Rodden Nature Reserve
Butterflies of 2010
Species record with notes of general interest
During the season I made 9 visits to the site during which the following observations were made.
21 May (warm, sunny, very light wind)

Green Veined White 

The main species of ‘White’ which one can expect in damp grassland where Crucifer sp. are abundant. One of our commonest butterflies but often overlooked and confused with Small White. Very widespread but not a true migrant like the Large and Small White. Over-winters as chrysalis and May is the key month when the first brood emerge and give rise to a second larger population in August. The underside of the hind wings are usually more yellow and heavily veined in the May population but there is less black on the upper wings especially in males which can look almost pure white from above.
Orange Tip

Particularly attracted to Ladies Smock on RNR which, along with Garlic Mustard are the principle food plants. Widespread in England and Wales and a common feature of damp meadows and hedgerows in May and June although in favourable years it can form a small second brood in late August and this is worth looking out for. The males are always more conspicuous not only because of their colouration but because they are constantly patrolling for mates while the females are much more sedentary, hiding away in bushes for long periods.
Small Tortoiseshell.

The few remaining specimens were looking rather ragged. This is to be expected as they will have hibernated as adults and been on the wing since the warm days at the beginning of April. They should already have laid on the upper-most tips of the abundant stinging nettles on the site which will give the second brood on the wing in July and then a third in September which go into hibernation with falling temperatures. There is considerable variation in size and coloration among Small Tortoiseshell butterflies; smaller and darker forms being found in Scotland but after a hot summer in the south they are much brighter in colour. To promote egg laying we need to cut back the edges of the nettle patches to promote secondary growth which is much preferred. They are very particular about laying sites (as are most butterflies which lay large numbers of eggs simultaneously). A fresh nettle plant in a sunny spot can have several females laying on one uppermost leaf.

Peacock

Having been on the wing since temperatures were warm enough these also look ragged and dull.  Nomad rather than a migrant with some N – S drift with the seasons. One brood each year but adults can live for 11 months. Eggs will be laid in May on the topmost leaves of nettles where the family of caterpillars spin a protective web under which they feed.  The adult Peacocks which emerge in August, seem preoccupied with feeding before going into hibernation. The adult has three means of defense: camouflage with wings closed; mimicry with the flashing of eye spots and a hissing noise when disturbed, especially when hibernating but sadly I can no longer detect this sound which is made by rubbing hind wings against fore wings. The pupa is interesting by adopting the colour of its situation; dark brown when on trees or fences but yellow green when on leaves.
Small White

Over-wintered as chrysalis and will have been on the wing since mid April. The second, much more numerous, generation in August and September is a notable garden pest. These early adults seem particularly yellow on the underside of hind wing and the black spots are paler than in the summer generation. However numbers vary enormously from year to year due to breeding success and possible mass migration from the Continent usually in the company of Large White. When foolishly introduced to Melbourne Australia in 1939 it had reached the west coast within three years, a population spread of 1,800 miles. Interestingly the chrysalis exhibits a range of colour forms.
Meadow Brown

This is very unusual, being about 4 weeks early. At this stage it should be a caterpillar which has continued feeding after a break for winter hibernation and about to pupate!
Holly Blue

It was good to see several flying at RNR. Last year they had a bad year in parts of NE Somerset. This is unlike other ‘Blues’ being a butterfly of shrubs rather than grassland and roams the countryside rather than living in tight-knit groups. A blue flying high over walls and bushes is almost certainly a Holly Blue but the black-spotted silver underside confirms identification. This can only be confused with the Small Blue which is much rarer, smaller and very local. Our spring emergers are likely to choose the base of Holly flower-buds while the summer generation usually go for Ivy flower-buds, however Spindle and Dogwood will do. Numbers vary erratically from year to year partially due to adult mobility but also due to the parasitic wasp Listrodomus nycthemerus which preys only on Holly Blue. I have identified places where caterpillars are feeding by watching this small wasp (12mm wing span) cruising around Holly flowers. A 19th century name was Wood Blue and it certainly is a butterfly of old, sunny gardens and the edges of mature woods. It is unlikely that we have a resident population but this may change with appropriate site development at RNR. Perhaps our tamest butterfly – see how close you can get.
Brimstone

Often the first butterfly of the Spring as it emerges from hibernation. First the yellow coloured males start patrolling the hedgerows and when the cream coloured females wake up pairs engage in a spectacular high-flying, spiraling courtship flight. Brimstones then go through its life cycle within two months to give the late summer and autumn population. Perhaps our longest lived butterfly which can be seen in almost every month but the spring emergers form one peak with the other in high summer when they will be seen feeding on nectar to lay down reserves for the winter. As they have a very long proboscis they can feed from Teasel and Buddleia as do the Vanessid butterflies. Perhaps not resident at RNR but this could easily be corrected with the planting of Purging Buckthorn, Rhamnus catharticus. The distribution map for Brimstone in the south of England coincides exactly with that of its food-plant.
24 May (warm , sunny, light breeze)

Small Copper

Not as common as it could be at RNR but always good to see. It is a species which tends to live in small colonies. Over-winters as the caterpillar and, depending on temperature will commence feeding in late March or early April, pupate during April to early May and be on the wing in May and early June. A pugnacious, restless and rapid flyer which will energetically defend its patch against any passing insect. Eggs are laid on Common Sorrel typically when growing in rough patches of wasteland, old quarries, warm embankments etc. Encouraging this plant in suitable places at RNR would help. With long summers in the south the Small Copper can produce 3 generations each year, sometimes flying well into October.
Common Blue
The most common and widely spread of the ‘blues’; almost any patch of waste ground is likely to have a few individuals. Those recorded today would be the first to emerge at RNR and as expected these were all males. The females are slightly later to emerge (as with several other species) which ensures a ready supply of mates and quickly into egg laying without wandering far from where they emerged.. As Bird’s Foot Trefoil becomes more established at RNR then we should expect numbers to increase. Common Blue caterpillars usually have an association with ants but research would be needed to confirm this at RNR and determine which species of ant are involved. It has been an exceptionally good year for Common Blue across the county. A warm wet spring will give good breeding conditions for the second brood with a strong first brood the following year but drought will reduce Bird’s Foot Trefoil to a few shriveled leaves with a resulting population crash, as happened in 1976. 

Some females on RNR are of the brown form with only a few blue scales to be seen close to the abdomen on the upper-wings.  This may have resulted in reports of Brown Argus being present but then the spot pattern on the under-wing is quite different. Also the habitat is wrong and the food-plant, Rockrose is not evident.
Orange Tip

Green Veined White

Small White

Small Tortoiseshell

Speckled Wood

A butterfly of dappled shade and has thus coped better than most butterflies with the changing nature of woodlands. If resident at RNR then it probably lays eggs singularly on grasses within the copse areas. With the planned thinning this should give areas of dappled light when numbers might increase in the medium to longer term. RNR does not yet have typical Speckled Wood habitats. Bramble lined woodland paths are where one can usually expect to see this butterfly at almost anytime during 7 months of the year as the 3 generations tend to overlap and merge. This butterfly was rare in the 19th century but is now common in the south and south-west England and Wales. Its range is still spreading, especially in Scotland and East Anglia. One of the delights of this species is to observe the manner in which males will take over a shaft of sunlight and resulting pool of light on the woodland floor and challenge rival males in a spectacular spiraling skirmish with clashing of wings as they ascend into the canopy. Females who venture into this territory lead the males, spiraling into the tree tops where mating takes place.
3 June

Large Skipper

A little earlier than expected but after prolonged warm weather, not surprising and this one generation will last throughout most of the summer.  A colonial butterfly of ‘unimproved’ rough places where clumps of coarse grasses grow unchecked. Cocks Foot is often chosen as the food-plant where it is growing in sunny, sheltered places. It hibernates as the caterpillar in a tube of leaves made by stitching leaf edges together with silk and resumes feeding in the spring (depending on temperature) to pupate in late May and early June. Males tend only to fly during hot sunny weather when they divide their time between feeding and looking for females. A small, stout butterfly observed darting around grass head in the summer sunshine then challenging any intruding male with physical aerial conflicts before returning to the same resting place.
Mowing of areas of coarse grasses in the autumn is not in this butterfly’s best interests. Many colonies have been lost by changes in land management and farming practice.
Small Copper

Speckled Wood

Common Blue

Now seen flying with equal numbers of males and females (numbers are greater on RNR than this time last year on last year).
Large White
A common migrant which can reach plague proportions from Shetland to Jersey as it devastates brassica crops. The observed specimens will have been flying since mid April and they will be joined by continental migrants from southern Scandinavia which sweep southwards and westwards in their millions. Once dispersed and mated females identify brassicas, first by scent then the best plants are selected by tapping with her feet to determine the likely concentration of sinigrin, a mustard oil. These oils become concentrated in the caterpillars which gives them an effective defense against being eaten by birds. As the eggs are laid she deposits a chemical marker on them to deter other females from laying eggs on the same leaf. A pest but a very interesting and easy butterfly to study.
Green Veined White

Small Tortoiseshell & Peacock

16 June (sunny, moderate breeze)

Large Skipper

Meadow Brown

Those observed will be the first of the main brood. The caterpillar feeds on a range of grasses, almost randomly and over winters as a caterpillar on grass stems. Most individuals in our population are relatively small in size and dark in colour. About 70% have one black dot on the underside of the hind wing which might suggest a fairly small gene pool which is isolated and could become more isolated as developments complete the barriers between neighbouring populations. The number of dots can be 0 to 5 and is an inherited characteristic through a large gene (called a polygene) which also controls the rate of maturing and size of eyespot. This is where natural selection comes in as eyespot is a defense characteristic – the bigger the eyespot the better your deterrent and the longer you live. Interestingly northern populations tend to be larger and paler and with fewer dots. A smaller number of those at RHR  in August are paler and may be remnants of a residual population. These could then become extinct or proliferate depending on weather and emergence time but much more quantitative survey work will be needed. This is another butterfly which has drastically declined because of farming practice and ‘land management’.
Ringlet

The ‘brown’ of damp meadows which  avoids the summer heat by retreating into woods and damp humid places thus it tends to become more frequent as one travels north. Also they tend to fair better in cool wet summers unlike most other species, even flying on gloomy days and in light rain.  Not a very common butterfly but often confused with male Meadow Browns when in flight. But when resting the wing undersides show a uniform dark brown background with the characteristic 8 eyespot ringlets. Those observed on this visit are about two weeks earlier than in previous years on RNR. This is another species needing patches of tall grasses for successful breeding but much more research is needed before we understand the egg laying procedure. They live in close-knit colonies so we need to do more to establish where on the reserve our colony (or colonies) is centred to enable enhancement of its environment. As a species it is more frequent on wetter, heavier clay soils thus land drainage and ditch clearance does not favour Ringlets. Site destruction due to farming yet again!
Peacock

Common Blue

Remaining specimens now looking rather old and ragged. This is nearing the end of the flight time of the first brood.

23 June (Hot!)

Meadow Brown

Numbers building up; several 100s flying.

Small Tortoiseshell

Is this the last of the over-wintering brood or the first of the next generation?

Small Skipper

Not the smallist of British Skipper butterflies so the name is not very apt. It is yet another species which needs tall, undisturbed wild grasses; Yorkshire Fog is probably favourite.

A species which forms very localised colonies, from which they rarely stray. Even a few square yards containing the right food-plant in a sunny location will support a colony. Their flight is very characteristic, especially the males who are extremely maneuverable, weaving between plan stems then very rapidly changing direction and then be able to instantly stop to hover above a different clump of grass. Probably around the small lake is their base and where grasses are of the softer types and relatively undisturbed.

There is always the understandable error of confusing this species with the Essex Skipper, especially as they fly together on several sites. The only clear difference is that the underside of the antennal tip is a glossy black colour with the Essex Skipper and orange with the Small Skipper. The Essex Skipper continues to spread from the east so we should be on the lookout; there are several colonies within a few miles of Frome.
4 July (sunny with broken cloud, breezy)

Comma

The progeny of those adults which over-wintered. If this is a breeding species on the reserve then the nettle beds are important. (in the absence of Hop which would be preferred). These individuals will produce the autumn fliers which then hibernate after building up reserves while feeding along with other Vanessids.

One of the best camouflaged of British butterflies which lives in loose populations while finding suitable places to feed, breed and hibernate. I know of no record of migration. 
This is one of butterfly’s ‘boom and bust’ stories. In 1820 it was common and very widely distributed including in Scotland. By 1830 it had almost disappeared from most of  SE England from Dorset to Lincolnshire. By 1914 it could only be seen (but irregularly) in Monmouth, Gloucestershire, Herefordshire and a few surrounding areas since when it has been steadily extending its range and has now recolonised the southern half of Great Britain.
Meadow Brown

100s

Small Skipper

Ringlet

Marbled White

Despite its name this is a member of the ‘Brown’ family and like others in the family it over-winters as a caterpillar. The grass Red Fesque seems to be an important part of its diet. The strange distribution still remains a butterfly mystery. It is common  over large areas of the SW on unimproved chalk and limestone south from the Cotswolds and west of Surrey, apart from a few localities on the South Downs. It is then very local into the midlands then there a few colonies on the Yorkshire Wolds where condition are suitable.  The Marbled White lives in colonies with defined boundaries. There are numerous colonies on rough chalk grassland in our region but a colony may be found in one field while the neighbouring field has non. The few sightings at RNR would suggest that we do not have a resident colony but that we have an occasional ‘stray’, but from where’? Leave the grass alone and wait seems to be the recommendation; eventually some individuals will take a fancy to us and stay.
Large Skipper

Gate Keeper

Again the males to be seen as an advance guard but even these were 10 days or so before expected and I expect numbers to peak in early August. It used to be called a Hedge Brown which is rather more apt. A very common butterfly in the SW but becomes increasingly rare as one travels north to become absent from the entire northern half of Britain. Gatekeepers prefer a sunny sheltered  mature hedge with brambles and with grasses such as Fesques and Bents growing at the base. This is a clear longer term management aim when numbers will certainly increase from 10s to 100s

20 July (warm but cloudy)

Marbled White

Gatekeeper

Small White

Meadow Brown

Common Blue

The numbers and condition of the butterflies would indicate that these could be the first of the second brood. Several pairs were observed while they were mating. 
Large White

Small Copper

Few individuals at a time when numbers should be at a maximum indicates a sparse but possibly stable population
22 August (warm, cloudy, light breeze)

Peacock

Looking very fresh – the first seen of the second generation

Common Blue

Small Tortoiseshell

Another species which is early or perhaps late 2nd generation
Small White

Small Copper

 Speckled Wood

1 September (warm, still, cloudless)

Small Tortoiseshell

Small Copper

Common Blue

Small White

Now with pale cream hind under-wings.
Brimstone

Only 2 individuals recorded when this is the mid flight time for the second brood. They are thus probably not from a RNR breeding population.
Red Admiral

This, one of the most magnificent of our butterflies is NOT a resident in Britain except for isolated individuals in the mildest of winters and this might account for very early sightings. With nearly all our population being of continental origin that continues to arrive until late summer it is easy to see why numbers fluctuate so wildly. Very scarce on site this year so it is unlikely that any bred on RNR.  In South Devon on 8 September I recorded 100s feeding on Ivy flowers. 
Further Note
The absence of Painted Lady this year is remarkable when, at their peak, last year, they were feeding on the Purple Loosestrife with a density of about 10 per metre around the large and small lake plus those on Buddleia  and thistles.  This gives a total of several thousand individuals. Throughout the whole 2010 season and over 5 counties I saw less than ten. What has changed? Did any of ‘our’ individuals make it back to Morocco? There are no research findings to determine the proportion, if any, who manage to complete the round trip. Remarkably the population explosion witnessed at RNR finished overnight as next day only a few stragglers remained. Did they leave as a ‘flock’; what was the signal which caused then to leave?  Several were taken in moth traps over the south of England at about that time so these at least were flying during the night. What is the navigational mechanism? Of their eggs, caterpillars and pupae which remained probably non will have survived the winter.  Long range migration is not uncommon among butterflies. The best known example being the Monarch which flies from Mexico to Canada.
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