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Back Bay... Dragonflies  

Dragonflies.  What amazing creatures.  Colorful bodies; gossamer wings. An 
assortment of colors.  Incredible flight characteristics.  Great Big eyes that watch 
your every move.  And very beneficial because they eat mosquitoes and Deer Flies.  
 
Dragonflies are everywhere along the trails in the Refuge from mid-May through late 
autumn.  In the reeds, on the boardwalk, in the parking lot, in the swamp, in the 
trumpet vines.  On days when there isn't a snake, or a bird, or a Deer, or a Grizzly 
Bear to be seen, I can always come home with a couple hundred photographs of 
yours truly... the Dragonfly.   

Dragonflies belong to the insect 
order Odonata - one of the 
oldest insect orders with a 
fossil record dating back some 
300 million years. 
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As far as insects go, dragonflies are quite popular and are sought out by 
hobbyists and enthusiasts much like birds and butterflies.  Dragonfly spotting, 
or sighting, or watching, or hunting, or what ever you might call the sport, is 
known as "oding."   
 
Oding (pronounced oh-ding) is derived from Odonata, the name of the 
dragonfly Order.  I understand the word Odonata is from the Greek word for 
tooth, but how a Dragonfly resembles a tooth is a bit of a mystery.  Then 
again, perhaps there were a lot of  flying teeth in ancient Greece.  Didn't 
Homer remark in the Iliad:  
 
"Achilles slew Hector in spite of his cries. 
     Teeth flew from his mouth like dragonflies." 
  
Dragonfly enthusiasts - those folks who collect specimens and maintain life 
lists - are called Oders.  Apparently oding is quite the rage in Texas which 
boasts over 200 species of dragonflies and a significant number of oders.  
Who knew?  For some reason I thought there would be more oders in New 
Jersey.     
 
While I enjoy watching, photographing and even playing with the dragonflies, 
I'm not sure I'm ready to join a Dragonfly Club or hang out with a bunch of 
oders.  I wonder what they call the head oder.  The big cheese?  Your most 
Odiferous Oder Sir?  His Royal Oder?  The Great and Powerful Oder?  
Somehow, I don't think I'd fit in.  At the official club meetings I'd probably be 
that obnoxious little oder wafting around in the corner of the room. 
 
 

A lonely Dragonfly on a lonely reed in the lonely swamp.   
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Dragonflies frequent lakes, ponds, streams and wetlands, so Back Bay is an ideal 
dragonfly habitat.  Dragonflies lay their eggs in or near water.  The eggs hatch into 
nymphs which live underwater eating mosquito larvae and other aquatic 
invertebrates.  Most of a dragonfly's life is spent in this nymph form - up to three 
years or longer in some species.   
 
In Spring the nymphs climb out of the water and metamorphose into an adult.  The 
adult stage that we are so familiar with only lasts about six months. 
 

I hope I haven't offended anyone - especially all the wonderful and dedicated oders 
out there.  Was not Shakespeare poking fun at the rival Rose Theatre when he 
wrote:  "What's in a name?  That which we call a rose by any other name would 
smell as sweet." 
 
It would be a privilege to meet a few friendly oders on the trail one day and share 
some dragonfly stories and insights.   
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Dragonflies have a long history as an object of human fascination in culture, art, 
literature and lore.  It seems we either adore them, abhor them - or ignore them, 
depending on prevailing local customs and legends.   
 
In Europe, for example, dragonflies were considered sinister or evil - an instrument of 
the devil.   Eastern European folk tales relate that the dragonfly was once a horse 
possessed by the devil.  Wow.  From horse to dragonfly.  That's quite a stretch.   And 
I thought I was eating too many swamp berries.  I have got to party with those 
Europeans.    
 
In some European countries, the dragonfly was variously called the "Eye Poker," "Eye 
Snatcher" and "Ear Cutter" - though I can't imagine why.  I've walked down trails 
swarming with dragonflies and have never been poked in the eye or cut on the ear.  
I've had more dangerous encounters with swallows whizzing past my head in pursuit 
of  mosquitoes.  
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There is also a connection between dragonflies and snakes.  An old Welsh name 
for the dragonfly literally meant the "adder's servant."   This is the first I've heard of 
an association between snakes and the dragonfly or vice versa.  But it makes 
sense.  In the Refuge, snakes and dragonflies often inhabit and congregate in the 
same swampy, marshy locations.     
 

In merry old England, dragonflies were known as the "devils' darning needle" 
because it was thought they stitched closed a sleeping man's eyes.   
 
I think there is a simple and logical explanation to this rather far-fetched 
appellation.   
 
Way back in the middle ages, some poor bloke probably had a pint or two, or ten 
too many at the village pub and started ogling some of the local maidens.    
 
Well, word of his wandering eye got back to his wife and whilst the good 
gentleman was sleeping off his drunken revelry in a nearby haystack, she sewed 
his eye lids shut.  Said the wife with her distinctive Eliza Doolittle accent: "Ee 
wunt be oglin' nun ov dem bahr moyds no mohr, ee wunt."    
 
When the bloke awoke and asked what happened, the wife told him,  "It wuz 
dem devil's dragonflies whut dunnit."   Hence the birth of  the dragonfly legend. 
 
Still, I will have to be very careful not to fall asleep on the trail when the 
dragonflies are out.  Especially if I'm hiking in England, or if I've been ogling any 
of the maidens at the local bar.  
 
In contrast to its questionable reputation abroad, to many Native American tribes 
the dragonfly symbolized speed and agility, and the presence of pure water.  The 
dragonfly appears in ancient rock drawings in the southwest and on expensive 
Native American designer jewelry.   
  
 

A Dragonfly on a tourist's leg.  Unlike European dragonflies that seem to be evil and dangerous,  
American dragonflies - at least those in the refuge - are warm and friendly and like to pose for 
pictures with the guests. 
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Even more interesting is the term "Snake Doctor."   It comes from American folk 
tradition in the deep south, and refers to the belief that dragonflies follow snakes 
and stitch them back together if they are injured.   This is one legend I certainly 
hope is true - at least for the Water Snake I encountered last spring with a fish hook 
impaled in its side.  (See Back Bay Journal  Jan to May 2010, page 126.) 
 
In many Eastern cultures, especially Japan, the dragonfly is revered and adored as 
a symbol of courage and strength and even happiness.  Dragonflies appear often in 
Japanese paintings and poetry and there are traditional names for many of the 
dragonfly species found in Japan. 
       
Japanese children also catch dragonflies as a game.  A pebble is tied to each end 
of a hair and tossed in the air.  When a dragonfly mistakes the pebble for prey and 
attacks, it becomes entangled in the hair and is brought to the ground by the 
weight.   I've watched dragonflies catch beetles that were too heavy to carry, then 
execute a semi-controlled crash landing and consume the insect on the ground.  
But I haven't seen a dragonfly tricked by a pebble and a hair.   
 
 

> A kind of funny side note: 
When I first heard the story about the Dragonflies and the pebbles, I thought the 
person said, "Two pebbles tied to a hare," and I immediately envisioned throngs 
of Japanese children throwing pebble-laced rabbits in the air.  Sure it sounded a 
little strange to catch dragonflies with a rabbit.  But for all I knew 'Bunny Toss' or 
'Hare Ball' was a very popular after school sport in Japan.  

The Dragonfly above crash landed in the grass with a large bug.   
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Dragonflies have six legs like other insects, but most dragonflies cannot walk.  (They 
either fly or take the bus.)  Their legs are used for catching prey or resting on vegetation. 

I understand dragonflies tickle when they land on you as evidenced by the delightful 
laughter of the Refuge visitor below. 

This is obviously not my foot.  My toenails are done in a passion-purple polish.  
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Dragonflies have large heads and 
large compound eyes.  Each 
compound eye is made up of almost 
30,000 individual receptors.  
 
It is estimated that 80% of the 
dragonfly's brain capacity is used for 
processing visual information.   
 
It takes 98% of my brain capacity just 
to walk and chew gum at the same 
time - never mind processing any 
visual information to see where I'm 
going. 
 
Chew, chew.  Step, step. 
Trip.   
Wild scream.   
Ka - Thunk.    
 
See what I mean? 

What incredible structural engineering! 
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Factoid from the previous page: 
 
"Each compound eye is made up of almost 30,000 individual receptors."  
 
I wonder who counted them? 
 
I can picture the scientists in the lab... 
 

Bill: 
 
 

Jerry: 
 

Bill: 
 
 

Jerry: 
 

Bill: 
 
 
 
 
 

Jerry: 

"Twenty-eight thousand nine hundred ninety-four. Twenty-eight thousand 
nine hundred ninety-five. Twenty-eight thousand nine hundred ninety-six." 
  
"Hey Bill want to go to the game tonight?" 
 
"Shhhhhish.  Can't you see I'm counting.  Twenty-eight thousand nine 
hundred ninety-seven. Twenty-eight thousand nine hundred ninety-eight."  
 
"The tickets are only $28.98.  Or was that $28.97." 
   
"Twenty-eight thousand nine hundred ninety seven.  Twenty-eight thousand 
nine hundred ninety eight.  Twenty-eight thousand nine hundred ninety 
eight.  Oh crap.  Gosh darn it, Jerry.  Didn't I tell you to be quiet.  Now look 
what you've made me do.  I've lost count and I have to start all over.   
One.  Two.  Three." 
 
"Does that mean you don't want to go to the game tonight?" 
 

I'm surprised Bill took it so well.     
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Dragonfly Games 
 
Sometimes I play a little game with the Dragonflies as I walk along the trails.   
 
No, not Japanese Hare Ball  - or tossing a pebble-laced Bunny-san in the air. 
 
I carry a short stick or reed and try to see how many Dragonflies I can collect on it.  
My record is five.  So far.  Not a lot, I know.  And certainly not enough to secure me 
a spot in the Guinness Book of World Records.  But its fun and entertaining and 
keeps me out of trouble.  (I'm so easily entertained, it's sometimes scary.)      
 
Because the various Dragonfly species congregate by color along the trails, I 
always shake the blue Dragonflies off the stick before I enter the orange Dragonfly 
section so they won't get lost.   
 
No pictures of the Dragonflies on a stick.  Maybe next year.     
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For more inforrmation on Dragonflies, please check your local Oders. 


