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BEE-KILLING ROBBER FLIES
By S. W. BroMmLEY, M.Sc.

BARTLETT TREE RESEARCH LABORATORIES, STAMFORD, CONN.

ABSTRACT

Certain robber flies frequently feed on honey bees and have been known
as ‘‘bee-killers.”” In North America, Promachus fitchit O. S. and in the
Argentine, Mallophora ruficauda Wied. have been recorded as causing losses
to bee-keepers. In the United States five genera, Stenopogon, Deromyia,
Promachus, Mallophora and Proctacanthus, contain species which commonly
kill bees, while two genera, Bombomima and Erax, contain species which
occasionally do so. A control measure is suggested in the rare cases where
economic losses are caused.

That so defenseless an insect as a fly should be able to over-
come and devour so formidably defended an insect as a bee is a
matter of considerable interest. Yet certain robber flies fre-
quently kill bees and have even caused economic losses to bee-
keepers. The present paper will be limited for the most part to
those species in which this activity has been noted.

It was in Europe where the bee-feeding habit was first noted,
but little economic importance has been attached to the habit
there. Robineau-Desvoidy was one of the first to remark upon
the killing of bees by robber flies. In 1836, he called attention
to the faet that Selidopogon diadema Fabricius frequently chose
the honey bee for its prey. In more recent years, two writers,
Poulton and Sarel-Whitfield, have recorded European species
feeding on honey bees.

Spain.  Poulton (1906) found Selidopogon diadema Fabricius
feeding extensively on the honey bee. He also took a species of
Machimus (probably chrysitis) and another speecies near setibar-
bis preying on honey bees.

Excranp. Sarel-Whitfield (1925) has recorded Asilus crab-
roniformis Linn. as feeding on the honey bee.

Inpia. Poulton (1906—quoting T. B. Fry, 1902) lists Laz-
enecera flavibarbis Macq. as feeding on the small Indian honey
bee (Apis florea). Walker gave the name apivorus to a species
of Promachus from Burma because it was reported as feeding on
the large black bees.
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Arrica.  Poulton (1906—quoting Marshall, 1902) lists a
species of Promachus near guineensis with the African form of
the honey bee. 1In a collection of Asilide sent me by Mr. H. K.
Munro of Pretoria, South Africa, two species were present with
honey bees in their grasp. These were Promachus vagator and
a large undetermined species of Neolophonotus. Dr. von Som-
eren of Nairobi, Kenya Colony, reporting to Professor Poulton
(1924) on the habits of Hyperechia bifasciate Grinb. and H.
imitator Griunb. mentioned that he has noted them feeding on
Apis mellifera adansoni.

ARGENTINA.  Mallophora ruficauda Wied. abounds in the
plantations about Buenos Aires and is recorded by Copello
(1922 and 1927) as a particular enemy of the honey bee.

Cusa. Mallophora maquartiv Rondani is abundant in Cuba
and feeds largely on honey bees where these are available (Brom-
ley—quoting Bruner, 1929).

Norrii AMERICA. The first writer to report the bee-killing
habits of these flies in North America was Dr. Asa Fitch, who in
1864 deseribed the ‘‘Nebraska bee-killer,”” Trupanea apwwora,
now known as Promachus fitchit O. S. The specimens from
which Fiteh’s descriptions were made were received from R. O.
Thompson, Esq., Florist and Nurserymen, Nursery Hill, Otoe
County, Neb., together with a note dated June 28, 1864, stating
that the insects were destructive to honey bees and rose bugs. A
later communication from Mr. Thompson gave further informa-
tion on the habits of the fly.

““My attention was first called to this fly destroying the honey
bee by a little boy, a son of D. C. Utty, Esq., of this place. After
sending you the specimens I watched its proceedings and habits
with much care, and find that, in addition to the honeybee and
rose bugs, it devours many other kinds of beetles, bugs and flies,
some of which are as large again as itself. It appears to be in
the months of June and July that it is abroad upon the wing,
destroying the bees. Nomne of them are now (August 2d) to be
seen.  When in pursuit of its prey it makes quite rapid dashes,
always capturing the bee on the wing. When once secured by
wrapping its legs about it, pressing it tightly to its own body, it
immediately seeks a bush or tall weed, upon which it alights and
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commences devouring its prey by eating (piercing) a hole into
the body and in a short time entirely consuming it (sucking out
the fluids and soft internal viscera) and leaving only the hard
outer skin or shell of the bee. Upon the ground beneath some
favorable perch for the fly near the apiary, hundreds of these
shells of bees are found aceumulated in a single day—whether
the work of one fly or of several I am not able to say. 1 have
just returned from a professional tour through the northern por-
tion of our territory, taking Nursery orders; and in many things
this business and the apiary are closely connected. In no case
have I found a hive of bees that has thrown off a swarm this sea-
son! The dry weather, a bad pasture and other reasons were
assigned as the cause. But many persons, since they have found
this fly at his work of destruection, now believe it to be the cause
of the non-swarming of their bees; and I am led to the same
opinion. I have only to add further, that this bee-killer delights
in hot, dry weather, and is very invulnerable and tenacious of
life.”” A good illustration of the insect is given in Fitch’s report
and the deseription leaves no doubt as to its identity.

This fly was also mentioned by C. V. Riley in his first Annual
Report on the Noxious, Beneficial and Other Insects of Missouri,
page 168 (1869). Dr. Fiteh’s correspondent, Mr. Thompson,
had moved to Missouri where he met Riley and informed him
that he had found the fly in inereasing numbers every year since
1864 when his report to Fitech had been made. In 1868, he re-
ported that it had made its appearance in such numbers in
Northern Missouri as to prevent to a great extent bees from
swarming. In the Rural World, September 12, 1868, he stated
that he had watched one individual and found that it destroyed
no less than 141 bees in a single day.

In his second Annual Report, page 121, 1870, Riley again re-
fers to this fly, stating that it was the same as Promachus bas-
tardi, an error which persisted to the extent that in most of the
subsequent references to the Nebraska bee-killer the name
Promachus bastardi has been used. Riley described in this re-
port another robber fly taken with honey bees, giving it the name
Asilus massouriensis or the Missouri bee-killer. This species was
subsequently identified as Proctacanthus milbertiv Macquart.
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Riley stated that this species ‘‘acts in the same manner as the

Nebraska Bee-killer, being, if anything, more inhuman and
savage.’’

In the Bee-Keepers’ Guide (1894—Fifteenth Edition—page
414) Professor A. J. Cook gives robber flies prominence as ene-
mies of bees. He mentions Asilus missouriensis Riley (= Proc-
tacanthus milbertit Macquart) but also notes that in Michigan
‘“this species has been observed to kill the cabbage butterfly by
scores.””  He next mentions an Erax from Louisiana (Erax in-
terruptus Macquart, I judge by the figure) and the ‘‘Nebraska
bee-killer’” (for which he erroneously used the name Promachus
bastardr Macquart).

A more detailed deseription of the so-called ‘‘Southern bee-
killers’” (Mallophora orcing Wiedemann and M. bomboides
Wiedemann) was then given. The most common was noted as
M. orcina occurring in Tennessee, Georgia and Florida. Cook
states that ‘‘the habits of the flies are interesting, if not to our
liking. Their flight is like the wind, and perched near the hive,
they rush upon the unwary bee returning to the hive with its
full load of nectar, and grasping it with their hard strong legs,
they bear it to some perch nearby, when they pierce the crust,
suck out the juices, and drop the carcass, and are then ready to
repeat the operation. A hole in the bee shows the cause of its
sudden taking off. The eviscerated bee is not always killed at
once by this rude onslaught, but often can crawl some distance
away from where it falls, before it expires.”” The latter obser-
vation I have never been able to verify. In all cases, that T have
observed, the vietim is killed almost immediately at the initial
piercing of the fly’s beak. In addition, Cook mentions ‘‘the
Laphria thoracica of Fabricius’’ (Bombomima thoracica Fabri-
cius) as oceurring in Georgia and having the same bee-killing
habits.

TeE BEE-K1uLiNng GENERA OF THE U. S.

In this country, the bee-killing species occur principally in
seven genera, namely, Stenopogon, Deromyia, Bombomima
(Dasyllis), Promachus, Mallophora, Proctacanthus and, oc-
casionally, Erax. We shall consider the species involved under
their separate subfamilies.
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Leptogastrine

No member of this subfamily is known to kill honey bees.

Dasypogonine

Bee-killing species of this subfamily in the United States
occur in the genera Stemopogon and Deromyia, although it is
quite probable that the larger species of Saropogon such as S.
combustus Loew and S. dispar Coquillet may also kill honey bees.
The two species of Microstylum to which belong our largest Asi-
lids oceur from Mexico to Kansas but are rare, and little is
known of their feeding habits. Those taken with prey had killed
large grasshoppers.

Stenopogon. Two species of this genus, S. obscurwentris
Loew. and a closely related, apparently new, species are very
abundant in Southern California. Both species were either
observed or taken with prey on many occasions by the writer and
the majority of the species captured were worker honey bees.
Another apparently new species, related to both the above men-
tioned, but distinet from either, was found preying on honey
bees in Central California.

Deromyia. Probably most of the larger species of this genus
will kill honey bees. The habit has been definitely observed in
the following species—umbrina, discolor, angustipennis and
symmacha.

D. rufescens and a new species, common in the southeast, hith-
erto known as D. bilineata Lioew, have been taken with worker
bumble bees, and both of these species no doubt feed on honey
bees when oceasion offers.

The species of this genus are rather slender, bare, fragile-
appearing robber flies with long and slender but strong legs.
‘When seizing a bee or other large prey, they hold it off at ‘‘arm’s
length’’ rather than press it tightly to their own bodies as do the
species of Promachus and Mallophora. Flying to a weed or low
bush, the Deromyia suspends itself from one of the front legs
while with the others it manoeuvres its prey into a position favor-
able for inserting its beak. ILess protected by bristles and coarse
hairs than the two bee-killing genera above mentioned, Deromyia
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probably employs this method for protection against the stings
of its aculeate vicetims.

Deromyia umbrina Lioew. This common red robber fly of the
Northeastern States occurs from mid-July until October along
country roadsides, and around the edges of fields and meadows
where goldenrod, asters, joe-pye weed and wild carrot are bloom-
ing in profusion. It flies with a loud, rather high-pitched hum
and feeds largely on honey bees, bumble bees, yellow jackets
(Vespa communis, diabolica and vidua) and other Hymenoptera.
It also preys on other Diptera, particularly Eristalis, tachinids
and other flies occurring about flowers. Occasionally, I have
taken it with a flower beetle or a tree hopper and rarely with a
small damsel fly (Ischnura verticalis). 1 have never seen it cap-
ture or attempt to capture a butterfly or a grasshopper. In
Massachusetts where most of my observations on this species were
made, I believe that it kills more honey bees than any other Asi-
lid there. This is due to the fact that it practically limits itself
to a Hymenopterous diet, is abundant, generally distributed and
occurs where bees are most likely to be found, namely, around
flowers.

The overcoming of a mud-dauber wasp (Sceliphron cemen-
tarium) or a brown wasp (Polistes pallipes) appears to be about
the limit of its powers so far as Hymenoptera are concerned.
The larger and more powerful wasps, such as the white-faced
hornet, are too strong for it. In fact, I once saw a white-faced
hornet attack and overcome one of this species.

Deromyia discolor Lioew. This pale, inconspicuous species
oceurs throughout the Central States, assuming much the same
position as a bee-killer in this region as D. umbrina occupies in
New England. It occurs in fields and around the edges of woods
in somewhat the same habitats as those occupied by D. umbring
further north. It is, however, lighter-colored, less robust and
flies with a rather weak, drifting flicht accompanied by a low
dull buzz. Its appearance in the field suggests that of a Hymen-
opterous insect, such as a polistes or large ichneumonid. It is
an avid feeder on honey bees and yellow-jacket workers. All
feeding records I have for it are Hymenoptera with the exception
of one, where the victim was an Asilid fly of the same genus, D.
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