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Winter in northern Limpopo Province, South Africa – 
Mphapuli Cycad Reserve, Thohoyandou, 29 June to 4 
July 2006 
 
André Coetzer 
andre@neutedop.co.za 
 
 
Winter is that time of year when lepidopterists can rest from the previous collecting 
season and prepare for the next.  It is a well known fact (or is it?) that there are very 
few butterflies on the wing, except perhaps some nice pierid dry-season forms and the 
common nymphalids in the warmer parts of South Africa.  No-one seems to plan trips, 
not even to the sub-tropical parts of South Africa.  But why?  I would have expected to 
find only those butterflies that you can pick up all year round – and only if you were 
able to be out in the veld on the best day of the month.  An opportunity presented itself 
for me to visit Mphapuli Cycad Reserve during July 2006 and so I was quite amazed to 
see paradise during winter. 
 
During April 2006, Hermann Staude sent an e-mail around asking for information on 
the distribution of Bicyclus anynana.  A student, Maaike de Jong, from the Netherlands 

is doing her PhD on the genetics of the seasonal 
adaptation of Bicyclus anynana and she needed 
live specimens from South Africa.  The University 
of Leiden is doing a lot of research on the genetics 
of Bicyclus anynana and they have got their own 
populations going from specimens from all over 
Africa.  They already had specimens from 
populations in Malawi, Uganda and False Bay, 
near St. Lucia in South Africa but she wanted 
another colony about 200km away from the latter.  

She tried finding them at Manguzi Forest in the far north of KwaZulu-Natal, but was 
unsuccessful there.  I responded to the e-mail and sent her my distribution data.  But 
then she noted the Port St Johns record and decided that it would be the ideal locality 
so she returned to South Africa in June 2006. 
 
This trip of hers didn’t turn out as successful as she had hoped and she didn’t find a 
single specimen.  I have to add that she said there were very few butterflies, including 
Bicyclus safitza, which probably means that it just wasn’t a good season.  Some other 
lepidopterists informed her that B. anynana is only known to fly as far south as Durban 
but since I have got a specimen from Embotyi Forest and there is an Eastern Cape 
specimen from Isedenge (wherever that may be) in the Transvaal Museum, I am sure it 
was the season that resulted in her failure.  Some cell phone calls later, and her trip was 
extended and a new destination selected – a bit more than 200km away! The plan was 

 
Bicyclus anynana dsf. ♂: S.E. Woodhall 
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to leave Thursday, 29 June and head for Mphapuli Cycad Reserve near Thohoyandou. I 
was hopeful since my sources (Pierre le Roux and the South African Weather Bureau) 
told me that they had had good rains up until May, which would certainly improve our 
chances of getting this bug.  One problem was that Maaike needed about 50 females, 
but at least 20, for her to have any good chance of establishing a colony in the 
Netherlands.  With the possible exception of swarming Coeliades libeon and Belenois 
aurota, I have seldom seen so many butterflies of a single species in a few days and 
since it was winter, I have to admit that my optimism levels were not very high.  The 
next obstacle was that we didn’t have a permit for Limpopo Province for 2006.  
Limpopo Nature Conservation is always helpful and helped us to acquire the permit in 
time, even though they had less than two weeks notice. 
 
So, on the morning of the 29th of June, I picked 
Maaike up from her B&B in Melville, 
Johannesburg.  But she was accompanied by an 
unwelcome visitor – a very nasty cold-front!  
Temperatures in Johannesburg dropped to 
maximums of around 11°C, and even in the far 
north where it never gets cold, Levubu reached a 
maximum of 13°C and Thohoyandou about 15°C.  
But the eternal optimism that flows in the blood 
of every lepidopterist persuaded me to head out in 
any case. 
 
We arrived in Levubu, after acquiring groceries in 
Makhado, at around 16h00 and had a look 
around.  Butterflies know exactly how and when 
to tease you, and when I was reporting back to 
Johannesburg, a little brown settled in front of 
me.  The 12°C was enough reason to leave the 
nets in the car and the brown disappeared on my 
return.  I was sure it was a Bicyclus anynana female but because of the already fading 
light and the desperate need for some hope I might have confused it with dear old B. 
safitza.  We stayed on Pierre le Roux’s farm in his sister’s chalet.  It has all the 
necessary equipment and looks out on the magnificent Soutpansberg mountain range.  
The sun set and I spent the night wondering what we would do if we didn’t find 
B. anynana.  I had already persuaded Maaike to go to Port St Johns where she was 
unsuccessful, stay an extra three weeks in South Africa, and travel en extra 2000km.  I 
was not sure where I would start apologizing. 
  

 
Bicyclus safitza ♂: S.E. Woodhall 
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Most stories describe the start of an expedition with words like “the day dawned 
beautiful and clear” or “as the sun crawled over the horizon...”.  But this trip (and most 
other collecting trips) was different:  The day dawned.  No sun!  A howling wind!  
Rain and freezing temperatures!  These factors would have driven any sane person 
home.  But, again, the eternal optimist prevailed:  I might still chase up a soaked, 
absolutely mint-fresh Coeliades anchises.  Bertie le Roux had taken another 
C. anchises there in April and the previous year’s experience, when we found 
Coeliades libeon swarming on a rainy day in Embotyi, was enough to persuade me to 
leave for Mphapuli in any case.  The temperature was a wonderful 13°C but to my 

surprise, there were butterflies.  And if you 
count the hundreds of Melanites leda, there were 
many.  We hung our traps – 30 of them – and 
started patrolling the paths inside the forest.  
Along the path running parallel to the river, a 
single male Bicyclus anynana was found and 
chased up unceremoniously.  It flew up and 
settled shortly afterwards.  The cold had 
definitely taken control of the butterflies.  If 
they had been slightly less active they would 

been dead.  As the day progressed and the maximum of 16°C was reached, they at least 
gained some energy.  Quite a few males showed up, but it wasn’t until after a long 
search that the first female appeared.  Maaike, who was hopeful that the traps would be 
more successful, informed me that the gender 
ratio of B. anynana in False Bay is about 1:3 
where about one female would be seen for 
every three males.  We were quite far out, 
with one female to about ten males, but the 
weather was blamed for this.  The day 
progressed and I finally got some good bugs 
for myself as well.  I collected a few hesperiid 
larvae on Parinari curatellifolia, which later 
proved to be Platylesches robusta and 
Platylesches galesa.  Even though the difference between P. neba, P. moritili and 
P. robusta seems to be very slight, the fact that both P. neba and P. moritili final instar 
larvae are green, and the larva I found was big, fat and pink, convinced me that this 
was indeed P. robusta.  Since the early stages of P. robusta are still unknown, I am 
sure this is sufficient evidence for the identification. 
 
But not even the weather succeeded in immobilizing the hesperiids.  There were 
hundreds of Tagiades flesus, plenty of Platylesches galesa and P. robusta and the odd 
Coeliades.  C. forestan, C. pisistratus and C. keithloa were out but to my 
disappointment no C. anchises.  An enormous Coeliades took one look at me but shot 
out of sight.  I reassured myself that it was only a tatty C. forestan and that I would get 
another chance.  If only! 
 

 
Melanitis leda ♂: J. Dobson 

 
Platylesches robusta ♂: A. Coetzer 
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We spent a lot of time around the drier parts near the first picnic spot because that was 
where we found most of the B. anynana.  Even though the hesperiids were out flying, 
they weren’t really energetic.  A proper inspection of every Platylesches was possible 
before capture to ensure good specimens.  I was following a female T. flesus, hoping 
that she would reveal her foodplant, when another little yellow skipper settled next to 
me.  My old friend Gegenes niso.  But this specimen was so perfect that I could not 
resist capturing it.  I have photographed both sexes at Linwood Estate in KwaZulu-
Natal so I didn’t even need the photographs.  I netted it and only then, as I took it out 
of the net, realized that this was not a niso male but actually a mint Gegenes hottentota 
male.  And on a dry ridge rather than in a marsh?  What was I doing leaving all those 
other Gegenes specimens I found on hills in the past? 
         
Further patrolling of the paths along the river produced the odd B. anynana female and 
many males.  Who would have thought that walking around in Mphapuli Cycad 
Reserve armed with a thick jersey and a Drimac could be rewarding?  The main 
problem with collecting in the winter months is that the collecting day is only from 
10h00 to about 14h00 when it starts to cool down again.  We returned to Levubu 
hoping that the weather for the next day would improve.  The evening turned quite cold 
and I would have traded all the cold beers in the fridge for just a sip of Port (even 
thought Alles was not yet Verloren)! 
 

 
 
Bicyclus safitza ♀: J. P. Brouard 
 
The clouds cleared up the next day, but the temperature didn’t rise above 20°C.  It was 
incredible to see the difference a little bit of sunshine can make.  We started off the day 
by re-baiting the traps.  And, to our surprise, they had been quite successful during the 
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late hours of the afternoon after we had left the previous day.  But, instead of finding 
many B. anynana females, we found plenty of B. ena.  Even though B. ena looks very 
similar to B. anynana and B. safitza, its habits differ considerably.  B. anynana and 
B. safitza prefer flying on the forest edges, where they fly slowly and settle often.  
B. ena, on the other hand, prefers the drier areas, where they can be observed flying up 
and down rocky slopes.  They fly a lot faster than their relatives and settle less 
frequently.  They were readily attracted to fresh banana bait and plenty were taken in 
traps.  I decided that I would attempt to breed them and kept all the females alive. 
 
As the day progressed, the species count went up.  The regular species made their 
appearance, like Papilio nireus, Charaxes varanes and the Junonia species.  But the 
one common face that entered in spectacular fashion was Bicyclus safitza.  The reason 
for this attention was that only one specimen was seen and for B. safitza that is surely a 
record.  B. ena and B. anynana were out in good numbers, with seven B. anynana 
females taken and many males seen all over the place.  Beautiful dry-season forms of 
Precis tugela, Precis octavia, Eurema brigitta and Eurema desjardinsii were also out.  
Once again the short day resulted in temperatures dropping quickly after 14h00.  The 
 

 
 
Charaxes etisipe ♂: S. E. Woodhall 
 
number of B. anynana females was slowly nearing the absolute minimum!  Back at 
Levubu, the traps hung on Pierre le Roux’s farm produced nothing – not even 
Melanitis leda, and Maaike’s traps were constantly raided by monkeys, so we took 
them down to try and improve our chances at Mphapuli the next day.  The weather 
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bureau website was visited many times by friends and family in Johannesburg and they 
kept saying temperatures would still be low but improve as time went by.  Experience 
has taught us that the weather in the Soutpansberg district is not dependant on high or 
low pressure systems but rather on the presence of butterfly collectors and it seldom 
works in our favour.  We were debating leaving for Jo-burg the next day but Maaike 
was determined to get as many females as possible, so we decided that two more days 
(with better predicted weather than the previous two days) would possibly result in at 
least another twenty specimens. 
 
Day three of the trip dawned and yet again we were off to Mphapuli.  But this time the 
temperature reached acceptable levels as it peaked at around 22°C.  As we entered the 
reserve, we stopped at Maaike’s traps just after the first river crossing.   Because the 
weather had cleared up sufficiently, I decided to take my chances and hang some traps 
for Charaxes.  Instead of hanging the traps about 50cm above the ground I sent a trap 
up about 7m.  Previous experience had shown me that some Charaxes, especially 
C. etesipe males, prefer traps hung quite high.  But since I had seen only three 
Charaxes specimens (1 C. brutus, 1 C. varanes and a single C. candiope) I didn’t 
really expect any butterflies to visit my traps.  Maaike’s traps became more successful 
and the number of B. anynana climbed quickly but unfortunately, to our surprise, we 
only got six females in amongst all the males.  Because the day was warmer than the 
previous two, the pierids started to 
fly around, with Nepheronia 
thalassina males being the most 
common.  No matter how many 
specimens I have seen, a fresh male 
sitting on an Impatiens flower is 
always a stunning sight.  But don’t 
even try to get close with a camera!  
Some other pierids are much easier to 
photograph. 
 
There were some purple Vernonia 
flowers along the road and these 
attracted many butterflies.  I was 
fortunate enough to get a nice 
photograph of a male Mylothris agathina male hovering above a female.  Acraea 
serena (= Hyalites eponina), Acraea caldarena and Hypolycaena caeculus also visited 
those flowers but for some reason the Platylesches and the other hesperiids never went 
to them.  They seemed to prefer the flowers growing inside the bush – not on the paths.  
This made catching them a bit more tricky!  But what they lacked in cooperation, they 
made up for in numbers.  Tagiades flesus was swarming – with up to ten specimens 
settling on the underside of a single large leaf of the forest fever tree (Anthocleista 
grandiflora) along the river.  The Platylesches were present in large numbers as well.  
One was able to wait at some flowering shrubs and see twenty Platylesches, mainly 
  

 
Borbo fatuellus♂: J. Dobson 
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P. robustus but also plenty of P. galesa, within an hour.  I spent some time crouching 
beneath a tree waiting for some specimens to come by so that I could photograph them.  
The same flowers were permanently visited and if a specimen disappeared, the next 
would almost instantly take its place.  Every now and then they would be relieved by a 
Borbo fatuellus or a Pelopidas thrax (which I really hoped was a Borbo holtzii).  I 
observed a Borbo fatuellus female oviposit along the river on a grass which I identified 
as Panicum deustum but grass identification is nearly as difficult as moth identification 
– only grasses are more colourful!  It was quite incredible walking around the 
undergrowth near the river.  There were hundreds and hundreds of Melanitis leda.  I 
have never seen them or any other brown as common.  Only the traps that were hung in 

really bad spots 
managed to evade the 
onslaught of the 
evening browns. 
 
Once outside the 
forest, memories of 
Mphapuli in October, 
when the Graphiums 
and Papilios cover the 
mud-banks, came to 
mind as the Dixeia 
pigea males take over 
those spots until 
spring.  But very few 
Papilios, and 
absolutely no 
Graphiums were out.  
A single Papilio 

constantinus drifted down the road but it is clear that winter is not the time to go 
looking for Papilionidae.  Checking Maaike’s traps was quite eventful since every 
female B. anynana lifted our spirits.  On the way out we stopped at my trap, the one 
aimed at catching the non-existent Charaxes.  There were a few C. varanes out during 
the day but nothing to get my hopes up.  But to my surprise the trap was successful!  A 
single male C. etesipe, a single female C. cithaeron and a female C. achaemenes.  Even 
though I don’t need the specimens anymore, the records are still interesting.  C. etesipe 
and C. cithaeron breed on Afzelia quanzensis in the area but since the Afzelias had lost 
their leaves some time before, I wondered what they were breeding on.  Bertie le Roux 
once observed a female C. etesipe oviposit on a Dahlbergia nitidula but captive 
females don’t seem to lay on it and the larvae don’t seem to like it either.  I still had 
one trap left in the car and decided that I would hang it the next day to see what else 
showed up.  My main objective for the trip was to see how large the species count for 
Mphapuli can be during winter.  Another two or three species of Charaxes would be 
really interesting! 
 

 
Netrobalane canopus ♀: S. Woodhall 



September 2006                   METAMORPHOSIS, VOL. 17, No. 3                       89 

The last day arrived and at last the cold disappeared totally.  The previous day was a bit 
disappointing since only six female B. anynana were taken and the weather wasn’t 
really that bad, so we were quite curious to see what the last day would reveal.  While 
re-baiting and hanging another high-hanging trap, a female C. ethalion form 
swynnertoni passed the bait twice before leaving and settling in a nearby Albizia 
adianthifolia.  The Eurytelas kept on attacking the bait-bucket but our main objective 
was the satyrids.  While they were out in large numbers, the females were still 
extremely scarce.  There were still many B. ena patrolling the dry slopes going down to 
the river and the second B. safitza, this time a female, showed up.  We spent most of 
the day walking up and down the paths picking up the odd female B. anynana.  The 
traps were far more successful on the warmer days but the number of females seen 
didn’t increase as much as the number of males. 

 
 
Charaxes bohemani ♀: S. Woodhall 
 
Protogoniomorpha parhassus was out in huge numbers.  I often walked past a small 
tree or a hole in the ground and ten to twenty specimens would fly up and circle the 
area before returning to the same spot again.  I was quite surprised to see a male 
Papilio ophidicephalus entabeni coming down the river.  This was the one Papilio that 
I really didn’t expect would fly in winter.  We couldn’t find any trace of them during 
March in Zululand and yet they were still flying in July in Limpopo Province.  But 
time passed and at last we had to collect the traps.  Between the 34 traps hung that day, 
and Maaike and myself patrolling the forest paths, we had managed to pick up another 
seven B. anynana females.  That left us with a total of 26 females.  Even though that 
wasn’t ideal, it was enough to establish a colony in Holland. 
 
A very interesting observation that I made was that the satyrids prefer fresh bananas 
rather than the old bait I used.  Maaike bought her bananas at Makhado and later again 
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at Levubu so her bait was always less than two days old.  My bait, however, was about 
a year old (though presumably it had been in the freezer – Ed.).  The interesting thing 
was that the Charaxes seemed to prefer my bait to hers.  Our traps were hanging very 
close to each other and I constantly kept getting Charaxes instead of satyrids in my 
traps.  She had a trap hanging in a tree at one of the picnic areas.  That trap attracted 
many M. leda, B. ena and the odd B. anynana and only once, on the first cold day, a 
Charaxes candiope.  She decided to move that trap but since I was still after female B. 
ena I moved my trap there.  Not once did I get a Bicyclus or a Melanitis but I had to 
remove many Charaxes brutus, C. zoolina, C. varanes and C. candiope from my trap.  
It might be worth making very fresh bait when you are aiming to trap satyrids rather 
than Charaxes.  I did eventually manage to attract a Bicyclus anynana to one of my 
traps with the old bait but interestingly enough, to a trap hanging about 7m from the 
ground.  
 
As I mentioned before, Maaike informed me that the gender ratio of females to males 
in False Bay is about 1:3.  We did not have the good fortune of that ratio.  We didn’t 
calculate the exact ratio but the number of males seen made us estimate it to be around 
1 female for every 15-20 males.  Definitely not a good ratio if you are looking for the 
females! 
 
The next day was spent on the road again and I dropped Maaike off at the Jo-burg 
International / Oliver Thambo / Jan Smuts Airport.  I can imagine how confused 
overseas tourists are now!  Maaike needed to get back as soon as possible to have the 
best chance of successfully getting the live butterflies back to Holland.  The trip was 
really interesting for me as well, even though I have been to Mphapuli many times.  
The species count for the trip rose steadily with the improving weather, and increased 
from 28 species the first day (±16°C), to 48 species the next (±20°C), 59 on the third 
day (±22°C) and finally an unbelievable 71 species on the final day (±25°C).  The total 
number of species seen on this trip was 79, which is incredible for any place in South 
Africa in July.  Gegenes hottentota was a new record for Mphapuli and many other 
interesting records for July were added as well.  I am sure that the winter months are by 
far the best ones to look for hesperiids – especially the Platylesches in the subtropical 
parts of our country.  I also managed to breed Platylesches robusta through from final 
instar larvae, which reveals part of an unknown life history.  Even though P. galesa 
had been bred before, the final instar larva that I got looked very different from the 
described ones.  Instead of being a salmon-pink colour, it was light green.  I kept five 
B. ena females alive and they produced one egg, which I bred through on Pennisetum 
clandestinum (Kikuyu) revealing the life history of yet another South African butterfly.  
Unfortunately, the natural foodplant(s) is still unknown. 
 
Of the 26 females of B. anynana that we collected, 24 made it back to Holland alive.  
These females produced eggs en masse and Maaike’s estimate was that most females 
produced about 200 to 250 eggs.  She reared the larvae on an Oplismenus species from 
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Uganda in a greenhouse kept at 27°C, which resulted in them pupating as soon as two 
and a half weeks after hatching.  My larvae of B. ena and B. safitza that were reared on 
Pennisetum clandestinum in Gauteng pupated between five and six weeks after 
hatching.  Their colony of more than 300 specimens seems to be doing well.  Because 
the populations in Holland are all reared in one large greenhouse, and have been there 
for as long as 20 years, they are used to the diseases in the area.  Maaike feared that the 
new colonies might be affected since they are not used to those conditions.  The 
Mphapuli colony was established in a different building to ensure their survival.  They 
are already well into their second generation. 
 
I was pleasantly surprised by ‘paradise’ in winter and will certainly try my best to visit 
that area again next winter.  I want to try to find the natural foodplant of Bicyclus 
anynana and B. ena, and, if I am lucky, I might also pick up that very large policeman 
amongst the hundreds of other hesperiids. 
 

 
 
Bicyclus ena ♀: J. Dobson 
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Notes on the early stages and habits of Bicyclus ena 
(Hewitson, 1877) (Lepidoptera: Nymphalidae: 
Satyrinae) 
 
André Coetzer 
andre@neutedop.co.za 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The life history of Bicyclus safitza has been known for a long time, having been 
described by Clark (in Van Son, 1955, Tranvaal Museum Memoires No. 8).  The early 
stages of B. anynana were subsequently also described by Clark (in Pringle, et al., 
1994, Pennington’s Butterflies of Southern Africa, 2nd edition).  The third South 
African Bicyclus species, B. ena, is rarer, and more localized than the other two, and no 
records of either the host-plant or the early stages have as yet been recorded. 
 
Methods and Materials 
 
Female B. ena were acquired from Mphapuli Cycad Reserve near Thohoyandou, 
Limpopo Province, South Africa during a visit from 30 June to 3 July 2006.  They 
were taken either by netting them or by using fresh banana-bait traps.  They were kept 
alive in a mesh container and brought to Johannesburg where they were placed in a 
plastic bag with two different grasses.  Because Panicum deustum (Poaceae)  was seen 
in the close vicinity of the females, it was tried.  
The other grass used was the exotic grass 
Pennisetum clandestinum (Poaceae).  Pennisetum 
clandestinum is a known host-plant for many 
other butterflies of the subfamily Satyrinae.  
Between the five females collected, they produced 
only one egg, laid on Pennisetum clandestinum, 
so all of the results below are based on that single 
oviposition.  The larva was reared in a closed 
container that was moved between Johannesburg 
and Pretoria.  It was not put on live host-plant and 
fresh blades of grass were put in every one to two 
days.  When it was in final instar, a dry twig from 
a tree was placed in the container, since the 
Satyrinae do not seem to pupate on the grass itself 
but rather on a nearby twig.  The specimen 
eventually did pupate on the grass and emerged as 
a normal-sized adult despite the difference in 
climate from its natural habitat. 
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Results 
 
Host-plant:  Pennisetum clandestinum (Poaceae), in captivity. 
 
Egg:  No oviposition observations were made, since only one egg was produced, 
in captivity.  It was watery white in colour when laid and changed colour only just 
before the larva hatched.  Before the larva hatched, the black head could be 
observed inside the egg shell.  The egg was almost spherical, with its base widened 
very slightly.  It was about 1mm  in diameter and 0.9mm high.  The egg stage 
lasted six days, from 5/VII/2006 to 10/VII/2006. 
 
1st Instar larva:  The larva ate the discarded egg shell, starting from the top where 
it climbed out and then making its way down to the point where the egg was 
attached to the grass.  The larva was 2,5mm in length when it emerged and had a 
light creamy colour with scattered hairs.  The head was shiny black with the top 
forming two small rounded horns.  As the larva started eating the grass, the colour 
changed from creamy white to light green.  Feeding was done at night and the 
larva returned to a silk mat that it had spun on a grass blade.  It fed higher up on 
the blade that it rested on. This instar lasted 6 days, from 10/VII/2006 to 
15/VII/2006, and reached a final length of 5.5mm. 
 
2nd Instar larva:  As the green colour of the larva intensified, two white lateral 
lines became visible on each side of the larva.  The main body colour ranged from 
a light yellow posteriorly, to a semitransparent green colour just behind the head.  
The dorsal ridge of the front segments became darker green, forming a line that 
faded out totally about half way to the posterior end.  The head was still black and 
the horns had not extended yet.  The final (posterior) segment was partly forked.  It 
reached a length of 7.5mm in 5 days (15/VII/2006 to 19/VII/2006). 
 
3rd Instar larva:  The green dorsal line was darker and stretched from the head to 
the final segment.  The two white lateral lines were better developed and the 
yellow body colour at the posterior end gradually changed to light green.  The 
body was covered in short setae.  The horns on the head were proportionately 
longer than in the first two instars but were still rounded at the tips.  The final 
segment was more clearly forked.  The larva attained a length of 13.5mm.  This 
instar lasted 7 days, from 19/VII/2006 to 25/VII/2006. 
 
4th Instar larva:  The body colour was light green, with the dark dorsal line and 
the two white lateral lines being quite prominent.  It was covered in short setae.  
The horns were longer and they became slightly more pointed.  The head was still 
predominantly black but the back of both horns were now white, and white 
projections had appeared on the side of the head.  Just as in the other instars, this 
instar spun a silk mat on which it rested during the day.  When the larva was in its 
resting position, it bent its head slightly downwards, pointing the horns further 
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forward instead of upwards.  The larva reached 21mm in 5 days.  This instar lasted 
from 25/VII/2006 to 29/VII/2006. 
 
5th Instar larva:  The body colour of the 5th instar changed from the light green of 
the previous two instars, to a bright green colour.  The dark green dorsal line was 
still present but the two white lateral lines had faded to a light green colour.  
Another dark green line appeared on the lateral surface but it was not as prominent 
as the dorsal one.  A small black spot also appeared on the lateral side of each 
segment.  The final segment, which was still forked, was a darker green than the 
rest of the body.  The head was a dark green colour with only the two pointed 
horns and some marks on the front being dark brown.  The back of the horns were 
light green in colour and four main, and many other smaller, white projections 
were visible on the lateral side.  The body and the head was covered in short setae.  
This instar, just like all the others, fed at night when it crawled to a different blade 
of grass to feed on than the one on which it rested.  About 36 hours before 
pupation, the larva crawled onto a blade of grass where it stayed in a head-down 
position until pupation.  It fastened its anal claspers to the grass, after which it 
hung in a hooked shape until it pupated.  The final length of the larva was 33mm 
and the instar lasted 13 days, from 29/VII/2006 to 10/VIII/2006.  Pupation took 
place on 11/VIII/2006. 
 
Pupa:  The pupa was light green, with several small black spots.  It was suspended 
by its cremastral hooks only.  Before emerging, the colour changed to a whitish 
shade three days before emergence.  The pupa then turned brown and the forewing 
eyespot became visible one day before the imago emerged.  The pupal stage lasted 
12 days, from 11/VIII/2006 to 22/VIII/2006. 
 
Behaviours of the adults 
Whereas the other South African Bicyclus spp., B. safitza and B. anynana prefer 
flying on forest edges and in the forest undergrowth, B. ena frequents drier rocky 
hill slopes.  Males and females are found together in this habitat and their 
behaviours do not seem to differ very much.  Specimens patrol open paths that run 
up and down the slopes.  They settle less frequently than the other two species of 
Bicyclus and fly considerably faster.  When they settle, the grey colour of their 
undersides blends in perfectly with the drier surroundings and the lichen-covered 
rocks.  When chased up, they will either fly up or down the slope in an attempt to 
escape, or they fly into the nearest patch of thick bush, where they will settle on 
the ground, making capture quite difficult. 
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Discussion 
 
The natural host-plant for the butterfly is still unknown.  Both B. anynana and B. 
safitza, which fly together with B. ena at Mphapuli Cycad Reserve, have been bred 
through on an Oplismenus species (Poaceae) from Central Africa.  It is therefore 
probable that B. ena will breed on Oplismenus hirtellus or other South African 
Oplismenus sp. that grow in the area.  It is possible that it also breeds on other Poaceae 
such as Ehrharta erecta or Panicum deustum but because of its preference for drier 
areas, it might also be on something different.  Because all of the results were obtained 
from a single larva reared in a container during winter in Gauteng, the sizes and times 
that each instar took may differ from those under natural circumstances.  In order to 
elucidate any differences that were the result of the circumstances in captive rearing, 
specimens should be bred through in their natural habitat on live food-plants. 
 

The egg of B. ena does not differ 
much from that of B. safitza.  The 
differences, if there are any, might 
only be visible under high 
magnification.  The first two instars 
are also similar to those of B. safitza 
but during the third instar the larva of 
B. safitza turns a yellowish brown 
colour, while that of B. ena becomes 
light green.  The dorsal line on the 
larva also differs between the two 
species:  The dorsal line on B. safitza 
becomes dark brown, while the line 

on B. ena becomes dark green.  The final instar larva of B. ena is superficially rather 
more similar to the final instar larva of Heteropsis perspicua.  The pupa of B. ena was 
green, with a few small black spots, whereas the pupa of B. safitza, obtained during the 
same period in which B. ena was bred, was more yellowish green with many black 
markings. 
 
It would be interesting to study the three sympatric Bicyclus species from the Mphapuli 
locality in more detail, since B. ena differs greatly both in habits and in its life cycle 
from B. safitza and B. anynana. 
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1910 (Lepidoptera: Hesperiidae) 
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Introduction 
 
The genus Platylesches Holland, 1896 consists of 20 described species (Williams, 
2004).  While the early stages of some species are known, the life histories of the 
majority, and the natural foodplants for many, are still unknown.  The partial life 
histories of the following five species have been published:  Platylesches moritili 
(Wallengren, 1857), P. picanini (Holland, 1894), P. tina Evans, 1937 (Woodhall, 
1994), P. neba (Hewitson, 1877), and P. galesa (Hewitson, 1877) (Henning et al., 
1997). 
 
The larval foodplant, final instar larva and the pupa of Platylesches robusta  
Neave, 1910 are recorded in this paper. 
 
Methods and Materials 
 
During a visit to Mphapuli Cycad Reserve near Thohoyandou, South Africa, a 
final instar larva of P. robusta was found on the 30/VI/2006.  The larva was then 
put in a container for transportation back to 
Gauteng.  The larva pupated three days later, 
while still in the vicinity of Thohoyandou.  
The pupa was brought back to Johannesburg 
where it was kept in a plastic container.  It was 
later moved to Pretoria, where it later 
emerged. 
 
Results 
 
Foodplant:  Parinari curatellifolia Planch. ex 
Benth (Chrysobalanaceae). 
 
Final instar larva:  The ground-colour of the 
body of the final instar larva is salmon-pink, 
with small creamy white spots on the lateral 
aspect of each segment.  A dark line is visible 
on the dorsal ridge.  The head is golden brown  

P. robusta 5th instar larva: A. Coetzer 
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with darker brown stripes, forming a radial pattern.  It was 28mm in length on the 
30/VI/2006 and pupated on the 2/VII/2006.  The larva built a shelter in the P. 
curatellifolia leaf in which it stayed.  It was observed to be in the prepupal stage 
on the 1/VII/2006 but no exact temporal observations were made. 
 
Pupa:  The pupa is about 25mm in length and is creamy white in colour.  It was 
attached by means of numerous silk threads to the leaf in which the larva had built 
its shelter.  The pupa became darker brown on the 21/VII/2006 and turned pitch 
black the day after, giving the impression that it had become rotten.  The adult 
emerged on the 27/VII/2006, making the total pupal period 25 days. 
 
Discussion 
 
The pupa was kept in Gauteng during July 2006.  Both Johannesburg and Pretoria 
(the latter to a lesser degree) are much colder than Thohoyandou.  They are also 
about 1000m higher above sea-level.  The pupal period could therefore have been 
prolonged because of the temperature difference. 
 
No specific observations regarding the shape and size of the shelter were made so 
no conclusions can be made with respect to it.  The larva was found on a tiny P. 
curatellifolia that had only half a leaf left, so even if observations were made, they 
might have not been representative of the species. 
 
There are three similar looking species of Platylesches in South Africa, namely P. 
moritili, P. neba and P. robustus.  The differences between the adult butterflies are 
small but it seems that the differences between the larvae are much greater.  Both 
P. neba and P. moritili final instar larvae are leaf-green, while the final instar larva 
of P. robustus appears to be much more similar to that of P. picanini, which is also 
salmon-pink. 
 
During the visit to Mphapuli Cycad Reserve in June/July 2006, many specimens of 
P. robustus were seen.  Specimens were seen sunning themselves during the early 
morning hours.  Both males and females would settle on leaves where they would 
open their hind wings, followed by the forewings, in typical hesperiid fashion.  As 
the temperature rose, they were seen visiting flowers inside the bush.  Males and 
females were seen flying together and no real hilltopping behaviour was observed, 
even though the highest concentration of individuals was near a ridge slightly 
higher than the rest of the area.  Males feeding on flowers seemed to tolerate 
conspecifics as well as individuals of other hesperiids, such as those of 
Platylesches galesa, Borbo fatuellus and Pelopidas thrax.  During the day, when 
the males were not feeding on flowers, they would select a leaf about two to three 
metres above the ground, from where they would chase intruders. 
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The butterfly is probably not threatened in any way since the host-plant is very 
common in the area.  Records from Legalameetse Nature Reserve (“Malta Forest”) 
(Williams, pers. obs., September 2002), Gundani Forest just north of Mphapuli 
Cycad Reserve, Mpumalanga and northern KwaZulu-Natal, also exist. The species 
might, however, easily be overlooked because of its resemblance to other species 
of Platylesches, as well as their habit of flying fast and sometimes quite high up. 
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Aposematism, mimicry, chameleons and butterflies – A 
challenging research opportunity 
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Background 
 
While conducting a butterfly survey as part of an environmental impact assessment 
for the Bumbuna Hydroelectric Project in north-central Sierra Leone in May, 2006 
a specimen of Chamaeleo gracilis Halowell, 1844 (Sauria, Chamaeleontidae), 
about 20cm in length (including the tail), was brought to me.  The chameleon was 
quite docile so I took it out onto the veranda of my room and let it show off its 
hunting skills on insects coming to the light (some chameleons are so irascible that 
they can only be kept in captivity with difficulty).  The audience that was present 
much enjoyed seeing the long tongue make the catch.  I then had to go off on a 
two-day trip to the Wara Wara Mountains, so the chameleon was locked in my 
room and left in the folds of the curtains, together with a good supply of katydids, 
mantids, moths, and some fairly large butterflies. 
 
Back in 1991 I had undertaken a long series of experiments in Botswana, feeding a 
large female (30cm+) Chamaeleo dilepis Leach, 1819 various species of butterflies 
and other insects (Larsen, 1992) – a total of 396 hand-held butterflies and 223 
released into the cage.  The results were clear-cut.  She almost invariably ate what 
are generally considered to be palatable butterflies.  She hardly made a mistake 
with known aposematic [nasty-tasting] butterflies.  She avoided some species that, 
from their larval host-plants, might well be aposematic (e.g. Byblia).  She also 
carefully avoided various known toxic beetles and pyrgomorphid grasshoppers. 
 

On returning from the trip to the 
Wara Wara Mountains I looked for 
a suitable cage, but none could be 
found.  It was impossible to 
monitor the chameleon’s food 
intake in the curtains but it was 
kept well supplied with mantids, 
moths, and butterflies.  Most of 
these disappeared.  I occasionally 
took it outside to light at night to 
let it catch mantids and katydids, 
which were favourites, and so that 
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it could show off its hunting skills to other residents.  One evening it zapped 22 
large flying termites without pause, giving everybody the chance to see the tongue 
close-up. 
 
On the morning of the 25th – having lost three days – delayed lateral thinking made 
me realize that the area between the louvered glass windows of my room and the 
external mosquito netting formed a near-perfect cage, about 120 x 120 x 30cm – 
and there was a network of burglar bars for support and ease of communication.  
The louvers allowed food items to be inserted and debris to be cleaned out without 
any problems.  A more formal approach to feeding the chameleon became 
possible. 

 

 
 
 
 
Results of feeding experiments 
 
We were doing daily butterfly field-work, the timing defined by weather 
conditions, and there were other priorities, so records of subsequent offers of food 
to the chameleon are somewhat imprecise as far as timing is concerned.  But the 
ultimate fate of each food item is definite.  What follows is the fate of 54 food 
items offered to the chameleon between 25.V and 31.V.2006 in the window of my 
room in Bumbuna. 
 

The Botswana chameleon with a Papilio demodocus – note how it keeps an eye focused on the author 
while the photo is being taken.  This chameleon was much larger than the one in Bumbuna 
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Mantids: Nine mantids (Mantodea, Mantiidae) were offered during the monitored 
experiments and were eaten more or less immediately whenever I was able to 
observe it.  They were generally active in the cage, but green mantids were eaten 
before brown ones.  The largest mantis was almost as long as the chameleon, but 
very slender.  The first bite at a mantis always gave an audible, satisfying crunch.  
Several additional mantids were eaten while the chameleon was in the curtains. 
 
Katydids: Three were offered and all were soon eaten, though a single brown 
specimen was eaten after some delay (Orthoptera, Tettigoniidae).  It thus seems 
that brown specimens were less visible in the cage than green ones.  Several were 
eaten outside and in the curtains.  The general impression was that katydids and 
mantids were the most strongly preferred prey. 
 
Dragonflies: One large Aeshna-like dragonfly (Odonata, Aeshnidae) was almost 
immediately eaten upon being presented. 
 
Cerambycid beetle: A large cerambycid beetle (Coleoptera, Cerambycidae), 
brown with wide, jade markings on the elytra, spent three days in the cage until it 
was removed by me.  It was armoured like a tank, with jaws that looked as if they 
could snap a match – disappointingly, they could not.  Though quite active and 
often near the chameleon, the two animals appeared to ignore each other..  
Cerambycids may be aposematic. 
 
Moths (Lepidoptera): Three medium-sized blackish noctuids (Noctuidae) were 
eaten, as were two small hawk-moths (Sphingidae), and one large – by the 
standards of the family – green pyralid (Pyralidae).  Many noctuids and one hawk-
moth had apparently been consumed while the chameleon had lived in the curtains.  
A small, long-tailed saturniid (Eustera brachyura) soon died in the cage; it might 
well be aposematic but was quite weak and not active.  Two medium-sized beige 
and yellow arctiid moths (Arctiidae, Aganainae (=Hypsidae), cf genus Asota) of 
the same species survived for between 12 and 24 hours before dying - they are of 
an aposematic group (strongly coloured, wasp-ringed, curling abdomen, and 
feigning death for long periods).  The host plants of arctiids are usually Moraceae, 
Apocynaceae, or Asclepiadaceae, which is typical for aposematic insects.  Some 
species are known to contain cardiac glycosides and/or pyrrolizidine alkaloids. 
 
Butterflies (Lepidoptera): The chameleon never touched known aposematic 
butterflies, seven of which were offered:  Two Danaus chrysippus, two Amauris 
damocles (both Nymphalidae, Danainae) and three Acraea pseudegina 
(Nymphalidae, Heliconiinae) were active in the cage for at least nine days between 
them before dying a natural death.  Twelve butterflies offered were eaten – several 
had also been eaten while the chameleon lived in the curtains.  Those eaten were: 
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Catopsilia florella, Belenois calypso (Pieridae); two Melanitis leda, Charaxes 
cynthia, two C. etesipe, C. anticlea, Junonia oenone, J. terea, J. sophia, and 
Cymothoe egesta (Nymphalidae).  These butterflies were all medium-sized with a 
wingspan of about 4-
8cm, the Charaxes 
being very powerful.  
None of these 
butterflies is known 
or suspected of being 
aposematic.  Several 
survived for up to a 
day before being 
eaten - the reason 
probably was that in 
the absence of 
sunshine on the cage 
they showed very 
little activity and 
chameleons generally 
do not react to inert 
prey.  In fact, camouflage seems very effective as a defence against predation by 
chameleons so long as the prey does not move.  Twelve offered butterflies were 
not eaten but died a natural death, usually after more than a day.  Three of these 
were very large: Papilio demodocus (Papilionidae), Charaxes castor, and C. 
tiridates.  C. castor is possibly the most muscular butterfly in Africa.  On many 
occasions these butterflies actually crawled right over the chameleon.  I suspect 
that they were simply too large to be considered safe prey by the chameleon.  The 
Botswana chameleon did eat P. demodocus (see photo) but she was a much larger 
animal.  The female of Hypolimnas misippus (Nymphalidae) is a near-perfect 
mimic of the aposematic D. chrysippus and was also untouched by our Botswana 
chameleon.  Phalanta eurytis (Nymphalidae) was untouched, despite being very 
active in the cage.  It belongs to the Heliconiinae, most of which are aposematic or 
somewhat so.  This has not been suggested for the genus Phalanta but is not 
impossible (my Botswana chameleon did eat two of the almost identical P. 
phalantha).  Pseudacraea lucretia was also untouched.  It is sometimes suggested 
that lucretia mimics Amauris, though I am on record as disbelieving this because 
of the fast and erratic flight of the former (Larsen, 2005).  However, it is one of the 
very few members of the genus that is not a near-perfect mimic of aposematic 
Acraea or Danainae.  It might even be said that the underside has similarities in 
common with the Acraea species.  Junonia stygia was not eaten during a full day, 
though there is no reason to expect that it should not, except that it was very 
sluggish.  Three other species of Junonia were eaten.  The most enigmatic finding 
in the experiments was that five individuals of Euphaedra cyparissa survived for a 
total of at least six full days in the cage, where they were generally active.  They 
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were smaller than some of the food items that were accepted and much less 
powerful than the Charaxes.  It has not, as yet, been suggested that Euphaedra 
might be aposematic, nor does one chameleon’s responses provide proof.  This 
issue is discussed further in the following section. 
 
My Botswana chameleon was particularly fond of Pieridae, which were in short 
supply at Bumbuna at the time.  On the day I left, my team brought a live pierid 
(Belenois calypso) just when I had promised to demonstrate the chameleon’s 
feeding method to a colleague.  I popped the butterfly into the cage.  The 
chameleon immediately saw it, rushed – by the unexacting standards of a 
chameleon – across the cage on one of the burglar bars, and zap … it could not 
have taken more than three or four seconds: my visitor almost missed seeing it!  
Pieridae are sometimes considered to be aposematic butterflies but they certainly 
are not to chameleons, nor to agamid lizards (pers. obs.).  Possibly the genera 
feeding on Loranthaceae (Mylothris in Africa,  Delias in Asia,  and some 
Neotropical genera) are,  and this could easily be tested with M. chloris agathina. 
 
Is Euphaedra cyparissa aposematic? 
 
The genus Euphaedra (Nymphalidae, Limenitidinae, Adoliadini) is the largest in 
Africa, with some two hundred strictly Afrotropical species.  The habitat is almost 
exclusively tropical forest, where they are members of a guild of fruit-feeding 
butterflies that is found mainly on the forest floor.  E. cyparissa (Cramer, 1775) is 
the type species of the genus, which has been subdivided into several subgenera.  
Ironically, the nominate subgenus contains only one additional species, being the 
smallest of the subgenera and the most distinctive in terms of behaviour and larval 
morphology (Amiet, 2004).  Most Euphaedra are robust and fast butterflies that 
stay close to the forest floor.  E. cyparissa is willing to stray from closed forest, 
and often flies high, with a much more measured flight, regularly flying in slow 
lazy circles four or five metres above the ground.  Schultze (1920) notes that the 
thorax is less well developed than in other Euphaedra, “which matches the slow, 
soaring flight of this beautiful species”.  Fermon et al. (2003 and pers. comm.) 
regularly found it in traps at the 25m level in Bossematié Forest, Côte d’Ivoire; no 
other Euphaedra were trapped so high up. 
 
E. cyparissa was hugely common and very active in the Bumbuna area – from 
dawn to dusk – not least in the open compound of the construction camp at which I 
was staying.  I once counted more than 150 feeding on fallen mangoes under a 
single tree.  More would have been feeding higher up on mangoes that had not yet 
fallen.  The slow flight is similar to that of known aposematic species and very 
different from the furious, low-down flight of the many forest floor species that 
have a similar colour pattern.  Compared to the fast, low-flying Euphaedra of the 
forest floor they would seem to be more exposed to attack from birds such as bee-
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eaters and drongos.  However, the only suggestion that any Euphaedra may be 
aposematic is evidenced by Charaxes fournierae le Moult, 1930, which appears to 
be a perfect mimic of Euphaedra.  I never encountered this species in the field and 
cannot testify to its behaviour, but the convergence in pattern really is too precise 
to be accidental – and C. fournierae is quite different from any other Charaxes, 
none of which has ever been suspected of being aposematic.  Its closest relative is 
probably C. acraeoides Druce, 1908, which seems to be a perfect Acraea-mimic.  
A single case of accidental convergence is possible, but two seems to be very 
improbable. 
 

 

 
On the other hand, some Euphaedra certainly mimic day-flying moths (subgenus 
Radia, a few members of Gausapia, and some members of the eleus-group of 
subgenus Euphaedrana).  Guillaumin (1976) discusses some of the moth models 
and has some excellent, and convincing, maps showing the almost uncanny 
similarity in distribution between the butterflies and their models.  I have often 
observed E. perseis (Drury, 1873) and its model in the field and can add that not 
only is the similarity in pattern remarkable, but several elements of the model’s 

Four Euphaedra cyparissa on a mango fruit.  More than a thousand individuals must have been 
in our compound on the day the photo was taken. 
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flight pattern are also copied (slow dancing flight higher above the ground than 
usual, staying in the shade, perching nervously while constantly moving the 
wings).  These flight modifications are not quite as evident in E. ruspina 
(Hewitson, 1865), and even less so in other members of the eleus-group. 
 
What is clear is that the chameleon had the same attitude to the five E. cyparissa as 
it did to the seven Danainae and Acraea.  All these butterflies were active inside 
the cage and their behaviour did not differ much in the confined space, except that 
the Euphaedra were even more active than the others. 
 
Discussion 
 
This brief set of experiments basically confirmed the experience gained from the 
Botswana chameleon.  It seems clear that strong choice was exercised by the 
chameleon in respect of what  it  attempted to eat and what it did not. This despite 
the fact that butterflies are probably a major food item only under special 
circumstances.  There is also evidence that the chameleon, to some extent, was 
able to generalize – Acraea species from northern Botswana, rather different from 
those that the chameleon might know from nature, were also avoided.  Some of 
this choice may be determined by innate instincts, but its range is huge and covers 
nearly all ecological zones in West Africa.  The potential prey will vary both 
geographically and seasonally, so the choice is almost certainly based also on a 
learning process (during the time it was with me more than 50 different insect 
species were eaten and a dozen or so were actively declined).  Certainly, my 
Botswana chameleon occasionally made a mistake; it ate two Acraea which it 
caught in very bad light and sat hunched up and almost black all morning, refusing 
even its favourite butterflies.  She also tackled, and then released, a huge toxic 
Phymateus-grasshopper (Orthoptera, Pyrgomorphidae), which then survived in her 
cage for some days till removed.  Most or all pyrgomorphid grasshoppers contain 
toxic cardiac glycosides (e.g. Parsons, 1964) and are known to have caused the 
death of a child due to digitalis-like poisoning (Steyn, 1962).  Such “accidents” are 
probably part of a constant learning process that fine-tunes the choice of prey – but 
we do not really know that. 
 
Research needs 
 
When I published the paper on the Botswana chameleon, the luxury of internet 
search engines lay in the future.  When I got back from Sierra Leone and did some 
searches, I fully expected to find long lists of chameleon feeding preferences and 
prey choices.  Using various search permutations on Google and Scholar Google, I 
found virtually nothing.  In fact, the closest I came was the conclusion that: 
“Chameleons are a highly derived lizard taxon for which we have very little 
behavioural or ecological data, and no foraging mode data (Butler 2005, who 
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defined them as active “cruise foragers)”.  In addition, I have seen my own 1992 
paper cited only three times. 
My own experiences with two different chameleons have made me certain that 
these animals are more precise in their choice of prey, and learn faster from 
negative experiences, than the birds that have so far been employed in most 
mimicry experiments.  The large jays, especially, that were used in the early 
mimicry experiments are clumsy feeders.  Most chameleon species thrive in 
captivity and are so docile that they will even accept inert food items from a 
feeding-plate: chameleons will often learn to eat even little gobs of minced meat. 
 
I hope to undertake well-planned experiments with many chameleons in Burkina 
Faso during 2007 in collaboration with Jeremy Bouyer.  It will be important to see 
whether all wild-caught chameleons avoid Danainae, Heliconiinae, pyrgomorphid 
grasshoppers, and other aposematic prey.  I suspect that avoidance is a learnt 
behaviour, though butterflies are probably not important prey.  The avoidance of 
Byblia in Botswana is especially interesting: I have a strong suspicion that 
chameleons will also avoid the wet-season forms of Precis antilope and P. octavia 
(these have all the pattern elements of Acraea and Danaus), but that they will eat 
the dry-season forms (which do not have aposematic patterns).  I shall try to make 
artificially-aposematic pierids by injecting them with quinine-type substances and 
then paint their wings with artificial “warning colours” (red marginal spots on the 
hindwing underside as in the Oriental Delias): if the chameleon learns to avoid 
them, live “mimics” will be tried.  In fact, the number of potential experiments is 
legion.  I am also curious as to whether the white-spotted thorax of most 
aposematic butterflies (including Byblia and Precis) may be a warning pattern it its 
own right, irrespective of wing patterns. 
 
Almost certainly, some Metamorphosis readers will have had experiences with 
chameleons and butterflies: I would very much like to hear about these.  Should 
any reader be interested in trying feeding experiments, I shall be happy to discuss 
the project by e-mail.  I can also send an e-mail copy of my 1992 paper.  It is also 
inteded to place this article on the website of the Lepidopterists’ Society of Africa 
(www. Lepsop.org.za).  Any relevant references not listed in this paper would be 
appreciated.  The chameleon will need a cage of 30 x 30 x 40cm made with metal 
mosquito-netting, with a retractable floor to ease cleaning extraction of dead prey 
– to be examined for evidence of whether it was seized by the chameleon and then 
released (in Botswana I actually used a plastic laundry basket with a lattice 
network of holes in the side).  I can assure you that the cost of making such a cage 
will be handsomely repaid by the pleasure it will give you when showing friends 
and relatives the workings of the magnificent chameleon tongue! 
 
While I have no doubt that aposematism and mimicry are real and important 
phenomena, the experimental basis on which the mimicry concept has been 
validated seems to be much weaker than I had expected.  F. Gilbert (pers. comm.), 
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who has spent much time studying hoverflies, many of which are amazing mimics 
of wasps, expresses it thus in a draft monograph on the Syrphidae:  "Ideas about 
mimicry have been produced for at least 130 years, and the debris from them lies 
all around in the literature.  Mimicry suffers more than most fields from a surfeit 
of armchair theorizing, often completely divorced from reality." 
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Mellow yellow – A short Zambian safari 
 
Stephen E. Woodhall 
2 Madeleine Drive, Gillitts, KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa 
 
I have for a long time ‘funked’ coming to Zambia.  I once had a 4x4 (or should that 
be $X$, if you hold ‘shift’ down when typing 4x4 that comes up – rather 
appropriate!).  Brutus was a company vehicle and after costing my employers 
R50k in one year on repairs alone, they pulled the plug on him.  I had planned a 
Mwinilunga trip in convoy with friends who owned more reliable off-road 
vehicles, but one by one they pulled out.  No way was I going to trust Brutus not to 
boil his radiator, or one of his other favourite tricks – the self-activating, un-
deactivatable immobiliser at 100km/h, in the middle of Darkest Africa.  Zambia 
could wait for retirement and the big Toyota Jayne and I hope to buy one day!  
(RAV4’s, even ones reliable for 8 years, also need not apply!). 
 
So what am I doing sitting in front of the laptop in Mukwa Lodge, Kitwe, cold 
Simba next to me, writing this?  Simply, I managed to summon up the courage to 
come up here on business and see an old friend of our company who has a 
flourishing enterprise on the go.  Of course being me, I wangled it over a long 
weekend.  Alan Gardiner had once given me some Creamy Highflier Aphnaeus 
flavescens caught on the 16th September 2001 and it had not escaped my notice that 
a long weekend fell just a week or so after that date… 
 

 
Aphnaeus flavescens ♂: A. Gardiner 
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Numerous phone calls to old Zambia hands produced a lot of potential sites, and 
off I went.  Flying into Ndola Airport, everything looked frighteningly dry and 
brown, but as I landed I could see a big hill – surely the fabled ‘Ndola Hill’, burnt 
veld greening up nicely, and some African Migrant Catopsilia florella flying along 
the edge of the bush as I deplaned.  Driving to Kitwe, I could see that Zambia is 
prone to the same ills as SA… pine trees, bush cultivation and deforestation.  Even 
worse are the charcoal sellers one sees at every little roadside village.  There were 
still clumps of magnificent Miombo woodland; huge stately trees covered with 
brilliantly coloured new foliage ranging from toffee to magenta-purple.  But most 
of the vegetation was only head height, and everywhere one could see Msasa 
leaves coming out of the earth where a rootstock was hanging on the edge of its 
existence.  So sad, but at least these trees seem to coppice easily if they aren’t dug 
out by their roots. 
 
One afternoon my client had to rush off after lunch and I had no appointments for 
the afternoon.  As he’s a birder I asked him for a good spot close to Chambishi and 
he obliged by pointing me to a bit of Miombo about 18km from Chingola.  
Remember, dear Reader, I was suffering from Primary Experience Deprivation.  If 
I have one in SA nowadays it’s usually just a new subspecies.  I hadn’t had a real 
adrenaline pumper since my last Kenya trip in 2000 (yikes!) and as I stalked off  

 
Junonia touhilimasa ♀: S. Woodhall 
 
into the dry Miombo, the old ticker was going 19 to the dozen.  Jono Francis had 
got me going with tales of September being great for dry season nymphalids, so 
imagine my feelings when within 30 secs or so, a huge black thing rose up from 
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my feet and flitted around like a flying saucer.  Chinese Swipe followed Cow Shot 
as I used all the wrong net moves in trying to catch an African Pansy Junonia 
artaxia.  I then found out why all the ex-Zambians (or Rhodesians in general) I 
know share a common net move.  Dave Upshon immortalised it when catching 
Aloeides – the stealthy tippy-toe up to the insect, then forget about finesse – simply 
bash the net down hard on where you last saw it land!  I teased Dave about leaving 
a lot of little circular depressions all over the place.  Well let me tell you it’s the 
only way to deal with these Commodores and Pansies.  Naval Pansy Junonia 
touhilimasa has an underside so well camouflaged that it simply disappears 
amongst the dead Msasa leaves.  In fact they all do, but J. touhilimasa is the worst 
because it bursts up from one’s feet in an explosion of blue-black, nearly causing a 
coronary, then sails off dodging around tree trunks and disappears into the leaf 
litter.  One is CERTAIN of seeing where it landed, but once close to the spot… 
where is the little ****?  Whilst trying to spot it, inevitably you disturb it again, 
and the whole charade is repeated.  I soon found that just slamming down the net 
where I thought it had landed, worked; well at least 50% of the time! 
 
By the way, common names are all very well but do they really have to follow 
scientific nomenclature?  I know Precis are Commodores and Junonia, Pansies, 
but Naval Pansy seems like an insult.  A butterfly with such gravitas should remain 
a Naval Commodore, even if his genus changes! 

 
Precis octavia sesamus ♂: S. Woodhall 
 
I’d forgotten the simple joy of catching butterflies, when you really WANT that 
specimen.  I’d been chiding young JP Brouard for not getting many pix of Cigaritis 
namaquus on his first Namaqualand trip – I think I told him he’d gone from a 
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photographer who collects to a collector who takes photographs.  Sorry JP, I have 
no room to talk!  The poor Nikon was left hanging from a branch as I returned to 
childhood.  The place was simply crawling with nymphalines.  Not only the 
abovementioned two species, but African Leaf Butterfly Precis tugela, Air 
Commodore Precis actia, P. pelarga, Darker Commodore Precis antilope, as well 
as our good old familiar Gaudy Commodore P. octavia sesamus.  These were all 
dry season forms.  Complicating matters were lots of Yellow-banded Bush Brown 
Bicyclus cottrelli, the large grey B. angulosa selousi, and Angled Grass Yellow 
Eurema desjardinsii marshalli.  The large Old sailer Neptis alta was very common, 
as was a smaller Sailer that looks like Pennington’s N. penningtoni but I need 
confirmation.  A Monarch floated past.  I have always gone by the ‘catch 
EVERYTHING’ rule in new countries and it stood me in good stead here.  The 
‘Monarch’ turned out to be the Monarch False Acraea Pseudacraea poggei.  In fact 

 
Euphaedra herberti ♂: A. Coetzer    Precis pelarga ♂: A. Coetzer 
 
 all the way through Zambia, all the ‘Monarchs’ I caught were these.  Of the entire 
genus Pseudacraea I’ve seen so far, this is the best mimic.  The lazy, weak, 
wandering flight is spot on, and the ‘jizz’ remains even when pursued… all the 
other Pseudacraea seem to turn on the afterburners once they’ve been rumbled, but 
not this one. 
 
There was a lot of activity in the canopy and I looked around for a clearing.  
Eventually I found a suitable one; skippers and lycaenids were buzzing around 
small bushes and bigger nymphalids were perching not too high up on the 
surrounding trees.  The first thing I saw was a pale skipper that shot across the 
clearing and sat wings-open under a Mahobohobo leaf.  I was amazed to see a 
female Bampton’s Skipper Abantis bamptoni.  My net was in a good position; I 
didn’t hesitate with my stroke, so I was puzzled as to why it didn’t end up in my 
net.  Needless to say it never returned, even though I said a Word of Power.  
Several large Platylesches (probably Robust Hopper P. robustus) came to the same 
bush but that didn’t make up for missing that Abantis!  I also noticed some 
Speckled Lilac Nymphs Crenidomimas concordia sitting high up on leaves.  No 
doubt as to what they were but they steadfastly refused to chase sticks thrown up at 
them, or come to banana bait.  If I had taken all my Watkins & Doncaster clip-on 
extensions instead of only three to save weight I’d have got him. 
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Another tantalizing insect was the gorgeous Forester Euphaedra zaddachi 
crawshayi.  I’d been told they were not easy to catch, but all I saw of them was a 
flash of red-black-and-yellow and they were gone.  Not even a sniff of a chance.  
Never mind, I had seen and caught some of Zambia’s specialities and I still had the 
weekend to come… 
 
Saturday the 23rd September dawned with some high cirrus cloud as I ate my 
breakfast.  I chewed on the Mukwa Lodge’s (inevitably) bullet-like poached eggs 
and worried that Woodhall’s Personal Cloud Cover was about to strike again.  
Nothing daunted I set off to Ndola to look for the famous ‘Ndola Hill’.  Several 
people had told me it was close to the Mufalira turn off but all I could find there 
was a small koppie; no radio mast as reported.  I got hold of Lundy on the trusty 
cellphone and was told no, it’s near the airport but its vegetation has been 
destroyed.  Sure enough I found the large whalebacked hill I’d seen from the plane, 
complete with telecoms mast, behind the oil refinery just south of the airport.  A 
nice semi-tarred road led to the summit.  The clouds were still there but it was 
pressure-cooker hot; not many butterflies though.  There has been some cultivation 
but there’s still a lot of indigenous bush, and a rocky summit ridge rather like the 
one at Horn’s Nek.  I hung a couple of traps and emerging from the bush was 
accosted by uniformed security guards.  Oh hell, I thought… arrested for getting 
too close to a sensitive installation?  In fact all they wanted to say was I wasn’t 
allowed to take any pictures.  One of the younger ones started wandering around 
with me and I suspect his superior had told him to keep an eye on this mad 
Wazungu.  It turned out his name was Abraham Phiri, his English was superb and 
he made a very good ghillie.  I showed him a pic of A. flavescens on the laptop and 
he was fascinated, but didn’t recognise it.  He told me you get lots of little blue 
ones on top, but none like that.  And by the way, the hill is called Kaloko Hill, not 
Ndola Hill! 
 
Whatever it’s called, we foot-slogged that hill flat, I can tell you.  There is a 
subsidiary summit and we did that too.  Nothing flew that you don’t see at Horn’s 
Nek, with the exception of P. poggei and the Large Blue Emperor Charaxes 
bohemani.  One nice thing was a male Common Fig-tree Blue Myrina silenus 
silenus.  The nominate subspecies is much larger than our local M. s. ficedula and 
has less chestnut-brown on his wingtips.  I was just about to give up and hie myself 
to plan B, Fiwale Hill, when a little dark buzzing thing settled on a bush in front of 
me.  I didn’t miss this time; Midnight Blue Playboy Pilodeudorix zeloides, at long 
last.  And there were lots, too, but little else of interest.  They appeared at about 
10h30 and had gone by noon.  The upperside looks a lot brighter than the 
(admittedly tatty) donated ones I have from Zimbabwe; it glitters marvellously in 
the sun.  Unfortunately, although they sat low enough for photography they 
wouldn’t open their wings for a shot. 
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After a fruitless half an hour patrolling the summit after the Pilodeudorix had gone 
off the wing, I made a snap decision, dashed Abraham K20000 for his help (sounds 
a lot but it’s barely enough to buy two beers!) and went in search of Alan 
Gardiner’s ‘Twin Hills’ at Fiwale, about 20km from Ndola on the Lusaka road.  
Sure enough, good old Alan came up trumps and by just after 13h30 I was at the 
village at the foot of the hill.  I said hello to a lady in the village and asked 
permission to go up the hill.  She saw the net and asked if I was looking for 
butterflies… I said yes, a friend had told me about the place.  I mimicked a long 
beard and she twigged straight away.  Alan, you’re famous! 
 
Fiwale Hill is a b*tch to climb.  It’s not that high but very steep.  Like Gundani in 
SA, it’s covered with loose boulders 
at precarious angles, just waiting for 
the unwary lepidopterist to commit 
his weight to one as he swipes at a 
butterfly, upon which it will tipple 
him off onto his derriére.  It had 
been extensively burned and I was 
not sanguine about success, but 
pressed on anyway. 
 
I reached the summit at about 14h00 
and by then the cloud had gone; it 
was hot as the hobs of hell up there.  
To begin with, all I saw were the same common Charaxes that were out at Kaloko 
Hill.  I found a few lycaenids frequenting one side of the summit and staked them 
out.  Most were good old Common Blues Leptotes pirithous.  There was one big 
Iolaus Sapphire but he just kept sitting too high for me.  I cursed my weight saving 

mistake, and after an hour of catching the odd 
interesting Anthene decided to give the hill one 
more patrol and if I failed, go back to Kitwe 
and cold Simbas.  Of course, this is when all 
the fun started. 
 
Fiwale Hill’s summit is not a peaked ridge like 
Horn’s Nek or Linwood Hill, but a forest-
edged flat crown, like Mike Prettejohn’s Ark 
Hill at Mweiga.  The butterflies sit high on the 
canopy edge and occasionally come down to 
some low, leafless trees.  When it gets going, 
it’s a really weird place.  Familiar South 
African stuff like Brown-line Sapphire Iolaus 
alienus and Red-line Sapphire I. sidus rubs 
shoulders with Zimbabwean bugs like Baker’s 

 
Fiwale Hill: S. Woodhall 

 
Sevenia rosa: J. Francis 
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Sapphire I. bakeri and Eriksson’s Highflier Aphnaeus erikssoni erikssoni.  I was 
entranced at the fighter plane-like antics of these desirable little beasties and had 
some fun catching a couple, not having got the nominate subspecies.  And yes, 
sorry, camera stayed hanging from a branch… 
 
I was wondering if A. flavescens would put in an appearance and was expecting to 
see a glittering flash like Hutchinson’s Highflier A. hutchinsoni, as the underside 
has silver spots like that species.  So when I saw a huge, steel-grey thing chasing 
the last A. erikssoni I didn’t immediately realise what it was.  At first it 

 
View from Fiwale Hill: S. Woodhall 
 
disappeared, shortly later I found it contesting ownership of a large Msasa tree with 
I. sidus and several others of its ilk.  Then one landed in front of me.  Oh boy… 
that lovely Mellow Yellow underside was there to see.  Immediate buck fever set 
in, and I told myself crossly not to be such a wuss and CATCH IT!  I nearly broke 
my neck doing so, because I was precariously balanced on one of the 
aforementioned loose boulders.  But at last I had him in my hands.  Pure elation 
sent goosebumps up my spine.  I haven’t felt like that in years – there’s nothing to 
beat a really good primary experience! 
 
I lurked balefully for the next hour or so next to that tree, and occasionally one or 
two male A. flavescens would turn up.  They were turbo-ing around the high tops 
but one would eventually come and sit lower, but still needing a long stretch to get 
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him.  Forget photography… how on earth Alan managed to get a shot of one I’ll 
never know, unless he was wearing stilts!  I kept waiting for a female to arrive, and 
it was getting late and I was mindful of the long drive back to Kitwe.  I’d been 
warned about the dangers of using the highway at night; despite the fact that the 
roads have all been fixed and there are hardly any potholes now, unlit lorries still 
stop in the middle of the road!  I didn’t want to suffer Jan Kielland’s fate so I set an 
absolute limit of 16h00 to get back to Kitwe at sundown.  What should turn up at 
the stroke of four but a female A. flavescens?  Her flight was visibly different, 
Lancaster to the males’ Spitfire.  With that, I scrambled down the hill, and got back 
in daylight, hot and thirsty but happy.  The first cold Simba of the day tasted 
awfully good… 
 
I always try to drink the beers of the countries I visit in Africa, because I can get 
good old Castle at home.  The local version is nice, and there are a couple of other 
local beers, Rhino and Mosi.  But one of my business contacts introduced me to 
Simba, which is brewed in the DRC and comes in 73cl bottles.  It’s quite the most 
refreshing thing after a hot day in the bush, and one of them is enough to settle the 
dust and have some to savour too. 
 
The next day saw me off exploring.  I went back to my Chambishi spot, hung some 
traps then followed the road to Chillilabombwe (that HAS to be the best African 
town name of all!) and the DRC border, determined to get at least a look at the 
fabled Congo.  But although the road to Chillilabombwe and about 10km the other 
side is new and smooth, before I could get to the border I was stopped by 
roadworks – the road was closed as it was a Sunday and they were getting some 
progress in whilst the road was quiet.  I’d passed some good looking forests on the 
way up, so I retraced my steps and found a little track leading off into the Miombo.  
After setting up more traps I went off into the bush.  This place was like a huge 
version of Makathini Flats in Zululand – once you’re away from the road it looks 
the same in all directions.  Luckily I had my GPS with tracking facility, or I’d still 
be there now.  There were huge trees everywhere, and every so often a massive 
anthill.  I’d learnt by now that Junonia touhilimasa likes to sit at the base of these, 
so I occasionally got one, but there wasn’t a lot I hadn’t seen at Chambishi.  I saw a 
female Flame-bordered Emperor C. protoclea catenaria and missed her with the 
net – and she didn’t come to the traps either.  Then I saw a grey butterfly dodging 
around a low tree, and it landed.  I was entranced by the orange-and-blue underside 
of what looked like a Rosa’s Tree Nymph Sevenia rosa, but turned out to be the 
Lilac Tree Nymph S. amulia intermedia.  This was immediately netted, then to my 
joy I found three more in a nearby trap. 
 
I’d noticed a stream running under the road a few km away, so I drove off to this.  I 
found the riverine forest to be really badly chopped out, and only dry patches 
remained of what must once have been a glorious spot.  Wet mud was attracting 
mostly Common Blues L. pirithous and Dusky Blues Pseudonacaduba sichela, 
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with the occasional Azure Hairstreak Hypolycaena caeculus vividus and the tiny 
hairtail Neurellipes gemmifera.  In the forest itself there was a small waterfall and 
all that was flying were a few Amauris dannfelti restricta, which look like the 
Novice A. ochlea but have smaller white forewing spots.  I’d just mopped these up, 
when I looked around and saw a perfect E. zaddachi sitting in a sunbeam, on a leaf 
over the stream, slowly fanning its wings in that teasing Euphaedra way.  I was 
just working out how I could get to him without putting my foot in the (rather siff-
looking) water, when he took off and flew straight at me.  I had a swing but missed 
by a foot.  Never mind, at least I’ve seen one clearly now.  Nearby I found a fig 
tree with ripe fruit dropping on the floor.  To my surprise, only Bush Browns 
(Bicyclus spp.) were there, no E. zaddachi.  Collecting them will have to wait until 
I get back here in late summer… 
 
Back at the traps I found two interesting black Charaxes, and more Lilac Tree 
Nymphs, but badly worn ones.  I retrieved them and finding nothing else new, 
drove back to Chambishi, where my traps had succeeded with a pair of glorious 
Silver-barred Emperor C. druceanus proximans.  This subspecies is much more 
brightly coloured than our local ones – brilliant orange and silver, more like the 
Madagascan C. andranodorus.  A very scruffy Green Emperor C. eupale veneris 
and a couple of Pearl-spotted Emperor C. jahlusa argynnides were among the 
hordes of Bush Browns.  No sign of the C. concordia, which continued to sit high 
on a tree, thumbing his palpi at me.  Tired and thirsty, I called it a day. 
 
That was it for the trip, as the only flight out on Monday was at 12h35.  Allowing 
time for checking out, driving to Ndola, and getting messed about at the airport, I 
decided to pack up the gear and get going after a leisurely breakfast.  Even the 
poached eggs turned out OK this time. 
 
So, I hear you ask, was it worth it?  Well, Zambia ain’t cheap – the car (a Korean 
2-litre Daewoo with 75,000km on the clock and dodgy suspension) was $90 per 
day plus $0.38 per km.  The Mukwa Lodge worked out at R760 per night including 
food (OK curries but avoid the Beer Battered Nile Perch, it was disgusting) so my 
long weekend cost over R6,000.  I’d say that was worth it for the sensation of 
catching that Aphnaeus flavescens alone, but I’m biased.  What I do regret is not 
having come up in Brutus with a few mates and camped out at cheaper places.  It’s 
a lovely country, the locals are the friendliest (and best educated) Africans I’ve 
met, and the roads are not as bad as I’d been warned.  I believe the road to Solwezi 
is nearly fixed, and eventually will be tarred as far as Mwinilunga because a new 
copper mine is to be opened there.  Mind you, that’s a mixed blessing because the 
pollution and environmental destruction copper mines bring is epic.  But Zambia’s 
a good place.  I’ll be back… 
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Marshall’s acraea mimic (Mimacraea marshalli) and 
Homoptera – A lesson to be learnt 
 
Dave McDermott 
39 Norman Drive, Northcliff Ext 9, Johannesburg 
dave@copywise.co.za 
 
 
It came as a bit of a surprise to me when Prof. Mark Williams remarked that my 
observation of Mimacraea marshalli (Marshall’s acraea mimic) feeding from scale 
insects (Homoptera) during a visit to Zimbabwe in March 2005 was, to his 
knowledge, the first record of such behaviour. 

Mimacraea marshalli feeding from scale insects (Homoptera): Dave McDermott 
 
At Mark’s request, I later endeavoured to find out more, but first some background.  
What first alerted me to this behaviour was a sighting of four M. marshalli 
gathered on a twig near the top of a big Julbernadia tree situated on a typical 
granite kopje south-west of Harare at the side of the road to Saffron Walden (GPS 
reading for the locality: 17o 49’ .570S; 30o 48’ .782E). 
 
Climbing on top of a large granite boulder brought me closer to the butterflies but 
they were still out of net reach.  At this time I did not realise what they were doing, 
except to note that they were not easily disturbed – net-waving in their vicinity 
caused no reaction and it was only a well directed stone, which hit the main branch 
and jarred the twig upon which they were clustered that caused three of them to fly, 
while one continued to sit tight. 
 
My brother Phil and I returned to this spot four times over the next 10 days and on 
every occasion M. marshalli were present on the same twig and just as reluctant to 
fly from it.  Looking through binoculars (not very powerful) did not reveal much 
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more, except to confirm the fact that the twig was spindly and covered in small 
“lumps” which we would later identify as scale insects. 
 

 
Mimacraea marshalli ♂: A. Coetzer 
 
Towards the end of my visit I encountered a specimen of M. marshalli in the 
garden of Phil’s home on the Enterprise Road in the Harare suburb of Highlands 
and the next morning Phil came across another.  Both were seen close to two 
Kenyan coffee trees.  A look up into one of the trees revealed five M. marshalli 
and a single Baliochila lipara sitting on two branches, one at eye-level, the other 
higher up.  Both branches were spindly and covered with scale insects. 
 
The two specimens on the branch at eye-level were engrossed and were happy to 
be inspected at very close quarters.  Both had extended their proboscis and placed 
the haustellum at the base of a scale insect, presumably to suck up exuded liquid, 
while occasionally touching the scale insect with their antennae.  The scale insects 
themselves were generally oval-shaped (about 5mm x 3mm), shiny light brown in 
colour and attached to all sides of the branches. 
 
I found this quite fascinating but unfortunately did not have a camera.  I also made 
a serious error of judgment by assuming that this was normal, well-documented 
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behaviour.  After all, as M marshalli (discovered in 1894 by Sir Guy Marshall and 
described by Trimen four years later) is so well known to entomology and to 
lepidopterists in particular, there’s no need to get excited.  Herein lies a serious 
lesson – never make assumptions, rather work on the basis that what you are 
observing is not known and make notes and take photographs.  If it is known, so 
what?  At the very least it will be further confirmation of other previously recorded 
observations. 
 
To further ram home the lesson, after Mark informed me that  further observations 
would be invaluable, I contacted Phil to ask him to act as our observer, take 
photographs and collect samples of the scale insects involved.  Phil was happy to 
do so.  The next day Phil telephoned to say that unfortunately and unbeknown to 
him, his very keen gardener, not liking the look of the two branches covered with 
scale insects, had cut them down about six weeks previously.  The branches had 
been dumped on the garden waste heap and subsequently burnt. 
 
Now we’ll have to find another low-level branch acting as an M marshalli scale-
insect bar and who knows how long that may take; in fact we may not get another 
chance.  The positive news is that Phil has since returned to the Saffron Walden 
locality and observed M. marshalli clustered on the same twig high up in the same 
Julbernadia tree.  The problem is, it’s much more difficult to make observations 
there and photography is almost impossible, unless we manage to get Steve 
Woodhall up there with a monster of a telephoto lens or some young, fit, athletic 
individual willing to risk his neck and climb it. 
 
The moral of the story is: Always take a camera, a decent hard-cover notebook and 
a pencil when you go on a trip and don’t presume what you are seeing has been 
recorded and fully documented by someone else.  There’s a good chance it hasn’t. 
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