Week of October 8, 2000


A Year in the Life of Queen Polly


Willie Chance

You are probably well acquainted with me.  You see my gold and black form zooming in on picnics or hovering around old buildings.  My inch and a half frame sports two rigid amber wings, large eyes and a thin waist.  I am a wasp.

I am a social wasp -  I live in a group.  Others are solitary.  My scientific name is Polistes, but you can call me ‘Polly’.

I woke this spring from my hibernation as the days lengthened and temperatures rose.  I was snuggled up in a hollow log with several sister wasps.

The first thing I did was to feed up.  I had not eaten since last fall.  I was famished!  A quick meal of flower nectar readied me for my next job.

Quickly I flew to an old board fence.  My strong mandibles (you call them jaws) pulled off fibers.  I chewed these, adding saliva to make pulp.  This I used to make a paper nest.  

I hung it under the eaves of a barn.  I could have done it alone, but several of my sister wasps helped.

The main purpose of the nest is child rearing.  We made cells in the nest and began laying eggs in them.

Though my sisters and I get along well - only one can be queen.  The queen would be the only one laying eggs in the nest.  We conducted an ‘egg laying contest’ to select the best wasp.  We all build cells, lay eggs and at the same time eat the eggs of other wasps.  The wasp with the greatest ability to lay eggs and destroy others is eventually recognized as queen.

Just guess who won in our nest - Queen Polly they call me.  Now the work begins in earnest.

I continued to lay eggs while the other wasps fed the developing young.  Eggs hatch into larvae.  These larvae are fed some nectar, but the most important part of their diet is meat.  It kept us hopping to find insects and other meat, carry it to the nest, chew it for the larvae and then feed them.

As the larvae grew, we also had to make the cells larger.  After about two weeks larvae turns to a pupae.  It seals itself in a cell with silk.  Then it undergoes its metamorphosis.  Body tissues are broken down and reformed into body parts of an adult wasp.  What a wonderful change - and all in about three weeks.

Mature wasps break open their cells and emerge.  Early in the year, all young are females.

These new females help to rear young but do not lay eggs.

Late in the season, we change gears.  Sperm is stored form mating the fall before.  I can also lay unfertilized eggs.  These become males.  Fertilized eggs become females.  I lay both types in the short summer days so we will have some reproductive wasps for next year.  These wasps mate and the females overwinter as I did to emerge next year.

My life is almost over.  I have done my job - there should be more wasps next year.  Though we do not get credit for it - wasps are important in pest insect control and keeping an ecological balance.  If we have set up housekeeping on your porch - be patient.  We will soon be gone.

Willie took my life story from a book called ‘Wasps’ by Sylvia Johnson his daughter brought him from the library.  It is published as A Lerner Natural Science Book and is in the juvenile section.  You can also contact the Houston County Extension Service for more information at wchance@uga.edu or look their number up under Houston County Government as the Cooperative Extension Service.

