
May 2021

Cicadas 
Spring emergence is almost upon us.  No, not crocus or blue bells, I am referring to CICADAS.  For 
about two to three weeks near end of May, 17-year cicadas will be everywhere.  It may feel like 
there are more cicadas than stars in the sky.  After spending 17 years underground they crawl to the 

surface, climb a stalk, and shed their skin.  Imagine what it 
must be like seeing daylight for the first time. 


Their shed skin is actually an exoskeleton. That’s right, 
insects, as well as many of their relatives, have an external 
skeleton. They are easy to collect as well as examine. The 
best part is that the two front legs are sharp enough to attach 
to clothing, so they can be worn as a pin. 


First of all know that cicadas will not hurt you. They are large 
and clumsy, but not dangerous.  They are part of the Phylum 
Arthropoda (jointed legs), the class Insecta (six-legged 
arthropods), and the order, Homoptera, meaning the texture of 
the front wings is uniform.  Their wings are sometimes called 
‘roof like’, since they look like a roof over their bodies when 
they are at rest.  All members of this order are plant eaters.


Adult insects have three body sections, a head, thorax and 
abdomen.  These cicadas usually have two bulging red eyes, 
as well as three smaller eyes on what you might think of as its 
nose.  A large sucking mouth acts like a straw. The thorax is 
next.  Six legs attach to it as well as four wings.  Finally is the 
abdomen where a person can determine the males and 
females.  On the male, you will find two panels called tymbals, 
that beat quickly like drums. That noise helps females find 
them.  The female has a large menacing looking needle near 
the end of her abdomen called an ovipositor.  Eventually she 
uses it to lay eggs into the ends of tree branches.


This is why they have emerged; find a mate, mate, and lay 
eggs.  Mission accomplished.  Eggs are laid in young tree 
branches.  This process kills the wood and that makes the 
small branches fall to the ground.  The eggs hatch, crawl into 
the soil and live among the tree roots for seventeen years.


Some people think the cicadas are causing tree damage.  
Keep in mind that trees and cicadas evolved together.  Living 
among the roots helps to aerate the soil for the trees, and for 
that the trees are more than willing to lose a few branches.


The biggest beneficiary of the cicada emergence is other 
wildlife such as birds and mammals.  This feast only arrives 
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Male VS Female 
Cicadas

As with most insects, only 
adult cicadas have wings 
and are sexually mature.  
This happens when they 
emerge from their 
exoskeletons.   

It is easy to determine male 
from female if you know 
what to look for. 

Male: 

The timbals make the sound. 
heard throughout the Mews. 
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every seventeen years and who could pass up such a 
delicious meal?  


By mid June the cicadas will be gone. But not to worry, we’ll 
still have our annual cicadas  filling the air with their calls later 
this summer.


To learn more about cicadas visit https://
www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/northeast-prepares-
swarms-cicadas-spring-180958806/


Free Trees this Fall 
Arlington County is continuing free tree distribution this fall. 
The Landscape Committee has been very successful in 
obtaining trees for the Mews.   

Do you think your courtyard needs a new tree?  Talk to the 
Landscape Committee representative in your court. 

Court 1:  Nancy Sween 

Court 5:  Jackie Livingston 

Court 8:  Gretchen Martin 

Court 12:  Elta Wilson 

Court 13:  Janice Peters 

What?  You don’t have a court representative?  It might be 
time for you to volunteer.  Contact Sue Davis at 
shoeboxsue@gmail.com. 

Helpful links 

National Audubon Society 

https://www.audubon.org/news/why-native-plants-are-better-
birds-and-people?ms=digital-eng-email-ea-newsletter- 

Green Events 

https://content.govdelivery.com/accounts/VAARLINGTON/
bulletins/2cfcebf 
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Female: 

The ovipositor is used to lay 
the eggs in branches. 

Native Plant of the 
Month

Ninebark is a deciduous shrub 
native to North America, with 
white spring flowers, red 
berries in fall, and exfoliating 
winter bark. This one has 
reached its maturity of 6 feet 
tall.  New plants sucker around 
the main stem.  Some were 
distributed recently to the Arbor 
for their landscape.  This one 
can be found behind Court 6. 

From the Landscape 
Committee: Fern Birtwistle, 
Sue Davis, Penny Glass, 
Judith Guerny (emeritus)
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