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Natureõs Refrigerator Preserves  
Global Seed Collection 
 Remote and icy Svalbard Archipelago, above the Arctic 
Circle about 300 miles north of mainland Norway, has be-
come kind of a Frozen Food Section for the world. The isola-
tion, cold climate, and permafrost make this an ideal location 
for long-term seed storage. 
 Drilled 500 feet under the permafrost into a frigid moun-
tain, the Svalbard Global Seed Vault has the capacity to con-
serve 4.5 million distinct seed samples--some 2 billion seeds. 
Seeds stored in the Global Vault are duplicates of those 
stored in other contributor seed banks. The vaultõs purpose 
is analogous to a hard-drive backupñto maintain copies of 
existing data (seeds) in case samples are destroyed or dam-
aged. Similar to a safety deposit box, the bank (Norway) 
owns the building and the depositors (other seed banks) 
own the contents of their boxes. Researchers, plant breeders 
and other groups wishing to access seed samples must re-
quest samples from the depositing seed banks, not from the 
Vault directly.  
 The location also takes into account known scenarios for 
global warming, including ocean rise and temperature 
change. 
 Cary Fowler is executive director of the Global Crop Di-
versity Trust, a project partner. He said in an interview with 
MSNBC last year, "The seed vault is the perfect place for 
keeping seeds safe for centuries. At these temperatures, seeds 
for important crops like wheat, barley and peas can last for 
up to 1,000 years." 
 Its futuristic entrance is designed to withstand nuclear 
bomb blasts and earthquakes. For this reason, itõs sometimes 
also referred to as the òDoomsday Seed Bankó or the 
òResurrection Seed Bank.ó Like Fort Knox, no one person has 

all the entrance codes. The facility also has state-of-the art 
automatic monitoring and temperature control, enabling it 
to operate essentially unattended.  
 Construction of the Global Seed Vault in Norway began 
in 2005; it opened in February, 2008. Construction costs 
(approximately $9 million) were funded by the government 
of Norway, which will continue to provide funding for main-
tenance. Storage of seed samples is free, but depositors pay 
transportation costs. The Global Crop Diversity Trust funds 
the operation and management of the Seed Vault, as well as 
the transport of the seeds from developing countries to the 
Arctic. The Trust is backed by large charitable foundations 
including those funded by Bill and Melinda Gates Founda-
tion and the Rockefeller family; three big corporations, in-
cluding DuPont; global research organizations; and 16 par-
ticipating nations, including the U.S. 
 

What Is a Seed Bank?  
  Although the technology employed in the Global Vault is 
state of the art, seed banks are nothing new. The U.S.  

Seed Banks  
ñDenise Weatherwax, MG08  

Millennium Seed Bank scientist in the MSB storage vault.  

Photo courtesy Royal Botanical Gardens, Kew, United Kingdom 
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Department of Agriculture (USDA) has been collecting 
and preserving seeds since the late 1800s. According to the 
American Botanical Council, because farmers and plant 
breeders have always selected plants for desirable traits, 
domestication itself can lead to loss of genetic diversity. 
For example, of the more than 7,100 named apple varieties 
grown in the U.S. since the 1800s, more than 6,800 no 
longer exist. Reduction of genetic diversity makes plants 
more vulnerable to pests, diseases, and environmental 
change. 

 A seed bank, also called a germplasm bank, conserves and 
stores specimen seeds in a controlled environment, away 
from their original habitat. This is referred to as ex situ 
(òoff-siteó) conservation. Seeds may be collected and stored 
either as a way to protect food crops, or to ensure biodiver-
sity of rare or native plants against elimination due to a 
possible future natural or man-made catastrophe. Disease, 
climate change, the Iraq War, Hurricane Katrina, wide-
spread droughts in Africa and other countries have all re-
cently caused destruction of crops and potential species 
loss. 
 For preservation in a modern bank such as the Global 
Vault, collected seeds are dried to a moisture content of 
less than 6%. The seeds are then stored in freezers at -18°C 
(0°F) or below. Seeds that can survive drying and freezing 
are called orthodox seeds. These seeds can remain dormant 
for decades in a cool and dry environment, with little dam-
age to their DNA.  
   Because seed DNA degrades with time, seeds need to 
be periodically replanted and fresh seeds collected for an-
other round of long-term storage. Those seeds that can be 
stored but are more sensitive to the drying and freezing 
process have an intermediate capacity for storage.  
 Seeds that cannot resist drying and freezing tempera-
tures necessary for storage in seed banks are known as  
recalcitrant (òobstinately disobedientó) seeds. Some recalci- 

trant non-tropical hardwood seeds, including those of oak 
and chestnut, can be stored in a nonfrozen state for up to 
two years, but must be protected from drying. Other 
plants that produce recalcitrant seeds include avocado, 
mango, and lychee, plus many plants used in traditional 
medicines. Medicinal plants with unorthodox seeds face 
double jeopardy, as many of these are also over-harvested 
in the wild.  

 One extreme example of a particularly long-lived 
seed is the 2,000-year-old Judean Date palm seed (Phoenix 
dactylifera) found in the ruins of Masada. Carbon dating 
had placed this hardy date pit back to the time of the siege 
at the Hebrew fortress in 73 AD. Planted in 2005, the seed 
germinated and is now a four-foot-tall seedling known as 
òMethuselah.ó The dry desert climate is believed to have 
been a factor in the viability of the ancient seed. 

 As an alternative to off-site seed banks, another type of 
conservation effort is in situ (òon-siteó). This method is the 
protection of habitats in the wild by creation of national 
parks, national forests, and wildlife refuges, which allows 
plants to continue to evolve in their natural setting. Arbo-
retums also contribute to on-site conservation by preserv-
ing living trees and plants in a protected space. 
 

Challenges to Seed Banking 
 As worthy an enterprise as saving seeds may seem, a 
project such as the Global Vault and other seed banks are 
not entirely free from controversy.  
 Financial and other pressures result in seeds for crops 
getting by far the highest priority. Worldwide, only 15 per-
cent of banked seeds are wild species.    
 Seed banks also may provide a false sense of confidence 
that safe storage alone can sustain agricultural diversity.  
 Seeds must be monitored carefully and continually be 
replaced to ensure viability. Seeds in smaller seed banks 
can be lost as a direct consequence of natural disaster, civil 
conflict, or human error.  

Left: CIMMYTôs vast collections of maize and wheat genetic resources 

are stored under controlled conditions to ensure longevity.  

Photo courtesty of International Maize and  

Wheat Improvement Center [CIMMYT]) 

http://www.cimmyt.org/english/wps/obtain_seed/ipPolicy.htm 

Right:Phoenix dactyliferia,  

Photo by Erg Chebbi, Merzouga, Morocco; April 2006. Wikipedia 

One of the settlements on the remote Svalbard Islands,  

location of the so-called ñDoomsdayò Seed Bank.  

Photo courtesy NOAA. 
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 Faulty or ineffective cataloging and data management 
can also render seeds virtually useless due to lack of infor-
mation. Documentation must include identity of the plant 
stored, location of the sampling, number of seeds stored 
and viability state. Other information, such as how the 
crops were grown, or crop rotations, should also be re-
corded. The Svalbard Global Vaultõs strict data submission 
requirements account for these considerations. 
 Third-world countries probably have the greatest bio-
diversity, but seed banks require technology and money, 
which may not exist or be hard to obtain. This is at least 
partially solved by partnerships with global seed banks 
that are well-funded and have a stated mission to reach out 
to other countries, MSBP for example. But local small 
farmers in poor countries do not have the same access to 
the seed banks as scientists and researchers. 

 Although the Global Vault provides that the original 
donor seed banks maintain ownership of the seeds in its 
care, Grain.org has expressed worries about use of off-site 
storage facilities being òfundamentally unjustó in that they 
take away intellectual property rights to crop varieties 
from the farming communities that developed them.  
 Other concerns that trouble critics of the Global Vault 
and similar facilities are the hidden motives of large corpo-
rations such as Monsanto and Dow, and distribution of 
genetically modified organisms (GMOs) into the environ-
ment by seed banks. Support and funding by the Rockefel-
ler Foundation and other wealthy trusts, big corporations, 
and global organizations such as CGIAR have led to allega-
tions that seed banks promote modern agribusiness at the 
expense of local farmers.  ó 
 
(List of several other significant seed banks around the 
world, page 17.) 
 

Integrated  Pest Management:  
Living with Ants  
ñPatricia Nicely, MG03  

A series on safer pest control in the home and garden  

 

 Ants are truly amazing insects, known for their Hercu-
lean strength, highly organized colonies, and unusual 
niches and behaviors. On a more practical level, ants pro-
vide important environmental functions such as feeding on 
pests, dead insects, and decomposing tissue; working the 
soil; and providing food for other wildlife. In our area, cer-
tain hummingbirds use ants as a winter food source. 
 Of the more than 12,000 known species of ants in the 
world, about 200 different species live in California, and 
only a handful of these are considered pests. Pest behavior 
includes invading homes and other inhabited buildings, 
damaging wooden structures, and biting or stinging. Also, 
because ants often seek sweet foods, they can be seen 
òfarmingó honeydew-producing insects such as aphids, 
scales, whiteflies, and mealybugs, which can increase  
the populations of these pests in our gardens.  In order  
to safely and effectively manage ants, implement an  
Integrated Pest Management (IPM) approach that in-
cludes understanding your pest, modifying conditions to 
discourage the pest, and using pesticides only as a last  
resort. A reasonable goal for ant control is to keep them 
from being a nuisance, not to completely eliminate them 
from your property.  
 The most common ant in California homes and gar-
dens is the Argentine ant, a dull-brown ant about 1/8 inch 
long. The similar but darker odorous house ant and the 
tiny pharaoh and thief ants are also common. The velvety 
tree ant, which nests in dead wood, is an aggressive biter.  
Stinging ants include harvester ants, native fire ants (such 
as the Southern fire ant), and the red imported fire ant (a 
recent and unwelcome inhabitant of Southern California).  
Carpenter ants burrow into wood, and can cause struc-
tural damage in buildings.  
 Ants live in large colonies, typically in the ground, and 
certain members of the colony are assigned the task of 
searching for resources. So, when we encounter ants, it is 
usually only a small fraction of the colony that we are see-
ing, in their search for food, water, or shelter.  Limiting the 
availability of these resources, through maintaining cleanli-
ness and denying access, is the IPM approach to living 
with ants.   
 Depending on the species and time of year, ants can be 
attracted to sweets, fats, or proteins. Cleaning up spilled 
food and dirty dishes, and storing attractive foods in air-
tight containers, will cause ants to leave empty-handed 
and look elsewhere. Take kitchen trash out daily, or ex-
clude ants from the trash can by using an airtight container 
or a sticky barrier (such as petroleum jelly) around the rim 
of the can. Pet food is a common attractant for ants (as 

Earthquake-proof, bomb-proof entrance to the  
Global Seed Vault.  

Photo © Copyright F. William Engdahl, Global Research, 2007 

http://www.globalresearch.ca/index.php?context=va&aid=7529  
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well as raccoons), so donõt leave food out, keep food bowls 
clean, and store food in a sealed container. If you must 
leave food out for your pet, try placing the bowl in another 
shallow bowl of water. Fixing leaky pipes, in addition to 
saving precious water and reducing water-related damage 
to your home, can eliminate desirable water sources for 
ants. Good hygiene outside the home is also important; 
discard fallen or decaying fruits, keep trash bins clean and 
covered, and locate trash and composters away from the 
house.  Also, any plants frequented by ants should be kept 
pruned away (or moved away) from buildings.  If you can 
identify where ants are entering your home, caulk the entry 
point to prevent future incursions.  Caulking all cracks and 
crevices in your home, and weather-stripping your doors 
and windows, can prevent ants from finding new entry 
points.   
 If ants do invade your home, clean up the area with 
soapy water or another non-toxic cleaning product, and 
clean up any attractive food sources. Never use òant sprayó, 
because its toxic chemicals can be inhaled and, if used out-
side, can enter waterways via runoff from your yard.  If 
ants invade an indoor potted plant, you can immerse the 
pot in a bucket of water with some insecticidal soap (1 
tbsp per quart).  Immerse the pot to just above the soil sur-
face, for about 20 minutes.   
 If good hygiene and exclusion practices are not keep-
ing ants out of your home, ant baits can provide good con-
trol if used properly. Ant baits consist of an attractant 
(usually sweet or protein-based) and an insecticide. When 

ants encounter the bait, they treat it as a food source and 
carry it back to the colony, where it will eventually poison 
the colony.  Before selecting a bait product, identify the ant 
species you are targeting so that you can buy a bait with 
the appropriate attractant. Pre-packaged baits are readily 
available and easy to use, but bulk baits and reusable bait 
stations are also available.   
 Using the bait properly is important. Always follow 
product directions, and wear gloves when handling baits.  
If possible, place the bait along the ant trail, so that the 
ants can readily locate it. Once you have placed the bait, 
donõt disturb the ant trail or otherwise interfere with the 
baiting process, and be patient, as it can take over a week 
for the bait to take effect. Replace pre-packaged baits fre-
quently, as they lose their efficacy over time.  Remove baits 
once the ants stop visiting them, otherwise you might at-
tract more ants.  If you do resort to baiting, remember that 
baits are pesticides, and always consider the safety of peo-
ple, pets and wildlife in selecting, placing, and discarding 
baits.  If I were to use ant bait at my home, I would select a 
borate-based bait, and I would take great pains to hide it 
from children and animals.  When discarding old or un-
used bait (or any other pesticide), always take it to your 
local household hazardous waste facility for proper dis-
posal.   
 The same basic approach for ant control in the home 
can be used in the garden, but your goal will likely be to 
exclude ants from particular plants in order to reduce the 
population of honeydew-producing insects on these 
plants. This can be done with Tanglefoot or other sticky 
products designed to trap crawling insects.  Keep in mind 
that some plants can be damaged by direct contact with 
these products. More robust approaches to controlling 
honeydew producers will be covered in a future article.   
 Another word about ant sprays.  When you use ant 
sprays, you are only killing the ants you see, not the entire 
colony. Ant sprays are expensive, toxic, and ineffective, 
and can interfere with your IPM approach. Donõt buy ant 
spray, and beware of perimeter treatments that promise to 
control ants.  ó 

IPM 
is an ecologically-based approach to managing pests that 
tries to prevent problems through a combination of 
methods and uses pesticides only as a last resort.   
IPM programs can be applied against insects, weeds, 
plant diseases, rodents, or other pests.  With IPM, youõll 
have a safer home and environment and youõll have fewer 
pest problems.   
 

Remember these IPM steps as you try to solve your pest 
problems: 

Correctly identify the pest 

Determine if it is a problem you canõt tolerate.   

Identify the conditions in your home or garden that 
are causing the pest to thrive or invade and change 
them to the extent possible.   

If this isnõt enough, consider other methods such as 
cultural, mechanical, physical or biological controls, 
or use least-toxic pesticides as a last resort.  

 

For more information on identifying and managing ants 
in California, consult the Ant Pest Note or Ant Quick 
Tip, both of which can be found on the UC IPM website 
www.ipm.ucdavis.edu or call the Master Gardener Hotline 
at 763-8007.  

Above: The ultimate in ant and termite control.  
A fullðgrown giant anteater can eat 30,000 ants and 

termites a day .  Donõt rush out and buy oneñ 
they can grow to 8 feet long and 140 pounds.  

Right: For the non-squeamish, gastronomic ant  
management. Ant larvae are food for humans in 

Thailand.  Photos from Wikipedia. 

anteaters http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anteater 
ants http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ant 

http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/
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Click on common name to read more details on the UC IPM site 

Argentine ant 
(Linepithema humile) 

Food: sweets, sometimes proteins. 

Nest: outdoors in shallow mounds.   
Large, 1/4 to 1/2 inch, black or bicolored red or black  

Carpenter ant 
(Camponotus spp.) 

Food: sweets. 

Nest: in tree stumps, firewood, fence posts, hollow doors or window 

frames; deposit sawdustlike frass outside of nests.   
Large, 1/4 to 1/2 inch, black or bicolored red or black  

Odorous house ant 
(Tapinoma sessile) 

Food: sweets, sometimes proteins. 

Nest: in shallow mounds in soil or debris, or indoors in wall voids,  

around water pipes or heaters.   
1/8 inch, dark brown to shiny black; very strong odor when crushed  

Velvety tree ant ( no pest note available) 
(Liometopum occidentale) 

Food: sweets and insects. 

Nest: in dead wood such as old tree limbs, stumps, and logs.   
1/8 to 1/4 inch, brownish-black head, red thorax,  

and velvety black abdomen; very distinct odor when crushed  

Pavement ant 
(Tetramorium caespitum) 

Food: sweets, proteins, grease. 

Nest: in lawns or under stones, boards; build mounds along sidewalks, 

foundations, and near water.  

3/16 omcj 

Pharaoh ant 
(Monomorium pharaonis) 

Food: fats, proteins, sweets. 

Nest: in wall or cabinet voids, behind baseboards,  

or insulation or outdoors in debris.  

 

Red imported fire ant 
(Solenopsis invicta) 

Food: sweets, proteins. 

Nest: in mounds with multiple openings in soil or lawns and  

sometimes in buildings behind wall voids.   
1/16 to 1/5 inch, reddish with dark brown abdomen  

Southern fire ant 
(Solenopsis xyloni) 

Food: proteins and sweets.  

Nest: in small mounds with flattened irregular craters in wood,  

under rocks.  
 

1/8 to 1/4 inch, amber head and thorax with black abdomen,  

body covered with golden hairs  

Thief ant 
(Solenopsis molesta) 

Food: greasy and fatty foods, sometimes sweets.  

Steal food and ant larvae from other ant nests. 

Nest: outdoors in soil, under rocks or decaying wood or  

indoors behind wallboards or baseboards.  
 

1/32 inch, yellow to light brown  

3/16 inch, dark brown to black 

1/16 inch, yellow or honey-colored to orange  

http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/TOOLS/ANTKEY/argentine.html
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/TOOLS/ANTKEY/carpenter.html
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/TOOLS/ANTKEY/odorous.html
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/TOOLS/ANTKEY/pavement.html
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/TOOLS/ANTKEY/pharaoh.html
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/TOOLS/ANTKEY/redimport.html
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/TOOLS/ANTKEY/southernfire.html
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/TOOLS/ANTKEY/thief.html
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/PMG/menu.homegarden.html
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The Pruning Corner  

ñPaul McCollum, MG04  
  

 I hope that all of you have just about finished your 
pruning for the time being. One thing I have learned is that 
after I have finished the cutting and (and this is important) 
clean-up of all the refuse it is a good idea to wait a few days 
and go back and walk through the garden just to make sure 
nothing was missed. If you havenõt been out looking lately 
there could be some left over winter or early spring damage 
from the wind or other surprises from animals or even peo-
ple. If you see a dead or broken branch cut it off. If you 
missed a stem here or there trim it out before it has a 
chance to put on spring growth. Keep in mind the pruning 
is generally a growth retarding process (the more you 
prune something the less it will grow) and also a bud in-
vigorating process (bud invigoration leads to larger leaves, 
flowers and fruit).  
 Pruning here on the central coast can be a year round 
process because of our great climate. That being said most 
of my time during the months of April, May, and June is 
spent planting my yearly vegetable garden and just enjoying 
the flowers and spring growth. For me pruning takes a 
back seat at this time of year except for deadheading the 
roses that have more than one bloom cycle such as flori-
bunda and hybrid tea roses. I cut off spent flowers to a leaf 
with at least five leaflets and a node facing outward (or the 
direction I want it to grow). Old-fashioned roses and 
climbers that bloom only once a year should be pruned im-
mediately after flowering. Do not prune these types of roses 
heavily in the early spring since they bloom on wood from 
the previous year's growth. Immediately remove dead, dis-
eased or damaged wood on any rose.  

Another thing I look for during this time of year is new 
growth that is heading the wrong way: obstructing walk-
ways, crossing and interfering with other branches, or 
growing in the wrong direction. I apply this rule (at least I 
try) to my fruit trees, roses, and shrubs. Water sprouts can 
be removed as soon as you see them unless one happens to 
be in a place where you want to start a new branch. Get rid 
of any growth that appears below the graft on any of your 
roses or fruit trees. On roses itõs best to dig down to the 
point of origin and break off the growth from the root 
stock. Cutting it off at ground level will not get rid of it ð 
you have to take it off at the source. 
What about bulbs? I donõt grow a lot of them but I do 

have some freesias and daffodils. I know that some of my 
neighbors cut them back as soon as they finish flowering 
but I deadhead the spent flowers (if I havenõt taken them as 
a bouquet) and then wait until the plants die back to re-
move the dried up leaves. If your daffodils have stopped 
flowering then it is time to dig them up and separate the 
clump into groups of three bulbs each and replant them at 
the proper depth. Freesia bulbs can be dug and spread 
around if they have become too numerous in one area.  

 

 
Here are a couple of suggestions that may be off-topic 

but perhaps useful. The first one is about using your prun-
ings for support. I read it on one of my Yahoo groups and 
thought it was a useful idea. òWhen pruning trees and 
shrubs in the garden in late winter and early spring, save 
any straight, sturdy branches about a half inch to an inch in 
diameter with a y-shape at their ends. These are excellent 
to support floppy annual or perennial flowers and herbs 
over the summer. The branches blend in more with the gar-
den than metal staking or hoops, plus, they are perfect for 
adding an informal or cottage garden charm to a garden.ó  
This person used them for morning glories and saucer hi-
biscus, also for the hollyhocks when they would get to big 
to support themselves.  

The second and last suggestion is about using mulch. I 
am sure we all know about the efforts we should be making 
to conserve water and still maintain a nice garden. One way 
we can do this is to use our own homemade compost for 
mulch. All your prunings and cuttings can be composted 
and put right back into the soil. After the soil has warmed 
and all that new growth is flourishing you can add a layer 
of 2ó to 4ó of compost to your growing beds. If you do this 
you will not need to water nearly as much and you will be 
feeding your soil at the same time ð a win-win situation. 

Any questions can be directed to me at pulpit-
paul@razzolink.com. See you in July. ó 
 

Three Book Reviews  
ñSue Tarjan, MG06  

These books can be found at the Santa Cruz Public 

Library. Check them out for a test -read before you buy. 

Ceanothus 
David Fross & Dieter Wilken 
Timber Press 
2006 
 
David Fross, founder of Native 
Sons Nursery in Arroyo 
Grande, California, and lec-
turer at Cal Poly, San Luis 
Obispo, has teamed up with 
Dieter Wilken, botanist at the 
Santa Barbara Botanic Garden 
in charge of programs and col-

lections and adjunct professor at UC Santa Barbara, to pro-
duce a must-have book for all you Ceanothus enthusiasts out 
there. Whether you call these attractive and easy-to-grow 
natives Ceanothus, California lilac, wild lilac, mountain lilac, 
blueblossom, or buckbrush, they are undoubtedly among 
the most eye catching plants in the state, featuring a wide 
array of true blue to violet and purple flowers with a few 
whites and pinks to boot. Some are scented as well and be-
loved by pollinators of all descriptions. 

mailto:pulpitpaul@razzolink.com
mailto:pulpitpaul@razzolink.com
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From trees to groundcovers, there is at least one  
Ceanothus for every gardener. Among other things, this 
book will help you sort out which ones will thrive in your 
garden. The book is divided into two parts. The first part 
covers natural distribution, history of cultivation, growing 
tips, diseases and pests, cultivars, propagation, species and 
cultivars for the garden and landscape, and a selection 
guide. The second part discusses Ceanothus in the wild and 
explains how Ceanothus species fit into the natural ecology 
of their habitats. The book is amply illustrated (my favorite 
captures a gorgeous specimen climbing up a stone wall in 
England) and provides a very useful glossary, bibliography, 
and index.  
  
Flower Hunters 
Mary Gribbin & John Gribbin 
Oxford University Press 
2008 
 

If you like history and have ever 
wondered how all the ornamental 
species you love wound up easily 
available at your local nursery, 
this is the book for you. The au-
thors have meticulously re-
searched the lives of a dozen bo-
tanical explorers whose pioneer-
ing efforts to find, categorize, and 
propagate plants from around the 
world created world renowned 
botanical collections and helped 
to establish the science of botany. 

Even better, they contextualize their exploits to help us 
understand how botanical collecting, empire building, and 
rapidly evolving views of the natural world intertwined in 
one of the first truly global enterprises. 

The book is organized chronologically by botanist. 
Each chapter ends with a short bonus segment, òIn the 
Garden,ó that takes a tidbit mentioned in the chapter and 
applies it to the home garden. In the first chapter, for ex-
ample, òIn the Gardenó describes how to cultivate a òflower 
clock,ó popular among gardening enthusiasts of the era, 
that tells time by the opening and closing of different flow-
ers throughout the day.  

The book begins in the 16th century with John Ray, 
who developed the concept of species, and Carl Linnaeus, 
who organized the system of plant (and later animal) clas-
sification according to genus and species. It goes on to re-
count the exploits of Joseph Banks, who accompanied 
Captain Cook on his first voyage and brought the first 
eucalyptus, acacia, and mimosa back to Europe; Robert 
Fortune, who smuggled tea plants out of China to grow in 
plantations in Indonesia; Marianne North, an extraordi-
nary Victorian woman who traveled the globe painting 
exotic plants; Richard Spruce, who explored the Amazon 

and successfully cultivated quinine, saving countless peo-
ple dying from malaria; Joseph Dalton Hooker, rhododen-
dron hunter and friend of Charles Darwin; and other simi-
larly intrepid botanical adventurers. 

Several pages of illustrations are provided along with 
notes, sources for further information, and an index. 

 
 
American Pests: The Losing War on Insects from 
Colonial Times to DDT 
James E. McWilliams 
Columbia University Press 
2008 
 

Part historical account and part 
cautionary tale, this fascinating 
book argues that insects are a 
permanent and necessary part of 
the natural environment we must 
learn to live with because we 
cannot destroy them. Indeed, 
McWilliams argues that our mis-
guided attempts to do so jeop-
ardize our own existence as well.  
His central premise is that the 
settlers who fanned out across 
the continent to tame the wilder-
ness and its wildlife attempted to 

control the environment but continually undermined that 
control by seeking to achieve unrealistic economic goals 
through agricultural expansion. In other words, greed for 
continually increasing production and profits turned sus-
tainable and ecologically diverse family farms into vast and 
vulnerable monocultures that demanded centralization 
and uniform protocols for dealing with pest problems in-
stead of localized and individualized solutions to particu-
lar infestations, making overkill, ecological devastation, 
and pesticide resistance inevitable.  

McWilliams first describes the pest control techniques 
developed ad hoc by colonial farmers, including their lively 
exchanges in the pages of the Yankee Farmer and other jour-
nals of the time. He then details the evolution of the sci-
ence of entomology in lock step with the development of 
industries manufacturing chemical pesticides. As he does 
so, he introduces us to a cast of colorful characters who 
helped to shape the direction pest control would take in 
commercial agriculture in the U.S.  

Hardly a dry or technical tome, this book could serve 
as a sequel to Rachel Carsonõs Silent Spring. Itõll make you 
think; itõll make you shake your head; it might even make 
you laugh. Check it outñI guarantee youõll never look at 
those bugs and that can of bug spray the same way again! 
ó 
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Confessions  

of a Reluctant Gardener  
ñChristina Kriedt, MG06  

 

Weeds. How many hours a year do I spend thinking 
about pulling them out? I believe that a òweedó is any unde-
sirable garden plant and I admit that roses were once on my 
list. When I was in my twenties I lived in a house with 
about twelve roses in the backyard. I had no love for them 
and often considered chopping them down. (Strangely, I 
had no gophers to do it for me.) Those were the days when 
I gardened in my bare feet. I have since seen the light. And 
as an added bonus to suffering no more painful prickle 
pricks, I have grown to love all roses. 
Iõve also finally made peace with Bermuda buttercup 

(Oxalis pes-caprae). Iõve decided that having a positive atti-
tude is better for my blood pressure, so I now greet it as 
òsunny and cheeryó when it commences its annual domina-
tion of what would be my flower bedsñif I had any. 

You can spend hours pulling, yanking, scraping, curs-
ing, spraying (no, no, no), covering with plastic, you name 
it. But there is one completely organic, natural, harmless 
and free way to rid your garden of most of your weedsñeat 
them. With a little escargot on the side, if your Agapanthus 
can spare them, thereõs a wild salad bar in your yard! 
Maybe you shouldnõt put any Oxalis on your salads 

since in large amounts it is òtoxic, interfering with proper 
digestion and kidney function.ó1 Thankfully, I seem undam-
aged by the bouquets of sour grass I consumed on my way 
to and from grade school. But you could certainly toss some 
common chickweed (Stellaria media) in with the minerõs let-
tuce (Claytonia perfoliata). Sadly, I donõt have minerõs lettuce 
in my garden, but it did grow along the foundation of our 
house when I was young and my mother let us pick it for 
salads. She also fed us seaweed soup and beef brains scram-
bled with eggs even though we didnõt live within 50 miles 
of Santa Cruz. 

 

I do have sticky mouse-eared chickweed in my garden, 
which, as the name suggests, isnõt smooth like its cousin. 
The sticky chickweed tastes salad-y and slightly peppery to 
me. Apparently either chickweed is just fine raw or cooked. 

Hate the dandelions in your perennial border? Sauté 
them. The young leaves of Taraxacum officinale (harvested 
before the plant is mature enough to flower) are very high 
in nutrients. To quote nutritiondata.com dandelions are òa 
good source of Folate, Magnesium, Phosphorus and Cop-
per, and a very good source of Dietary Fiber, Vitamin A, 
Vitamin C, Vitamin E (Alpha Tocopherol), Vitamin K, 
Thiamin, Riboflavin, Vitamin B6, Calcium, Iron, Potassium 
and Manganese.ó2 You could pay $1.99 for a bunch at 
Whole Foods or pick ôem for free.  Hmm,  let me think 
about it. 

To me many of the weedy Compositae/Asteraceae gen-
era look confusingly alike and Iõm too lazy to learn to dis-
tinguish them. I am, however, pretty confident about sow 
thistle (Sonchus oleraceus): aphids congregate on it by the 
bazillions. You could view this as a negative because they 
might migrate to your ornamentals; but conversely you 
could tolerate some aphids because beneficial predators 
might stumble on the feast (the aphids) and decide to hang 
around in your garden. Just like chervil is planted by some 
gardeners to protect vegetable plants from slugs, you could 
use sow thistle to protect your plants from aphids. That is 
if you donõt eat all your sow thistle before it matures. You 
probably donõt even have to rinse off all the aphids because 
they are almost certainly nutritious. Actually, I canõt find 
any data on the nutritional value of aphids. My research 
does indicate, however, that the Maoris of New Zealand 
use the milky sap of Sonchus as a chewing gum.3 I think Iõll 
stick to my Trident, thank you. 

Filaree (Erodium spp.) seems to grow everywhere too. 
Redstem, broadleaf and whitestem filarees are all edible 
and considered quite tasty by some. Their spiny corkscrew 
seeds get caught in your petsõ fur so itõs a good idea to get 

Sow thistle. Photo by Christina Kriedt. Chickweed. Photo from UC Weed ID site 
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/PMG/menu.weeds.html 


