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I always thought that dragonflies are the males and damselflies the
females. As Cicero said: “I am not ashamed to confess I am ignorant
of what I do not know.” This article is about dragons and damsels,
what they look like, where you can find them, and much more. But,
before we get into all that, a little bit about myself.
I worked for Eskom as an engineer, mainly on the design of new
coal-fired power stations. I was stationed at Megawatt Park in
Sunninghill, Gauteng and retired in 2012 to follow my passions
of birding, photography and overlanding. I am pictured below in
“Trokkie” crossing a river somewhere in Botswana.
On one of my birding trips I met a delightful lady who introduced
me to the order of carnivorous insects known as Odonata, which
includes dragonflies and damselflies. The first thing I learnt was that
damselflies are NOT the female of dragonflies. I was intrigued by
these colourful insects and decided to learn more about them.
I bought the Guide to the Dragonflies & Damselflies of South Africa
by Warwick and Michèle Tarboton. Some of the material in this
article has been reproduced with the kind permission of Warwick

and Michèle. Their book covers all 164 species found in South
Africa, Lesotho and Swaziland. Thanks also to my good friend
Phillip Nieuwoudt who supplied most of the photos.
The first thing I learned was how to differentiate between dragons
and damsels. That is quite easy most of the time but, as is common
in the insect world, there are exceptions which one must look out
for.

The four main differences
between dragons and damsels
* Dragons are larger and more robust than damsels. The abdomens
of damsels are slender in comparison to dragons.
* Dragons always sit with their wings spread out. Damsels fold
their wings over their bodies. But there are exceptions!
* The eyes of dragons meet at the top of their heads while the eyes
of damsels are far apart.
* The wings of dragons are broad-based and the front and rear
wings have different shapes. Damsel wings are slender and taper
sharply at the body. The front and rear wings have the same
shape.

Habitat: Where do you find Odonata?
The Odonata are normally found near water, although some species
stray far from water. The ideal habitat is slow-moving, crystal clear
water with overhanging grass and reeds. They are very sensitive
to impurities in water. The presence or absence of Odonata in a
wetland is a very good indication of how healthy the ecosystem is.
I often visit Modderfontein Nature Reserve near Edenvale to
photograph birds and Odonata. The reserve is water-rich and
seemingly ideal for Odonata. However, the number of Odonata
I have found is disappointing. I found the same poor numbers at
Marievale in the Nigel area. Marievale is one of the prime birding
spots on the Reef. Interestingly, I saw many more damsels than
dragons.
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The Highland
Spreadwing is a
damsel, but sits
with its wings
spread out.
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The Fork-tailed
Drongo is an insect
eater. It sits quietly
on a branch or fence
and swoops like
lightning on its prey.
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I was at Serendipity Eco 4x4 trail,
Modimolle, with my 4x4 club, when
we stopped to have a swim in a stream.
The water was very clear and the whole
place was teeming with mainly dragons.
Does that mean that damsels are more
tolerant of dirty water than dragons? I did
some research on the internet but could ﬁnd no
answer to that.
The centre photo was taken in the Groendal Nature
Reserve, Eastern Cape. This is a typical environment
that is ideal for Odonata.

Reproduction and life expectancy
Odonata lay their eggs in water from a few dozen in some
species to hundreds in others. That is why clean water is essential
for their existence. The eggs develop into larvae which are called
nymphs. The nymphs live in water and are ferocious feeders. They
are the bane of koi breeders because they consume large numbers
of fry – small ﬁsh a few millimeters in length.
They remain in the water from one to twelve months, depending
on the species. At the end of the larvae phase they crawl out of the
water and metamorphose into adults. The smaller damsel species
has a lifespan of only a month while the more robust dragons such
as the Pantala can survive for three to four months.
The condition of the wings is a good indication of their age. The
wings do not regenerate and any damage remains. If you see one
with tattered wings then it is near the end of its life. They are also
not as agile in the air and are an easier target for birds.

Eat or be eaten
Dragons and damsels are described as predatory insects, and in
the insect world they are considered one of the top predators. They
have excellent eyesight and hunt only during the day. They are
extremely agile in ﬂight because each of the four wings is controlled
individually. I once watched a Dark-capped Bulbul trying to catch
a dragon on the wing. The Bulbul is much faster, but each time it
got close, the dragon just sidestepped out of its way. It was like
a matador and a bull. After a while the bird ﬂew away in disgust.
Dragon 1, bird 0.
They have many enemies: mainly birds, reptiles, spiders and small
mammals. Spiders are quite successful dragon and damsel hunters
because they can creep up on the unsuspecting insect.

Golden Orb-web
spiders can
easily catch
a dragon or
damsel.

Some interesting facts about Odonata

These early Odonata were apparently huge in comparison with
their more modern counterparts and had wingspans of up to
700 mm. The largest modern dragon is about 170 mm.

Odonata are said to have a lineage that extends back in time
for about 300-million years. They pre-date dinosaurs by about
100-million years and birds by about 150-million years.

Odonata have very small antennae compared to other insects. As a
result they cannot hear or smell, but their excellent eyesight makes
up for these shortcomings. That is why they hunt only during the

day. At night they hide in the
reeds and grass.
Coupled with their excellent eyesight
is their amazing reaction time.
Odonata see the world around them in
slow motion. Humans have an average
reaction time to visual stimuli of about
250 milliseconds. The reaction times of
dragons are in the region of 13 milliseconds.
That is an incredible 19 times faster! Researchers
have discovered that dragons can actually
anticipate the next movement of their prey. All
this combines into making them superb hunters. No
wonder they have hardly changed in 300-million years.
The number of Odonata species is small relative to
other insects. The number of recognised dragonﬂy
species worldwide is about 5900. In comparison, more than
360 000 species of beetles (order Coleoptera) have been
recorded. The higher up a species is in the food chain, the fewer
of them exist. For example, big cats in the world of mammals and
hawks in the world of birds.
Visit the IFL Science website to learn more.
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