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Whimsical, diverse, and distinct in both 

personality and appearance, odonates are 

extraordinary creatures to research and observe. 

Odonata refers to the class of flying insects 

composed of dragonflies and damselflies, the 

origins of which have been traced back hundreds 

of millions of years using fossilized evidence. 

Drawn towards freshwater environments, the C&O 

Canal’s now stagnant waters provide a habitat 

allowing odonate life to truly thrive. With more 

than 100 species occupying the park., odonates 

make up the largest population of insect to call the 

C&O Canal “home.” 

 

Lifecycle and Ecological Significance 
 

Odonates are one of the earliest species of insect to inhabit our planet. In prehistoric times, dragonflies and other 

insects grew enormous in size due to excess availability of atmospheric oxygen content. Despite their small sizes 

today, the dragonfly is the largest insect known to have ever lived on Earth.  

 

At the start of life, odonates live underwater in a larval stage of development, at which time they are referred to 

as nymphs.  The majority of an odonate’s life is spent as a nymph (several years), whereas the adult stage of life 

when it finally takes flight is significantly shorter (several months). When a nymph is preparing to molt into its 

adult form, it will leave its watered habitat, cling to nearby vegetation, allow itself to dry out, and eventually 

emerge from its old skin in the final transformation into adulthood. Complete with a new set of wings, the creature 

has fully metamorphosized.  

 

Both nymph and adult odonates are carnivorous predators, munching on other insects, and sometimes even their 

own kind. Adults have fantastic eyesight for hunting prey, as their heads are covered almost entirely in eyes, and 

their brains largely focus on visual processing. Odonates play a significant role in controlling mosquito 

populations, as they are apt feast on mosquito larvae and adults throughout the entirety of their lifecycle. Among 

other notable ecological impacts posed by the odonate, the presence of nymphs in fresh bodies of water can serve 

as a water quality indicator. Given that many odonate species are sensitive to pollution, their presence in a water 

sample can be indicative of a healthy water source. 

 

 

Dragonflies vs. Damselflies 
 

If you find yourself wondering about the exact difference between a dragonfly and damselfly, fear not! The 

distinction between the two is subtle, but straightforward. As a starting point, look to the wings! 

 

Perhaps the best opportunity to make an identification is when an odonate is at rest. When a dragonfly lands, it 

will hold its wings out perpendicular to its body, like the wings of an airplane. On the other hand, a damselfly 

Above: Female Eastern Pondhawk, NPS VIP Photo by Steve Dean  



will fold its wings up and hold them together on top of their backs. The following photos demonstrate the general 

stances of the dragonfly vs. damselfly at rest. 

 

 

   
 

 

 

 

 

Observing the overall size and shape of an odonate’s wings can also help to distinguish a dragonfly from a 

damselfly. Both species display two wing pairings. While the damselfly is likely to exhibit wings that are very 

uniform in size and shape, the dragonfly is prone to having noticeably broader hind wings.  

 

 

Significance 
 

The captivating magnificence of these winged creatures provides a sense of calm, joy, and clarity to their 

observers. The way in which the adult odonate floats about daily life, engages in dance with others, and mingles 

in some of our very own favorite places, makes it difficult to avoid feelings of serendipity and exuberance in their 

presence. 

 

Over the years, the Dragonfly Walk Speaker Series led by C&O Canal Association VIP, Steve Dean, has 

developed into a beloved summertime event that celebrates odonates in all their confetti-colored fun. This year, 

instead of scrapping the plan outright, we’ve adapted to introduce this information in a new way. Whether your 

love for odonates runs deep or has only just been piqued, summertime at the C&O Canal ought to bring you an 

abundance of fulfillment. In your upcoming travels along the towpath, be on the lookout for a glint of their antics, 

and let us know what you see, learn, or are surprised by! Above all else, stay safe, grounded, and on the lookout 

for nature’s subtle sources of inspiration. 

 

 

Above: Halloween Pennant Dragonfly displaying its 

wings perpendicularly while at rest, NPS VIP Photo 

by Steve Dean  

Above: Ebony Jewelwing Damselfly displaying its 

wings in a folded position at rest, NPS VIP Photo by 

Steve Dean  

 

Above: Fragile Forktail Damselfly, NPS VIP Photo by Steve Dean  


