos come from the garden of  
Rensselaer County Master Gardener Beth 
Bechand who (before she became a gar-
dener) used to think that October was the 
most exciting month of  the year for enjoy-
ing colorful foliage.  Hopefully, these im-
ages will inspire you to slow down and 
look closely at the amazing colors, shapes, 
and textures of  the leaves of  spring. 

1. 

3. 

2. 

5. 

6. 
7. 

8. 

4. 



KEY 

1.  Carolina allspice  2. Columbine  3. Columnar oak  4. Green 

and gold bleeding heart  5. Red horsechestnut  6. Smokebush  

7. Barrenwort  8. Japanese painted fern  9. Fringetree  10. 

Concolor fir  11. Color explosion!  12. Inkberry holly  13. 

Creeping sandcherry  14. Peony     

9. 

13. 

10. 

11. 

12. 

14. 
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“A good garden may have some weeds.”   

Thomas Fuller (1608-1661, English churchman and 

writer) 

Gardening Questions?   

Call The Master Gardeners! 

In Albany County:  Call 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 web-

site at www.ccealbany.com    

 

In Schenectady County:  Call 372-1622 weekdays from 9:00 AM to Noon, follow the 

prompt to speak to a Master Gardener and press #1.  You can also email your ques-

tions by visiting their website at  http://counties.cce.cornell.edu/schenectady/  

 

In Rensselaer County:  Call 272-4210 weekdays from 9:00 AM to Noon and ask to 
speak to a Master Gardener.  You can also email your questions to 
Dhc3@cornell.edu 
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