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Learning to Live With Your Neighbors

Willie Chance


I hope you like neighbors.  You have lots of them.  Most of them are tiny, with six or eight legs and can have several sets of eyes.  Yes, every day you live you are surrounded by insects, spiders and mites.


Abraham Lincoln once said something like “God must love the common man-He made so many of them.”  If he loves the common man, he must really care for insects.  I haven’t counted them myself, but some experts claim that there are more than 600,000 types.  They are everywhere!  Dr. Frank Lutz of the American Museum of Natural History in New York City found that his moderate-sized suburban backyard contained more than fifteen hundred different kinds of insects (“How to Follow the Adventures of Insects” (1968), Vinson Brown, Little Brown and Company).


What a lot of bugs!  This is why I smile sometime when someone calls and wants me to identify a bug over the phone.  Since there are so many bugs, insect experts (entomologists) use some detailed criteria to tell one from the other.  Entomologists look at the mouth parts, jaws, eyes, spines, veins in the wing and many other minute criteria.  The average gardener will not be able to see some of these differences.  For instance, entomologists identify the white grubs that feed on the roots of lawn grasses by the pattern of hairs on their bottoms.  This is not the first place I look when trying to identify a bug!


Of course some insects have very characteristic traits.  Here are a few you may see now that are easy to identify.


Have you seen the strange, inch long, empty brown shells on your pine tree trunk?  They are the shed skins of the periodic cicada.  They spend most of their life underground feeding on plant roots.  They emerge in the summer and fly to the top of the trees to live.  The male makes a sad-sounding whir or shrill whine by using a drum on his belly.  Adults are about 11/8 inch long with large clear wings up to 3 inches long.  They are stout, black to brown bugs with bulging red eyes, red legs and a red-brown to yellow bellies.  Wings can have orange in them and there may be some green on the body.


They sound gruesome, but are harmless.  They can make you hurt yourself though if they accidently buzz at you.  Just catch and release them.


Cicadas attract another large insect, the cicada killer wasp.  These are large yellow and black wasps that can be up to one and 5/8 inch long.  They can sting, but are not generally after people.  They instead pursue cicadas.  They catch and sting cicadas, stunning them.  The cicadas are so heavy that the wasp cannot fly with them.  The wasp must carry its prey to a tree or bush, climb it while holding the cicada and then jump off and glide with its prey to a spot nearer its hole.   The wasp repeats this until it gets the cicada home.  Then it lays an egg on the cicada and buries it.  The young hatching wasp will have cicada to feed on as it grows.


Cicadas and cicada killers are large - but basically harmless.  Do not handle cicada killers.  They can sting.  Enjoy these insects but do not kill them unless you have to.


Azalea caterpillars are what their name suggests – caterpillars that feed on azalea leaves.  They can eat a lot of leaves before you know it.  They often feed together, especially when young.  The large caterpillar has a red head and legs with rows of yellow spots and a few white hairs.


Either pick them off and crush them or spray with Sevin or Orthene.  B.t. may work if the caterpillars are small.


Hope this helps you to live with your neighbors.  This is especially important since they outnumber us!  Contact the University of Georgia Extension Service in Houston County for more details.

