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Whilst on a visit to Mhlopeni Nature Reserve in the 

Muden Valley on 19
th

 February 2012, fairly large 

numbers of O. barberae adults were seen 

frequenting certain spots in the reserve between 

approx. 10h00 and 15h30.  
 

 
 
Figure 1 – O. barberae habitat in Mhlopeni Nature Reserve 

 

The insects were very active with much interaction 

between individuals, including obvious territorial 

and courtship behaviour (Fig. 2). Both subsequent 

and previous visits have confirmed good numbers of 

the butterfly present in this reserve, particularly in 

the second half of summer. 
 

 
 

Figure 2 – O.barberae female nectaring on Conyza sp. with two 
males in attendance 

 

Mhlopeni Nature Reserve (29°0'46.10"S   

30°24'41.38"E) is situated in a north-west facing 

valley on a tributary of the Mooi River near Muden 

in Central KwaZulu-Natal. The vegetation type in 

the reserve is predominantly Tugela Valley 

Bushveld (Mucina & Rutherford 2006), with a fairly 

large succulent component. Parts of the reserve 

show signs of severe degradation at some time in the 

past, and these now form part of a long term 

rehabilitation programme. The butterflies appear to 

prefer the degraded areas which are dominated by 

Acacia karroo and Acacia tortilis trees. The 

understory is dominated by Blepharis sp. and 

interspersed with various small, hardy plants, 

including a number of succulents with few grasses.  

The author was unable to find any sign of Exomis 

microphilla (Chenopodiacae) which is the plant 

previously believed to be the likely host of O. 

barberae. Numerous other plants were examined 

including some Kalanchoe sp. which showed signs 

of feeding activity. The most likely looking potential 

host plant, in the author’s opinion, was a small, 

delicate Crassula sp. occurring amongst the 

numerous spiny Blepharis sp. shrubs. Branches of 

the Crassula sp. showing feeding evidence were 

collected and two other species of Lycaenidae were 

successfully reared from them. There was, however, 

no evidence of O. barberae making use of this plant. 

The author visited Mhlopeni again on 21
st
 April 

2013. There were no adult O. barberae recorded 

despite an intensive search. Sample branches of the 

Crassula sp. were again taken and placed on white 

paper in plastic containers. The appearance of very 

small frass particles on the paper some days later 

indicated the presence of feeding insects. At first 

larvae could not be found, but eventually a typically 

Lycaenid larva was observed. The extremely cryptic 

form and colouration provided an effective 

camouflage amongst the leaves and flowers. The 

larva was only discovered and photographed on 5
th
 

May 2013 by which time it was already at a fairly 

advanced stage of development! The larva remained 

inconspicuous between leaves and flowers (unless 

disturbed for photographic purposes). Feeding took 

place on both leaves and flower parts of the food 

plant. 

The larva was 8.5mm in length, overall greenish-

yellow in colour, with the dorsal humps and lateral 
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extremities of each segment washed with dark pink, 

matching the colour of the larval host plant very 

closely. The larva was covered in short bristles, with 

a dark head, mostly invisible, being concealed under 

the front segments as is typical of many lycaenid 

larvae (Fig. 3). 
 

 
 

Figure 3 – 3rd  instar larva showing cryptic colouration and form 

 

 
 

Figure 4 – 3rd  instar larva feeding on C .expansa fragilis leaf 
 

 
 

Figure 5 – 3rd instar larva feeding on C.expansa fragilis flower 

 

 
 

Figure 6 – O. barberae final instar larva 

 

The stems of the food plant are, in places, finely 

speckled and the margins of the fleshy, slightly 

speckled leaves are also washed with the same pink. 

The colouration described above renders the larva 

difficult to detect (Figs 4 & 5). 

By the 9
th

 May the larva had lost most of the pink 

blush (final instar – Fig. 6). 

A silken girdle was spun and pupation commenced 

on 12
th

 May. The pupa was smooth and, at first, 

translucent green, and approx. 5.5mm in length (Fig. 

7). By 1
st
 June the internally developing wings had 

darkened (Fig. 8), followed by a steady darkening of 

the remainder of the pupa until the emergence on 2
nd

 

June 2013 of the adult female O. barberae (Fig. 9). 

The time elapsing from pupation to emergence was 

21 days. 
 

 
 

Figure 7 – O. barberae pupa showing early internal development 

 

 
 

Figure 8 – O  barberae pupa shortly before eclosure  

 

A second larva was discovered on 17
th

 June shortly 

after it had apparantly emerged from a feeding 

chamber in the stem of the foodplant (Fig. 10). The 

chamber was adjacent to the feeding larva and was 

surrounded by fresh frass (Figs 10–12).  

This perhaps suggests that the early instars of this 

insect remain within, and feed on, the soft fleshy 

parts of its succulent host plant. This may also 

explain why in both cases the earlier instars 

remained undiscovered, despite rigourous inspection 
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Figure 9 – O. barberae  Adult female immediately after 

emergence 

 

 
 

Figure 10 – Abandoned feeding chamber in stem of host plant 

 

 
 

Figure 11 – Larva feeding with its head buried in the leaf tissue 
 

 
 
Figure 12 –3rd instar larva feeding on internal leaf tissue 

 

of the plant specimens. The feeding manner of the 

larva is also of interest as it appears to avoid the 

epidermal material and prefers the internal leaf and 

stem tissue. If the aforementioned assumption 

regarding the early instars is to be confirmed, 

breeding observations will need to be undertaken 

from the egg stage, as the likelihood of finding early 

instar larvae in the wild seems slim due to their 

small size and the apparent feeding habits. A further 

feeding chamber was also observed, in an identical 

position, at the base of a branch on the stem of the 

foodplant. 
 

 
 

Figure 13 – Crassula expansa ssp. fragilis 

 

The larval host plant has been identified as Crassula 

expansa ssp. fragilis (Fig. 13). This is believed to be 

the first record of the larval host plant for O. 

barberae, and the first observations and record of 

the larva and pupa of this species. 

 

All photographs taken by the author, with Figs 1, 2 

and 14 taken at Mhlopeni Nature Reserve, and the 

rest of captive bred larvae at the author’s farm. 

 

 
 
Figure 14 – O. barberae females showing upperside and 

underside markings 
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