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Poisonous Dependence

Wax Trees (Rhus succedanca Linn) and Golden Leaf Beetles
(Podontia lutea)
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Golden leaf beetles feed mainly on wax trees.
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ax trees are widely distributed in
the mid and low altitude areas in
Taiwan. Their leaves turn red in autumn
and winter, adding splendid colors to
the mountains and attracting tourists.
Wax trees are basically untouchable as
their sap contains urushiol, which, when
in contact with humans, may cause
skin irritation, swelling, itching or even
unbearable pain.
The aborigines of Taroko Tribe also develop
a love-fear relationship with wax trees. As the
trees' straight and sturdy trunks make perfect
construction materials, the Tarokos living in
the Shakadang River would use the trunks to
pbuild their houses. In the process, they would
inevitably touch the sap and get hurt, but
they also developed a unique way of relieving
the discomfort. In fact, they would stand in
front of the wax tree, switch the name of the
patient with that of the tree, and murmur
repeatedly, "I'm the wax tree, and you're
[name of the patient]. This was said to work
wonders in relieving the pain.
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Golden leaf beetles spend nearly their entire life on wax trees. In the picture shows two beetles that are mating.
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In the past, when the aborigines weren't medically
advanced and had to depend on Nature for various daily
supplies, they also came to realize the many possible
threats posed by the environment. It may be difficult to
explain with modern science why exchanging names may
relieve pain caused by the sap, but somehow it shows the
people's reverence for the Nature.

Classified in the Family Anacardiaceae, wax trees are
distributed in sun-drenched places in Taiwan, central
and southern China, the Himalayas and India. They are
regarded as economic plants as they are rich in oil, which
can be made into candles and soap. The sap, though often
dreaded, has no negative impact on human bodies once
dried. As a result, dried sap can be used as paint on wares
for protective or decorative purposes.
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The wax trees on a terrace in Taroko National Park.
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The bomb-shaped eggs laid by the golden leaf beetle.
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The One that Fears No Poison

In fact, wax trees are poisonous for a reason: the
toxic sap bears a protective function as it keeps
animals off, allowing the tree leaves to remain intact.

However, some insects seem to triumph over wax
trees, and manage to evolve accordingly. They not
only get used to but even feed on wax trees. One such
example is the golden leaf beetle.

Golden leaf beetles (family Chrysomelidae) are bright
yellow insects measuring about 1.4 to 1.7 cm in length,
and they spend nearly their entire life on wax trees.
Despite the fact that the beetles feed on wax trees,
they are not always present on all wax trees. There is
one wax tree along the Taroko Terrace Trail, and it's
also the only one there. Back in a few years ago, many
golden leaf beetles were found on this tree and there

An adult beetle (at the bottom) and a larva (at the top) of the golden leaf beetle.
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A larva of the golden leaf beetle that carries feces on its back.
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were bite marks everywhere on the leaves. In April and
May, when the beetles start breeding and feasting on
wax trees, the new leaves could be completely eaten up.
When the adult beetles finish mating on the trees, they
would go to new leaves to lay their bomb-shaped eggs.
When the eggs are hatched, the larvae soon start to bite
the leaves.

The body of a larva is bright yellow, but on its back sits
something black — its feces. Larvae apply their feces on
their back to cover part of their bright body color. This
would not only make them appear less tasty, but make
their whereabouts less apparent to their enemies.

This trick usually works well with many bird species
and other enemies, but when it comes to cannier birds,
golden leaf beetles still risk being devoured. Luckily, the
beetles also contain some poison, since they feed on
the poisonous wax trees, and this gives predators less
incentive to prey on them.
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A mature larva of the golden leaf beetle is coming down to the ground,
ready to develop into the pupa.

Humanlike Evolution

The larvae of golden leaf beetles grow in size each
time they molt. At these stages, they still carry feces for
protection. Then as they finally develop into mature larvae,
they'll rid themselves of the feces, show off their bright body
color, walk on the tree trunk and finally come down to the
ground under the tree.

They bother to come down to the ground for a reason.
Taking a closer look, one would find out that some oval-
shaped clods of mud buried underground are intact, while
others are hallow and smooth ones broken into half. It
turns out that these clods are the cocoons formed by the
mature larvae. They cunningly camouflage themselves with
mud and this sophisticated trick is yet another amazing
technique for deception and protection.

Golden leaf beetles play clever tricks to ensure the
continuation of their lives and genes. Similarly, wax trees
are poisonous so that they stay unharmed. In fact, many
plants evolve to develop some inedible substances within
themselves to repel predators. However, some animals do

AERTCHRZLTIE -

The clod-like cocoons formed by golden leaf beetles.
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The dependence of golden leaf beetles on wax trees shows a "humanlike" side of the Nature.
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Lin received his master's degree from the Department of Tourism,
Recreation and Leisure studies, National Dong Hwa University. As a
contracted interpreter in Taroko National Park, where he has served
for more than twenty years, Lin has long been dedicated to the work
of environmental interpretation and environmental education. He has
written Walking into Taroko: Gorge Trail and Walking into Taroko: Hehuan

Mountain Trail.

get used to these substances. In this case, the plants have
to develop even stronger toxins as a countermeasure. But
in turn some animals still manage to adapt to certain plants,
and this is also why golden leaf beetles are particularly fond
of wax trees.

Evolution takes place almost everywhere around us.
The dependence of golden leaf beetles on wax trees may
be interpreted by some as canny or selfish, but it shows a
"humanlike" side of the Nature. If we care more about things
taking place around us, we'll surely be pleasantly surprised to
find out many of these relatively undiscovered miracles of life.




