
They're Back!!
by
Eyes Right 
Springfield, VA – Nature continues to amaze.  The diversity of living creatures covers quite a broad swath.  This past week brought forth hordes of very strange looking creatures which had been developing underground for the past 17 years.  I am talking, you have probably guessed, cicadas.
Some humans find the cicada to be an ugly, even gross-looking species.  These insects have protruding orange circular eyes with tiny black dots in the center.  Their orange-colored wings are transparent and stretch beyond the black, inch-long abdomen.   There are two stubby antennae on their heads, adding to the it-came-from outer-space visual.  A cicada flies laboriously for perhaps 100 yards, and then clings to a landing location with its six legs.  They do not bite humans, although many a person has jumped with considerable fear when a cicada ends up anywhere on them.  I am told that most cicadas end up in trees where they feed on sap.  I have looked for damage on my vegetables and flowers and have found nothing, but I have seen small tree branches which have been victimized.  Perhaps, in compensation, they make quite a bit of noise by rapidly vibrating a drum-like organ, called a tymbal, in their abdomens, presumably to attract mates.  The males have muscles which pull these tymbals to cause it to vibrate back and forth, with their mostly hollow abdomens amplifying the sound.  One cicada, not much noise;  thousands, it is nearly deafening.
The cicadas, according to Wikipedia, are a superfamily of insects in the order Hemiptera.  Although there are over 1300 species world-wide, the ones in our neighborhood are technically the Magicicada genus (Magic cicadas??).  These have a REALLY long life cycle of 13 or 17 years, that is, once hatched from eggs often laid in the bark of trees, the "youngsters" fall to the ground where they bury into the soil to live off of roots for over a decade.  When they finally emerge - usually all at once when the soil temperature 8 inches below the surface reaches exactly 64 degrees F - they have a hard shell which they must climb out of before looking for a mate.  I can attest to the vast numbers of these creatures. On recent afternoons, there is a constant high-frequency pitch in the air as the male cicadas "sing" their annoying chorus - loudly.  As I walk through my yard and garden, I notice holes about the size of the diameter of a piece of chalk from which the cicadas have individually emerged.  
Apparently there are certain individuals who live for cicadas - at least they find them sufficiently fascinating to produce websites which track different broods in terms of numbers and locations.  If you want to learn much more about cicadas - so much that it will make your head spin, try www.cicadiamania.com.   One fact that is indisputable: a lot of animals love to eat cicadas.  GROSS ALERT:  There are even some of our fellow humans who munch on these tasty (or disgusting) tidbits.  Consequently, most cicadas do not survive long enough to reproduce.  It is estimated that only 1 in 100 survive.   But this is sufficient to create a new generation.
This year's crop was unexpected, as they are reportedly members of Brood X, which was not due to emerge until 2021. It seems that, for unknown reasons, certain 17-year broods will simultaneously emerge exactly 4 years early.  When this apparently occurred this year, they are now referred to as "Brood X stragglers.   This happening is called an "acceleration event" and, if sufficient numbers survive, can lead to an entirely new brood.   Whatever their name, one of these babies landed on my neck the other evening while I was working in my garden.  I did not wait to see if he/she was going to drill for sap near my jugular.  I am sad to report that I may have well sealed the fate of this potential new brood.  NO, I did not eat it, but there are probably many an ant below me which feasted on the carcass.  I did not notice any diminution in cicada sound the next day. 
I thought you might like to know.
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