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Introduction

My grandpa, Adolph Stasny, was a farmer, country store owner and cattle raiser near the small community of Smetana, Brazos County, Texas. A necessary family food source back in those days was the vegetable garden. Families were large and so were the gardens. My mother, known to some of you as Grandma Zak, tells how garden insects were controlled when she was a little girl some seventy-odd years ago.

When it got “good-and-dark,” Grandpa gave each of the eleven children a kerosene lantern and a tin can with a little “coal-oil” in the bottom. Everybody took a row and, by lantern light, hand-picked every insect in sight, depositing same in their coal-oil can. It took quite a while to do this because the garden was somewhat over an acre in size. After the garden was scoured for insects, everyone turned in their cans to Grandpa who then dumped the critters in a pile and burned them. This ritual was repeated as needed. And those were the good ’ol days? I wonder how many of us would opt to garden if this technique were necessary today. Well, to coin a phrase, we’ve come a long way, baby!

The major problem in pest control is not the selection and use of a pesticide, but is rather the proper identification of the pest. Also keep in mind that some critters do noble deeds and should be spared. Which wear halos — which wear horns? This book is intended to help homeowners make those decisions. On the following pages, you will see suggested controls for the “bad guys.” Be advised that these are intended to be only clues to controls. I don’t suggest they are the only controls, or necessarily the best controls in any given situation. So, with that caution, let’s proceed to meet our friends and foes. Welcome to the Critters, some common garden and household pests of Texas.

Bill Zak





Critters and Their Names

The world around us is filled with many different plants and animals. Creatures that vary almost beyond imagination in size, shape and color. Names are used to distinguish all these living things. Common names are used in our everyday conversation and scientific names are used for study. Most living organisms have two names, a common name and a scientific name. This book will use common names and also include enough scientific classification to give you an idea of how the animals relate to each other.

One of the most accepted classifications (naming systems) places all living things into one of two major groups — Plants and Animals. These are called Kingdoms and are further divided into Phylum, Class, Order, Family, Genus and Species. Using the American cockroach as an example, its classification would be as follows:


Kingdom — Animal 
Phylum — Arthropoda 
Class — Insecta 
Order — Orthropoda 
Family — Blattidae 
Genus — Periplaneta 
Species — americana


Almost all of the critters in this book are in the Animal Kingdom, the Phylum Arthropoda and Class Insecta. But there are a few exceptions: for example, rodents are in the Phylum Chordata, snails in the Phylum Mullusca, and earthworms in the Phylum Annelida. After the description of each critter is presented, those in the Class Insecta will have their Order and Family name listed. Some additional classification information will be presented for those outside the Class Insecta, but this will be kept within the scope of this book.

Dr. Rodney L. Holloway





Ants


CARPENTER ANTS

Carpenter Ants bore into moist, decaying wood, forming extensive galleries in which they make nests. They do not eat their sawdust-like wood borings, but feed on other insects, plant sap, pollen and seeds. Of over 2,500 known species of ants, carpenter ants and their relatives form one of the largest groups. When the colony grows too large, part of it will migrate, often invading nearby homes through windows, foundation openings, or similar entry points. They will bore into structural timbers, ceilings and floor or sub-floor areas, or they will colonize undisturbed hollow spaces such as wall voids and hollow doors where they will cause considerable damage if allowed to spread. In addition to weakening wood, carpenter ants may invade pantries, and often will inflict painful bites if disturbed. The workers, which are infertile females, are among the largest known ants; they grow up to ½inch in length. Carpenter ants are black or reddish-black in color and may be winged or wingless.

 


Ants=Order Hymenoptera, Family Formicidae


CONTROL CLUE

Spray baseboards, windowsills, door frames and other surfaces where these ants crawl with Diazinon or Baygon. Spray into the nests if possible. Remove nearby logs or stumps that might be an infestation source. Seal openings in the foundation, around windows and other access areas into your home. Don’t be intimidated by the size of this ant; you can win! Go get ‘em, tiger. Fight! Fight! Fight!
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Carpenter Ant

(C-USDA-200)
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Carpenter Ants

(Ortho-12)
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Carpenter Ant damage

(Ortho-13)








FIRE ANTS

Fire Ants have become a tremendous problem for Texans. Four fire ant species are found in Texas: Tropical Fire Ants; Southern Fire Ants; Desert Fire Ants, although these are rarely observed; and Red Imported Fire Ants, which cause the most concern. Imported fire ants spread naturally through queen movement by crawling, by drifting downstream on or in logs, or by travelling aboard cars, trucks or trains. Shipments of soil or nursery stock from an infested area may relocate an entire ant colony or nest.

Agricultural losses from this pest are significant, but in urban areas imported fire ants are a formidable problem also. They invade lawns, parks, playgrounds, schoolyards, cemeteries, golf courses and homes. The ants attack anything that disturbs their mound. Symptoms of the fire ant sting include burning and itching, often followed by the occurrence of a white sore or pustule that may leave a permanent scar after healing. Venom of this ant is unlike that of any other stinging insect. Hypersensitive persons suffer chest pains or nausea and may even lapse into a coma from just one sting. Persons who react severely to a fire ant sting should see a physician immediately.

 


Ants= Order Hymenoptera, Family Formicidae


CONTROL CLUE

The technique used in applying an approved fire ant insecticide will be as important as the selection of the insecticide. To control any of the species effectively, an understanding of their habits, especially their mound-building activities, is critical. Fire ant mounds will be more apparent in the spring, summer and early fall following rainy periods. These ants do not prefer extremely wet soil; therefore, they increase their mound size and move their brood up into the drier soil of the mound. This habit makes a colony more vulnerable to insecticide control measures.

The most effective fire ant control is a bait application; workers hopefully will gather the poisoned food and feed it to the queen. Killing the queen is the key to colony elimination. Drenches do not always kill the queen, but if you drench properly, you will have increased your chances. The most effective drench procedure is to dilute an approved insecticide in water. Apply this solution (usually a gallon or so depending upon mound size) to simulate a gentle rain. A sprinkler can will be especially useful for this procedure. Thoroughly wet the mound and surrounding area to a diameter of 3 to 4 feet.

It is important not to disturb the mound before or during treatment . Mound disturbance causes part of the colony to move away from the chemical. If most of the colony is in the mound and above ground level, treatment should be successful. Surviving workers may remain for a week or two, but will ultimately die. If mounds are missed during the first application, re-treat when ants are noticed. This procedure is usually successful on cooler spring or fall days and during winter months. During very dry periods, most members of a fire ant colony are below ground level. Applying an insecticide at this time does little more than move the colony entrance to another location. To overcome the dry condition, water-soak the soil around the mound. This procedure drives the colony up into the drier soil. Now, proceed with control procedures previously described.

Several insecticides are labeled for fire ant spot treatment. They are available in liquids, baits and granules. Use according to label directions. I have had the most success with Orthene 75-W, which was recently cleared for use in Texas. Read the label carefully.
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Imported Fire Ants gathering food

(IVA-10-C VWR)
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Imported Fire Ant mound

(IVA-10-A VWR)
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Imported Fire Ant larva, pupa, worker, drone & queen

(IVA-10-M VWR)
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Typical Fire Ant mound in yard

(C-USDA-213)
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Southern Fire Ant mound

(IVA-11-A VWR)
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Southern Fire Ant in stinging position on an insect

(IVA- 11-1 VWR)








HOUSEHOLD ANTS

Many different ants are commonly found in Texas and they readily invade homes for feeding or nesting or both. Homeowners become alarmed when worker ants are found infesting food or other items and ordinarily respond by drenching the area with enough insecticide to kill a mule. Applying extensive, undirected insecticide treatments in the home is unsatisfactory because this action kills only a small number of the invading workers and usually does little to affect the colony which is the source of the workers.

Ants come in your house because food, water and shelter are available there. They are one of the most successful insect groups because they so readily adapt to changing environments. Most ants prefer to nest in soil or outdoor wood, but your home offers many desirable locations for nesting; cracks and holes in brick veneer, wall voids and structural wood are sites commonly sought out and exploited. At certain times of the year, mature ant colonies produce winged reproductives which swarm from the nest in great numbers. When these swarmers emerge within or near a building, they may be confused with termite swarms, but if they are ants, the nest is usually located in proximity to the swarms.

 


Ants= Order Hymenoptera, Family Formicidae


CONTROL CLUE

The most effective ant control lies in finding the nest and treating it with the proper insecticide. S.O.S., SEEK OUT SOURCE! To locate ant nests, determine movement patterns and the worker ants will often lead you back to the nest. Another good technique is to use small bait stations to trick the ants into revealing their nest locations. Use soft drink or pill bottle caps baited with small amounts of peanut butter, jelly and bacon grease; one or more of these three foods will attract any ants. Watch the ants as they locate this food and begin taking it back to the nest. They may even establish an odor trail which other workers will use to come to the food source, so an ant column may develop. When you locate Ant City, USA, treat it with Sevin, Dursban, Diazinon or a Boric Acid Bait; the species of ant will determine which you use. Follow label directions.
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Argentine Ant workers

(IVA-2-A VWR)
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Little Black Ant worker

(IVA-13-A VWR)
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Pyramid Ant mound

(IVA-5-A VWR)
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Pyramid Ant larva & worker

(IVA-5-H VWR)
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Thief Ant worker

(IVA-12-A VWR)








PHARAOH ANTS

Pharaoh Ants are perhaps the most difficult household insect pests to control. They are quite small (less than 1/16 inch long) and are a light tawny-brown color. Pharaoh ants adapt well to living in homes because they can readily nest in wall voids, appliances, linens, heating ducts, light fixtures and attics. They prefer to be close to heat and moisture sources.

Pharaoh ants are commonly called “sugar ants,” but I promise you their diet is more diversified. They will have a family reunion on a drop of bacon grease overlooked on the kitchen range. Draw your bath in the morning and find a hundred and fifty drinking water on the shower head. Brush your teeth and see that interminable trail coming from behind the mirror heading for lunch on your tooth paste tube. Put on the shirt you wore to dinner last evening and find them crawling pell-mell up the sleeves heading for that spot of salad dressing inadvertently splattered on your collar. Those cookies for the office left on the breakfast table will be the occasion for an orgy that would have awed the Romans. Welcome to pharaoh ants!

 


Ants = Order Hymenoptera, Family Formicidae


CONTROL CLUE

Careless application of insecticides often makes the situation worse. Even an intensive, properly conducted control program may require two to three months to eliminate pharaoh ants. Do yourself a favor; call a good professional exterminator and save your sanity. What can the exterminator do that you can’t? Use restricted insecticides and be more expert in their application. Believe me, you will need all the help you can get.
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Pharaoh Ant workers tending eggs

(IVA-16-D VWR)
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Pharoah Ant workers gathering food

(IVA-16-B VWR)








RED HARVESTER ANTS

Here’s the ant that you will painfully, but nostalgically, remember if you grew up as a barefooted country kid — the “Red Ant” that would hunch-up on your big toe and inflict such a painful sting that it ruined your Sunday afternoon over at Grandma’s house. This is the same critter that would make your dog yelp with pain if one happened to curl-up in a stinging knot between his toes. One red-ant sting would forever be a vivid reminder to respect that big, bare, sandy mound with the hole in the top. This is the home of the Red Harvester Ant. . . where you dropped the dead snake, whose remains would mysteriously disappear after a couple of days.

Harvester Ants live in large, deep colonies with the queen ensconced 2 to 6 feet underground. These ants are also known as Agricultural Ants because of their preference for seeds and other plant materials which foraging worker ants gather and haul into the nest with breakneck speed. All vegetation around their mound will be cleared, leaving big bare circles that may be 2 to 12 feet in diameter. Red Harvester Ants are ¼inch or more in length.

 


Ants = Order Hymenoptera, Family Formicidae


CONTROL CLUE

These are “country” ants and they seldom require control, but if their presence poses a danger to animals or humans, or if their mound proves to be undesirable, treat the colony with Methyl Bromide, as you would for the Texas Leaf Cutting Ant. Read the label.
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Red Harvester Ant

(IVA-7-A VWR)
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Red Harvester Ant mound

(IVA-7-1 VWR)
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Black Harvester Ant

(IVA-8-A VWR)








TEXAS LEAFCUTTING ANTS

Texas Leafcutting Ants are also commonly known as town ants, cut ants, parasol ants, fungus ants or night ants. They occur principally in East Texas, living in large colonies with populations that may exceed 2 million ants. Leafcutting ants share the sophisticated habit of growing a “fungus garden,” as do certain termites in Asia and Africa and a few of the wood-boring beetles. Leafcutting ants remove leaves and buds from weeds, grasses, peach and plum trees, blackberry bushes, vegetable gardens and many other fruit, nut and ornamental plants as well as several cereal and forage crops. In East Texas and West-central Louisiana, young pine seedlings are often destroyed within a few days if planted where these ants are abundant.

These big, brown, worker ants are active from May to September, foraging during the night. Common worker ants range from ¼ to ½ inch in length. They often completely defoliate plants, carrying severed leaves to their nest to maintain their fungus garden which eventually is used for food. They travel along well defined, multi-lane trails, rushing pell-mell to unload a hunk of leaf; then back they come, bumper-to-bumper, at the same pell-mell pace, to get another load. Watching these “truck drivers” of the insect community will be completely fascinating, until you realize that they are hauling off your garden.

 


Ants= Order Hymenoptera, Family Formicidae


CONTROL CLUE

Follow that truck driver! The trail will lead you to the colony which may consist of only a few small mounds or one mound which may be several feet across. Methyl Bromide will be the best control, and be sure you find out how to use it if you don’t know. Methyl Bromide is tough stuff.
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Texas Leafcutting Ant on leaf

(Dr. J. Victor French)
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Texas Leafcutting Ant trail

(Dr. J. Victor French)
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Texas Leafcutting Ant colony

(HI-40 SFIWC)











Antlions (Doodlebugs)

When you were a child, did you ever play with a Doodlebug? Every Texas kid must know this critter in order to experience a normal, healthy childhood. If you don’t know about Doodlebugs, you must be from “out-of-town.” Let’s proceed with your education — it’s never too late to do the right thing.

A Doodlebug is an Antlion and is so named because the larvae of this family have strange eating habits. Adults resemble miniature damselflies. Females lay eggs on the ground in sand or sandy soil. When one hatches, the larva digs a pit shaped like an inverted cone with unbelievably smooth interior sides, and this larva lives almost completely buried at the bottom (the tip of the cone). This abode is a superbly designed trap, and should an ant or other small insect tumble in, it is seized in the powerful jaws of the larva and is sucked dry. Touch the upper edge of this sandy-sided trap with a twig and watch the action in the bottom of the hole. This guy does the original “jitter-bug,” causing a sand-slide which will carry the prey into those waiting jaws. As the larva matures, it builds a silken cocoon in which it pupates. Doodlebugs are harmless (except to the critter that falls into the hole).

Note to Mothers of Small Children: If you want a free baby-sitter for an hour, take li’l darlin’ out in the back yard and find a doodlebug house. Of course, baby will drive that doodlebug crazy, but that’s all part of being a doodlebug.

 


Antlions = Order Neuroptera, Family Myrmeleontidae

 


 


BENEFICIAL
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Antlion (Doodle Bug)

(C-USDA-184)









Aphids

When your young and tender garden plants begin to look puny for no apparent reason, you’d better begin checking for aphids. Aphids are small, sluggish, soft-bodied insects often called plant lice. Sometimes they are referred to as Ant Cows, and I’ll tell you why in just a minute.

Aphids come in various colors, like black to green to yellow and various shades in between. These fellows are suckers in the true sense of the word. A number of species attack various field and garden crops. You will find them on trees. . . on bushes. . . on potted plants, congregating on the new tender growth, sucking plant sap, causing stunting and leaf curling and leaving that most undesirable honeydew deposit.

Certain ants caress aphids, inducing them to produce more honeydew, which the ants eat. If aphids become crowded on a plant, the ants will often move some aphids to uninfested plants in order to supply them with a more ample food supply. They will tend them like a herd of cattle. . . hence, the name Ant Cows. Incidentally, aphids give birth to living young and breed prolifically. Some are winged and will fly.

 


Aphids = Order Homoptera, Family Aphididae
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Aphids (Plant Lice)

(C-USDA-95)
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Aphids tended by ants

(C-USDA-106)
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Aphids and predator

(C-USDA-66)
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Cabbage Aphids on cabbage

(HA-7-A VWR)
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Spider predator feeding on aphid

(100-1-FF VWR)
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Pea Aphid stem mother giving birth

(HA-25-A VWR)






CONTROL CLUE

Some gardeners simply wash them off a plant with the garden hose, but better you should use a shot of Malathion or Diazinon. Fortunately, aphids aren’t difficult to control.







Armyworms

To be invaded by a horde of Armyworms is to know how Custer felt at Little Big Horn. Armyworms get their name from their feeding habits. After they have eaten everything in one area, they crawl in droves to another area in search of more food. Armyworms are caterpillars. After several weeks of feeding, they pupate in the soil, then emerge as adult moths to repeat the cycle.

Several varieties of armyworms attack the home garden. Among them are the Fall Armyworm, Yellow-striped Armyworm and Beet Armyworm. In South Texas, all stages of the beet armyworm may be found throughout the year. Fall armyworm moths can overwinter along the Texas Gulf Coast and then in the spring fly north to do their dirty-work. Larvae of the yellow-striped armyworm generally are day feeders on foliage of forage plants, but otherwise their habits are similar to their armyworm cousins. They’ll go after anything green and try to eat all of it. Armyworms may migrate from lawns, pastures or small grains into vegetable gardens.

One year in Jackson County, I saw armyworms so bad you could actually hear ‘em. And if I didn’t hear ’em, I thought I did. Sounded like cottonwood leaves rustling in a soft breeze.

 


Armyworms = Order Lepidoptera, Family Noctuidae
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Fall Armyworm having lunch

(C-USDA-85)
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Yellow Striped Armyworm who already had a bite

(C-USDA-50)
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Beet Armyworms about to have lunch

(Ento.-TAEX)






CONTROL CLUE

In your garden use Sevin or Diazinon and hurry!







Assassin Bugs

Assassin Bugs come in several different models. They are sometimes brightly colored, sometimes less so. They present an ominous manner, but are actually beneficial. Assassin bugs are very similar in appearance to leaffooted bugs and the adults are winged.

If ever you are invited to lunch by one of these friendlies . . . don’t go. A favorite meal consists of chomping into a big ol’ caterpillar and then proceeding to suck the body juices from it. They probably do this same number on other insects also. WOW! What a way to live, but to each his own, I guess.

 


Assassin Bugs = Order Hemiptera, Family Reduviidae

 


BENEFICIAL
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Assassin Bug adult

(HE-14-E VWR)
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Assassin Bug having caterpillar pie

(Ento.-TAEX)









Bagworms

Bagworms are a common pest of ornamental trees. They are most commonly found on arborvitae and juniper, but they also will prey on maple, box elder, sycamore, willow, black locust, elm, basswood, poplar, oak, apple, cypress, wild cherry, sassafras, persimmon and cedar. Wow, what a menu! Bagworms have the unusual habit of spending their entire larval stage inside a silken bag. It is very strong and is well camouflaged with bits of twigs and leaves from the host plant. The early stages of an infestation are difficult to detect. As the larvae grow, the most obvious evidence of their presence is the defoliation of the upper portion of the tree and the presence of those Christmas-tree-like ornaments attached to the twigs and leaves where larvae are feeding.

Another unusual trait of the bagworm is that the adult female never leaves her bag. She is grub-like in appearance, has no wings or eyes and has no functional legs, antennae or mouth parts. Her body is soft, creamy-white and is nearly hairless. (No wonder she stays in the bag; how would you like to be married to that?) Large numbers of arborvitae and juniper are killed each year as a result of complete defoliation by bagworms.
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