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Doodlebugs Aren’t As Cute As They Sound

Doodlebugs are ferocious predators. They are more aptly called “ant lion”, as they prey mainly on ants, but as they grow larger, can take other prey like spiders.

Their dwelling places, called pits, are where the ant lion patiently awaits its prey to fall and become trapped. An average pit is about two inches deep and three inches wide. 

Ant lions dig their pits in sandy places under trees or rock overhangs, anyplace that keeps them relatively safe from rain. At times the pits can be so numerous; it may appear that a miniature lunar landscape has erupted under the shade of your tree.

Ant lions have earned the endearing term “doodlebug” because of the way they search out and dig their pits. As it wanders around looking for the perfect spot, the ant lion leaves a trail that looks like someone doodled in the sand with a stick.
Once it excavates its pit, the ant lion works its way into the sand at the bottom. As it does this, it is also moving more sand out, eventually creating a deep pit with very steep sides that will collapse at the slightest disturbance. The ant lion remains hidden, with only its large, pincer-like jaws, opened wide, protruding through the sand.
When unsuspecting insects fall into the pit, the loose sand keeps them from climbing out. At the same time, the ant lion will begin to throw sand out from the bottom of the pit, causing the hapless victim to fall further down.

The ant lion seizes its prey with its jaws, injects venom that dissolves its internal parts, and then proceeds to suck out the juices. Once the insect is a mere husk of its former self, the ant lion unceremoniously flicks the dried carcass out of the pit.
While it’s eating habits can be quite violent, the ant lion actually looks the part, too. 

Ant lions have a mottled gray or brown body with a square, flat, oversized head. They have enormous, sickle-like jaws that contain several sharp, hollow projections, which serve to inject venom into the prey, then to suck out its lifeblood once the prey is immobilized. 
They have short legs, and a soft body covered in stiff bristles that point forward, helping to anchor the ant lion in the sand, and to provide it leverage against struggling prey, including prey that may be much larger than it. 

And, of course, when talking body parts, one cannot forget the anus, or in this case, lack thereof. This makes the ant lion unusual among insects. All the waste generated during this predatory larval stage is stored, and then excreted once the adult emerges from its cocoon.
Ant lions will remain in their larval stage from one to three years before finally spinning their cocoons of sand and silk. The cocoons are about the size of rabbit droppings, and are buried in the sand. There they remain for one month, emerging as a winged insect ready to mate.
The adult form of the ant lion is a lacewing, and it looks a little like a damselfly. You can tell which is what by the antennae. Ant lions have clubbed antennae that are as long as their bodies. They are also poor fliers.
They are nocturnal, and can be hard to spot, however, they are attracted to light, and so you might see them fluttering about your porch light in search of a mate. 
You might actually get to know one up close and personal, as they may bite if they land on you. The bite is harmless, but will sting.
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