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On a late spring day, for sometimes just a day, it appears as if Harlequin, in his customary red 
and black attire, has come, as many, to visit my undisciplined back yard garden.  They crawl the 
white picket fence, the fresh new leaves of the perennials.  They venture farther, to the black 
hood of our small gas grill, to a green lawn chair, to the white back door screen.  And one warm 
spring morn, Chauncey, our gangly black Labrador, whose poses are somewhat reminiscent of 
those of Harlequin, captured in drawings from the Italian commedia dell’arte of the late 1500s, 
met me eagerly at the back door with a big ladybug perched on his nose, just above and between 
his gaping nostrils. 
 
My first impulse was to run for my camera.  The picture could easily go viral.  But then, I 
thought of Chauncey’s tongue, and what it can do.  I could not bear his ingestion of one of my 
favorite little creatures.  For once, probably because of the anxiety in my voice, Chauncey, a 
sensitive fellow, obeyed my command to sit and stay…stay…stay.  I held his muzzle, gently 
flicked the ladybug into my other hand, cupped for the drop.  Instead, the beetle took flight.   
 
It was a gracious ladybug.  With the approach of my gargantuan finger, she (Forgive me.  I think 
of all ladybugs as females, even though I know that some subtle features, perhaps only discerned 
by entomologists, determine the gender.) did not attack my dog’s nose with her “knee bleed” 
weaponry, releasing from the joints of her legs a sticky, smelly, foul-tasting toxin—a toxin 
effective only in huge amounts, dear reader, so have no fear. 
 
In spite of this hidden nasty weapon, probably advertised to the ladybug’s enemies in Nature by 
the vibrant-red shell, or elytra, that protects her gossamer-fragile wings, I have always felt a 
chivalrous attitude toward these beetles that could easily fit on my pinky fingernail.  I believe 
that something that innocently cute needs protection, and I, a large klutz of a being in 
comparison, can provide it.   
 
Too often, a ladybug makes its way into our house, and I know I must return her to her perch of 
leaves and her diet of minute garden pests and, for an energy snack, the pollen of flowers, 
especially marigolds and feverfew.  It takes a while, because the ladybugs I have encountered 
seem to have minds of their own, but eventually I am able to herd the little crawler off the New 
York Times Style section—what else?  These girls have élan!—and onto my finger, which 
outside becomes a bridge to my bushy herb plants.  Also a hero in my gardens, I no longer cut 
back the dying fall foliage, for I have learned that ladybugs winter in groups, not only in the 
crevices of the stumps of the perennials but also in the tunnels created by the drying, hollow 
stems.  I am not always a successful protector, I must admit.  Only a year ago, a ladybug traveled 
up the glass of my kitchen window.  I delightedly watched her for a time and then made a move 
to scoop her into the palm of my hand.  She tumbled, straight to the sink, straight down the drain 
to the jaws of the garbage disposal.  I cried, long and hard.        
 
But oh, the power in number ladybugs possess!  A ladybug can lay up to 50 eggs—a necklace or 
brooch of yellow pearls—per day and up to 1000 per spring/summer season.  Likewise, they 
consume up to 5000 aphids in a year, which is also the extent of their lifetime.  Someone else can 



do the math, but that’s a significant decrease in the sticky honeydew that aphids rain down from 
our cottonwood trees to our plants and porches.  I must provide as well an example from 
literature.  In her memoir, Fifty Acres and A Poodle, author Jeanne Marie Laskas tells of the 
swarms of ladybugs that confront her when she returns to her home after a lengthy absence, 
having noticed, just before she left, just a few ladybugs flitting in the rooms of her house at 
Sweetwater Farm.   
 
Ladybugs will seek warm homes as a winter’s resting place.  I absolutely love the thought of 
little marching beetle battalions covering my house plants, window sills, and books.  Of course 
I’m not being realistic, but then what can you expect of someone who, through the years of her 
childhood, truly believed she could grow up to be Snow White and befriend little mice?  
 
Perhaps the same inability to separate theatricality from reality has resulted in my tendency to 
anthropomorphize over the years anything cute in the natural world—You cannot convince me 
that stands of tall flowers that quiver in the wind and flicker in the creek’s reflection of sunlight 
are not a company of fragile dancers.  Or that ladybugs do not sip cups of tea and hold dances.  
This tendency is nurtured by two facts—The delicate little beetles do sip flower nectar, and their 
tiny black spots actually do fade as they grow older.   
 
I choose to ignore what I perceive as characteristics incongruous to their charm—that they chew 
from side to side, that what looks like a nose is actually a head that can contract, that they smell 
with not only their antennae but also their legs.  That in their larval stage, they are black and red 
alligators, about 5/16 of an inch long.  If you see such alligators, please do not squish them or 
grab for the pesticides.  They do not bite and do no injury with their scaly tails.  In about three 
weeks, they will pass through the pupa stage and soon thereafter emerge as baby ladybugs.        
 
Loathe to share space with nearly all other insects, I have delighted in ladybugs for as long as I 
can remember.  Perhaps my love stems from the stories my Great Aunt Nan shared with me.  We 
had much in common, Nan and I.  We loved candles and incense and perfume and wind chimes 
and window crystals.  I loved her stories, and she loved to tell them.  I never heard Nan, whose 
family immigrated to the US from Germany in the 1930s and who often resorted to the home 
country’s language after a few Martinis, call one of the little red creatures a Marienkäfer (Mary’s 
Beetle), but devout Catholic that she was, she told me the story of the prayers of the farmers in 
the Middle Ages to the Blessed Virgin when a plague of aphids destroyed much of their crops.  
She answered their prayers by sending huge swarms of red bugs, which ate the aphids and were 
then named by the people “Our Lady’s Bugs.”  Their correct common US name today is “Lady 
Beetle.”  Quite regal. 
 
As I sipped Nan’s brew of black tea—we dared not tell my mother I was imbibing caffeine—I 
drew simple portraits of ladybugs in my school notebooks.  Soon, this elementary symbol 
accompanied my signature, greetings in letters, the seals of envelopes.  Even now, I find it hard 
to pass up an item adorned with ladybugs.  It’s nice that my sons know this.  Nan taught me as 
well the song, “Ladybug, ladybug, fly away home.”  I didn’t like it and today can only remember 
the first two lines.  It was too sad to think of the baby beetles and the pupas fastened to stalks 
dying in the harvest-end bonfires.  In spite of translations that others have offered me, I cannot 



imagine any happy ending.  The lyrics offer no hope of the mother’s ability to guide her huge 
family out of the conflagration.  
 
Nan said, though, that ladybugs bring good luck, especially if one lands on you.  When one lands 
on me, I forget to make a wish or request my luck.  I think only of Nan and the simple beauty of 
this tiny creature.  Perhaps the luck is merely the joy of a visit from Lady Beetle.     
 


