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FAMILY  LYCAENIDAE

Leach, 1815
The classification of the Lycaenidae at subfamily level used below follows Vane-Wright (in Boggs et al, 2003: 487).  Six subfamilies are recognized, five of which (in bold font) occur in the Afrotropical Region:

Poritiinae Doherty

Miletinae Reuter, 1896

Curetinae Distant [not Afrotropical]

Theclinae Swainson

Lycaeninae Leach, 1815

Polyommatinae Swainson

SUBFAMILY  PORITIINAE

Doherty
Afrotropical taxa:

TRIBE LIPTENINI


Subtribe Pentilina



Alaena, Ptelina, Pentila, Liptenara, Telipna, Ornipholidotos, Torbenia.


Subtribe Durbaniina



Durbania, Durbaniella, Durbaniopsis.


Subtribe Liptenina

Liptena, Obania, Kakumia, Tetrarhanis, Falcuna, Larinopoda, Micropentila, Pseuderesia, Eresina, Eresiomera, Citrinophila, Argyrocheila, Teriomima, Euthecta, Baliochila, Cnodontes, Congdonia, Eresinopsides, Toxochitona.


Subtribe Mimacraeina



Cooksonia, Mimacraea, Mimeresia.


Subtribe Epitolina

Iridana, Teratoneura, Epitola, Cerautola, Geritola, Stempfferia, Cephetola, Deloneura, Batelusia, Tumerepedes, Pseudoneaveia, Neaveia, Epitolina, Hypophytala, Phytala, Neoepitola, Aethiopana, Hewitsonia, Powellana.

The amazing paper by Ivan Bampton, dealing with the biology of the early stages of the poritiines, published in Metamorphosis, is reproduced verbatim hereunder.

Bampton, 1995: 162

"In all the literature available on butterfly life histories, it has been suggested that genera of the Lipteninae [= Poritiinae] feed on lichens.  Personally I do not believe that this is correct.  From my own observations I would state that apart from the genus Cooksonia all other genera in the subfamily Lipteninae feed on algae.  Lichens are composite plants evolved from an algal-fungal partnership and although, as a layman, I do not fully understand this relationship it appears to me from a drawing of lichen anatomy that the algal cells are embedded in the fungal growth and are therefore not readily available to the liptenine larvae.  As far as I know the only members of the Lipteninae which have solved this problem are species of the genus Cooksonia.  Species of this genus feed on foliose lichens.  From limited observations I have made so far it would appear that they do not eat the whole plant, but merely scrape away the top layer, which suggests to me that the algal cells are contained in this part of the lichen plant.  Before the larvae attack the lichen it is normally grey-green in colour and when they have removed the top layer the plant appears pink.  My first contact with algae-feeding Lycaenidae was in the early 1970's.  A friend of mine returning to South Africa from Kenya obtained employment in the Natal Midlands.  It was early January when I first walked up the steep, rocky hillside behind his house to see what was flying.  I saw nothing until I got to the very top where I picked up a solitary Durbania amakosa sitting on a rock.  Having been advised that the larvae feed on rock lichen I searched among the abundant small boulders in the vicinity and found both pupae and final instar larvae to be quite common.  What I could not understand was that most of the rocks appeared to be absolutely clean with not a trace of any plant life at all.  Most rocks showed no trace of any lichen but all showed traces of a black deposit adhering to the otherwise bare surface.  Taking a few of the smaller pieces of rock back with me I placed them in wire cages made for Capys larvae.  When I put the Durbania larvae on these rocks I studied them under a magnifying glass and they appeared to me to be scraping this black deposit off the rocks.  It did not seem to me that they were actually cutting at this deposit like a Charaxes larva does on a leaf but were merely scraping with a downward movement.  My son was at Pietermaritzburg University at the time so I persuaded him to take me along to see a professor of Botany, Dr Cathy Gordon-Gray.  When I produced the rocks and asked her if she could tell me what was on them she stated that the black deposit was in fact blue-green algae.  On my next safari I visited Russell Walter in Harare, where we discussed life histories.  In our discussions I mentioned the algae-feeding Durbania and he informed me that he had been breeding Alaena and that "they did not feed on the lichen itself but fed on the black threads sticking up through the lichen".  These were, of course, filaments of blue-green algae.  According to the botanical literature algae are considered to be the most primitive of plants.  Most of them are only found in water, but whatever species are being used by the Lipteninae, these plants have the ability to remain dormant in dry conditions, but will immediately start to multiply whenever moisture becomes available.  Algae can be found everywhere, and are, without a doubt, one of the most abundant food sources available.  According to Carcasson (1981) there are 42 genera and 507 species in the purely Afrotropical Lipteninae, each species, in my opinion, occupying its own particular niche in the food chain.  Up until 1992 I was under the impression that all Alaena species fed on rock algae but in April of that year we found a new Alaena species in Tanzania living in grassland among open Brachystegia woodland.  When discussing the species with Colin Congdon, I stated that I could not understand where the larvae were feeding, as there were no rocks in the area where they were flying.  His reply was, after I had informed him that the Alaena were algae feeders, that he had examined the area and had found there were large bare patches among the grass which were covered with algae, to an even larger extent than seen on the rocks where the normal rock-breeding Alaena fly.  As I have already mentioned, algae are found everywhere, and on one occasion in Malawi I watched a Pentila pauli female fly into a friend's garden where she deposited eggs on every available surface.  She started by using the bricks along the garden path, then she also oviposited on the walls of the house, on large rocks, on tree trunks and on grass stems.  If you examine the lower sheaths of large grass stems, or even old stems low down in small clumps of grass, especially in high rainfall areas, you will notice black streaks running down.  This is algae and is used by some of the Pentila.  The first record of Durbania larvae is given by Trimen, who states that a Miss Bowker found them and that they were feeding on grass.  Most of the Durbania larvae that I have found in the Natal Midlands were sitting on rocks behind a layer of grass growing up the face of the rocks.  They have all been large larvae almost ready to pupate.  I have yet to find early instar larvae sitting on the rocks.  In December and early January you will find D. amakosa larvae and pupae, in February in the same rocks you will find D. limbata, never the two togwther.  Where are the early instar larvae?  Perhaps they are feeding on the algae on the grass stems around the base of these rocks, hence Miss Bowkers impression that they were feeding on grass itself.  They would certainly have more protection living among the grass stems than on the bare rocks.  Several years ago, on a rather damp morning, I was walking around Mike Bingham's garden in Lusaka when I came across a freshly emerged Ornipholidotes peucetia sitting on the ground.  I picked it up, and as I was debating where it could have come from I looked on the nearest tree, and sure enough there were two empty pupa cases attached to the main trunk.  I took the specimen to Mike and asked him if he had noticed this butterfly in his garden before, and his reply was in the negative.  Next day it was back to sunny weather and as I was checking on a Dichrostachys bush for Spalgis lemolea pupae (the larvae were feeding on wooly scale infesting the twisted seed pods), Mike shouted to me that an Ornipholidotes female was ovipositing on a large Piliostigma tree (now Bauhinia).  We watchd her for several minutes as she flew among the branches depositing several eggs.  His son John climbed up and actually found one of the eggs but we left it in situ.  Large trees of Bauhinia thonningi are very heavily fissured and therefore ideal breeding places for these insects.  They generally hold a lot of algae but not much lichen.  On the underside of one of the main branches Mike found a larva hanging up to pupate.  It had longer hairs than Durbania larvae, being very similar to Cooksonia and Mimacraea larvae.  After pupating the base of the pupa is enclosed by the cast skin as in Durbania.  The following year Mike moved to the opposite side of Lusaka where he had some large Khaya nyassica trees in the garden.  Here again in January he found several similar larvae feeding low down on the main trunk of one of the Khaya trees.  These trees have a very smooth trunk and are not very good lichen trees but the larvae were feeding on a large patch of algae.  With the exception of Deloneura, all of the southern African Lipteninae are [not] ant-associated by choice.  They will live under the protection of ants if these are already present, but the females do not deliberately seek out ant-infested trees before ovipositing.  At Christon Bank in Zimbabwe Ian Mullin once found two empty pupa cases of Cooksonia behind the bark of a tree infested with Crematogaster ants.  In the wetter forests of West Africa where ants are abundant, a large proportion of the Lipteninae will only be found on trees where Crematogaster ants have placed their carton nests.  Some species actually live in the ant nests, but most of them are to be found on the tree trunks, feeding under the protection of the ant colonies.  Several theories have been put forward as to what those species which live with ants feed on as they are not carnivorous.  One suggestion is that they might feed on the fungus grown by the ants themselves.  My own personal view, although I must admit that I have not yet had the opportunity to study these particular species, is that they are feeding on algae which is growing on the walks of the ant nests.  The first person to throw some light on the possible food of Lipteninae larvae was C.O. Farquharson when stationed in Nigeria.  In a letter dated November 26th 1915 he writes on the larvae of Iridopsis [=Iridana] incredibilis, "I am not yet certain what they feed on.  I think it must be algae or dead bark."  Again, on February 26th 1916 he writes, "I am practically satisfied that the whole group with hairy larvae, E. honorius, Hewitsonia, Iridopsis (including almost certainly Citrinophila and Eresina) feed on algae or lichen or the bark of the trees on which they occur."  On March 1st 1917 he writes of the possible larval food of Teratoneura, "I am on the whole inclined to believe that they are lichen feeders."  Further on in the same letter he writes, "Yesterday I liberated two (immatures) of the hairy lycaenid larvae (Teratoneura) after starving them for 24 hours.  I put them in the ant track on the bark of the tree.  They appeared to start feeding at once and the ants simply walked round them.  I then cut off a piece of the bark and enclosed the larvae in a perfectly clean tin.  This morning I found fresh frass.  The food material is about the most unpromising stuff I've ever seen."  Finally, in a letter dated March 18th 1917 he states that he is still inclined to believe that they are lichen feeders but he cannot understand how they manage to feed off the only lichen present on the trees which is of the extremely thin crustaceous variety, so thin that they simply look like different coloured portions of the bark.  There are two observations by Farquharson (1922), which seem to me to confirm, in the light of my own observations with various other members of the Lipteninae, that algae is indicated as being the most probable food plant for the whole group.  The first is contained in his letter dated March 1st 1917 in which he talks of having examined some frass of Teratoneura larvae microscopically and mentions that, "It is a mixture of vegetable debris of a very odd kind, including numerous algal elements, not filaments but sporing or resting stages."  Further on he writes, "I remember at the time I found the E. honorius larvae that some of their frass left in a jar, the walls of which were moist, formed centres for the growth, a vigorous growth, of filamentous algae."  Secondly in a letter dated March 11th 1917 in which he is describing the probable food of Lachnocnema bibulus, he includes the following remarks, "In connection with the food of the Hewitsonia (Teratoneura) type of bark-feeders I have been examining the frass of the various larvae microscopically, and it is to me a great wonder what they take out of the ingested matter.  There is no question that they feed on the ‘cortex’, by which I mean just the thinnest superficial layer (including epiphytic algae etc.) for their bites are not visible to the naked eye, nor have I picked them up with a lens.  After Farquharson the only other person to do any work on the Lipteninae was T.H.E. Jackson and in his paper of 1937 he quotes a few of the early stages and indicates that they feed on lichens and mosses.  When describing Hewitsonia kirbi intermedia he qualifies this by stating that the larval food is, lichens on the trunks of trees, preferring apparently the smaller types, since it was found usually on clean smooth bark where its coloration is very effective."  For the past twenty years, I have been telling people that the South African Lipteninae are algae feeders, but no one took any notice and every book on African butterflies written in that time have merely followed one another and have written lichen feeders.  During the past year I have been working with Colin Congdon and Jan Kielland in N.W. Tanzania.  One of our main objectives was to study the Lipteninae, especially the ant-associated species.  Colin and I would go into the forest at night and collect larvae off the ant trees.  Sometimes they would be left in the collecting boxes all night, and next morning Colin would place them in boxes containing algae-covered bark.  Immediately they were placed on the bark they would begin to ‘browse’.  This is the term I have always used when referring to the feeding habits of Lipteninae larvae, as their heads go back and forwards just like cattle.  When I first noticed this feeding habit with Durbania, and after looking at them under a hand lens, I suggested to one scientist at the time that he put the larvae under the microscope and examine their mouth parts, as I consider that they do not have cutting jaws like normal larvae, but jaws that have been adapted for scraping.  My suggestion was not taken up, however, but I hope that one day someone will decide to solve the problem in a proper scientific manner.
