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NOTES ON THE MASON-WASKH AND 1TSS NEST
By Janer W. Rarr, M.5C., F.RES.

The large mason-wasp, Abispa ephippivne Fabr | 1s one of our
most beantiful forms of mud-daubers. 1t is n soliary wasp
belonging to the family known as Eomemdae, the wmembers of
which work in pairs only, there bang no “worker” caste, In some
species of the family the petiole or “waist” of the adult is short
pid imconspicnous as 1 this species, and 50 the bady appears thick-
set ind mbust: i others the petiole is long and narrow, giving
the abdomen, or gaster. v stalked appearance,

Abnspa ephippitn: measures over an nch in length and ahont
14 inch across the wings. It is light brown in colour, banded
with black. The wings are hght vellowish with dark tips, the
fore-wings bemy folded l"ngihwm. when at rest, as 1s typmal
of the family (see photograph}). The male has a }clluw “face,”
while that of the female s heght bhrown. Tdentification of the
wasp has bzen verified by Mr. ). Clark, Entomologist af the
National Museoni. Melbourne,

The nest 15 shown n the accompanyving photograph taken by
Mr., A. ('Brien, to whom my -thanks are due Tt was brooght
to me in Jamuary, 1932, w Mys. H G Andrewartha, who had
collected it near Narrandera, N.S.W, It had been built under the
eaves of a hulding, and measured ronghly 2-x 2 x 14 wnches,
It was placed i i breeding cage in the Insectarium at the School
nf Agriculture, University of Melbourne, and was held in & warm
situation 10 await emergences, a humid atmosphere being main-
tamed by keepmg damp sawdust in the cage. The nest was
composed of three chambers or cells and carmod 3 beautifully
constructed thin-walled funnel, directed dowhwards fromy the
front chamher.  Unfortunately, the lip of the funnel was shghtly
broken before the photograph was taken. The clay texture of
the nest was very fmme amil hard and consolidated, and parts of
the oulside surface had a “rough-cast’ appearance.

As no emergences occwrred during that summer, fowirds the
entl of November the surface of twa of the chambers was care-
fullv pared down with a scalpel in order to see what was happen-
ing within  Sufficient material was removed to reveal the presence
of-a large soft cream-coloured larva in hoth of the chambers, The
gaps made were immeliately sealed over with gummed paper, and
the nest was replaced in the breeding cage.

On March 2, 1933, an adult 2bispe ephipprum  (female)
emerged from one of these chambers. and a scraping noise was
detected from the adjacent cel).  Seven days later a male adult
emerged from this cell.

These Iwo cells were then opened still further, as seen in
“the photograph, for the purpose of examining the contents. Frag-
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mentary remains of lepidopterous caterpillars were found. these
having heen stored as food for the developing wasps. Each cell
was lined by the thin. papery light-yellow cocoon of the wasp.

A year later, as no further enw genges had pecurred, the thard
chamber wias cut apen for ispection. 1t was found to comimuni=
cate directly with the funnel, and appeared at first sight to be
empty, there bemg no caterpillars stored. On ¢loser mvesfiga-
tion, however, & minule objecd was located on the floor of the
cell, and after a detarled exarmination this proved to.be a broken
egg-shell with a transparent larva protruding from the hreak. At
the tapering end of the eggshell, there was a short stalk or Hlament.,
This mimute object was probably the Tatched egg of th-.? Abispa,
and refercnce to it will he made later.

Regarding the funnel structitre, some intercsting notes have
been made by Mr. K. . MeKeown in the Australion Musesnt
Maqazine for 1932 (Vol. 4, p, 381). He explains chat this i3 made
by the female wasp as an entmncc lube to the particular chamber
uncer constructioni.  He states that “when the cell is completed
and is provisioned with caterpillars the wasp lays an egg and
then proceeds to plug the cell; this she does by breaking down the
funnel and wsing the “masonry” with which to close the cell.
Further, as each new cell is formed, another funnel s constructed,
anly to be pulled down later il the same way.  Thal such a “'fhing
of heamy™ should be so destroyed does indeed scem (o he a
wasie af encrgy,

This destructinn of 1he funnel st the complehon of building
will account for the large massive nests of Abispe, compnsed of
six to cight cells, so frequently found. which possesses no such
entrance tube,

Mr. McKeown noles that the [emale was seén to rest i the
eppty cell ar night, backing carefylly i through the funel-
éntrance.

Referring ta the points noted abave that the third chawnber
of the nest, when examined, was found te be open 1o the
exterior through the mechum of the funnel entrance. and chat it
comtamed what was appavently a wasp egg ut e store of cater-
pillars. an interesting question is opered up.

This finding gives support to the statement made by Wheeler
and others that some of the Eumenid wisps, instead of first storing
their nests with caterpillars and then laving an egg. after which
the cell is closed, reverse this usual pmi.cdurc. and lay an egg
first, and keep the cell open while provisions are brought in to
the developing wasp larva. The Rrst method is the general one
for solitary wasps and 1s the method usually stated for Abispe:
the secand nethod s that used by the more highly evolved sacial
wasps, such as the papec-wasps,  In these latter the worker caste.
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is developed and the celle are kept open, the young larva heing
fed by the workers with food such as masticated caterpillays, the
cells being closed only after the larva s fully grown and ready
to pupare.

It appears to me that there is a probability that Abispa
ephippiwm might be mcluded (contrary to the usual idea) among
those FEumenids that exhibac ¢lns tendency towards the “social”
method of feeding the young, The funnel entrance eurving from
the cpen cell would then have a further significance, w thar it
would [orme o definite check on parasites or other intriwlers that
might enter the open cell during 1he absence of the feimale gather-
ing provisions. However, only by carciul and patient observation
of Abispa during the actual processes of building and provisioning
of the chambers, could this question he definitely settled, aud my
hope 12 that such an opportuimty may come my way. _

It was of great interest to find a paper by E. Roubaud, cntitled
“The Natural History of the Solitary Wasps of the Genus
Synagric,”” n the annual report of the Smmithsemian Tnstitution
for 1910. Here Roubaud gives a most interesting dccount of
three species of this genus from the Cango, Aflrici, where a
definite transition was geen rom the solitary to the social mode
of feeding. Thus, fitstly, in Syuagris calida the female provisions
the cell, lays an egg, and closes the chamber, taking no further
cart of her offspring ; secondly, in the case of 5. sickeliane, an egg
35 Jaid n ihe empty cell, and caterpillars are provided from day
tn day until the wasp larva is about three-quarters grown, when
some surplus caterpillars are stored and the cell 15 closed - thirdly,
in S. cornpta, the female guards and feeds her oftspring from
the time of hatchmg, until it is full-grown and ready ta pupate,
feeding it. not with whole caterpillars, but with masticated ioad.
wn exactly the manner of the trie sooal wasps.

MAGPIES AS MIMICS

I have na douht now that vecal mimmcry & quite common amoag Blacke
hacleed Magpies. In the yvicinity of Tallangatts T saw {requently two wild
Black-backs that could mimic most of the sounds that T used to hear from
a bird of the same kind al Eskdale—and that Magpic used ta mimic the
bark of the dog fox, the neigh of the horse, the whistling call of the swamp-
harrier, and the calls of the mudslark. grey thrush, and many smaller hivds.
[ have alse found 1wo mdre mimicking Magpies in the Mitta districr, T
wonder if the Whiteshacked Magpie is a miinie, too?=Xavieen Convway,

Eskdale,

INTERESTING BOTANICAL FIND

At Rushworth (north-castern Victaria), Myes. Edith Rich, the fnder
of quite a number of mteresting plant forms (melnding Calochilus fmberdis,
and purple-marked forms of Diwris macwlata), has now discovered attractive
pink flawers of Chefromthera lmearis, the "Finger-flower.” This heautiful
plant, which wormally hears dark blue Aowers. would doubtless be @
dcqoisition o our rock-garden subjects,—W.H.N. '
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