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Dragons
appear in ancient stories
from countries
all over the world.
They were fierce, powerful
beasts
often pictured as serpents
with sharp claws and teeth,
scaly wings,
and eyes as bright as fire.
Some were believed to bring
destruction and death.
Others are believed
to bring good luck.
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Nowadays the closest thing to dragons may be
insects called

dragonflies that live in and

around ponds, lakes, wetlands, and streams.
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Things to know about

dragonflies

• Dragonflies live in two different worlds. They begin their
life underwater as larvae (LAR-vee). As adults they have
wings and fly through the air.
• Dragonflies belong to a
group of insects known as the
Odonata, from a Greek word
meaning “toothed jaws.” Both
the larvae and adults have
prominent teeth.

Variable Darner, a true dragonfly

• Ancestors of dragonflies
appeared on earth about 325
million years ago. They were
the largest insects ever known.
Some had wingspans of more
than three feet.

• There are two main types of
dragonflies: true dragonflies
and damselflies.

• True dragonflies hold their
wings spread wide when at
rest. Damselflies hold their
wings partly open or closed
over their bodies.

Taiga Bluet, a damselfly
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Parts of a Dragonfly
Adult

wings

abdomen

head

eye

thorax

Larva

pincers

labium
wing bud
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Kinds of Dragonflies
About 5,500 species of dragonflies and damselflies are known
throughout the world. In North America there are 320 true
dragonfly species and 133 damselfly species. Groups of similar
dragonfly species are called families. The true dragonfly families
found in North America are Emeralds, Darners, Skimmers,
Clubtails, Cruisers, Spiketails, and Petaltails. The damselfly
families are Jewelwings, Spreadwings, and Pond Damsels.

Emeralds

have striking
emerald-green eyes and a
metallic green body. They
are very fast fliers.

Mountain Emerald

Darners are some of the
largest dragonflies in North
America. People once
believed their long slender
abdomens resembled darning
needles used in sewing.

Subarctic Darner
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Skimmers spend most of their time perched on
the ground or on low-lying plants, darting up in short
flights to grab insects. There are many types of skimmers, including King Skimmers, Whitefaces, and
Meadowhawks.
King Skimmers

Eight-spotted Skimmer

Whitefaces

Hudsonian Whiteface

Clubtails

Meadowhawks

Cherry-faced Meadowhawk

typically have an

enlarged area towards the tip of the
tail, giving the abdomen a club-like
appearance.

Handsome Clubtail

Cruisers

are seldom at

rest as they patrol or “cruise”
along rivers and streams.

Allegheny River Cruiser
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Spiketails get their name
from the spike-like appendage at
the tip of the female’s abdomen.
She uses this structure to lay eggs
in the fine sand of shallow forest
streams.

Pacific Spiketail

Petaltails

are mostly black
or gray and often perch on the
trunks of trees.

Gray Petaltail

Jewelwings have metalliclooking bodies with broad, often
dark-colored wings.
Appalachian Jewelwing

Spreadwings
usually perch with their
wings half-spread.

Pond Damsels
usually have bold
light and dark markings on the abdomen.
Northern Spreadwing

Taiga Bluet
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Official State Insects
Only two states, Alaska and Washington, have
chosen dragonflies as their official State Insect.
Alaska’s
Four-spotted Skimmer
Dragonfly
In 1994 students from public
schools all over Alaska voted
the Four-spotted Skimmer as
the official Alaska State Insect.
Those who supported that
choice said, “Dragonflies eat
mosquitoes, one of the state’s
most annoying pests.”

Washington’s
Common Green Darner
Dragonfly
School children in Washington chose
the Common Green Darner to be the
official State Insect in 1997. Like
Alaskan students, they also
appreciated the dragonfly’s habit of
eating mosquitoes. In fact, this darner
is also known as the “mosquito
hawk.”
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After hatching from an egg, dragonflies begin their
lives underwater as larvae. Like adult dragonflies,
larvae are amazing predators.
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Some larvae slowly creep up on their prey. Others ambush
their prey from hiding places in mud or vegetation. Dragonfly larvae capture insects, tadpoles, and even small fish.

The larvae of true dragonflies can dart quickly towards
prey by shooting a stream of water out the end of their
abdomen. It’s a sort of jet propulsion. They can also
thrust their lower jaw or labium (LAY-bee-um) forward
at lightning speed to seize prey with their sharp
pincers. They use sharp teeth on their jaws to tear their
food into bite-size pieces.
pincers
teeth

labium
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A dragonfly larva may live underwater for months or even years.
As it grows larger it casts off its outer shell, or exoskeleton (ECKSoh-skel-a-ton), several times. Each time it replaces the old shell with
a larger one. This is called molting.

Before its last molt, the larva transforms into an adult dragonfly. When the time is right, the dragonfly crawls out of the
water and emerge from its shell as a winged adult.
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After leaving the water,
the dragonfly attaches
itself to a blade of grass or
some other kind of
support. Then it takes
several gulps of air,
causing its body to
expand and its
exoskeleton to
split open.

The dragonfly pushes
itself out of the old
exoskeleton and arches
backward. It may hang
upside down for some
time as it works its
abdomen free.
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The dragonfly then bends forward, grabs onto its old
exoskeleton or the perch, and pulls its body free.
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Next the dragonfly expands its wings to full
size by pumping blood into the veins. Then
the blood drains from the wings and moves
into the abdomen, causing it to grow longer.
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At this point, although
the dragonfly now has
wings, it cannot fly to
escape predators.

It may rest for an
hour or more until
its shiny wings
become strong.
Then it will be
ready to fly away.
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Adult dragonflies are masters of flight. Each of their
four wings can be controlled independently, so
dragonflies can maneuver in any direction. They
can even glide and hover.

With wings that beat
up to 30 times a second,
dragonflies are fast and
strong fliers. Some can
reach speeds of 35 miles
an hour.
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Dragonflies have the largest eyes of any insect. Each of
their two compound eyes is made up of thousands of
light receptors, or lenses, that can detect movement,
color, and even forms of light that humans can’t see.

Dragonflies have a 360-degree
view of the world. It’s difficult
for a small insect to escape the
gaze of a dragonfly.
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Dragonflies use their powerful flying ability,
excellent vision, and spine-covered legs to
capture insects in mid-air or resting on the leaves
of plants. Sometimes you can see them flying
along with their legs arched to form a basket in
which they capture and hold their prey.

Dragonflies can capture and
eat up to 300 insects a day.
That includes insects that bite
us such as mosquitoes. In
some countries, in fact,
dragonflies are raised to help
control mosquitoes.

19

Adult dragonflies live for only a few weeks.
Their main purpose is to start the next
generation of dragonflies, and in order to
do that, a male and a female must get together
to mate.
Once a male dragonfly finds a female, he grabs
her from above with his legs and then grips her
head or neck with a pair of claspers at the end
of his abdomen. Then he flies off with her to
mate.
You can often see dragonflies flying together in
this tandem position, which prevents other
males from stealing the female away.
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Male

Female

When the female is ready to mate, she bends her abdomen forward
and connects to the male’s abdomen so he can fertilize her eggs.
Dragonflies joined in this way are said to be in the wheel position,
which is named for its resemblance to a circle.

Sometimes you can see
dragonflies flying about
while still in the wheel
postion.
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Female dragonflies lay their eggs either alone, while in tandem
with the male, or while the male hovers nearby to guard them
from other males. Eggs are laid in different places and in
different ways depending on the species.

Some females lay their eggs
inside plants below the
water.

Other females lay their eggs
inside plants above the
water.

Some females flick their eggs
onto wet soil or water. The
Four-spotted Skimmer and
others release their eggs by
dipping their abdomens into
the water.
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Dragonfly eggs are tiny. They are smaller than the
head of a pin. One female may lay thousands of
eggs during the few weeks she is alive.
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Despite their speed, keen eyesight, and ability to
maneuver in the air, dragonfly adults can be
captured and eaten by other animals.

Some falcons such as this
American kestrel catch
dragonfly adults in midair.

Even robins can catch
dragonflies that have
just emerged and
cannot fly away.
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Water striders will feed on dragonflies
that fall onto the surface of the water.

And predacious diving beetles, which live
in many ponds and lakes, often feed on
dragonfly larvae.
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Even some plants eat adult
dragonflies. The round-leafed
sundew, a plant that grows in
boggy areas where dragonflies
live, captures small insects on
its sticky leaves. If a dragonfly
brushes against a sundew it
may become stuck, and the
plant will gradually digest the
dragonfly and absorb its
nutrients.
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In winter, when many ponds and lakes are frozen,
the adult dragonflies we enjoyed watching during
summer have died. But in the water beneath the ice,
hidden in the mud or among underwater plants, new
generations of dragonfly eggs
and larvae lie waiting. Some
of them may live underwater
for years, but one day they
will crawl out of the pond
and we will see that the
dragons of old have come
alive again.
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Learning About Dragonflies
Studying insects that can fly as fast
and see as well as dragonflies takes
speed, patience, and a lot of luck.
People who study adult dragonflies usually capture them with
long-handled nets with large
openings. Larvae can be placed in
an aquarium where they can be
observed closely.
With so much to be learned about
these fascinating insects, it will
take many more students and
odonatologists (those who study
dragonflies) to help explain their
mysteries.
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If you’re lucky enough to capture a dragonfly, you can hold
its wings together gently while you examine it. Be sure to
handle the insect with care, and release it after a short time.
29
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Dragonfly Neighbors
Many other animals live with “dragons” in the ponds. How many of these
do you know—and what do you know about them?

1. This animal builds dams and lodges.

2. This one has a rat-like tail.

3. This animal dives to catch small fish.

4. This one also catches fish.

5. This pond animal has warts.

6. And these are its young.
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7. These are some of the most common ducks seen in ponds.

9. Dragonfly larvae eat this kind of fish.

10. Water strider

8. This larva eats dragonfly larvae.

9.Threespine stickleback
8. Predacious diving beetle larva
7. Mallard with young
6. Western toad tadpoles
5. Western toad
4. Great blue heron

10. This insect skitters across the surface of
dragonfly ponds.

3. Belted kingfisher
2. Muskrat
1. Beaver
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