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The insects described in this book belong to 22 families. Each of these families is briefly described on the next few pages, and each one has a small symbol showing something of the characteristic shape or colour of its members. Not all members exhibit the typical features of the family but, by comparing the symbols with your specimens, you should be able to place many of your finds in their correct families and then turn to the right place in the book. Conversely, having found a species in the main body of the book, you can use the symbol there to find the family description in this key for more information.



Introduction


BUTTERFLIES
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Skipper Family (Hesperiidae)
 
Small brown or greyish butterflies with rapid, darting flight and rather plump, moth-like bodies. The antennae are curved or hooked at the tip. Many bask with their forewings partly raised.
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Swallowtail Family (Papilionidae)
 
Large, brightly coloured butterflies, many of which have a little ‘tail’ on the hindwing. The inner margin of the hindwing is concave, leaving a clear gap between the body and the wings.
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White Family (Pieridae)
 
The European members of this family are all basically white or yellow, often with marked differences between the sexes.
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Fritillary Family (Nymphalidae)
 
A large and varied family whose members have only four walking legs. The front legs are small and brush-like and the insects are commonly called brush-footed butterflies. Most of them are brightly coloured, with reds and oranges being the dominant colours.



[image: image]


Brown Family (Satyridae)
 
These butterflies are predominantly brown and almost all have eye-spots on the wing margins. They have only four walking legs. Their caterpillars nearly all feed on grasses.
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Nettle-tree Butterfly Family (Libytheidae)
 
There is only one European member of this family, which is characterized by very long palps.
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Duke of Burgundy Family (Riodinidae)
 
There is only one European member of this family.
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Blue Family (Lycaenidae)
 
A very large family of rather small butterflies, many of which exhibit gleaming metallic colours. Most European species are blue, although the females are often brown, but the family also includes the coppers, with their brilliant orange uppersides, and the hairstreaks named for the slender stripes on their undersides. Many have little ‘tails’ on the hindwings.


MOTHS
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Swift Moth Family (Hepialidae)
 
Forewings and hindwings in this family are all the same shape and are folded along the sides of the body at rest. The antennae are very short and the moths have no tongue.
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Goat Moth Family (Cossidae)
 
Sturdy moths with wings folded back along the sides of the body at rest. They have no tongue and do not feed.
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Burnet Family (Zygaenidae)
 
Brightly coloured day-flying moths with long, clubbed antennae. Most are either black and red (burnets) or metallic green (foresters). The burnets’ colours warn birds that they are poisonous – some of them actually contain cyanide!
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Geometer Family (Geometridae)
 
A large family of mostly rather flimsy moths that generally rest with their wings spread flat on each side of the body. Most have rather pale or sombre colours. Their caterpillars alternately loop and stretch their bodies as they walk and are commonly called loopers.
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Hooktip Family (Drepanidae)
 
A small family, named for the hooked wing-tips of most of the species. At rest, the wings are either folded along the sides of the body or spread flat like those of the geometers.
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Lutestring Family (Thyatiridae)
 
A small family, named for the fine lines that cross the wings of some species. The wings are held roofwise at rest, with little or no overlap.
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Eggar Family (Lasiocampidae)
 
Sturdy moths, covered with dense hair and mostly brown or yellow with little pattern. The tongue is short or absent and the moths do not feed. The wings are usually held roofwise over the body at rest.
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Emperor Family (Saturniidae)
 
Large, furry moths with an eye-spot on each wing. The male antennae are very feathery and can pick up the females’ scents and home in on them from several kilometres. The tongue is absent.
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Hawkmoth Family (Sphingidae)
 
Large and generally fast-flying moths with narrow, pointed forewings. At rest, the wings are usually laid flat over the body and swept back into an arrowhead shape. The caterpillars generally have a small horn at the rear.
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Prominent Family (Notodontidae)
 
A family of mostly sombre-coloured moths, whose wings are generally held steeply roofwise or wrapped tightly around the body at rest. Many have a tuft of scales on the rear of the forewing, and this forms a prominent hump when the moths are at rest.
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Tussock Family (Lymantriidae)
 
Very hairy moths, rarely with much colour, whose wings are generally held roofwise at rest with the hairy legs prominently displayed. The tongue is very short or absent.
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Syntomid Family (Ctenuchidae)
 
Day-flying moths with weak, drifting flight. There are just a few species in southern Europe, all either black or brown with white spots.
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Tiger Moth Family (Arctiidae)
 
The tiger moths are mostly large, brightly coloured and rather hairy moths, although most of the footmen are small and rather drab. Tiger moths rest with their wings held roofwise, but most footmen lay their wings flat with a good deal of overlap.
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Noctuid Family (Noctuidae)
 
The largest of all moth families, mostly with sombre forewings although the hindwings may be brightly coloured. Most species rest with their wings held roofwise or else laid flat over the body with a considerable overlap.
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Introduction



The butterflies and moths belong to one of the largest groups of insects, with over 160,000 known species. More than 5,000 species occur in Europe, but most of these are very small and inconspicuous moths, as little as 3 mm across the wings and commonly known as ‘micros’. The insects described and illustrated in this book are just a small selection of the European species, but they include many of the common or conspicuous species that are likely to come to your notice. Almost all the British butterflies are included. The photographs show the insects in their natural attitudes, which is how you normally see them in the field, so identification should be relatively easy.

The group is technically known as the Lepidoptera, a name meaning ‘scale-wings’ and referring to the minute scales that clothe the wings and give them their colourful patterns. The scales are only loosely attached and readily come off when the insects are handled. Underneath the scales, the wings have networks of veins that are used in classifying the insects into families. The cell is a more or less oval area near the front of the wing and its pattern is sometimes of use in separating closely related species of butterflies.

BUTTERFLY OR MOTH?

The division of the Lepidoptera into butterflies and moths is a very unequal one, for there are less than 20,000 butterfly species and they account for only about 15 of the 80 or so families in the order. There is no single difference between all the butterflies on the one hand and all the moths on the other, but the antennae or feelers are a pretty good guide: all butterflies have little knobs or clubs at the ends of their antennae, but very few moths have them. Among the European moths, only the burnets (Six-Spot Burnet–Forester Moth) have clubbed antennae, and these can be recognized quite easily by their general shape and colouring. Almost all butterflies rest with their wings closed vertically over their bodies so that only the undersides of the wings are visible, whereas most of our moths rest with their wings spread flat or folded over the body with their uppersides visible.

FEEDING

Butterflies and moths feed on liquids, which they suck up through a tubular tongue or proboscis. This is coiled up under the head when not in use. Nectar from flowers is the major food of both butterflies and moths, but some species also enjoy fruit juices and some woodland butterflies, including the Purple Emperor and the Speckled Wood, exist largely on the sugary honeydew dropped by aphids. A number of moths do not feed in the adult state and their tongues are poorly developed or absent altogether.

THE LIFE HISTORY

Male and female moths usually find each other by means of scent. It is usually the female that releases the scent, and the male tracks her down with the aid of his antennae. These are often rather feathery with a large surface area with which to pick up the scent. Among the butterflies, however, the initial attraction is by sight, and only when the butterflies get close does scent, produced by both partners, come into play. The male scents are released mainly from special scales on the wings. These scales, known as androconia, are often clustered in distinct patches called scent brands.

The females lay eggs soon after mating, usually taking care to lay them on the correct foodplants for the resulting caterpillars. The eggs usually hatch within a couple of weeks, although a number of species pass the winter in the egg stage.

The caterpillars, or larvae, hatching from the eggs all have three pairs of true legs at the front corresponding to the legs of the adults and most have five pairs of stumpy legs called prolegs further back. The prolegs on the last segment are called claspers, and you’ll see why if you try to remove a caterpillar from a twig! Some groups of caterpillars have even fewer prolegs, the best known being the loopers or geometer larvae, which have only two pairs including the claspers. Caterpillars have biting jaws instead of the sucking probosci of the adults. Most are leaf-eaters, but there are also caterpillars that eat roots and fruits and some that even chew their way through woody stems.

The young caterpillar embarks on an almost non-stop orgy of eating and very soon outgrows its tough skin, which does not grow with the rest of the body. It then takes a short rest and bursts out of its skin, having already grown a looser one beneath it. As soon as the new skin has hardened the caterpillar starts eating again, and a second moult is soon necessary. Most caterpillars undergo four such moults during their lives, and may be fully grown in under four weeks although caterpillars hatching in late summer often go into hibernation and complete their growth in the spring.


When fully grown, the caterpillar prepares to turn into a chrysalis, or pupa. This is a non-feeding stage, during which the larval body is broken down and converted into the adult form. Many moth caterpillars burrow into the ground and pupate in silk-lined chambers, while others spin silken cocoons around themselves before turning into pupae on or near their foodplants. The pupae are usually bullet-shaped and most are brown and shiny. Some butterfly caterpillars spin flimsy cocoons on the ground, but most butterfly pupae are naked. Some hang upside down from the foodplant or other support, while others are attached in an upright position and supported by a silken girdle. Being freely exposed in this way, the butterfly pupae need some kind of camouflage and are often ornately shaped and coloured to blend in with their surroundings.

When the adult insect, or imago, is ready to emerge, it bursts through the pupal skin and drags itself out. The wings are small and crumpled at first, but blood is then pumped into the veins and the wings soon expand and harden, and the insect is then ready to fly away.

Many butterflies and moths produce just a single generation or brood each year, the adults flying for just a few weeks at the appropriate season and then disappearing until the following year. Their offspring pass the winter as resting eggs, caterpillars, or pupae, according to the species. A few species, such as the Brimstone and Peacock butterflies, pass the winter as sleeping adults, and here the adult stage can last for almost a year.


Many other species have two broods in a year, with adults flying in late spring and again in the summer. The caterpillars hatching from eggs laid in the spring grow up rapidly, but those hatching in the summer may not produce adults until about nine months later.

A species that is single-brooded in the northern parts of its range may have two or even three broods further south. Upland populations also tend to be single-brooded, and those species living in the coldest regions may even take two years to complete their life cycles. Some wood-feeding and root-feeding caterpillars also take more than one year to grow up.

SPECIES ENTRIES

English and scientific names are given for most of the species described in the book, but a few non-British moths have never received English names and only the scientific name can be given. The sexes are mentioned in the descriptions only if there are significant differences between males and females.

ILLUSTRATION SYMBOLS

The illustrations of the butterflies in the book show both upperside and underside (undersides marked with [image: image]), male ( [image: image]) and female ([image: image]) markings. Where no symbol is shown, the markings of both sexes are similar.

 









	
SIZE

	
is the average length of a single forewing, measured from the shoulder to the wing-tip, although ranges are given for species that are particularly variable or in which males and females differ significantly in size.


	
HABITAT

	
gives the main type of countryside in which the insect is likely to be found. Many species are restricted to areas where their foodplants grow.


	
FOODPLANT RANGE

	
is the plant on which the caterpillars feed. is given in a simplified form. N Europe covers Scandinavia and Denmark and is essentially that region above 55° N, although not including Scotland. The far N is the Arctic region, beyond the Arctic Circle. C Europe is Central Europe, roughly between 45° and 55° N but including all of the British Isles. S Europe is everything south of 45° N, from Bordeaux, through Turin, to the Danube Delta. Remember that the insects do not occur everywhere within their ranges – only where there is suitable habitat.


	
FLIGHT

	
gives the flight times throughout the range of the insect, but these times may be much more restricted in northern areas, where adults generally appear much later.


	
SIMILAR SPECIES

	
are those with which the insect can be confused: the text points out the differences.












Chequered Skipper

Carterocephalus palaemon
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caterpillar
 B. Yates-Smith

An inconspicuous insect, making short, low-level flights in the sunshine. The upperside is deep brown with yellow patches of varying size and shade, usually paler in the female. The underside is brownish with a variable dusting of yellow scales and pale yellow spots on the hindwing. Winter is passed as a caterpillar.

 

SIZE 14 mm.

 

HABITAT Light woodland.

 

FOODPLANT Purple moor grass and other grasses.

 

RANGE Most of Europe except Mediterranean; confined to W Scotland in Britain.

 

FLIGHT June–July.

 

SIMILAR SPECIES Duke of Burgundy has similar flight, but has black spots on wing margins. Northern Chequered Skipper is much paler.








Large Chequered Skipper

Heteropterus morpheus
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M. Chinery
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M. Chinery

The yellow and white pattern of the underside of the hindwing is quite unmistakable. The upperside, rarely seen at rest, is dark brown with just a few small pale dots on the forewing. The butterfly dances over the vegetation in a jerky fashion, almost like a puppet on a string. Winter is passed as a caterpillar.

 

SIZE 18 mm.

 

HABITAT Woodland clearings and damp grassland.

 

FOODPLANT Purple moor grass and other grasses.

 

RANGE Mainly E Europe; also N Spain and W France. Very local; threatened in many areas by drainage of wetlands.

 

FLIGHT June–August.

 

SIMILAR SPECIES None.








Small Skipper

Thymelicus sylvestris
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B. Yates-Smith
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caterpillar
 B. Yates-Smith

Both sexes have an orange upperside, but the female forewing lacks the black streak, containing the scent scales. The underside is dull orange tinged with grey. The antenna tip is orange below. The insect basks with its forewings partly raised. Winter is passed as a caterpillar.

 

SIZE 14 mm.

 

HABITAT Grassland, including woodland rides.

 

FOODPLANT Yorkshire fog and other tall grasses.

 

RANGE S & C Europe, except Scotland and Ireland.

 

FLIGHT June–August.

 

SIMILAR SPECIES Essex Skipper is almost identical, but has black-tipped antennae.








Lulworth Skipper

Thymelicus acteon
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Ted Benton
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Ted Benton

Look for the faint golden ring on the forewing – more obvious in the female (above right), than in the more orange male (above left), which also has a prominent black streak. The underside is dull orange in both sexes and the antenna tip is cream below. The insect basks with its forewings partly raised. Winter is passed as a caterpillar.

 

SIZE 12 mm.

 

HABITAT Open, grassy places.

 

FOODPLANT Tor grass.

 

RANGE S coast of England and most of S & C Europe.

 

FLIGHT May–September.

 

SIMILAR SPECIES Small Skipper resembles male, but is greyer below, with orange antenna tips.








Silver-Spotted Skippper

Hesperia comma
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Ted Benton
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Ted Benton

The upperside is rich brown with orange patches in both sexes, with a conspicuous black scent streak on the male’s forewing. The underside is greenish with large silver spots. The insect basks with its forewings partly raised. Winter is passed as an egg. This is one of Britain’s rarest butterflies, restricted to a few chalk and limestone hillsides in southern England.

 

SIZE 15 mm.

 

HABITAT Rough grassland with areas of bare soil.

 

FOODPLANT Sheep’s fescue and other fine-leaved grasses.

 

RANGE Most of Europe.

 

FLIGHT June–September.

 

SIMILAR SPECIES Large Skipper has similar upperside, but no silver spots on underside.








Large Skipper

Ochlodes venata
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Ted Benton
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Ted Benton

The upperside is rich brown with orange patches in both sexes, but the male has a conspicuous black scent streak. The underside is largely orange-green with faint yellow patches. It commonly perches on shrubs and basks with its forewings partly raised. Winter is passed as a caterpillar.

 

SIZE 16 mm.

 

HABITAT Rough grassland with shrubs; especially fond of woodland rides and hedgerows.

 

FOODPLANT Cocksfoot and other tall grasses.

 

RANGE Almost all Europe except Ireland.

 

FLIGHT May–September, with 1–3 broods, but single-brooded in Britain and other northern areas.

 

SIMILAR SPECIES Silver-spotted Skipper has greener underside with conspicuous silver spots.








Dingy Skipper

Erynnis tages
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I. Rose

[image: image]

caterpillar
 I. Rose

The grey pattern on the forewing of this very moth-like butterfly varies in intensity. Look for the small white dots around the edges. The underside is pale brown with indistinct white dots. Flight is swift and low. The insect commonly perches with wings wide open, but wraps the wings around the body at night. Winter is passed as a caterpillar.

 

SIZE 14 mm.

 

HABITAT Open grassland.

 

FOODPLANT Birdsfoot trefoil and other legumes.

 

RANGE Most of Europe except far north. The only skipper in Ireland.

 

FLIGHT April–August, in one or two broods.

 

SIMILAR SPECIES Inky Skipper of SE Europe has similar upperside, but is dark brown below.








Grizzled Skipper

Pyrgus malvae
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A. Wharton
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caterpillar
 A. Wharton

A moth-like butterfly whose low, darting flight is difficult to follow. The pattern varies in intensity, but the white spots are usually very clear and there is a large, more or less square one in the centre of the hindwing. The underside is a paler version of the upperside. The butterfly usually basks with wings wide open, often on the ground. Winter is passed as a pupa.

 

SIZE 12 mm.

 

HABITAT Rough grassland, heaths and woodland rides.

 

FOODPLANT Wild strawberry, cinquefoils and other low-growing plants, including trailing brambles.

 

RANGE Most of Europe, except Scotland and Ireland.

 

FLIGHT April–August, in one or two broods.

 

SIMILAR SPECIES None in Britain; several on the Continent, mostly with fewer markings on hindwing.








Yellow-Banded Skipper

Pyrgus sidae
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Ted Benton
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Ted Benton

Named for the two conspicuous yellow bands on the underside of the hindwing. The upperside is brownish black with grey hairs, heavily marked with white, especially on the forewing. The hindwing has a clear row of white spots near the outer margin. The butterfly perches with wings open or closed. Winter is passed as a caterpillar.

 

SIZE 18 mm.

 

HABITAT Open, flower-rich grassland.

 

FOODPLANT Mallows.

 

RANGE S Europe except Iberia.

 

FLIGHT May–July.

 

SIMILAR SPECIES Several skippers are similar above, but no other has yellow bands on underside.








Apollo

Parnassius apollo
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B. Yates-Smith
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caterpillar
 B. Yates-Smith

A rather furry butterfly whose thinly-scaled wings have much the same pattern on both surfaces. The spots vary a lot in size and may be red, orange or yellow. Flight is slow and rather laboured and it seems reluctant to fly. Winter is passed as an egg or caterpillar. The butterfly is becoming rare and is legally protected in several countries.

 

SIZE 40 mm.

 

HABITAT Mountain slopes.

 

FOODPLANT Stonecrops and houseleeks.

 

RANGE Most European mountains, except British Isles and far N.

 

FLIGHT June–August.

 

SIMILAR SPECIES Small Apollo is a little smaller, with two red spots on forewing.








Spanish Festoon

Zerynthia rumina
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Ted Benton
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caterpillar
 Ted Benton

The wings are essentially yellow with black and red markings, but look for the clear ‘window’ near the tip of the forewing. The underside is a paler version of the upperside, but with a white band on the hindwing. Winter is usually passed as a pupa.

 

SIZE 22 mm.

 

HABITAT Rough, stony hillsides and roadsides.

 

FOODPLANT Birthworts.

 

RANGE Iberia and S France.

 

FLIGHT Usually February–June, but double-brooded in far S where it may fly all year except July & August.

 

SIMILAR SPECIES Southern Festoon of SE Europe, including SE France, has no ‘window’ on forewing.








Common Swallowtail

Papilio machaon
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H. D. Brandl
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caterpillar
 H. D. Brandl

A large, restless butterfly, rarely sitting still for long and often beating its wings while feeding at flowers. Upper and lower surfaces are alike, although the underside is slightly paler. Summer broods are paler than spring ones. Winter is passed as a pupa.

 

SIZE 35 mm.

 

HABITAT Grassland and other flowery places.

 

FOODPLANT Fennel, milk parsley and other umbellifers.

 

RANGE All Europe, but confined to a few East Anglian fens in Britain.

 

FLIGHT April–September, in 1–3 broods.

 

SIMILAR SPECIES None in Britain. Very rare Corsican Swallowtail has shorter ‘tails’ and very wavy black band on forewing.








Southern Swallowtail

Papilio alexanor
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caterpillar

A restless, fast-flying butterfly with conspicuous black stripes on a bright yellow background and a continuous blue band on the hindwing. The forewing is yellow at the base. The two surfaces are almost identical. Winter is passed as a pupa.

 

SIZE 32 mm.

 

HABITAT Flowery mountainsides; very fond of thistles.

 

FOODPLANT Fennel and other umbellifers.

 

RANGE S Europe from France eastwards; very local.

 

FLIGHT April–July.

 

SIMILAR SPECIES Common Swallowtail (opposite) has black base to forewing. Scarce Swallowtail is paler, with longer ‘tails’.








Scarce Swallowtail

Iphiclides podalirius
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Ted Benton
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caterpillar
 Ted Benton

Upperside and underside are almost identical, with long ‘tails’ and black stripes on a cream or white background. Flight is fast, with long, elegant glides. Winter is passed as a pupa. Although a scarce visitor to Britain, this species is actually more common than the Common Swallowtail in most parts of Europe.

 

SIZE 40 mm.

 

HABITAT Open country and light woodland, including gardens and orchards.

 

FOODPLANT Blackthorn and various orchard trees.

 

RANGE S & C Europe.

 

FLIGHT March–September, in two broods.

 

SIMILAR SPECIES Southern Swallowtail is brighter yellow with shorter ‘tails’ and continuous blue band on hindwing.








Wood White

Leptidea sinapis
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Ted Benton
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Ted Benton

A flimsy butterfly with a weak fluttering flight, often seen dancing up and down in one spot for long periods. Its wings, more oval than those of the other whites, are never opened at rest. The male’s forewing has a dark tip on its upperside, but the female wings are almost unmarked. The antenna has a white spot under the tip. Winter is passed as a pupa.

 

SIZE 22 mm.

 

HABITAT Woodland rides and lightly wooded country.

 

FOODPLANT Meadow vetchling and some other legumes.

 

RANGE Most of Europe except N Britain.

 

FLIGHT April–September, with 1–3 broods, but usually single-brooded in Britain.

 

SIMILAR SPECIES Eastern Wood White, of S France and SE Europe, has no white spot on antenna.
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