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Lucanus capreolus, female (L) and male (R), Fort Defiance 

Park, Illinois. 

 

Females have smaller mandibles (but are still capable of 

delivering a painful ‘nip’). 

more sporadically than L. capreolus), and separating 
females of all three species can be even more 
confusing. Male L. elaphus are readily identified by 
their greatly elongated and multi-toothed 
mandibles, but a suite of characters may need to be 
employed for females and non-elaphus males. The 
best character to use for L. capreolus are the 
distinctly bicolored femora that are yellowish at the 
base; however, color can be variable and some 
individuals will exhibit the more uniform chestnut-
brown color typical of L. elaphus. Lucanus placidus, 
on the other hand, is usually distinctly darker in 
color than either of the other two species. Surface 
sculpture of the elytra and pronotum also offer 
useful characters. The elytra of L. capreolus and L. 
elaphus are rather smooth, while in L. placidus they 
are more distinctly punctate/rugose. The 
pronotum of both L.capreolus and L. placidus, 
however, is usually distinctly punctate compared to 
the relatively smooth pronotum of L. elaphus. The 
shape of the labrum (projection between the 
mandibles) is also usually distinctive and is not  

 

Males are distinctive by their larger, sickle-shaped 

mandibles. 

 

Unlike most insect groups, male stag beetles rather than 

females are generally larger. 

influenced by gender like the mandibles. In L. 
elaphus the labrum is rather pointed, while in L. 
capreolus and L. placidus it is more blunt (indeed, 
in L. placidus the labrum can almost be described 
as quadrate, or “squared”). Lastly, the number of 
teeth on the inner margin of the mandibles is 
usually diagnostic for females of the three 
species—L. capreolus possessing one tooth, L. 
placidus possessing two, and L. elaphus possessing 
more than two. 

 

What’s Black & White & Red All Over? 

Ted C. MacRae1 

Last September, labmate and fellow insect 
collecting enthusiast Stephen Penn and I visited 

                                                 
1 Originally posted January 11, 2015 at Beetles in the Bush: 
http://beetlesinthebush.wordpress.com. 

http://beetlesinthebush.wordpress.com/
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the dolomite glades of the White River Hills in 
extreme southwestern Missouri. Our main quarry 
was tiger beetles, specifically a disjunct population 
of the large and impressive Prairie Tiger Beetle 
(Cicindelidia obsoleta vulturina) that lives only on the 
glades in this area and adjacent Arkansas. I was 
hoping to find additional localities for the beetles 
in the more western parts of the region where it’s 
precise distribution in Missouri is less well known. 
First, however, I wanted to make sure the beetle 
was out, so we started at the westernmost of its 
known locations—Chute Ridge Glade at Roaring 
River State Park. As we picked our way through 
dry-mesic woodland bordering the more open 
glades, a large, dead chinquapin oak (Quercus 
muehlenbergii) with sloughing bark caught my eye. 
One never knows what might be encountered 
under bark, regardless of the season, and as I 
pulled away the very first slab of bark I was 
rewarded with the sight of what must be North 
America’s most beautiful assassin bug, Microtomus 
purcis. 

Sometimes called the “bark assassin bug”, this 
species is not quite as large as the better known  
“wheel bug” (Arilus cristatus) but makes up this by 
its spectacular coloration—black with the base of 
the wings prominently marked creamy-white and 
parts of the abdomen and hind legs bright 
red. One would think such a conspicuously 
marked assassin bug with a bite powerfully painful 
enough to back up its apparent warning coloration 
could brazenly venture out during the day with 
little to fear. To the contrary, this species seems 
best known for its habit of hiding under bark 
during the day and venturing out only at night, 
during which time it is sometimes attracted to 
lights (Slater & Baranowski 1978, Eaton & 
Kaufman 2007). A majority of BugGuide photos 
of the species also mention finding them under 
bark or apparently attracted to lights.1 

I, in fact, have only seen this species once 
before—also in Missouri and again under bark, 
although that time was during the winter, thus  

                                                 
1 I was especially amused by this particular photo, for which 
the contributor states, “While holding it, the bug pierced my 
finger nail with its proboscis. The pain was searing and I 
have a small blood stain under the nail.” I’ll admit it—I, too, 
learned firsthand how painful the bite of an assassin bug can 
be when I picked one up, in my case Melanolestes picipes, with 
plans to include it in my Entomology 101 collection. 

 

Microtomus purcis (Drury, 1782), Chute Ridge Glade, 

Roaring River State Park, Barry Co., Missouri. 

causing me to think this was its overwintering 
habit. I placed the individual in a glass vial and 
brought it indoors to “revive” it, but to my 
disappointment when I checked on it a few days 
later it was dead. Froeschner (1944) reported this 
species (under its older name, Hammacerus purcis) 
was “not uncommon” in Missouri, though 
apparently confined to the Ozark Highlands south 
of the Missouri River. Adult records in Missouri 
extended from September to March, with small 
nymphs being found during November and 
December, but BugGuide records include summer 
months as well. If I want to see this species more 
than twice in 30 years, I supposed I am going to 
have to spend more time peeling bark, or checking 
lights. 
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Sunset on the glade. Pilot Knob Conservation Area, Stone Co., Missouri. 
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Multiple Megarhyssa males 

Ted C. MacRae1 

Today while hiking at Hilda Young Conservation 
Area (north-central Jefferson County, Missouri), 
I encountered a declining sugar maple (Acer 
saccharum) with lots of woodboring insect holes in 
the trunk. As I approached I noticed numerous 
giant ichneumon wasps in the genus Megarhyssa 
flying about the trunk and resting on its surface. 
Giant ichneumons belong to the family 

                                                 
1 Originally posted May 4, 2015 at Beetles in the Bush: 
http://beetlesinthebush.wordpress.com. 

Ichneumonidae and are, as the name suggests, the 
largest members of the family in North America. 
Interestingly, all of the wasps that I initially saw 
were males. I have never seen male giant 
ichneumon wasps before, and certainly not in such 
numbers, so this was quite exciting. We have two 
species of giant ichneumons here in Missouri—M. 
atrata and M. macrurus, the females of which I 
haveseen only rarely, but I couldn’t immediately 
decide which of these two species the males 
represented. I looked up higher on the trunk, and 
there I saw a female M. macrurusin the act of 
oviposition, so I decided that the males must 
also represent this species. However, one of the 
males was smaller and differently colored than the 
others, having more brown than black on the body 
and the wings clear with a well developed spot on 
the costal margin. The other males were noticeably 
larger and had more black than brown on the body 
and the wings smoky with only a narrow spot on 
the costal margin. After a little bit of digging, I 
know believe that the smaller male is also M. 
macrurus—the same species as the ovipositing 
female, while the larger males all represent the 
larger species M. atrata. 
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