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	Page 1: Q. My friend and I grew several vines of bottle gourds this summer. How do we dry them so that we can make them into birdhouses?

A.Hardshell gourds (Lagenaria siceraria) such as the bottle, crooked neck, and calabash are vigorous vining plants similar to pumpkins that need lots of room to grow in the garden. They are plentiful in autumn and whether you 've grown your own or bought them at the store, they can be dried, cured, and cut into strong, lightweight, durable bowls, birdhouses, and ornaments. Drying gourds is a slow but simple process. Small gourds take about a month; large ones can take six months or longer to completely dry. 

If gourds are still attached to the vines in late August or early September, it is time to stop watering them so they ripen. Leave the gourds on the vines until those vines are completely dead and the stem is dry and withered. Harvest them with 2 to 3 inches of stem and wipe away any soil.

Cure the gourds in a dark, dry, well-ventilated place. Arrange them in a single layer on a slatted table or screen with space between them or use twine to hang them by their stems. At first, turn them every few days. Don't worry if some mold grows on the outer skin, but do discard any gourds that turn soft or that shrink during the curing process.

When gourds are completely dry, they feel light and the seeds inside rattle. Wash them with mild soap and a pot scrubber (not sandpaper) to remove the mold and a thin layer of the outer skin. Dry thoroughly, then handle them like wood in your craft projects.

Q. I haven't had any whiteflies in my garden for several years, and now suddenly several plants in my yard are covered with them. What should I do?

A. Several species of whitefly are active this time of year. They thrive on the undersides of leaves, sucking plant juices and secreting them as honeydew, a sticky substance that attracts sooty mold. The ash whitefly was very destructive on trees several years ago, but a successful parasite release program brought this pest under control. The citrus whitefly is one we see in mulberry trees right now. The most likely culprits invading flowering ornamentals are the greenhouse and silverleaf whiteflies. These two species live on hundreds of plant species.


	Page 2: Whitefly populations will crash when the temperatures drop. In the meantime, hose them off regularly with a fine spray of water. For special plants keep a spray bottle of mild soap solution handy for a quick spritz, making sure to aim for the leaf underside. Add a dash of insecticide or oil to the bottle, if you wish, but avoid spraying the entire yard with insecticide or you'll disturb the beneficial insect-to-pest insect ratio and other insect problems will emerge.

Q. My neighborhood is dotted with walnut trees that are now loaded with nuts. Earlier in the summer we noticed flies hovering around the trees and the developing nuts. Why were they attracted to walnuts?

A. The walnut husk fly is a common fly in most walnut growing areas. It is about the size of a housefly but is easily distinguished because the wings have prominent dark stripes and there is a yellow spot where the wings attach. This fly has one generation per year and peak flights are typically from mid July to mid August.

In summer adult flies emerge from the soil underneath trees where they have overwintered as pupae. The female fly deposits her eggs into the husk of developing nuts. At first the small sting marks are difficult to detect, but they soon darken and appear as little black spots on the husk. Eggs hatch into white maggots that feed on the inside flesh of the husk for about a month. Then the mature maggots drop to the ground and burrow several inches down in the soil to pupate.

The primary damage from walnut husk fly is staining of the nutshell, which is a problem in commercial orchards. It can be ignored in most backyard situations because nutmeats are rarely affected. Feeding also causes damaged husks to stick to the shell, making them difficult to remove. Remedy this problem by placing the damaged nuts in a damp burlap bag for a few days before attempting to husk them.

Sanitation practices like removing and disposing of damaged nuts as soon as possible and cultivating under the tree can reduce the number of husk flies that overwinter in the soil. For severe problems a fly bait treatment may be warranted.
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