LIGHTNING BUGS & CRICKETS ALT II

BY JOAN HOWIE


August skies produce the Pleiades “shooting star” display. But our backyards are host to their own light show when the fireflies come out to play. Fireflies or lightenng bugs, are insects we can enjoy rather than fight. Somehow, they remind us of our childhood, when we chased them anf filled fruit jars with their lighted bodies.


In spite of their name, these bugs, over 170 species of them in the US are not flies but are beetles of the family Lampyridae. The light they flash is a mating call, when males fly overhead, signaling a pattern of light that the waiting females imitate in answer. The lights are also a warning to other insects that fireflies are not edible as well as a sign of impending danger to their friends. However, for scientists the mating game isn’t as fascinating as the chemical process that produces the light.


The reaction occurs in the insects abdomen when the lucoferin they contain mixes with oxygen in the presence of a firefly enzyme, luciferase. Two other chemicals also play a part, magnesium and ATP. These and oxygen are the fuels that transform the luciferin into a high energy chemical which, as it reverts to normal, gives off light. The more oxygen the firefly lets into its abdomen the brighter the light. Since the chemical reaction is known, scientists are able to duplicate it. We see the results in glow sticks and other non battery illuminated toys. Medical uses of lucerifin include the detection of bacteria in human fluids as well as food products.


Another visitor coming soon is less seen than heard. September is the peak month for crickets. Crickets belong to the same order of insects as katydids and grasshoppers. Except for a few exceptions they possess two sets of wings – a tough outer pair which protects the filmy inner pair that do the actual flying. They all have extremely powerdul legs and can jump many times their length. Cricket legs are also used to produce a loud chirping sound.

Almost 1,000 species of crickets exist. Most don’t fly but can jump long distances. They feed on plant foliage as well as small insects, and live in burrows they dig beneath rocks, wood or other debris.  Female lay from 150-400 eggs underground in fall that hatch the following summer into nymphs which begin wingless, but as they go through several molts, eventually reach the winged adult stage.   Mole crickets have hairy bodies, and as their name suggests, burrow and remain underground during the summer.  In some parts of the south they cause extensive damage to grass in the same way moles do.  One of their prime predators is the cricket hunter, a species of wasp which hunts down crickets or grasshoppers, paralyzes them with venom and then carries them home to feed their young.

Crickets can be nuisances when they appear in large numbers, making sidewalks slippery, covering buildings and chirping incessantly.  They also invade homes where they may damage fabrics and other materials. Both house crickets and field crickets invade buildings. The best management tool is prevention.  Seal cracks and other openings so they can’t get in and caulk crevices inside where they may hide.  Outside, keep garbage and other refuse covered and remove weeds and debris near the house.  Yellow or sodium vapor outdoor lights are less attractive to crickets than incandescent light.  Insecticides can be used as a last resort where crickets can’t be controlled by other means.  When using a spray indoors, be sure it is approved for inside use.

