Week of September 5, 1999


Life and Death in the Tree Tops

Willie Chance



Imagine a mother with ten million children, a creature that walks backward all its life and another that sees the world through 60,000 lenses (as opposed to our two lenses).  Where can you find these things?  In the insect world.

All these things and more can be as close as your garden.  The Junior Book of Insects by Edwin Teale points out that tropical termite queens may lay as many as ten million eggs in a lifetime, doodle bugs (ant lions) always walk backward and some dragon flies have 30,000 lenses in a single eye.  These are just a few of the nearly one million different types of bugs known to man.  Tonight count the stars you see in the sky.  The number of insects we know will be 100 times that number.

A few of these wonders are in your yard now.  Don’t be frightened though.  Most are harmless or helpful.  Only about 3% hurt plants and few hurt people.

The large insects seem to attract the most attention.  One garden giant is heard more than seen.  The cicada ‘sings’ in the tree tops.  The male makes a sad-sounding whir or shrill whining by means of a drum on their bellies.  Their bodies are about 1 1/8 inches long with clear wings up to 3 inches long.  These stout bugs are black to brown with large bulging red eyes, red legs and a red-brown to yellow belly.  The wings may have some orange in them.

Sound strange?  They look it, but are essentially harmless.  They crawl from the soil, attach themselves to trees and emerge from their brown pupal cases which are left on the trees.  They then fly to the tree tops and begin life as an adult.

Once they mate, females lay eggs in slits in tree branches.  Once the young hatch, they fall to the ground and burrow into the soil.  They spend most of their life in the soil, perhaps 13 to 17 years, feeding on sap from tree roots.  They emerge in late summer and fall to start the life cycle over again.

Though they feed on trees, they are generally harmless.  Predators love them because they are large and easy to catch.  One of their major enemies is the cicada killer wasp.

These narrow-waist wasps are black marked with yellow on their sides and abdomen and have yellow legs.  Their most striking feature is their size, up to 1 5/8 inches long!  Despite their size, they do not pose much of a threat to humans.  They do attack cicadas though.

The females dig shallow holes in the soil to raise her baby wasps in.  They hunt for cicadas.  They catch and stun them with a sting and carry them to their nest.  This is a lot of work.  Cicadas are big and heavy!

The wasps cannot fly and carry their catch very far.  They tote the cicada to the top of a tree and then launch themselves and their burden from there.  After flying as far as they can from there, they climb another tree and repeat the process.  They do this until they get to the nest where they lay an egg on the paralyzed cicada.  They young wasp feeds on the cicada, makes a cocoon and over winters until next year.

What a lot of activity in your garden!  It is designed and created for our benefit.  So enjoy this wonderful drama and see what you can learn from it.

For more information on living in your garden, call the Houston County Extension Office.  You can E-mail us at uge2153b@arches.uga.edu or visit our website at

http://www.griffin.peachnet.edu/ga/houston We are also listed in the phone book under Houston county as the Cooperative Extension Service.

