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Firecrackers and Fireflies in July 

Submitted by Faye Mahaffey 

OSUE Brown County Master Gardener Volunteer 

  

 

These past hot and humid days have reminded me of my dad. He would always exclaim, “It’s hotter than a 

firecracker outside!” Anyone who knew my dad would quickly remember that he always dressed in bib overalls 

and long sleeve cotton shirts! I, on the other hand, can’t stand more than a pair of shorts and a sleeveless top 

made from wicking material when the thermometer hits 80 plus degrees.  I do wear a hat, sunglasses, sunscreen 

and bug spray. I have already fallen victim to the dreaded chiggers and now I spray diligently every time I head 

out the door to the garden. Now with the large population of ticks, I reapply with spray that I carry in my 

gardening bucket. 

  

We have been spending some time down at the cabin in the evenings when it cools down a bit. The fireflies 

have been treating us to a spectacular light show after the sun goes down. 

  

Fireflies, also called Lightning Bugs, are neither bugs nor flies. They are beetles (Order Coleoptera). There are 

about 170 species of fireflies in the United States and Canada; most are found east of the Mississippi River.  

  

Why do fireflies give off light? There are several reasons why they blink their lights on summer nights. The first 

reason is that the flashing is used to locate a mate. The ones that are flying around are the males, and the 

females sit in the brush and respond by flashing their lights. 

  

The second reason for the light is to warn predators that fireflies aren’t good to eat. Like the orange color of a 

monarch butterfly, or the yellow stripes on a wasp, the light on the end of a firefly lets predators know to avoid 

eating them. The chemicals that make the light are bitter. Even birds don’t like to eat them! Predator insects 

begin eating the head and work their way back and drop the abdomen. 

  

A third reason why fireflies light up is to warn other fireflies of danger. The flashing light can be used as a 

distress signal to other fireflies. If fireflies are caught in a spider web they will begin distress flashing to warn 

others. 

  

A fourth reason for the light display is to obtain a meal. There is a species of firefly that is a predator, called the 

femme fatale. This predator firefly can mimic the flash of other species of fireflies, and when a male responds, 

and comes toward her to mate, she eats him instead! Quite the insect horror story, don’t you think? 

  

Are you experiencing problems in your garden or landscape? Don’t forget to email your gardening questions to 

OSUE Brown County Master Gardener, Mike Hannah, at mhannah1951@gmail.com. 
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