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Have you ever wondered what that colorful bug on your wood pile was? Or what a “sweat bee” really is. Or how to tell the difference between wasps and hornets? Insects of the North Woods will answer these questions and help you identify over 400 species of six-legged critters native to Minnesota, Michigan and Wisconsin. Author Jeffrey Hahn is an extension entomologist with the University of Minnesota, and he will teach you that all bugs are insects but not all insects are “bugs.” 

Of course Insects of the North Woods only scratches the surface of the thousands of insect species that inhabit the North, but the author has done a great job of picking the most common, the most interesting, the most bizarre and the most colorful. Household critters are ignored but many common garden pests are covered. Each of the 17 orders of insects (beetles, for example, are in the order Coleoptera) has an introductory 2-page spread with a detailed drawing or two of a typical member. Colored tabs allow you to get to the group you are looking for quickly (though the tabs are on the wrong side of the page for flipping from the key on the back cover of the book). Insects are then ordered by family with up to four species on a page. One refreshing feature that is often lacking in field guides is a black bar on each photo showing the body length of that critter. The text is necessarily brief but often discusses interesting facets of that insect’s natural history. Here are a few gems gleaned from the 245 page guide.

“Mini scuba tanks” help predaceous diving beetles breathe underwater.
The Giant Water Bug is referred to as “Toe Biter” for a good reason.
Ladybugs are really beetles...And there are many species!
Antlions are well named for their ferocious ant-hunting tricks.

Over 600 sharp and colorful macro photos detail the 444 species covered in the book. There are some fun photo series showing interesting insect behavior like the American Sand Wasp burrowing into a sand dune, or the Thread-waisted Wasp dragging a caterpillar back to its nest.

Coverage of dragonflies, damselflies, butterflies and moths is good but limited as the publisher has comprehensive field guides for those groups already in print. If you want to further your study of these insects, you’d be better off buying the group-specific guides. In addition to the groups mentioned above, the book covers beetles, bees, wasps, ants, grasshoppers, crickets, katydids, true bugs, true flies, mayflies, stoneflies, caddisflies, scorpionflies, alderflies, dobsonflies and lacewings.

At 8 ¼ by 4 ½ this guide is sized perfectly for throwing in a daypack for a hike in the woods. Though it is designed for the North Woods of Minnesota, Wisconsin and Michigan, it would be very useful to folks in all the Great Lakes states and even New England.
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