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*************************************************************************** 
 

Contributions to the Newsletter by members are welcome 
Tell us about your entomological activities, observations, or concerns 

 
*************************************************************************** 

 
The Society gratefully acknowledges the support 

of the Western Australian Museum 
 

 

 

 

 

Cover illustration: What is it? If you cannot guess, the answer will be found at the end 
of p. 8. Photograph: Terry Houston, WA Museum. 
 
 



WESTERN AUSTRALIAN INSECT STUDY SOCIETY INC. 

NEWSLETTER FOR AUGUST 2011 

3 

Coming Events 
 

NEXT MEETING  
Wednesday 10 August 2011 
commencing 7.30 pm  
Kings Park Administration Centre 
 

Main feature: 

 

"Moths and Butterflies of the Galapagos 
Islands" 

Speaker: Dr Lazaro Roque-Albelo 
Lazaro is a senior consultant on invertebrates 
for consultancy company Ecologia, based in 
Perth. Previously, he headed a team of 
ecologists concerned with natural resource 
management at the Charles Darwin Research 
Centre on the Galapagos Islands. There, he 
worked mainly with the invertebrates. 
 

Insect in focus: 

“Cuckoo wasps” 
Presenter: Terry Houston 

 

Annual General Meeting 

This year’s AGM will be held in conjunction 
with the 12 October general meeting. All 
committee positions will fall vacant and 
members are encouraged to consider 
nominating for a position. Women are 
especially encouraged to nominate to redress the 
long-standing male bias. If you want more 
information or a nomination form, contact the 
Secretary, Brian Heterick (details on inside-
cover). 
______________________________________ 

Report on the June 

Meeting 
 

Members’ Night 

 

This meeting revealed how much information 
members hold and how interesting and skilled 
they are at presenting their specimens, images 
and stories. I wouldn’t have missed it for 
quids. 
 

Eric McCrum, usually shy and retiring [ha ha], 
was the first to rise to the occasion. His 
splendid photographs depicted centipedes, 
grasshoppers, a cockroach and a scorpion-fly 
and were presented with intriguing 
information. Eric told us that the female 
pentatomid bug always lays two rows of five 
eggs, the ‘fangs’ of centipedes are actually 
their first pair of legs and the Pachysaga 
katydid does not develop wings. Also shown 
was a katydid which changes colour from 
instar to instar to match the leaves among 
which it lives. 
 
Sian Mawson told a wonderful story and 
showed what you can learn from simple 
observations in your own backyard. We all 
know woolly-bear caterpillars but Sian was 
unable to find out if they are native or 
introduced or what they became as adults. 
Sian’s chief character was Woolly and he was 
put into his new home, complete with a ‘cave’ 
for some privacy. He found he had a variety of 
food-stuffs from which to choose. He was not 
too keen on Chorizema leaves but was very 
fond of rose leaves and the flowers of native 
plants. He slept during the day and ate at night, 
so Sian put his favoured food-stuffs the 
furtherist from him. 
 

 
 

Woolly the woolly-bear caterpillar (doing some bed-
time reading?). Photo: Sian Mawson 

 

Then Woolly’s behaviour changed and Sian 
thought he might be about to experience the 
change. She introduced a crunched up tissue, 
should he want a crevice. Sian was alarmed 
when two days later his poo was red. She left 
him for 24 hours and then found that Woolly 
had pupated. How long would he stay a pupa? 
She waited four weeks, she waited eight 
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weeks, was he dead? Finally after seven 
months and three weeks, he turned into a tiger 
moth and he was released into bushland. We 
listeners surmised that the red poo was 
because Woolly was getting rid of all the 
rubbish inside him and it was like an 
antibacterial flush. 
 

 
 

Woolly as an adult tiger moth 
 

Peter Langlands showed photos of a Walker’s 
Frother moth, Amerila rubripes (family 
Arctiidae), which secretes an acrid froth 
containing cyanide from glands on the thorax 
when disturbed. 
 

 
 

Walker’s Frother moth, Amerila rubripes (without 
glandular froth). Photo: David Chemello. 

 
Kaoru Kurihara related how she had visited 
bushland in Leeming and encountered and 
photographed a male bird-of-paradise-fly: a 

mealy-bug of the genus Callipappus, family 
Margarodidae. Kaoru’s photograph of a flying 
blue-banded fly was a beauty. She also 
screened photographs of a small green cicada, 
a just-hatched lacewing, a Western Jewel 
butterfly and a spoon-winged lacewing. 
 
Florian and Peter Irwin jointly spoke of their 
visit to the Natural History Museum, London. 
There they were taken behind the scenes and 
shown the tropical butterfly collection by 
curator Dr Blanca Huertas who had appeared 
in the TV program ‘Museum of Life’. They 
especially wanted to see an aberrant form of 
the Polygonia c-album butterfly (named for 
the white ‘c’ or comma on its underwings). 
They also saw the lobster moth, the caterpillars 
of which have extraordinarily long 2nd and 
3rd legs giving them a lobster-like appearance. 
Also of interest to them was the type-specimen 
of a moth species, the existence of which 
Charles Darwin had predicted from 
examination of a tropical orchid. Among a 
parcel of orchid specimens Darwin received in 
1862 while researching insect pollination of 
orchids was one called Angraecum 

sesquipedale from Madagascar. Its flowers 
possessed a whip-like nectary spur of 
“astonishing length” (the name sesquipedale is 
Latin for “one and a half feet”). After 
experiments with a probe, Darwin surmised 
that there must be a moth with a proboscis 
long enough to reach the nectar at the end of 
the spur. While taking nectar, the moths would 
have pollen rubbed off the flowers onto their 
heads. The moth was discovered in 1903 and 
named Xanthopan morganii praedicta.  

 

The hawkmoth, Xanthopan morganii praedicta 
Photo source: www.Flickriver.com 
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Jack Meakins showed us photographs of the 
Elephant Hawk Moth and the Vine Hawk 
Moth, whose caterpillars can be red, green or 
brown. 

Otto had put a lot of work into his presentation 
which was entitled “Guess what? An assembly 
of natural history subjects”. He had 
photographs of 25 subjects; not only insects, 
but also stones, bark, lake edges, part of an 
ochre pit and a fungus. We were required to 
suggest what each subject was. The best ‘kid 
in the class’ was Eric McCrum. Otto’s 
presentation showed his usual brilliant 
imagination and dedication and I propose that 
he be made a national treasure. 

 
 

This image by Otto Mueller stumped most members. It 
is the head end of a lymexylid beetle, a very slender 
wood-borer with large compound eyes and strange 

mouth-parts. 

Terry Houston spoke of finding a newly 
initiated below-ground nest of a termite in the 
Gascoyne Region in which some chambers 
were packed with tiny round, black and white 
pellets. Microscopic examination of the 
pellets, measuring about 0.7 mm in diameter, 
revealed that they consisted of bundled plant 
fibres and were presumably a food store. 
White pellets were composed of colourless 
fibres while black pellets were composed of a 
different fibre loaded with dark fungal spores. 
Evidently the workers had scraped the two 

kinds of fibres from different sources, 
probably wood. The termites were of the 
nasute type (soldiers possessing slender 
snouts) but had not yet been identified. 
However, one old literature source recorded 
that the WA species Tumulitermes tumuli 
stores food in pellet form and could possibly 
be the species observed. Terry noted that some 
tropical nasute termites accumulate stores of 
cut, dry grass in large mounds. He had read 
that while no Australian termites are known to 
cultivate fungi, many of them require fungi in 
their diet and some wood-eating termites will 
only attack partly decayed wood containing 
fungi (hence the dark, fungus-riddled pellets?). 

 
 

Pellets from the underground termite chamber. Photo: 
Terry Houston 

This was a highly successful and interesting 
evening and those of us who didn’t make the 
effort might be motivated to contribute next 
time. 

Margaret Owen [with input from Editor] 

_____________________________________________ 

 

News, Notes & 

Announcements 
 

New member 

The Society welcomes - 
Dean Laslett (Cloverdale; general 
interests include insect/plant symbioses 
and group intelligence) 
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New publication 

Ecology and Evolution of Dung Beetles, Leigh 
W. Simmons & T. James Ridsdill-
Smith (Editors), hardcover, 368 pages, 
published by Wiley-Blackwell, 2011. RRP 
$130.00. This is a scholarly, multi-authored 
work comprising 13 chapters covering various 
aspects of dung beetles such as evolutionary 
history, ecology, behaviour, functional 
morphology and physiology. It is clearly 
aimed at researchers rather than a general 
readership but some WAISS members could 
still find it interesting and informative. 
 

Butterfly book for sale 

Any one interested in acquiring a mint 
condition copy of Butterflies of Australia - 
Their Identification, Biology and Distribution 

by Michael Braby, 2000 (CSIRO Publications: 
Melbourne) for $150 should call John Bannister 
on 9295 4361. Current list price by the publisher 
is $180. 
 
Insects of the ocean wave – Jan Taylor 
A recent article in Antenna, the newsletter of 
the Royal Entomological Society, describes 
the only insects that are known to live on the 
oceans. They are water striders (bugs) of the 
genus Halobates, family Gerridae. They occur 
mainly on tropical and sub-tropical oceans 
thousands of kilometers from land where they 
complete their full life-cycle. They appear to 
feed on any organism trapped on the surface 
and deposit their eggs on any floating object, 
including plastics. Five species are known: one 
in the Atlantic and the rest in the Pacific and 
Indian Ocean regions. Three species enter 
Australian waters with H. germanus coming 
closest to NW Australia.  
  
Cheng, Lanna, Martien Barrs & Anthony Smith (2011). 
Life on the high seas – the bug Darwin never saw. 
Antenna 35 (1) 36-42. 

 

Bug-Eye 
(Observations of insects in the field.  
Members’ contributions welcomed) 

 
The following article was held over from the 
June newsletter.  

April butterflies in Mt Claremont – Jan 
Taylor 
The garden was unusually busy with 
butterflies this April. The most conspicuous 
were the lesser wanderers that thronged around 
the lantana flowers - up to 12 at a time. Often 
four or five males chased after a female, 
forming a ‘butterfly chain’. The successful 
male carried off his female behind him, her 
wings closed. There must have been a good 
breeding season but I saw no large wanderers 
[Monarchs] around, so I wonder if the lesser 
wanderers may have flown in from the north. 
The same applies to the lemon migrants, many 
of which flew past at speed, rarely stopping. 
They may have come from the north, but they 
could also have bred locally in Perth.  
 

  

 
 

Above: Lesser Wanderer, Danaus chrysippus. Below: 
Lemon Migrant, Catopsilia pomona. Photos: Jan 
Taylor.  



WESTERN AUSTRALIAN INSECT STUDY SOCIETY INC. 

NEWSLETTER FOR AUGUST 2011 

7 

Other species seen included a chequered 
swallowtail and two grass yellows, which also 
suggests an influx of insects from the north.  
  
Some recently emerged female western 
browns started to appear at the end of the 
month together with a few meadow argus. 
Other species which are normally present in 
autumn were around too – painted ladies, 
wedge skippers, western grass darts, some 
blues too fast to identify, and the occasional 
cabbage white and palm dart.  
 
The caterpillars that walked in line - story 
and Photos Geoff & Ruth Byrne 
In mid 2002, while camped on the banks of the 
Hale River east of Alice Springs, we noticed 
silken lines stretching across the garnet 
coloured soil and glinting in the late afternoon 
sun. The silk had been laid down by lines of 
processionary caterpillars, Ochrogaster lunifer 
(Notodontidae) as they moved from a tree 
almost defoliated by their activity to another 
food supply in a nearby tree. In WA, these 
gregarious larvae build silken bag-nests in the 
branches of their food trees: species of Acacia, 
Eucalyptus or Corymbia.  At night, they leave 
the bag to feed on the leaves, returning along 
silken trails laid down on the branches. 
 

 
 

Bag-shelter among branches of a Corymbia tree. 
 

On 10 June, 2005, at Barn Hill south of 
Broome, Ruth watched a line of these 
caterpillars for several hours as they 
progressed about 75 metres before grouping 
together under some loose sheets of bark. 

 
 

 
 

Above: line of processionary caterpillars crossing a 
road. Below: a closer view. 

 

Some of the caterpillars were collected and 
offered leaves from the local species of 
Acacia, Corymbia and Eucalyptus. They chose 
the leaves of a common Kimberley species, 
Acacia tumida and we were able to provide 
them with fresh leaves as we moved north. On 
31 July, 500 km further north, the caterpillars 
began to lose their spines before pupating.  
 

 
 

Processionary caterpillar after shedding its bristles. 
 

The larger pupae with the pale abdominal 
bands are probably female. The bands mark 
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the dense terminal mass of deciduous piliform 
scales used to cover the eggs. The pupae were 
examined every day and, on 5 September, one 
of the female moths began to emerge. The 
process of emerging from the pupal case and 
expanding the wings took about 60 minutes. 

 

 
 

 
 

Above: Pupae of Ochrogaster lunifer. Below: 
Newly emerged female of same. 

 

The following day, one of the males emerged. 
Two days after emerging, a female laid her 
unfertilised eggs, covering them with 
deciduous, piliform, abdominal scales (see 
opposite).  
 
Some of the setae on Ochrogaster larvae have 
poison glands at their base and people coming 
into contact with them can suffer intense skin 
irritation. The bag shelters contain large 
numbers of broken setae that can be carried by 
the wind and anyone sitting under a tree 
containing one of the shelters risks suffering 
‘caterpillar hair dermatitis’. This may be the 
origin of unconfirmed stories that aboriginals 
never slept under trees containing these bag 

shelters. Cuckoos and cuckoo-shrikes are not 
affected by the poisoned setae and eat the 
caterpillars with impunity.  After all of the 
photographs had been taken, Geoff was 
reminded of the irritating properties of the 
larval hairs: as he cleaned out the larval 
container, a late afternoon breeze blew the 
contents onto his shirt producing an itchy rash 
that lasted for several hours.   
 

 
 

 
 

Above: pile of scales shed by a female to cover her 
eggs. Below: scales lifted to reveal an egg. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_____________________________________________ 
 

Front cover illustration: A microphotograph of the rear 
of the thorax of a cuckoo wasp, Stilbum cyanurum, 
showing its distinctive sculpturing and spoon-like 
projection. 


