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By KEVIN SHORT

Certain patterns in nature
seemn to elicit automatic reac:
tions of fear and loathing in
cititied people.

The curled tail of the scorpi-
on is one, and the bright yel
low-on-black markings of
wasps and hornets ansther.

The mixed woods and open
fields of the Japanese coun-
tryside form an ideal habital
for many §pecies of wasps,
and as autumn deepens the
air vibrates with the heavy
drone of powerful wings.
Mushroom hunters enter the
woods and tread the country
paths with a deep respect for
the wasps’ habit of fercely
defending their nest a%amst
all intruders.

Wasps and their nests do
not attract mueh attention un-
til fall. This is because only
the queens survive the winter,

and each builds 8 new nest

from scrateh every spring.
These early nests, built and
tended by a single gueen, are
small  and inconspicuous
throughout ~the summer
months.

The first nest usually con-
taing only a few dozen hexag-
onal cells, Inwhich the queen
deposits a4 small white egg.
The eggs hateh into larvae, to
- be fed by the queen uniil ‘Earge
enough to seal off the top of
their cell and enter a pupal
stage. The pupa metamor
phose into fully formed adull
feniale workers,

This first generation of
workers soon takes over the
tasks of pathering food and
enlarging the nest, while the
gueen devotes all her energy
to laving eggs in the newly
_ constructed cells. With the
additional labor power, the
nest grows rapidly, and by
_late summer new workers are
. emerging every day.
Eventually the new gueens
~ and males metamorphose,
- and by late autumn are ready
o leave the nest. This signals
the end of i:he whmy The old
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 with the anmmg cold. The
- males also die after mating,
Only the new gueens, now
_carrying the males’ sperm in
- special sacs, survive the win-

all-important new gueens and
males developing inside, the
wasps become extremely ag-
gressive around the nest.
There are two groups of s0-

cial wasps in Japan: large

hornets, or suzume bachi of
the genus Vespa; and smaller
paper wasps, or ashinaga-
bachi, of the genus Polistes.
The nests of paper wasps are
simple, with g single open
comb. Those of the hornets
are much larger: with multi-
ple layers of combs enclosed
in a protective envelope. Both
of these groups have painful
stings; but the hornets are
feared more due to their larg:
er size.

Particularly feared is the
giant hotnet, osuzume-bachi
in Japanese, one of the larg-
est and most apggressive
wasps in the world. Their
nests are built underground,
usually arsund the base of a
rotted tree.
woodsmen- go about their au-
tumn husiness with a-sharp
eye for the piles of excavated
dirt'that marktheentrance to
a giant hornet nest.

One grizzled veteran of nu-
merous attacks described
their temperament thus:
“The giant hornels never at-
tack unless disturbed. The
problem is thal anything
passing within a dozen meters

Kxperienced

of their nest disturbs them .V
Wasps, however, are essen-

- tially beneficial insects. Like

their close ¢ousing the bees,
wasps feed on nectar and
sweet free sap. Wasps, how
ever, supplement this food
source with a greal variety of
insect prey. including cater-
pillars, longhorn beetles,
grasshoppers and even ecica-
das. «

Wasps are formidable hunt-
ers, and often take on prey
much larger than themselves.
Infemale vs the ovipos-
itor, or egg-laying tube, has
been modified into a lethal
hunting weapon, a long 8l
stinger backed by 8 poiso
sac. A common fallacy is the
the wasp can sting only once.
Wasps can sting again and
again, as of course they must
in their daily hunling rou
tines.

Paralyzed insect prey are
pulled apart by the wasp's
powerful scissorlike jaws,
and carried back fo the nest
Sometimes the meat is pre
chewed into-little balls, called
niku-dango in Jopanese, be
fore feeding to the larvae
Hunting wasps are extremely
useful in controlling insect
pests, and as predators near
the top of the food chain, play
aviajor role in preserving the

local ecological balance.
Modern suburbanites are
terrified by the mere sight or
sound of a wasp But before
widespread use of insecticide,
wasps were esteemed for
their role in controlling insect
pests. Traditional foresters
and farmers welcomed the
building of a nest as a sign of
good Abandoned nests
were hung at the entrance of
the house and believed (o
serve as 4 guardian spirit.

In some arcas of ceniral
Honshu, the larvae of certain
hornet species is considered a
delicacy. Str of white col-
ton are att d to pieces of
frog meat. which the hornets
carry back {o their nest, The
white strips allow people o
follow the hornel and locate
the nest. Larvae are fried in
butter or oil and served with
rice.

Wasps are a major pres:
ence i the Japanese autumn
country landscape. If you
carefully stake out grass-
fields and other areas where
late erickets and grasshop-
pers abound, vou will witness
some dramatic  hunting
scenes. Nests; however,
should be ohserved only at a
distance with binoculars or
spotting scope. If stung, seek
immediate medical help
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