
Last week I received a phone call from Mr. William Simpson concerning a strange insect he had found hanging around his sheet metal shop.  Over the phone he described a creature with the wings and abdomen of a yellow jacket wasp, but with the head and forelimbs of a praying mantis.  I confessed that I had no idea what species it might be and agreed to stop by and capture the specimen for positive identification.


When I arrived and saw the creature myself, his description proved to be an accurate one.  As to its identity, I had no clue.  I carried it back to the lab, put it under the microscope and what I saw was even more amazing!  This bizarre animal magnified 40 times had a countenance and demeanor that made the creature from the movie “Star Troopers” look like a pussycat.  It’s face bore two large compound eyes above a set of mandibles with many hooks.  Its labial palpi (lips) looked like armored forceps.  But more impressive still were its raptorial forelimbs, which indeed were similar to those of the more common praying mantids:  folded, massive forearms with hooks and daggers for grasping prey.  


Its thin membranous wings were held erect and splayed at the 45 degree angle so common in the wasp family.  It also had an elongated, yellow and black banded abdomen with a tapered point that looked like it might harbor a stinger.  Because the bright light necessary for viewing specimens under a scope generates a lot of heat, I had to stop and cool down the creature in the refrigerator.  At cooler temperatures most ectothermic (cold-blooded) animals’ metabolism slows down so that they become sluggish and are much easier to observe.  While waiting for it to cool down, I began the tedious process of keying out and identifying this member of the largest class of animals in the world.


With over 1million species according to some taxonomists, the insects outnumber all the world’s other species combined.  Trying to identify individual species often requires an entomologist well versed in a particular order or family of insect.  There are 26 orders and hundreds of families.  I could find nothing resembling this bug in any of my field guides.  Just when I was about to give in and consult an entomologist, I stumbled across the source I needed on the internet:  an entomological website devoted to the family of insects Mantispidae, also known as the Mantidflies.


These strange and bizarre members of the order Neuroptera contain an unusually large number of veins in their clear, membranous wings, hence the name nerve-winged insects.  They are also excellent wasp mimics.  In other words, they have evolved to look like their stinging cousins for protective purposes.  I sure didn’t want to handle this fellow!  But they don’t have stingers.  Instead they have those raptorial front legs that function to snag their prey with lightning quick extension and retraction.


They also have an interesting life history in that they are hypermetamorphic.  They have multiple larval stages, called instars, that don’t look anything like the adult or each other. One of these larval stages actually enters a spider egg sac carried by a wolf spider, whereupon it consumes all the baby spiders and then uses the egg sac as a cocoon within which it completes its first metamorphosis


I removed the Mantidfly from the refrigerator and took some live action video through the camera port of the microscope.  While filming I noticed another creature attached on the side of its abdomen.  It appeared to be a type of  parasitic mite which was feeding on the fluids of its host, the Mantidfly.   As I zoomed in for a closer look I was amazed still further to find yet another very tiny creature attached to the parasite itself!   Too small for me to hazard a guess as to its taxonomy, this creature, barely visible at high magnification, was feeding on a mite that was feeding on an insect which had previously fed on a spider.  About the time I realized this amazing relationship, this intricate “web of life” so to speak, the saga ended.  In order to get a clearer view and minimize the glare, I had removed the cover to the petri dish that held the captive creature(s).  He warmed up quicker than anticipated and decided to take flight along with his cargo of hitch-hikers.  That was yesterday and he’s still at large somewhere in my office.  

Wolf spiders:  BEWARE!

