Weyenburgh H (1869)

Nederlandsche Diptera in metamorphose en levenswijze. I. Cheilosia chrysocoma Meig.

[ Netherlands Diptera

Tijschr Ent 12: 155-170

[ This species is now thought to be Cheilosia albipila: see Smith 1979 ]

[ Introductory on syrphids in general ]

In October 1867 the larvae pupated that I found in August and September in the root-part of the stems of a thistle in our dune area, and which I had then only looked at superficially. Already in February and later until May, I was surprised by the hatching of beautiful flies from the family Syrphidae, determined as Cheilosia chrysocoma by Mr van der Wulp.


The following year I decided to study the life history of this species, and it seemed to me a not unsuitable subject to start describing the life histories of the Dutch Diptera with this species, which is important due to the fact that the larva is not well known. I will try to repeat as little as possible of the works of others. 

I start with the description of the larva. Apart from the smaller size and the less yellowish but whiter colour, the young larvae look exactly like the mature larvae. The length of the mature larvae is 12 mm, and the largest width is 5.5 mm. The colour is dirty yellow, and the number of segments is 12. The tail end is narrower than the head, and at the head as well as the tail there are a pair of appendages which are bright red. Those on the head are slightly separate (jaws?) and a bit weaker than those at the tail end, which are thicker and joined together. On the ventral side on the 3rd ring there is a pair of large appendages which in the pupa become the appendages in Fig 4 [mistaking lappets for the subsequent pupal spiracles]. Also traces of the appendages at the head and tail end remain visible in the pupa, although those at the head only very weakly. If you look at the head of the larva from below, then you discover two little lumps and under that a traverse line or slit (see Fig 2). 


In the wet roots of the thistle, these larvae do not seem to be rare in the autumn/late summer, especially if the place where the thistles grow is not too wet. One can always find some if you search with some effort. They eat the roots completely, and they therefore certainly contribute much to the early death of many thistles which one can often see already in the beginning of September when the plants wilt.


In the first half of October the larvae pupate, which occurs through contraction changing into coarctate pupa, and also through dark discolouring and a change in the skin into parchment-like or leather-like. By this process they become also a bit smaller, and the division into segments becomes almost invisible. 


In Fig 4 I have depicted such a grey pupa from the ventral side. The appendages of the third ring now have a light brown colouration, while those at the head and tail which were bright red in the larva are now the general grey colour. In this position one finds the pupae in the totally excavated roots of the thistles (Carduus crispus) in the winter, and due to the total loss of the thistle root, in spring one finds the plant loose in the earth. The adult insect comes out of the pupa during the entire spring from mid-Feb until the end of May, and during June-July I caught some specimens at the places where I had found the larvae, namely in the dunes behind Elswout near Haarlem and in the dunes of Velzen.


Around March I opened the puparium and I found in it the little nymph depicted in Fig 3. The large eyes almost touch each other,and the proboscis can be seen weakly underneath. The leg sheaths appear quite long, and those of the wings are small. At the lowest part of the abdomen traces of segmentation are seen. The colour is glassy white. 

The adult usually emerged in the early forenoon, and they usually succeeded in emerging from their pupa within ten minutes. The head lid pops off starting from the appendages of the 3rd ring, thus in the shape of a triangular valve. In the puparium usually was left behind a white shrunken membrane. The flies soon start to sit in a perpendicular posture, which is the most suitable for the unfolding of the wings. 25-30 mins pass by before the wings are completely unfolded, which is certainly quite long in comparison to other insects. The freshly hatched fly is very light brown in colour, especially the abdomen and legs, while the head is a bit darker. After about one hour, it has obtained its normal dark colour. The unfolded wings are at first spread out, and they approach each other gradually, and only after 1.5 or 2 hrs do they come into the position they are normally at rest in this species, namely partly covering each other on the abdomen. Only then does the insect become more lively, starts to walk rapidly to and fro, and is able to fly.


Among the flies that I reared, there is one which deserves mention because of an important abnormality. The right eye was completely missing, so that side of the head was strongly flattened, although completely undamaged. Moreover, the antennae were placed very asymmetrically, the left one much more to the right side, and the right one a bit to the right above it. In addition, the lower part of the head was very obliquely position to the right side.

These flies appear to be very robust, that is to say in closed boxes or glasses some of them live many days, even several weeks without any food. Despite this long life and the large number that I had, I have never been able to observe the mating, and none of the females laid eggs in captivity. I squeezed several times the abdomen of one female, however, whose abdomen was thicker than that of the others, and in this way I suceeded to drive out the egg that is depicted in Fig 11. This egg (I don't know whether it was fertilized or not) was quite big in relation to the fly, and soft. The colour was bluish white, rather transparent. It seems to me that the fecundity of this species is low. Since then I have investigated the ovaria of some more females, but I always found very few eggs present. 


There is no doubt that in nature the eggs are laid in the spring and early summer (May- June), since around that time the most specimens ('subjects') are present. I never found out whether the egg is laid near or in the thistle, nor the number of days between oviposition and the hatching of young larvae. However, that the egg does not always remain there long can be concluded from the fact that already in July one sees young and in August almost mature larvae. 

It is remarkable that while the few specimens which I observed in nature were always in the brightest sunshine, hovering from one flower to another, or sometimes passing as fast as an arrow, the specimens that I reared died within a few minutes if I placed the glass in which they were enclosed in the sunshine. I did this a few times, hoping to promote mating, but then I saw myself cheated by the death of the animals. I suspect that the warmth of my room speeded up the hatching of the adults (the first appeared already on Feb 22) and that the normal time for the appearance of the adults in nature is around April, simultaneously with the opening of the flower and the growing out of the thistles. 

It seems that this species is not common, that is to say in our country it has only been caught a few times. Also it seems that this species does not suffer a lot from parasites. I obtained from about 30 pupae only one parasitoid.

[..description of adult..]

The length of this species is 11-12 mm, and the wingspan 25 mm

The parasitoid was a kind of Ichneumon, related to mutabilis Grav, but it seems it is undescribed.
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