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What Does a Pillbug and a Crab Have In Common?

I call them doodle bugs, but most people refer to them as pill bugs. The doodle bug is more commonly used to refer to an insect called an ant lion. I’ll have more on ant lions next week.
Contrary to what we all believe, pill bugs are not insects. They are terrestrial crustaceans, and are a type of woodlouse. Their relatives include the lobster, shrimp, and crab. 
Twelve species of pillbugs live in the north and central U.S. A few more are found along the coast and in Florida.

However, none of them are native to the U.S. All the inland species came from Europe in the early 19th century, probably having hitched rides on lumber. 
Of the 4,000 species of pillbugs that live worldwide, the pillbugs in the Family Armadillidium (try saying that word three times fast) are the only ones that roll up to defend themselves. The pillbug we know and love is the Armadillidium vulgare. 
Pillbugs are the only crustaceans to have successfully made the jump from water to land, but they still use gills to breathe. This means having a suitable supply of moisture is important.
Moisture is also required to keep them hydrated. Pill bugs may have an exoskeleton, like all crustaceans, but it does not have the protective wax coating that insects and spiders have to keep them from drying out. This is why you may never see them in the desert or places with low humidity.
Pillbugs are mainly nocturnal. They are detrivores, meaning they eat dead plants and animals. Rarely are pillbugs a pest, although if your garden maintains a constant state of moisture, or you have a greenhouse, they may eat tender seedlings. Allowing your garden to dry out between watering can keep them in check, or you can use diatomaceous earth around the plants.
Pillbugs practice coprography, meaning they eat their own poop, as well as other animals’ poop. Like other crustaceans, pillbugs have hemocyanin in their blood, which contains copper. They eat their poop to get the copper back. The copper also gives their blood a blue color.
As well as partaking of their own poop, pillbugs don’t urinate. Instead, they pass the ammonia gas through their exoskeleton.  And while we’re on the subject of body parts, not only do pillbugs drink through their mouth, but they can also drink water through their hind ends. They use a tube-shaped organ called a “uropod” to wick up the water.
Pillbugs can contract viruses. If you see a bright blue or purple pillbug, it has an iridovirus. 
From our childhood, we all know you can find pillbugs under logs, rocks, and any place you find moisture. A heavy presence of them around your home can actually indicate dampness problems.

Breeding time is May through September. The female holds the eggs in a marsupium, which is like a sack. The eggs hatch inside the marsupium and feed for several hours. When they break free of the sack, it looks like the mother is giving birth. The young look like tiny adults. They will molt four or five times before they gain their adult size. Pillbugs can live up to two years.
Pillbugs help restore sites contaminated with heavy metals, allowing the topsoil to rebuild itself so plants can take root and grow. They can process metals like copper, zinc, lead, and cadmium into spherical deposits in the midgut. 
Besides the usual pill bug, roly-poly, or sow bug moniker, some of the more interesting names applied to Armadillidium vulgare are armadillo bug, and these from England: cheeselog, chuggypig, gramersow, and in Australia –  butcher boy.
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