North America's Most Beautiful
Longhorned Beetle 1
Ted C. MacRae
I’ve written a few posts in recent weeks
highlighting some of the more interesting finds
encountered during two visits this past July to the
White River Hills region of extreme southwestern
Missouri. It’s a land of extremes, with deeply
dissected layers of limestone/dolomite bedrock
supporting xeric glades, dry woodlands and
riparian watercourses. The hilltop glades ("balds"),
in particular, feature prominently in the region’s
natural and cultural history and are the most
extensive system of such habitat in Missouri. They
support a number of plants and animals more
characteristic of the grasslands of the south-central
U.S., such as the recently featured Megaphasma
denticrus and Microstylus morosum, North America’s
longest insect and largest robber fly, respectively.
Sadly, the glades in this region are much reduced
in size and quality compared to their presettlement occurrence, primarily due to
overgrazing and suppression of fire. These
anthropogenic forces have combined to reduce
overall vegetational diversity and accelerate
encroachment by woody species (chiefly eastern
red-cedar, Juniperus virginiana). Nevertheless, there
still remain several high quality glade remnants in
the area, and the public agencies charged with their
conservation are increasingly utilizing mechanical
removal of woody growth, controlled burns, and
managed grazing in an effort to simulate the
natural forces that mediated this landscape for
thousands of years.
My reason for returning to the White River Hills
this year was simple—find and photograph the
magnificent longhorned beetle, Plinthocoelium
suaveolens (family Cerambycidae). This species,
occurring across the southern U.S. from Florida
and Georgia west to New Mexico and Arizona, is
truly one of North America’s most beautiful
longhorned beetles due to its large size, brilliant
iridescent green coloration, and super-elongate
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Chute Ridge Glade, Roaring River State Park, Barry Co.,
Missouri.

wildly contrasting orange and black legs. Until
recently, this species was known in Missouri only
from sporadic records across the southern part of
the state (MacRae 1994). I knew of its association
with gum bumelia (Sideroxylon lanuginosum [=
Bumelia lanuginosa], also called gum bully and woolly
buckthorn), which was first noted by Missouri’s
first State Entomologist, C. V. Riley (1880) and
later discussed in detail by Linsley and Hurd (1959)
and Turnbow and Hovore (1979); however, my
repeated searches over the years whenever I
encountered this plant came up empty. A few
years ago, Chris Brown and I were conducting a
survey of tiger beetles in the White River Hills and
noted the relatively common occurrence of
bumelia on these glades. Bumelia, like P. suaveolens,
is one of only a few North American
representatives of a largely tropical group, and it is
one of the few woody species naturally adapted to
the xeric conditions found on these
glades. Recalling the association of P. suaveolens
with this plant, and also recalling that adults could
be attracted to fermenting baits of the type
described by Champlain and Knull (1932), we
placed fermenting bait traps on several glades in
the area and succeeded in trapping a number of
individuals during the month of July. When I
began searching the bumelia trees at these glades,
I found adults perching on the lower trunks of
several trees. It was the first time I’d seen live
individuals of this species in Missouri. At the time
I was not a photographer, and that experience
became one of the many moments that I would
later look back upon and think, "If only I’d taken a
picture of that!" Thus, at the end of June this year,
having successfully found Cylindera celeripes in
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Missouri on the first day of a planned 3-week
search, my attention immediately turned to the
new goal of finding P. suaveolens and photographing
it on its host plant.

Plinthocoelium suaveolens larval frass pile at trunk base of living
Sideroxylon lanuginosum.

Sideroxylon lanuginosum (gum bumelia) at Blackjack Knob,
Taney Co., Missouri.

I knew this wouldn’t be easy—the beetles were not
abundant when I had last observed them, and
those that I did find were quite wary to my
approach. Getting within striking distance with a
net was one thing; doing so with a camera and
macro lens would be another thing entirely. In my
first trip to the area (early July), I went to Chute
Ridge Glade, a magnificently restored glade in
Roaring River State Park where I had seen the
greatest number of individuals before. I was full
of optimism on that first day as I zigzagged across
the rough terrain from one bumelia tree to the
next, but my optimism began to wane as I
cautiously approached each tree and saw nothing.
Within an hour, I’d looked at every bumelia tree I
could find on the glade and not even seen a beetle,
much less attempted a photograph. It would take
a 2-hour drive along twisting back roads to reach
the other sizeable glade complex where I had seen
beetles before (Blackjack Knob in Taney County),
and another hour of searching on several dozen
trees would again yield nothing. By now I was
feeling rather frustrated—the day’s oppressive heat
and humidity had taken its toll, and my 4.5-hour
drive from St. Louis was looking like it would be
for naught. I had noted that the bumelia flowers
were almost but not quite open yet—perhaps it
was too early in the season still?
The remnant glades at Blackjack Knob are more
extensive than those at Chute Ridge, so many
more trees still awaited examination—if I could
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only muster the energy! I trudged back to the
truck, guzzled a nice, cold Powerade, and started
off in another direction. I looked at a number of
trees and still had seen no sign of the beetle, but
on one particular tree I noticed an enormous pile
of sawdust on the ground at the base of the tree. I
looked at it more closely and saw that it had the
rough, granular texture so characteristic of
longhorned beetle larvae that like to keep their
galleries clean, and its bright, moist color suggested
that it was being ejected by a larva tunneling
through living wood. I looked up into the tree
above the pile to find where it was coming from
but could find no ejection hole. I checked the
base of the trunk itself and still couldn’t find
anything. Then I started poking into the pile and
felt a root. Further poking revealed a soft spot on
the root, and I immediately knew that I had found
a P. suaveolens larval gallery—no other cerambycid
species is known to bore in roots of living

Plinthocoelium suaveolens larva in root of living Sideroxylon
lanuginosum.
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Sideroxylon, especially one as large as this based on
the size of the frass pile. I hurried back to the
truck and grabbed my hatchet, returned to the tree,
and scraped away the soil above the root to find an
obvious ejection hole a few inches away from the
base of the trunk. I started chipped into the root
at the ejection hole and found a large, clean gallery
extending down the center of the root away from
the trunk. About 18" away from the trunk I found
it—a large, creamy-white cerambycid larva.

gave me the motivation to resume my search, but
no additional beetles were seen before a dropping
sun put an end to the day.

Plinthocoelium suaveolens on lower trunk of living Sideroxylon
lanuginosum.

Plinthocoelium suaveolens larva in root of living Sideroxylon
lanuginosum.

Finding a P. suaveolens larva was gratifying, but it
wasn’t what I had come here to do, which was
photograph the adult. After placing the larva live
in a vial for preservation later on (dropping into
scalding water to "fix" the proteins and prevent
discoloration when stored in 70% ethanol), I
continued searching the trees for adults. I found
one tree on which the flowers were just barely
beginning to open and collected a few of the
pedestrian species of scarabs that are attracted to
bumelia flowers in droves when fully open (e.g.
Cotinis nitidus and Trigonopeltastes delta)—for the
record. There was still no sign of adult
Plinthocoelium, and I was on the verge of calling it a
day when I approached another tree and saw it! I
froze, then slowly geared up with the camera and
started stalking slowly towards it. It was not in a
very convenient location, down low on the trunk
and partially screened by foreground vegetation. I
got close enough to start attempting some shots—
not ideally composed, but just to ensure that I had
something before I tried to get any closer. After
the third shot, however, it became alarmed and
started to flee, and I had no choice but to capture
it for a "studio backup." That taste of success
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Not entirely satisfied with the shots that I’d gotten,
I returned to Blackjack Knob the following day
and also searched some of the extensive habitat at
nearby Hercules Glades Wilderness. I wouldn’t
see another beetle the entire day, although
encountering a nice series of Cicindela rufiventris
(red-bellied tiger beetle) was some consolation for
suffering the day’s oppressive heat and humidity. I
still had the live beetle, so I placed my hopes on
getting better photographs of the beetle in
confinement after returning home. That would
not come to pass—the beetle refused to sit
obligingly on the stick I placed in the large screen
cage, and instead clung to the cage itself. For days
I watched it, giving it honey-water for sustenance
and waiting for an opportunity to photograph it on
the stick on which it refused to sit. It became clear
to me that studio photographs, at least in the
manner I was attempting, would not be possible.
Not entirely satisfied with having seen only a single
beetle on my trip, and thinking that I may have
been too early based on the flowering phenology
of the bumelia host trees, I did what any dedicated
entomologist would do—I made a second trip to
the area two weeks later!
I didn’t mess with Chute Ridge Glade this time,
instead making a beeline for Blackjack Knob right
away. Unfortunately, the weather was
uncooperatively drizzly (I would have preferred
hot and humid to rain!). Nevertheless, daughter
Madison and I made our way to the glades and
began inspecting the trees that I had just examined
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two weeks earlier. I noted immediately that the
bumelias were now in full flower, and it wasn’t
long before I saw the first adult flying into these
flowers. Exciting for sure, and this was a good
sign to see an active adult despite the drizzly
weather, but the situation of the beetle on a high
branch left no possibility for photographs (and
only with a rather acrobatic swing of my fully
extended net handle amidst a jumble of dead
branches was I able to capture it). This same
scenario would replay several times over the next
two hours before rain finally drove us back to the
car. In total, we saw half a dozen active adults, but
in each case they were seen flying to flowers on
high branches and could not be photographed.
Despite that disappointment, I’ll never forget the
spectacularity of seeing these beetles in flight—
shimmering green and bold orange, with legs and
antennae spread wide in all directions. I was also
fortunate to find another tree with a fresh frass
pile at its base indicating an active larva. This time,
I cut the tree some inches above the ground and
extracted the trunk base and root intact for
transplanting into a large soil box upon my return
home. The appearance of new frass on the soil
surface afterwards confirmed that I had gotten the
root containing the larva and that it had survived
the extraction and transplanting. Hopefully I will
be able to successfully rear this individual to
adulthood.
Despite the rain, we then went back to Hercules
Glades Wilderness to see if luck would follow suite
there as it had at Blackjack Knob. It didn’t, as rain
continued to doggedly pursue us, but the day was
not a total loss as daughter and I got in a nice 7mile hike through some of Missouri’s most
ruggedly scenic terrain and were rewarded with the
sighting of a western pygmy rattlesnake. The next
day was sunny, much to our delight, and I
considered going back to Blackjack Knob where
we had seen a good number of adults the previous
day. In the end, I decided I’d played that card and
rather than continue trying for photographs I’d
rather see if the beetle could be found at another
glade complex further to the east at Long Bald
Glade Natural Area in Caney Mountain
Conservation Area. Things didn’t look promising,
as I found bumelia trees occurring only
sporadically across the main glade complex—with
no sign of the beetles. Nevertheless, we enjoyed
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the day and spent a bit of time chasing after some
enormous robber flies that later proved to be
Microstylum morosum, a new record for Missouri and
a significant northeastern range extension. I
thought that would be the highlight of the day, but
as we were heading back to the car I spotted a
small glade relict on the other side of the road. It
was overgrown and encroached, apparently not
receiving the same management attention as the
glades in the main complex. Regardless, I went
over to check it out and immediately spotted
several bumelia trees amongst the red-cedars, and
within minutes I saw a beetle—low on the trunk
of a very small bumelia tree! Once again I froze,
then slowly geared up with the camera and began
my ultra-cautious approach (remember, this was
only my second photo chance after a combined
four days in the field). Like last time, I took one
shot while still some distance away, then moved in
for closer attempts. Unlike last time, there was no

Plinthocoelium suaveolens adult on lower trunk of living
Sideroxylon lanuginosum.

bothersome vegetation cluttering the view, and
when I moved in for close-ups the beetle turned
around, crawled up the trunk a short distance, and
then paused. I snapped off a small series of shots
while it sat there, and then suddenly it became
alarmed and flew away. Though still not perfect,
these photographs were better than the previous
ones I had obtained (check out the pronotal
armature in the last photo!), and the finding of this
species at Long Bald Glades also represented a
new county record.
Missouri populations are assignable to the
nominotypical subspecies (southeastern U.S.),
which is distinguished from subspecies plicatum
(Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and northern
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Mexico) by the bronze or cupreous tints and weak
transverse rugae on the pronotum (Linsley 1964).
The distributional ranges of the two subspecies
intermingle in northeastern Texas.
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On Sunday, February 7th, 2010 the Friends of the
Menard Home will be sponsoring a day of eagle
watching from the front porch of the Pierre
Menard Home. Everyone is welcome to come out
and watch the eagles as they fly across the
Mississippi River and sit in the trees just a stone's
throw from the home’s front porch. Warm drinks
will be available, and you are welcome to bring
binoculars and spotting scopes. The home opens
at 9 A.M. and the porch will be available for
viewing until closing at 5 P.M.
This will be a first-time event, and any input that
you may have to make this event better will be
greatly appreciated. You can email Friends of the
Menard Home at helpthemenardhome@live.com
or call the home at (618) 859-3031; please ask for
Andrew Cooperman, Site Services Specialist.
The Pierre Menard Home State Historic site is an
early 19th Century home built by the first Lt.
Governor of the State Illinois and is open to the
public Wednesday – Sunday from 9 A.M. – 5 P.M.
The Home is located at 4230 Kaskaskia Road, Ellis
Grove, IL 62241. More information about the
home can be obtained by calling (618) 859-3031 or
by visiting the Friends of the Menard Home Blog
at www.friendsofthemenardhome.blogspot.com.
Thank you for your time, and we look forward to
seeing you in February.
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