
S. Wright, the curator of insects at the San 
Diego Natural History Museum, wrote about 
the butterflies of San Diego County. He 
specifically stated that Hermes Copper was at 
risk of going extinct because the butterfly’s 
habitat was being destroyed by urban 
development. The discovery of additional 
populations further from the city of San Diego 

Hermes Coppers are small butterflies, with 
orange and brown wings measuring just over 
an inch across. Named for the wing-footed 
messenger of the gods, the brilliant orange 
on the wings flashes in the sunlight during 
flight, especially with newly emerged adults.  
One of about 170 butterfly species found 
in California, Hermes Coppers have a very 
restricted distribution, historically inhabiting 
the coastal sage scrub vegetation around San 
Diego, California and into northern Mexico. 
However, only two locations are known from 
Mexico and the butterflies have not been seen 
there since the 1980s.  For this reason, we 
consider Hermes Copper essentially to be a 
San Diego County endemic species.

In addition to having a restricted 
distribution, this species is a specialist and is 
only known to feed on Redberry Buckthorn 
as caterpillars.  Although adults have been 
observed nectaring on flowers of multiple 
plant species, typically 80-100% of individuals 
are seen nectaring at Eastern Mojave 
Buckwheat (California Buckwheat) flowers.  
For reasons unknown to biologists, Hermes 
Copper has a very limited range while the two 
plants that seem to be the most important to 
the butterfly range for hundreds of miles to the 
north and south.

Because of the caterpillar reliance on 
Redberry Buckthorn plants, Hermes Coppers 
are only found in a small portion of San Diego 
County.  In addition, one rarely sees more 
than 10 individual adults at any one site on a 
given day. The limited distribution coupled 
with small local population sizes results in this 
species being extremely rare.

For nearly a century biologists have 
expressed concerns that this species is 
vulnerable to extinction. In 1930, William 

Don’t Shoot the Messenger!
By Daniel A. Marschalek and Michael Klein

Hermes was the wing-footed messenger 
of the gods.  The decline of Hermes 
Coppers may be a message of things to 
come.

Top: The topside of an Hermes Copper. 
May 24, 2013. Sycuan Peak, San Diego Co., 
CA.

Opposite page: A mated pair. May 22, 
2013. Sycuan Peak, San Diego Co., CA.
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eased some of these early concerns during 
the mid-1900s. At that time, the butterfly was 
observed close to buildings, in areas being 
grazed or farmed, and in areas that experience 
relatively frequent fires.

Despite these observations, current 
biologists knew that Hermes Copper was rare 
and this knowledge provided an incentive 
to study this species during the last decade. 

Efforts have been made to compare the 
historic versus contemporary distribution, 
estimate population sizes, describe required 
habitat components, and record movement 
patterns.

Because of this research, the butterfly’s 
distribution had been roughly described 
prior to October 2003 and 2007, when large 
fires raced through San Diego County. Many 

Critical Plants for Hermes Coppers

Top left: Eastern Mojave Buckwheat (California buckwheat). June 2, 2009. East of Jamul, 
San Diego Co., CA.

Top right: Redberry Buckthorn. June 2, 2009. East of Jamul, San Diego Co., CA.

Bottom: Coastal sage scrub with Redberry Buckthorn and Eastern Mojave Buckwheat 
(California buckwheat) is the habitat for Hermes Copper. Lakeside, San Diego Co., CA.

The Current Status 
of Hermes Copper
With the exception of two locations in 
Mexico, all known populations (historic 
and current) are shown.  Extirpations 
in the extreme west were generally due 
to habitat loss, while those to the east 
were due to recent wildfires.
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areas where Hermes Copper adults had 
been recorded the previous summer were 
clearly impacted, as all of the above ground 
vegetation burned.  During the October fires, 
this species was in the egg stage attached to 
the underside of Redberry Buckthorn branches 
only a foot or so above the ground. There was 
no way for Hermes Coppers to flee, resulting 
in the extirpation of many local populations. 
Not only was the habitat temporarily 
destroyed, but most of the largest populations 
of Hermes Coppers known to biologists were 
gone.

There was concern about the status of 
this species before the fires, but after the 
fires these concerns were elevated. It was 
clear that Hermes Coppers could not survive 
fire if the vegetation burned. This prompted 
intense efforts in 2008 and 2009 to compile 
all historic locations from museum specimens, 
papers, and local entomologists so that all 
these sites could be surveyed to determine 
the current distribution. Results from this 
study were published in the Journal of Insect 
Conservation (2010, 14: 721-730). In part 
due to its rarity and in part due to threats such 
as wildfires, U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service 
declared Hermes Copper as a Candidate 
Species for the Endangered Species Act in 
April 2011.

Surveys have been continued from 2010-
2013 in attempts to document recolonization 
if and when it occurs. The vegetation 
community in areas occupied by Hermes 
Coppers immediately prior to the two recent 
fires appears to have recovered. Despite 
the return of suitable habitat, only two 
recolonizations have been observed since the 
2003 and 2007 fires. Both are in the extreme 
northeastern portion of the butterfly’s range, 
in the Cleveland National Forest, where 
there are relatively large and unfragmented 
areas of native vegetation. One of the two 
recolonized habitat patches now has one of 
the largest Hermes Copper populations, with 
about 50 adults counted in 2013.  The second 
recolonization has been characterized by 
the presence of fewer than ten individuals. 

Moreover, in 2013 Hermes Coppers were not 
observed here, bringing into question whether 
drought conditions of the last decade are also 
impacting the species.

No other Redberry Buckthorn patches 
impacted by the 2003 and 2007 fires 
were found to be occupied in 2013. The 
recolonization rate appears slow, indicating 
that this species is vulnerable to fires.  
However, inhabiting a fire-prone vegetation 
community provides evidence that Hermes 
Coppers have been able to coexist with 
fire. With vegetation recovering to suitable 
conditions for the butterfly, habitat quality 
does not appear to be limiting. Restricted 
dispersal is likely the reason for slow 
recolonization of the post-wildfire areas. 

The persistence of Hermes Coppers in a 
fire-prone landscape depends on them flying 
and reestablishing populations following a fire. 
But this has to happen before another fire kills 
the populations which would provide those 
dispersing individuals. Habitat fragmentation 
due to human activities, resulting in restricted 
movement of Hermes Coppers, is a possible 
reason for the current slow recolonization 
rates, but the historic ability to persist with 
fire.

Initial discussions are underway 
concerning the use of human-assisted dispersal 
(translocation of individuals) as a management 
tool for this species.  This could mitigate the 
threat of wildfires and help ensure the long-
term persistence of Hermes copper.

Wright once described this species as 
“Its beautiful combination of brown and 
yellow makes it a veritable fairy and gives 
untold joy to the collector fortunate enough 
to get one.”  Hopefully future research and 
protection of Hermes Copper benefits not only 
Hermes Copper and those people who enjoy 
seeing it, but other species as well. After all, a 
healthy ecosystem with all of its components 
is important to both native species but also for 
humans who receive many benefits.

Don’t Miss 
the 2014 NABA 
Members Meeting 
--in Chattanooga, 
Tennessee

Grab it All! Fun Times, Warm Friends, Great Butterflies, 
Beautiful Scenery, Bluegrass Music, Southern Cookin’.

Be a part of a swarm of hundreds of happy butterfliers.

You should have received a meeting brochure, or go to the NABA 
website, www.naba.org and register online.

June 12 - 15, 2014
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All photos this article by Daniel Marschalek.
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