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Abstract—Bombus (Subterraneobombus) distinguendus Morawitz, 1869 is recorded from Attu
Island, in the western Aleutian archipelago, and is recognised as a species new to both the Alas-
kan and the New World faunal lists. Colour variation and food plants are described and a key to
females of Nearctic Subterraneobombus species is provided.

Résumé—Bombus (Subterraneobombus) distinguendus Morawitz, 1869 a été reporté dans l’île
Attu, dans l’archipel Ouest Aleutien et est reconnu comme espèce nouvelle aux deux listes fau-
nales de l’Alaska et du Nouveau Monde. Une description de la variation de la couleur et des
plantes servant de nourriture ainsi qu’une clé des femelles des espèces Subterraneobombus du
Néartique sont fournies.

Introduction

In 2002, an anthropological expedition col-
lected the first recorded bumblebee from Attu
Island, at the far western end of the Aleutian ar-
chipelago. The species was unexpected, be-
cause it was not among those recorded hitherto
from the Aleutians (Table 1). This paper docu-
ments that find, describes further specimens,
and recognises them as a species new to both
the Alaskan and the New World faunal lists.

Bombus (Subterraneobombus)
distinguendus Morawitz

(Figs. 1–2)

Bombus distinguendus Morawitz, 1869: 32.
Note: For a discussion of the nomenclature

of this species, see Williams (1998).

Material examined
The first specimen, a queen, was collected by

H. Lanier from the expedition field camp at
Austin Cove on the northern side of Attu Island
(Aleutian Islands) on 18 August 2002. Between
8–22 July 2003, J.C.T. collected seven queens

and nine workers near the Loran A Building at
the southern end of Attu Island. All of the ma-
terial from Attu Island is deposited in the Snow
Entomological Museum, University of Kansas
Natural History Museum, Lawrence, Kansas,
United States of America (SEMC: six queens
and seven workers), with the exception of two
queens and two workers from 8–22 July, which
are deposited in the collection of the Natural
History Museum, London, United Kingdom
(BMNH). Additional material of the species
from elsewhere within its range was examined
in collections of the BMNH and of P.H.W.

Affinities
All of the bumblebees from Attu Island be-

long to the subgenus Subterraneobombus Vogt,
1911 (see the key in Michener 2000). Hitherto,
two species of this subgenus have been known
from North America: Bombus borealis Kirby,
1837 and Bombus appositus Cresson, 1878
(e.g., Franklin 1913; Milliron 1973; Kearns and
Thomson 2001). No species of this group are
known from South America, but there are at
least seven species in the Old World (Williams
1998). Among the material of this group exam-
ined, the new specimens agree most closely
with B. distinguendus, which has not been re-
corded previously from the New World except
through the implication of conspecificity with
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B. appositus (see below). We look forward to
seeing a male bumblebee from Attu Island to
check this identification.

Handlirsch (1888, p. 234) described B. ap-
positus as the “amerikanische Form” of B. dis-
tinguendus. Similarly, Franklin (1913, p. 289)
considered that B. appositus “is probably
merely a variety” of B. distinguendus, and
Milliron (1973, p. 115) considered that it
“might be only a junior synonym”. Nonethe-
less, all three authors listed these taxa as sepa-
rate species.

Diagnosis
Queens of B. distinguendus can be distin-

guished from queens of both B. appositus and
B. borealis by the sculpturing of the central
area of tergum 6. For B. distinguendus, at least
half of the breadth of tergum 6 is flat, smooth,
and shining, except for broadly spaced punc-
tures. For B. appositus and B. borealis, this area
is coarsely granular and dull, with at most only
a narrow longitudinal median band, smooth and
shining.

Males of B. distinguendus (from Europe and
Russia) are distinct from those of both
B. appositus and B. borealis in their genitalia.
This is particularly clear from the ventrolateral
angle of the penis valve of B. distinguendus,
which is produced into a narrower process that
scarcely broadens distally. For B. appositus and
B. borealis, the ventrolateral process broadens
strongly distally, forming a shape like a duck’s
webbed foot.

Colour variation
The specimens of B. distinguendus from Attu

Island are unusually dark. The queens have the
pubescence of the face partly yellow and partly
black. The pubescence of the sides of the tho-
rax posteriorly, and of the lower half of the
sides anteriorly, is predominantly black (Fig. 1),
whereas these areas are yellow-grey among
specimens from eastern Russia. In addition, six
of the queens have a patch of black hairs in the
middle of the base of metasomal tergum 5. Two
queens also have smaller patches of black ba-
sally on all of the metasomal terga.

Among the workers, the variation is greater.
All have the pubescence of the face predomi-
nantly black. However, they vary in the number
of black hairs: one worker has no black hairs in
the middle of tergum 5; most workers have
many black hairs on tergum 5; and another
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Fig. 1. Photographs of a Bombus distinguendus queen collected from Austin Cove, Attu Island, on 18 August
2002. Left, dorsal aspect; right, left lateral aspect. The scale bar is marked in millimetres. Photo by Harry Tay-
lor, BMNH.

Fig. 2. Records of Bombus distinguendus for equal-area (611 000 km2) grid cells: black spots (3) are for spec-
imens identified by P.H.W.; grey spots (2) are for literature records; and white spots (1) are for expected dis-
tribution. Attu Island is the easternmost record. Grid cells are at intervals of 10° longitude from 30°W at the
left edge of the map, and the occupied cells are bounded at latitudes of 71°44′N, 59°41′N, 51°00′N, 43°41′N,
and 37°12′N (for further details, see Williams 1998).



worker has black hairs extensively intermixed
with the yellow hairs on all terga.

Distribution
Bombus distinguendus is a widespread north-

ern Palaearctic species (Fig. 2). P.H.W. has ex-
amined specimens from localities spanning
Ireland in the west to Kolyma (Magadanskaya
Oblast) in the east. Despite substantial collect-
ing effort, there are no records of this species
from the Kurile Islands (Ito and Sakagami
1980). Neither are there any records from
Kamchatka in the faunal reviews by Bischoff
(1930) or Ito and Kuranishi (2000). However,
there is a record from Kamchatka shown on a
map by Panfilov (1982, p. 27, map 149).

Attu Island was considered zoogeographi-
cally part of the Nearctic region by Wallace
(1876) and is politically part of the New World.
In view of this record for Attu Island, we might
expect B. distinguendus to be found eventually
in any similar habitats in eastern Kamchatka
and in the Komandorskiye Ostrova (Com-
mander Islands).

Food plants
The first bee recorded on 18 August 2002

was visiting Aconitum maximum Pallas ex DC
(Ranunculaceae). This plant is native to the
Aleutian Islands and is also known from eastern

Kamchatka, Komandorskiye Ostrova, Japan,
China, and North America (Hulten 1947). It
was not seen in the Massacre Bay area on the
southwest side of Attu Island. This species is
closely associated with the native Aleut peoples
that inhabited many of the islands until the
1940s (including Attu and Rat islands). It con-
tains the alkaloid pseudaconitine, a poison that
the Aleuts used in whaling (Heizer 1938).

The bees recorded on 8–22 July 2003 were
visiting Geranium erianthum DC (Geraniaceae)
and Lupinus nootkatensis Donn ex Sims
(Fabaceae). Both plants are native to the Aleu-
tian Islands. Geranium erianthum is also native
to eastern Kamchatka and North America
(Bobrov 1949). Lupinus nootkatensis has been
introduced widely in Japan, eastern North
America, and western Europe. Both species ap-
pear to be absent from the tundra and are asso-
ciated with disturbed areas, particularly along
roads and around buildings.

All three plant species were present in Austin
Cove on the northern side of Attu Island
(Scoggan 1978; Kartesz and Meacham 1999).
None of these plant species was present inside
the Aleut villages, although they did occur
within a few metres of some villages. Plant
specimens are deposited in the R.L. McGregor
Herbarium, University of Kansas.

Key to females of Bombus (Fervidobombus) fervidus and the New World
species of the subgenus Subterraneobombus

To help identify other specimens, we have included a short key to females below. Bees can be identified to the
subgenus Subterraneobombus using the key to subgenera by Michener (2000). The bees of this group from the
New World all have the dorsal pubescence of the body predominantly pale, except for a black band between
the wing bases and a small black “tail”. They may have the metasoma brown, but they do not have red hair.
The colour form of B. (Fervidobombus) fervidus (Fabr., 1798) from eastern North America is included in this
key because it has a colour pattern very similar to that of the Subterraneobombus species.

1. Pubescence of metasomal tergum 4 pale and that of metasomal tergum 5 black, but if any pale hairs are
present on tergum 5, they are confined to a narrow fringe along the posterior margin . . . . . . . . 2

— Pubescence of metasomal terga 4 and 5 pale, but if any black hairs are present on tergum 5, they are con-
fined to a patch intermixed in the middle of the anterior part . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3

2. Centre of clypeus covered with coarse punctures; pubescence of the head predominantly black . . . .
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . eastern North American B. fervidus

— Centre of clypeus without coarse punctures, appearing smooth and shining; pubescence of the head pre-
dominantly yellow . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . B. borealis

3. Pale pubescence of head and of thoracic collar grey, pale pubescence of metasoma rusty brown, but if
sometimes faded to yellow, then contrasting with the paler thoracic collar; surface of central half of
tergum 6 coarsely granular . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . B. appositus

— Pale pubescence of head, thoracic collar, and metasoma straw yellow, without contrast; surface of central
half of tergum 6 smooth and shining . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . B. distinguendus
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