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Predators of the Range 
Jo Jay Raffelson 

Do you want to know why the 
people on Tullock Creek were 
asking, 'Where are the seagulls?" 
The answer is, the Mormon crick- 
et. In the 1840's, the seagulls 
rescued the Mormons during a 
cricket outbreak in Utah. They 
flew in and ate the crickets. It 
was the first known encounter 
that man had with destruction 
caused by Mormon crickets. 

We too, were suddenly, unexpectedly invaded this 
summer. The old-timers in our area knew what they were, 
the Mormon cricket. They had lived through the cricket 
outbreak on Tullock Creek from 1936-1938. During this 
outbreak, Tullock Creek was totally stripped of all forage. 

There is very little documented information on Mormon 
crickets. The sources I did find contradicted each other, 
making finding answers even more confusing. For in- 
stance, one document stated that crickets could travel up 
to 1/2 mile a day, 25 miles a season. Other material said 
that crickets travel 2-4 miles a day, 200 miles per season. 

Here are some facts I did find. The Mormon cricket is 
actually a long horned grasshopper. They are no relation 
to the cricket family. The Mormons in the 1840's thought 
they had been invaded by crickets, not grasshoppers. So 
came about the name, the Mormon cricket. 

Their natural habitat is the sagebrush-grassland inter- 
mountain region and the far West. They normally persist 
in noninjurious numbers on localized, permanent breed- 
ing areas. They feed on more than 250 forage plants. They 
prefer the seed heads of range plants, reducing the 
reseeding potential of these plants. 

The adult male cricket is slightly smaller and usually 
darker in color than the female. He fertilizes the eggs by 
depositing spermatifores or "sperm sacks" under the egg 
laying ovipositor of the female. The adult female is easily 
identified by the ovipositor, which extends in a sword like 
manner from behind. This egg laying organ is inserted 
into the ground to lay eggs, up to 250 eggs per season. 

According to the weather conditions, eggs hatch some- 
where between April to June. It takes approximately 21 

days to complete the hatch. Mormon crickets are much 
hardier than other grasshoppers. They can withstand 
cool, wet weather that would kill other hoppers. They 
hatch out as green nymphs and undergo seven molt 

stages. At each molt, they become darker in color and 
larger in size. About 60 days are required to reach matur- 
ity. At this point breeding begins and egg laying commen- 
ces. 

For unknown reasons, there will be a tremendous 
increase in cricket numbers. They then form into bands 
and begin to march into other areas. Unlike other grass- 
hoppers, crickets never develop wings. They move by 
walking or hopping short distancesmaking a whirling, 
clicking noise. Little detours the crickets. They will not 
detour around post or pole, but march over the top. They 
marched off the top of some sands rocks, falling into our 
bottoms below. During the march, they eat little except 
for other wounded or dead crickets, as they are very 
cannibalistic. 

With a clicking roaring sound, a swath of crickets about 
100 yards wide and 2 miles long, moved in on us. Several 
similiar bands hit up and down the creek. From an 
unknown signal, they stopped, spread out and began to 
eat. We took three slides in sequence at the same spot and 
could see the damage being done to the grass by the 
crickets. These slides were taken in a 40-minute time 
period. 

An infestation of 5 crickets per square yard is estimated 
to remove 45% of available forage. An infestation of 10 
crickets per square yard, 90% of forage. That amount of 
forage would equal 600 animal units per month or enough 
to feed 50 head of cattle for one year. 

Unlike the material I read, the crickets actually hit the 
sagebrush first. As you could see from the slides, it really 
did not take long for the crickets to finish off what they 
started. 

Crickets haved played a part in range destruction since 
the 1840's. It wasn't until the late 1930's and the 1940's, 
that the crickets showed what they could really do. They 
infested 12 states, damaging or completely destroying 
over 20 million acres. The government spent millions of 
dollars trying to control them. It was decided though, that 
without adverse weather conditions, mice, black wasps 
and birds, nothing would have stopped the crickets. 

In the early morning hours, you could find the crickets 
gathered in clustered groups on sagebrush, pines and 
cedars, catching the morning sun. During the heat of the 
day, they again gathered looking for shade. We were told 
that the temperature determines whether crickets begin 
to eat or shade up or move out. You could always tell 
when they were eating by the constant clicking noise that 
they made. Editor's Note: This paper is the third place winner of the presentations at the 

High School Youth Forum competition at the Annual Meeting, SRM. February 
1988, in Corpus Christl, Texas. 
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We sprayed on the first invasion. Mormon crickets were 
much more susceptible to spray than the grasshoppers, 
dying by the hundreds of thousands. We sprayed on the 
second invasion, killing untold numbers. But the crickets 
kept coming. No one could afford to spray every invasion. 
Depending on the spray and method used, the cost would 
run $2.0O-$3.00 per acre per spraying. 

The crickets moved on us in June. By July we were 
feeding our livestock with what hay we were able to save. 
Other areas were virtually untouched. The crickets had 
marched through, doing little or no damage. The females 
did not march to some egg laying ground, but laid their 
eggs everywhere. 

After studying and observing the crickets this past summer, 
I have more questions than answers. I have seen the 
destruction the Mormon cricket did this past summer, yet 
the older residents tell me, "I haven't seen anything yet." 
The range in our area, has already been stressed by first 

drought, then grasshoppers, and can not withstand an- 
other cricket outbreak. The ranchers in our area can not 
withstand any more of these financial losses. 

There must be a control method that does not depend 
on expensive sprays or waiting for mother nature. We 
must develop more viable and economical control meth- 
ods. To develop these, there needs to be more research 
on the Mormon cricket's life cycle and migratory habits. I 
challenge you, the researchers of tomorrow, to find these 
answers. 
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The Effect of Grazing on Soil 

As settlers moved west, much of the prairie grassland 
was broken to produce crops. The remainder, not suitable 
for cultivation, was left in grass and used to raise live- 
stock. Rangeland thus consists of areas that generally 
preclude the growing of commercial crops. Nevertheless, 
for sound management of this 'leftover' land, the health of 
the soil, plants, and animals must all be considered and 
balanced. In the past, however, most of the attention was 
focused only on the plant-animal interaction. 

The prairies, of course, had been subjected to grazing 
for centuries prior to settlement. However, this was an 
uncontrolled and self-adjusting form of grazing. When 
fences were constructed for livestock control, it was inev- 
itable that increased grazing pressures would start to 
affect the grassland ecology. As a consequence, the 
composition of the vegetation changed which, in turn, 
changed the quantity and quality of the roots and root 
exudates within the soil. 

Since vegetation affects the soil on which it grows, one 
method of studying the influence of grazing on range 
soils is to assess the organic matter of grazed and 
ungrazed rangeland soils and its effect on the physical 
characteristics of the soil. This has been done over the 
last 20 years at the Agriculture Canada Substation west of 
Stavely, where a series of grazing trials of increasing 
intensity was initiated in 1949. 

As forage production decreased with increased grazing 

pressure, there was less mulch on the soil surface and 
reduced organic matter input into the soil. Consequently, 
the soil warmed up more quickly in the spring and, 
because of decreased water-holding capacity, the char- 
acter of the soil was transformed to that of a drier micro- 
climate. With increased grazing intensity, the soil also 
became more compacted and water infiltration was reduced. 
Soil erosion by water began when about 25 percent of the 
soil surface became bare. The movement downslope of 
surface soil was made worse by the increased activities 
on overgrazed range of northern pocket gophers, who 
may bring to the surface up to 85 tonnes of soil per 
hectare per year. 

Although increased grazing pressure lowers the organic 
matter content of the soil, at the same time it increases the 
total organic nitrogen in the soil, mainly because of the 
increased excreta load. However, since this nitrogen is 
less available to plants, it will affect, in turn, range vegeta- 
tion quality. This demonstrates the delicate balance that 
exists between the soil, plants, and animals. A change in 
one area will automatically have a bearing on the other 
members of the mutual relationship. The challenge of 
range management is thus not only to provide high- 
quality vegetation and meat, but, in order to do so, to 
ensure the soil resource receives careful consideration at 
the same time.—J.F. Dormaar, Weekly Letter, Agriculture 
Canada, Lethbridge, W. .L. 2824. 


