
  BUTTERFLIES AND MOTHS


  Butterflies and moths (Lepidoptera) are some of our best-loved insects, distinguished by their colour and charm. Their wings are covered in tiny scales, as suggested by their scientific name, composed of the Greek words lepido (scaly) and pteron (wing). They live everywhere in the world, except in Antarctica. There are ‘day’ butterflies and ’night’ butterflies, better known as moths. They are among the best fliers in the animal kingdom, although their flying style may sometimes appear rather wayward. They are not equipped to resist the wind, and are seldom seen flying in windy weather. Many species are migratory. Some of them cover great distances. Their routes take them across entire continents, including vast areas of water. Butterflies take on a complete metamorphosis (egg–larva–pupa–adultanimal). Their larvae are called caterpillars. They eat large amounts of food and, in a short time, develop to a size suitable for pupating. Even though some caterpillars may cause damage to crops, the adult butterflies delight us with their colours and playful flight, and perform an important role as pollinators of plants. We can attract them to our gardens by planting various nectar-rich flowering plants. Especially attractive are the plants which flower later in the summer and early autumn. This is when the observable life of butterflies comes to a close, to resurface again in the spring.


  COMMON BLUE



  The picture shows a mating pair of Polyommatus icarus. This is a widespread species and can be found in a range of grassy places, wherever the caterpillar’s food plant Bird’s Foot Trefoil (Lotus corniculatus) occurs. Generations of offspring are produced two or three times a year, from April to October. The adult animals do not overwinter but the caterpillars do, developing into butterflies in the spring. The male butterfly has gleaming blue uppersides to the wings.
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  BRIMSTONE



  This butterfly (Gonepteryx rhamni) is one of the first harbingers of spring, since it overwinters as an adult animal in hibernation and awakes when the days start to get longer with more sunshine; sometimes there is still snow on the ground. It is famous for being the longest living butterfly in Europe, surviving for up to nine months. It may have inspired the name ‘butterfly’ due to its bright yellow ‘buttery’ colour. It can frequently be seen in gardens, visiting the flowers and sucking nectar with its long tongue, called a proboscis. The photograph shows a male Brimstone on a Zinnia blossom.
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  PAINTED LADY



  The Painted Lady butterfly (Vanessa cardui) – pictured below – breeds in the Atlas Mountains in Africa. Many of them then fly north across the Mediterranean Sea and breed again all over Europe. Some even reach Iceland, which has no resident butterflies. The Painted Lady butterflies that emerge in late summer cannot cope with the cold temperatures in Europe, and turn round and fly back towards Africa – very few make it.
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  MATING BUTTERFLIES



  Male and female butterflies find each other through scent. When the females are ready to mate, they emit pheromones to attract the males. In the photograph, the male Brimstone is flying around the female, which is emitting a smell with its raised abdomen. The males of moths, in particular, have very highly developed antennae, and they pick up the female’s scent from quite a distance away.
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