Help Your Vining Vegetable Friends!
June 19, 2003

Vegetables have personality.  I like the veggies that crawl all over the garden.   Like large leafy green centipedes they creep through the patch sticking their yellow flowers up through the foliage. Their golden flowers signal that soon we can wade through the veggie-jungle picking squash, cucumbers and melons.
Though they are very hardy, our vining friends are not without problems.  
Something is boring into my cucumbers, squash and cantaloupes?  If it is boring into the fruit, it is probably a pickleworm.  These caterpillars are colorless to yellow-green and can have spots.  When young, they feed on small leaves or around the flowers before boring into the fruit.

Once the pickleworm is inside, it is too late to control him.  Try to prevent pickleworms by spraying Sevin or esfenvalerate weekly.  Pick the fruit and then spray.  Try to spray late in the day to avoid killing bees.  Follow all label directions, especially concerning days to wait between the last spray and harvest.  Wash fruits well with plain water before eating.
A similar pest, the squash vine borer, attacks squash stems.  They over winter in the soil and emerge in the spring as a clear wing moth.  The moth lays eggs on the stems and leaf petioles.  The caterpillars hatch in about a week and tunnel into the stem of the plant.  The tunneling kills the plant(s vascular system, making the plant wilt and die.  You can often see masses of coarse green excrement on the stem and the stem may begin to rot.  If you cut open the stem you may see the fat white caterpillar inside.
Prevent squash vine borer by not planting vine crops in the same area year after year.  You can also spray as mentioned above using esfenvalerate.  You can also do surgery to remove the pest.  Gently cut the stem the long way and remove the caterpillar and kill him.  Push the stem back together and bury it with soil.  The plant may grow roots there and slowly recover.
Once vines get in very bad shape, it may be best to just replace them.  Completely remove or destroy the plants since they may have insects in them.  Plant new squash and cucumber crops every few weeks and destroy the old plants to provide a constant supply of squash with fewer bugs.
My squash is blooming but not producing fruit! There can be two problems. Vining vegetables have two type flowers – male and female.  The male flowers produce pollen but no fruit.  If you are looking at the male flowers and expecting them to fruit, you will be disappointed.

Look closely at the fruit.  Does it have a tiny fruit between the flower and the flower’s stem?  If so, this is a female flower and should produce a fruit.  If it has no fruit there, it is a male flower that produces no fruit.

Some plants produce many male flowers.  I am not exactly sure why. The plant may be stunted and need more light or fertilizer or may be suffering from insect injury or disease.  Find the problem and fix it to encourage more female flowers.  Unfortunately, squash is such a short-lived plant that it may be better to just plant more squash and destroy these.  Be careful to find and fix the problem to prevent its reoccurrence.
The other problem may be pollination.  Vine crops need to be pollinated by bees.  Poor pollination may make fruit drop off or rot before maturity.  Affected cucumbers, melons or squash may be shriveled or smaller on one end.

There is not much you can do for this, except getting a hive or two of bees.  Many of our native bees have been killed by mites and land development.  Do not use insecticides when honey bees are flying or around beehives.  
You can also (act like a bee( and transfer the pollen from male to female flowers early in the morning (before 10:00 a.m.). The female flowers are the ones with the little fruit behind them.  Don(t forget to wear yellow stripes and to (buzz( when you do this (Just kidding!).
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The squash vine borer bores into squash stems, stunting or killing the plant.
