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Grasshopper: Munching Pest or Controlling Invasives? 
 

By Ann M. Mason, Fairfax Master Gardener Intern 

 

In my youth I often heard the tale of ‘Jiminy Cricket’ but 
not much about ‘Gregory Grasshopper.’ While both 
crickets, grasshoppers and their locust cousins belong 
to the Orthoptera order, they belong to different 
suborders and have different characteristics. Crickets 
and katydids belong to the suborder, Ensifera, with 
slender antennae longer than their bodies; 
grasshoppers and locusts belong to the suborder, 
Caelifera, distinguished by short, horned antennae. 
Locusts are a grasshopper species, who for a variety of 
reasons have left their normal solitary life to enter the 
swarming phase sometimes caused by drought 
conditions and followed by robust and rapid vegetative growth. 

Let’s look at the physical and behavioral characteristics that set crickets and grasshoppers apart and make 
identification of these insect cousins easier. Grasshoppers are diurnal and active during the day, while 
crickets are nocturnal, active at night. Generally, grasshoppers are larger than crickets. They are lighter in 
color than crickets and are neutral green, grey or light brown. Crickets have bright or dark colors. Both 
grasshoppers and crickets can jump, and grasshoppers can also fly. 

Antennae size and shape are very different for grasshoppers and crickets. Grasshoppers have short, horn-
like antennae, while crickets boast longer, slender ones — longer than their body length. Grasshoppers eat 
plants (herbivorous); crickets are predators and eat plants and other insects (omnivorous). Both male and 
female grasshoppers produce chirping sounds by rubbing their hind legs with their wings; only male crickets 
make a chirping sound by rubbing the top of one wing across the teeth at the bottom of the other wing. 

Virtually all of the 28 grasshopper species in the 
United States are native to North America. Let’s 
look more closely at a few of the grasshopper 
species you might see in your Virginia garden. 
Several grasshoppers are in the Melanoplus 
species, including the differential grasshopper 
(M. differentialis), two-striped grasshopper (M. 
bivittatus), red-legged grasshopper (M. 
femurrubrum) and the spur-throated 
grasshopper (M. ponderosus). Additionally, there 
is the painted grasshopper (Dactylotum bicolor), 
Southeastern Lubber grasshopper (Romalea 
microptera) and the colorful horse lubber 
grasshopper (Taeniopoda eques). 

So, what do grasshoppers feed upon? We are all familiar with these voracious insects munching away on 
some of our crops including lettuce, potato, beans and corn. But we may not give Gregory Grasshopper and 
his friends credit for keeping invasive grasses in check. Yep, scientists at the University of Maryland who 
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study grasshoppers have found that these critters preferentially chomp down on some of the introduced 
plants that invade our gardens, greenspaces and National parks. For example, our ‘friends’ in the 
grasshopper species Melanoplus happily prefer timothy grass (Phleum pratense), Chinese silvergrass 
(Miscanthus sinensis) and Johnsongrass (Sorghum halepense) — some of the grasses on Virginia’s invasive 
plant list. With this food preference, these Melanoplus grasshoppers are part of the biologic ‘army’ that 
challenges the spread of these invasive grasses. 

Scientists report that the female grasshoppers lay 
eggs in sunny soil near the end of summer. The 
nymphs emerge from overwintering eggs by 
pushing and squirming their way to the soil 
surface using their straightened back legs to press 
forward, while alternatively contracting and 
expanding part of their necks to enlarge the soil 
gap above them. Arriving at the soil surface, they 
discard their hatching shell, take a short jump and 
start munching on clover and young grass plants. 
As the nymphs become adults (in one and one-
half to two months), they molt five times, getting 
larger with each molt. At the last molt, their 
developing wings become free. 

Grasshoppers do not have a pupal stage like a butterfly. From the time the grasshopper nymph emerged 
from the soil to its adult form, it always looked like a grasshopper. As it grows it actively feeds first on 
young clover and grasses and then on to the grasses’ tougher leaves and stems. The adults are killed by 
cold temperatures. Fall debris removal and turning over the soil in possible grasshopper nurseries can 
expose the eggs to predators and to cold temperatures. 

You might think that nature has too many grasshoppers. But in the balance of nature, grasshoppers are 
tasty morsels for crows, catbirds, bluebirds, mockingbirds and sparrows. Some spiders are known to find 
them tasty. The female flesh fly (Sarcophaga kellyi) does an aerobatic move to place her eggs on a 
grasshopper. The eggs immediately become larval maggots using the unsuspecting grasshopper as its food. 
In the soil the females of the blister beetles (Epicauta vittata and E. marginata) lay their eggs near those of 
the grasshopper. The larvae of these beetles ravish the grasshopper eggs. 

Grasshoppers are in the sights of some fly species and wasp-like insects. However, if these biological 
controls are insufficient for keeping grasshoppers in check in your garden, the VA Tech experts recommend 
that gardens not be planted next to hay fields and ditches high in grasshopper populations. Protect your 
seedlings by covering them with cheesecloth or other small mesh netting. 

If your garden is infested and the biological controls are overwhelmed, VA Tech recommends that the 
homeowner use either organic controls or chemical controls of a registered insecticide applied following the 
labelled instructions. Application of either organic or man-made insecticides requires precautions and pre-
harvest waiting periods. 
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Many cultures have recipes for preparing grasshoppers, de-legged, de-headed and de-gutted, into tasty 
protein meals. The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) advocates that people should 
raise insects, including grasshoppers, as food. And I have heard from my grandson that properly prepared 
grasshoppers (purchased in a package in his case) are a unique but welcome snack at Scout campouts. Yum, 
Yum. 
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