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I came home from a wonderful week at the beach eager to see what had happened in the garden in my absence, only to find holes in all my cabbage leaves, lots of them.  Having not seen any of the little white moths with which I was familiar prior to the trip (Imported cabbageworm, Pieris rapae), I was perplexed.  I inspected the damaged leaves until I found the most unusual worms that I had never seen before.  A search online for cabbage pests listed cross-striped cabbageworm (Evergestis rimosalis).  It looked just like mine: bluish grey with transverse stripes as well as yellow and black lengthwise stripes. 

This story does not have a happy ending.  My cabbages were riddled with holes and sadly destroyed. But, I have learned some things about this particular pest that will help me avoid them or dispatch them on the battlefield more successfully in the future.

Both Virginia Tech Cooperative Extension and North Carolina State Extension Services provide some good resources on garden pests.  “The Pest Caterpillars of Cole Crops in Virginia” lists various Virginia pests that affect cabbages, kale, collards, broccoli, and other cole crops.  My cross-striped cabbageworm was there.  Though the large egg masses may appear in late May, overlapping generations, as many as four, will last through the warm season, into fall.  Also, the moth, yellowish-brown in color, is nocturnal and unremarkable in appearance.  It is not likely to be seen, but row covers, anchored with bricks or rocks, can prevent eggs being laid on the cabbages.  Virginia Tech Extension suggests that for home gardeners, removing the larvae by hand is the best way to control this pest.

Other biological controls are parasitic wasps, tachinid flies, and other predators, natural enemies of cole crop cabbageworms. Then there is Bacillus thuringiensis (Bt), a bacterium used in commercial formulae that provides effective control of caterpillars without harming other natural enemies.  Because the larvae overwinter in garden and field debris, clearing out any garden waste in and around raised and garden beds at the end of the season will minimize the opportunities for harmful insect habitats.  With such an arsenal of resources, I should surely be able to win against this enemy.

My plan “B” is to sow Flat Dutch or Savoy cabbage seeds by July 15 and put in transplants by August 1st for harvest in late fall.  Cabbages will grow under row covers and protect young plants from pests, provided they are inspected regularly.  Hopefully we will have plenty of cabbages in the fall. 
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