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Recently, a homeowner asked if I would take a look at their “sickly” 
White Ash trees that exhibited symptoms of: chunks of bark that 
had fallen to the ground, scattered holes at varying heights around 
the tree and over 75 percent leaf defoliation.  Upon seeing the trees, 
my first thought leaned toward the possibility of damage from the 
Emerald Ash Borer (EAB). My concern was that although the EAB has been detected in 
Swain, Macon and Haywood counties, there are a few native pests that can cause some or 
all of the same symptoms. 
 
Emerald Ash Borer was first detected near Detroit Michigan in 2002. EAB is a nonnative 
metallic green beetle that bores into ash trees feeding on tissues beneath the bark that 
ultimately kills the tree.  EAB originates from China, Japan, Korea, and from parts of 
eastern Russia.  It is believed to have been transported to the United States in wood 
packing materials made of ash.  Currently, EAB is found in counties scattered through-
out the Midwest, the northeast and southeast killing tens of millions of ash trees. 
 
Emerald Ash Borer was first detected in North Carolina in 2013 in the counties of: Gran-
ville, Person, Vance, and Warren.  EAB attacks all species of ash (Fraxinus spp.) native to 
the United States. The three species of ash native to western N.C. include white ash, 
green ash and Carolina ash. Both healthy and unhealthy trees can be atacked. Mountain 
ash, which is not considered a true ash, is not susceptible to EAB.  

 
Emerald Ash Borer will lay eggs between the layers of the bark and in the 
crevices of the tree. Young larvae typically hatch in about 7 days, bore into 
the trees and begin feeding on the inner bark and phloem creating S 
shaped galleries.  EAB larvae are crème in color with bell shaped segments 
and go through 4 stages overwintering in the fall with adults emerging in 
late spring and early summer through D shaped holes.  
 

Trees infested with the emerald ash borer display thinning and partially 
dead tops (crown of the tree).  Sprouting from the main stem of the tree, 
may occur. The presence of insects below the bark leads to increased 
woodpecker activity, which causes the tree to look like it is losing patches 
of bark. In severe cases, the bark of the tree may split in places where the 
larvae are feeding beneath. 
 
If you observe a dying ash tree and suspect the emerald ash borer contact the NCDA & 
CS Forest Outreach Program to report the location and descriptions of potentially infested 
trees at  1-800-206-9333 or newpest@ncagr.gov  
 
The final diagnosis of the “sickly” White Ash trees in question was attributed to wood bor-
ing beetles and woodpeckers and not the EAB. 
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Many caterpillars we see in the landscape today morph into beautiful butterflies such as Zebra or 
Pipevine Swallowtails causing minimal disturbance other than munching on our native flora.  
From the Eastern Tiger Swallowtail to the Great Spangled Fritillary, NC hosts some impressive 
beauties. While most caterpillars are relatively harmless there are some “stinging caterpillars” 
armed with poisonous hairs or spines on their bodies that may be seen throughout western North 
Carolina. 
 
Unlike bees, hornets and wasps, stinging caterpillars possess hollow quill-like hairs, called setae 
that are connected to poison sacs. When coming into contact, these hair or horn like structures 
break away, releasing toxins that may either penetrate the skin or spill out to spread on the sur-
face area of the skin.  
 
Now not all caterpillars with spines, barbs or bright colors are venomous. There is no hard and fast 
rule that distinguished the stinging from the nonstinging caterpillars. The most common species of 
stinging caterpillars found in the Southeast, belong in the family of Slug Caterpillars, Flannel 
Moths, Giant Silkworms, Dagger Moths, Smoky Moths, and Nymphalid Butterflies.  
 
Most recently a home owner brought into my office one of these little stinging critters 
known commonly as a Saddleback caterpillar.  This bright and spiny guy is the lar-
vae stage of the slug moth (Acharia stimulea).  Saddleback caterpillars grow to be 
about one inch in length and are dark brown with long brown horns with many 
spines.  Bodies of Saddleback caterpillars are distinguished by bright colored pat-
terns of brown with crème or white margins and green markings that resembles a 
saddle on its back. They are most commonly found on oak, cherry, and plum trees, 
but can be observed on dogwoods, blueberries, hydrangea and grapevines too.  
 
While this caterpillar is not a major horticultural pest, it has stiff poisonous spines connected to 
poison glands on their bodies. When a person comes in contact with these, the spines break and a 
venom is released.  Most reactions are little more than itching and burning pain but can vary from 

mild to severe, depending upon the area stung, and the sensitivity of the 
victim. Stings from these caterpillars are relatively rare and usually 
caused by accidentally rubbing up against them while doing yard work. If 
you notice one of these critters on your body or clothing, don’t hit it with 
your hand. Instead, take a stick and flick it off. The stinging hairs of 
these caterpillars can lodge not only in skin but also in clothing. Adhesive 
tape can be useful in removing hairs that are stuck in the skin. If you do 
get stung, wash the area with soap and water. Prompt application of an 
ice pack or baking soda may also help to reduce pain and prevent swell-

ing. Antihistaminic drugs, often administered for bee and wasp stings, are reportedly ineffective. 
See a physician if severe reactions occur.  
 
The Saddleback caterpillar resides in much of the eastern United States, occurring as far south-
ward as Florida, northward to New York and Massachusetts, and westward to Texas, Indiana and 
Kansas. Plants that host this prickly guy include: apples, blueberries, corn, dogwoods, elms, 
grapes, maples, oaks, Prunus species, sunflowers, and many more!   

 
For more information please see http://entnemdept.ufl.edu/creatures/urban/medical/
saddleback_caterpillar.htm 
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Lawns 
● Depending on the weather, you may still need to mow a time or two before putting 
the mover away for winter. 

● A mulching mower can do a good job of chopping those fallen leaves if there are not 
too many. Another option is to put on the bagging attachment to chop and collect 
the leaves. They make a good addition to the compost pile.   

● Do not allow a heavy layer of leaves to smother ground covers, evergreen perennials 
or pansies. 

 
Vegetables 
● Remember to take advantage of the herb garden when preparing those holiday meals. In addition to 
flavoring, herbs can make lovely garnish or table decorations. 

● Leafy greens can be harvested by pulling the whole plant, or by removing lower leaves and allowing 
the plant to continue to grow. 

● Most of the winter vegetables, such as cabbage, broccoli and greens, do not need protection from 
cold temperatures until nights fall into the low 20s. 

● Remove the dead ferns from the asparagus bed. 
● Monitor greenhouses, cloches and cold frames daily. Temperatures heat up quickly on a sunny 
day. 

 
Fruits 
● Finish fall cleanup, rake leaves and remove any fruit left in trees or on the ground.  
● Do not prune fruit trees until March. 
● Pull weeds in the strawberry bed, but do not cover the plants with straw yet. 

 
Ornamentals 
● When planting trees and shrubs, pay attention to correct planting depth. Water well and apply a 3 
inch layer of mulch, being careful to pull the mulch a few inches away from the stem. 

● Check landscape beds for winter annual weeds. Remove them now as they will only be larger in the 
spring. 

● If you love to have daffodils, crocus, iris and grape hyacinth blooming next spring, then plant now! 
Bulbs need to be exposed to cool temperatures to bloom. Its best to get them planted before 
Thanksgiving. 

● To enjoy the poinsettia as long as possible, give it very little direct sunlight, 
keep it away from heat vents and cold drafts, and water regularly. 

● Keep good pruning practices in mind when cutting holiday greenery. Make 
clean cuts at branch angles or leaf nodes, and keep an eye on the shape of 
the plant. 

● Inspect house plants, especially any that spent the summer outdoors. They 
often carry in small insects such as scale, mealybugs, whiteflies and spider 
mites. 

● Before bringing a live Christmas tree indoors, give it a good shake and even a good cleaning with 
the garden hose to remove pollen and hitchhiking insects. 

 
Other 
● This is an excellent time to send in your soil! Tests results come back quickly this time of year, al-
lowing plenty of time to start making adjustments for next season’s garden. 

● Drain rain barrels. Some people simply leave the tap open for the winter, others reinstall the down 
spout and store the barrel. 

● Along with the holiday greetings, the garden catalogs will be arriving in the mail. Start flagging your 
wish list pages for spring orders. 
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If you love to have daffodils, crocus, iris and grape hyacinth blooming 
next spring, then plant bulbs now! Bulbs need to be exposed to cool 
temperatures to bloom. Its best to get them planted before Thanksgiv-
ing. 

 

Daffodils, crocus, squill, snowdrops and fritilaria will peren-
nialize so you can enjoy more blooms in the coming years. 
However most tulips and hyacinth do not bloom more than 
a couple of years. Bulbs often do poorly in clay soils so 
work in plenty of organic soil amendments to improve 
drainage and try to plant at the appropriate depth. The larger the bulb 
the deeper it should be planted. 2-4 inches for crocus and 6-8 inches 
for large daffodils. 

Sincerely,Sincerely,Sincerely,Sincerely,    

Christy Bredenkamp, Extension AgentChristy Bredenkamp, Extension AgentChristy Bredenkamp, Extension AgentChristy Bredenkamp, Extension Agent    
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Jackson County Center 
538 Scotts Creek Road, Suite 205 

Sylva, NC  28779 


