Plausible Plague
by

Eyes Right

Mystic, CT – It was just over 5 years ago that I first reported to you my concerns regarding the gypsy moth.
At the time this menace was ravaging the trees of the Northeast and was apparently heading west.  Well, look out!  The gypsy moth plague continues, and the new damage is worse than ever.

For those of you who missed my earlier report (June 16, 1981), allow me to refresh your memory concerning this totally despicable and dangerous creature.

The gypsy moth has an annual cycle.  It begins with a grayish-brown egg mass which has been deposited on tree trunks (or other hosts) during the preceding summer.  As the weather warms in late spring, approximately 1000 tiny caterpillars emerge from these eggs and begin a 4-week orgy of conspicuous consumption.  They simply eat everything green in their path.
These caterpillars prefer oak trees for breakfast/lunch/dinner, but after denuding these specimens, they start on the next available tree or shrub.  Unfortunately, they do seem to avoid poison ivy and a few other fellow tormenters.  By the end of their cycle as caterpillars, the larvae stage have grown to about two inches in length and have made the surrounding area look as if it is in the midst of winter.  There are no leaves.

These caterpillars have essentially no natural enemies to thin their ranks.  They can give an annoying rash to most people if they happen to drop onto your skin.  For the two week period when they are at maximum strength, there is a continuous sound similar to light rain outside as their droppings fall from the trees to the ground.  I have had to use a snow shovel to clear my hillside driveway of several inches of droppings. We were forced to use an umbrella to take guests to their car.  I am not exaggerating: this is nature gone wild!

The caterpillars then find a spot on a tree trunk and enter the pupa stage.  Following 10 days of metamorphosis, moths emerge.  The moths do not appear to eat much, if anything, and are relatively harmless.  The female moth does little, if any, flying and simply clings to the location where she emerged from the pupa stage and waits for a male to find her for the reproduction process which produces the 1000 eggs for the following spring.
By mid-July it is all over for the year.  Some of the deciduous trees attempt a comeback with new, albeit smaller leaves.  Most evergreens remain permanently disfigured.  Many trees simply die.

There is no reason why this plague will not spread to the west.  The eggs survive harsh winters, and spraying of pesticides, where allowed, have been costly and ineffective.  Those who move from the infected areas of the Northeast often unwittingly transport the egg masses in their household goods, for example, inside bicycle fenders or on the side of ladders.

This moth changes the environment around it and creates a paranoiac siege mentality in all the humans unfortunate enough to be in the vicinity.  We are talking serious stuff here! 

I thought you might like to know.
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