
 
 
When Bugboy Bugs You: Meloe impressus (Oil Beetle)  
Jason Chan 
 
I was never big on bugs growing up; and like many, any creepy crawly was quickly squashed, 
dismissed, and then discarded. I remember camping with my family and purposely flicking 
harvestmen (also known as “daddy longlegs”) off the tent. But there’s tactic to it, you have to 
flick it from the inside, so you didn’t have to touch it at all. But in my final semester of undergrad, 
I enrolled in ENVS 3090: Insect Diversity and Biology here at The University of Guelph after 
hearing about how interesting it was for some of my friends.  
 
After four months of identification boxes, night labs, bell ringers, and insect collecting (in the 
dead of winter, if I may add!), I was hooked; it was a 180 degree turn around. By the following 
summer, I found myself scooping up, observing and identifying insects with my hand lens at 
camp or wherever I was. 
 
The world of insects is a fascinating but often neglected world. Considering their incredible roles 
in the natural world (which directly affect us), their unique features and adaptations, and the fact 
that they make up 80% of all the living things on earth, they can 
and should only spark awe and wonder when truly understood 
and appreciated.  
 
Stepping in with all six of our legs, let me introduce you to the 
world of beetles. It’s been found that 1 in every 4 living things is a 
beetle, with 300 000 - 400 000 species currently described, and is 
potentially the biggest order of all living things! Some are 
equipped with the capability to fire boiling liquid out of their 
abdomens for defense, some can turn on their own internal lights, 
and some have divided eyes to see above and below the water’s 
surface. One metallically blue beetle, fairly hefty in size relative to 
most beetles we see (about 0.6-1.6mm), has its own secrets 
hidden up its sleeves, or leg joints to be more accurate. This is 
the Oil Beetle (Meloe impressus). They are classified under the 
Family Meloidae, a group commonly known as blister beetles.  
 
Such a common name should raise a red flag in your mind, 
because as the name suggests, they can cause blisters! These 
beetles are incredibly toxic due to their possession and ability to 
produce cantharidin, a chemical compound that can cause burns, 
and as a result, blisters. When threatened, bright yellow 



hemolymph (“blood” found in invertebrates), mixed with cantharidin will ooze out of their joints. 
For this very reason, the blister beetle has very few natural predators.  
 
Because it is toxic, the cantharidin they possess is highly valuable to many insects as a means 
of defense, and so any crushed or dead blister beetles quickly become a feast for specialized 
flies and beetles that may want to acquire some of this noxious gold. However, it may not be 
long before humans are added to the list as cantharidin has been found to be useful in removing 
warts and recent research even suggests that it may play a role in fighting cancer cells.  
 
And if you thought that wasn’t cool enough, wait till you hear about the unique and parasitic 
lifestyle within the genus Meloe. It begins with a female laying her eggs in a hole, in mass 
amounts, potentially thousands of eggs across many clutches. For one particular species, 

Meloe fransiscanus, which are found in California, the larvae 
emerge and migrate over to a nearby plant in masses, forming 
a big black clump. Though potentially subject to predation, the 
larvae will emit pheromones, another chemical compound to 
attract male solitary bees. The black mass is meant to resemble 
a female bee, and so the male, when deceived, finds its way to 
this “female” bee and attempts to mate with it. Seizing the 
opportunity, the beetle larvae climb on board before the male 
realizes that it has been fooled. The larvae are then delivered to 
the female bee who becomes their connecting flight to their final 
destination, the bee’s nest. This is the beetle larvae’s feeding 
paradise. It’s in this nest that the larvae feed on pollen and bee 
larvae before they pupate and emerge as the brilliant blue 
adults that we recognize. The Meloe impressus that we found 
around here exhibit the same lifestyle, except they are found 
hiding individually in flowers rather than forming a black mass 
before making their journey to the bee’s nest.       

 
And that’s just highlighting one of species in the group of blister beetles, within the world of 
beetles, which is just one of the many different orders of insects found across the globe. Just as 
each bird and mammal have a role in the surrounding and global ecosystem, so do each of the 
creepy crawlies we come across at home and out in nature. All it takes is a bit of time and a bit 
of research before the wonders of the small and neglected are made known. Our backyards, the 
nearby forests and even your very own basement are littered with stories like these waiting to 
be discovered - go and explore! 
 
Speaking of discovery, the University of Guelph is hosting their first annual Bug Day on August 
27th 2017 and it’ll be hosted right here in The Arboretum Centre! Hikes, interactive booths and 
displays will be organized and set up for family and friends. It’ll be a full day dedicated to our 
six-legged friends. Be sure to mark it down on your calendars! 
 
A video of the unique life of the Meloe fransiscanus - 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZQ8h1YBTSvE 
 

Until next time, 
Bugboy 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZQ8h1YBTSvE
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This article was written for our May 2017 e-newsletter.   
To subscribe or see the complete newsletter and other newsletters please visit our website at: 

http://www.uoguelph.ca/arboretum/educationandevents/enewsletter.shtml 
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