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You will see Ants everywhere.  In the garden, on the pavement and even 

annoyingly in your house where they can detect anything sweet.  But if you go 

down to your local woods, especially Hockley Woods you will see a very special 

Ant called the Southern Red Wood Ant. 

This Ant is up to half an inch long compared to about 

 a quarter of an inch or less for the usual Black and  

Red Ants.  They are everywhere in the wood in 

columns going to and fro.  Some will be carrying small 

twigs and others may be carrying dead insects such as 

Flies, Wasps, or Caterpillars. 

Somewhere, up to 100 metres away, will be their nest.  

Compared to the size of the Ants it will be a colossal 

structure.  Up to a cubic metre.  It will consist of a 

network of underground chambers covered by a huge 

mound of twigs, soil, moss and Pine needles.  There may 

be as many as 400,000 colony individuals living in one 

nest.  The mound is constantly adjusted by the Ants to 

maintain a steady internal temperature and to keep rain 

out. They will make ventilation holes if it gets too hot and 

add to the mound if it gets too cold. 

Wood Ants live in complex social groups made up of 3 groups.  A Queen, 

Workers, and Males.  Males mate with the Queen who then produce eggs.  

Workers, which are all Female are responsible for feeding the colony and 

maintaining the nest.  Around June, young Males and Queens that have 

developed from the eggs fly from the nest and mate in mid-air.  The Males 

soon die but the Queens shed their wings and set off to form a new nest.  

From the brief mating she will have enough sperm to fertilize her lifetime 

supply of eggs. 

If a nest is approached or disturbed the workers 

will squirt Formic acid from their abdomens to 

ward off an attack.  This causes a strong vinegar 

like smell. 

Some species of birds indulge in an activity 

known as ‘anting’ where they deliberately 

squirm about on top of the Ant’s nest and allow 

the Ants to crawl amongst their feathers. 
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Some species of birds indulge in an activity 

known as ‘anting’ where they deliberately 

squirm about on top of the Ant’s nest and allow 

the Ants to crawl amongst their feathers. 

This behaviour is thought to help the Bird rid 

itself of parasites by in effect bathing in the 

Formic acid that the enraged Ants produce. 

The Worker Ants travel far and wide to catch 

and kill insects to feed the colony.  An 

individual Worker Ant can carry or drag 

insects weighing many times its own weight.  

Another source of food for the colony is 

obtained by ‘farming’ and ‘milking’ Aphids.  

Worker Ants will travel to the top of trees 

nearby where Aphids are busily sucking sap 

from the tree’s stems and leaves. 

The Aphids produce a sweet liquid waste 

product known as honeydew which the Ants 

‘milk’ from the aphid’s back end.  This is 

taken back to the nest to feed the larvae.  

The Worker Ants from a medium sized nest 

can bring back between 13 and 16 Kg of 

honeydew a year.  The Ants have even been 

known to transport Aphids to suitable trees 

and shrubs to increase the harvest! 

An annoyance to we gardeners! 

Ant eggs mixed with Onion juice were once used in Scotland to treat deafness.  

I am not sure if they drunk it or poured the liquid into their ear! 
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