Flies That Fight

Article and photographs by MARK W. MOFFETT

“I see two males, and they're
really going at it!” came the
shout from Gary Dodson.

I crouched down to witness
a battle as old as time—a
clash of antlers, then jostle
and counterjostle. It ended
with the panicked depar-
ture of the loser. Lost in the

drama of the moment, ento-

mologists like Gary and me

forget that we are not observ-
ing giant elk or deer. These
are New Guinea’s half-inch-
long antlered flies—harmless
relatives of the Mediterra-
nean fruit fly and other fruit
pests. Astonishing in their
similarities to their antlered
mammal counterparts, male
antlered flies fight over

breeding territories and
release a special breeding
scent from glands, visible
on the fly at right as a lump
on the underside of his
abdomen. With their weird
projections and rainbow
colors, these are flies worthy
of Dr. Seuss.
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FLIES THAT

FIGHT

Combat
ready

As a teenager fascinated by
insects, 1 first learned of ant
lered flies while reading The
Malay Archipelago by the
great 19th-century naturalist
A{frrd Russel Wallace. It was
Wallace’s friend Charles Dar-
win who coined the term
“sexual selection” to describe
the evolution of ornaments
used within a species in love
and war. The Irish elk, now
extinct, showed one of the
most extreme examples.
Males had antlers spanning
as much as 12 feet. One spe
cies of New Guinea antlered

fly, Phytalmia alcicornis,

rivals the Irish elk at a small-
er scale. Its elaborate antlers
can be so cumbersome that
they may hinder the fly’s

vday activities. | once
saw a male that appeared to
be so burdened by its rack
that an ant caught it.
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A stormy

courtship

In Queensland, Australia,

I gave Phytalmia mouldsi the
nickname “goat fly” for its
smallish horns. Yet goat flies
jostle ferociously, stilting high
on their legs (facing page).
Although males of most ant
lered flies mount females with-
out preamble, goat flies have

a spread-winged courtship
(bottom, viewed from over the
female’s shoulder). Even after
mating, males straddle females
to keep contenders away. In a
blur of wings (top) one male
tries to push another male off
an egg-laying female. In an
experiment (center), Gary
Dodson glues extensions to
the antlers of a small male to
test whether he would gain
chf'r'n’HM:\'(' in battle.




Eye to eye

Antlered flies aren’t the only

extravagant ones: Stalk-eyed

flies of the diopsid family go

hammerhead sharks one better  harem of a single male (above  another Southeast Asian eyestalks forces the other to

by carrying their eyes at the left, at top). Intruders chal species, Cyrtodiopsis whitei back off. And so, generation

tips of needle-thin stalks. lenge the resident male with (above), issue eye-to-eye prov after generation, sexual selec
In Malaysia, these females a fly’s version of “stare down,” ocations as well. If the flies are tion picks diopsid winners

of the genus Teleopsis gather approaching until the two the same size, combat follows. and eyestalks evolve to

on rootlets near streams, the are eye to eye. The males (?J'_ H-rmf, the one with !c.u.-;:rr outlandish h'ngfh_\_ D
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