Rodden Nature Reserve
Butterflies of Spring and Early Summer 2009

The ‘Vanessids’, which commonly over-winter as adults seem to have had widely differing fortunes. There were exceptionally large number of Peacock flying in the warm spring sunshine but very low numbers of Small Tortoiseshell. By  June the colonies of Peacock caterpillars ( produced by their over-wintering parents) will be munching away on stinging nettles while protected under dense webs of silk. As we have well established areas dominated by nettles alongside the river it is well worth looking out for these. They will give the adults which emerge during August and which will keep flying until cold weather forces them to hibernate. 
During my visit of 13 June I recorded 6 Small Tortoiseshell all looking very fresh. This is difficult to account for as the second brood (the progeny of the over-winterers) should now be at the caterpillar stage (similar to Peacock) to emerge in July but several species seem not to be adhering to normal timetables this year. We certainly got our share of Painted Lady the mass migration of which was first flagged by Portland Bird Observatory. All are of Continental origin (a very small number which try to over-winter as adults are recorded each year). Numbers of migrants vary from year to year but these usually peak in early June so this year they were also early. They usually looked as though they had flown for hundreds of miles, often looking ragged or dull through loss of wing scales but if they have bred successfully we will get lots of pristine salmon-pink, black and white specimens in September, often attracted to thistle flowers. What is curious is the very low number of Red Admiral which also migrate in a similar way and at the same time and have a similar life history.

April was rather mixed and it will be sometime before we get a wider picture of numbers following the abnormally bad season last year. Brimstone which appeared mid-March and the Orange Tip were in larger number than usual and I also recorded a couple of rather battered Speckled Wood at RNR. This species can over-winter as either caterpillar or chrysalis and this results in staggered generations throughout the season and well into October when conditions are favourable. These two must have wished they had remained as a chrysalis for a few days longer. 

I always look forward to the arrival of the Holly Blue in late April but this year I saw very few and non on RNR (in the previous two years they were in present in predictable numbers). As it seemed to be an exceptionally good year for Holly Blue last year I was hopeful that numbers may have held up. However a little further south in Dorset numbers recorded were good. It would seem that the second generation in August last year had a bad breeding season and /or those which did pupate suffered from the relatively cold winter. So we might not expect numbers to pick up locally for the second brood expected in late July of this year.
May, I thought , was quiet, but it is not yet a suitable site for many of the May emergers such as the  Small Copper. Green Hairstreak, Brown Argus etc. This will be helped by sympathetic management of the drier areas perhaps helped by grazing and foodplant establishment. The first brood of Green-veined White were relatively scarce despite the site having much in their favour (preferring damp uncultivated ground/ unimproved grassland). It is a highly mobile but weak flying butterfly ranging over large areas in search of a mate or suitable food plants. Its caterpillars feed on Crucifer sp. but it is not the scourge of allotments like its close cousin and look alike, the Small White. The second brood in August is usually much more prolific, especially in the south. The closely related and truly migratory species, the Large White and the Small White were also recorded.

Mid  June saw the emergence of the Large Skipper which is breeding on the site in very large numbers. This is not surprising with so much soft, broad-leaf grass. However as they over-winter at the caterpillar stage on the stems of their foodplant we should not be rash with mowing. They will have resumed feeding once the weather was sufficiently warm, pupated in late May and early June giving us the hundreds of adults which are now on the wing in late June. They were right on schedule but flying with them were a few Small Skipper which were about three weeks early but we should expect to see the majority throughout July. The Large and Small Skipper are thought to be important pollinating agents for some Orchid sp. especially those with long spurs to their flowers. As the Essex Skipper has been recorded on several sites in NE Somerset  it is worth looking out for these - one of the great butterfly success stories with vastly increased range. As it is impossible to distinguish between the Small and Essex Skippers in flight I have to catch them and encourage them to push their antenna between the net meshes. The underside of the clubs on the end on the antennae are black for Essex Skipper and orange for the Small Skipper. I know we have Small Skipper but will keep on looking!
I recorded the first Common Blue of the year on the 21 May. On this occasion all eight counted were males but I expected the females to follow as males often emerge before females with several species. However, the increase in number did not materialize so I don’t expect numbers to pick up for the August to September second brood. This species prefers Bird's-foot Trefoil as food plant and this has proliferated on the site over the past year so we must be hopeful for future expansion at RNR. In fact numbers of Common Blue are down this year across several recorded sites.


During my visit on 13 June I recorded the first Meadow Brown (a few days ahead of expectation). This is another butterfly which spends the winter as a caterpillar, resuming feeding in the spring.  Any species of grass seems to do hence the very wide distribution and large numbers. Individuals in our population are relatively small in size and dark in colour. As one goes north Meadow Browns tend to become larger and paler. I was lucky enough to see one pump up its wings after emerging and take to the air. If you see these at rest would you please note the number of tiny blackish spots on the underside of the hind wing and let me know. They are about as large as a typical full stop and will vary between none and five on each wing. Of the thirty which I recorded, 24 had two spots.
The damp meadow habitat is prime Ringlet territory so look out for this species in July. I expected to find the common and widespread Small Heath during previous years but alas no. There seems abundant fine-leaved grasses (Fescues and Bents) so the absence is probably due to maturity of the site, its relative isolation and the fact that there are not the scrubby, dry areas which it often frequents. Where are the rabbits to keep the sward sparse? Certainly, the newly created areas of bare earth will help as several species use these as basking areas.

I will try to describe butterfly activity during mid-summer at RNR so watch this space.

c  John A. Fisher
