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Notes from the Chairman

Cover story
West Midlands Branch
member Simon
Primrose took this
issue’s cover image of a
female Brown
Hairstreak at its
stronghold in Grafton
Wood Nature Reserve
during the open day on
19th August. Brown
Hairstreak is one of 30
butterfly and moth
species dependent on
ash trees. Read about
the threat to our ash
trees from “dieback”
disease on Page 4 and
see a report on the
Grafton open day on the
centre pages.

Contributions

Please send articles and
images to the editor at:

thecomma@btinternet.com

The opinions expressed
in this newsletter are not
necessarily those of West
Midlands Branch or
Butterfly Conservation.

Copy deadline

he chairman’s New Year message is supposed to be upbeat and
positive, but what can one say about the 2012 butterfly year? I
have now received 33 Transects and analysed them. I have
compared the data with the 2011 figures and the results are not as bad as
I expected; the overall loss compared with 2011 is 32%.
However, examination of individual species gives greater area of
concern. The worst affected species were: Brown Argus -88%, Common
Blue -82%, Green-veined White -79%, Large Skipper -64%, and even
Speckled Wood lost 58%. As an allotment holder, I am pleased to report
a loss of 66% of Large Whites.
All but eight species showed losses compared with 2011 figures.
Meadow Brown numbers had been dropping over the last couple of
years, but showed an increase of 49%. The best increase was in the
number of Brown Hairstreak. Not really a species that is easy to monitor
with a Transect but showed a
considerable increase. The females
appeared two weeks late – not until
the 19th August – and continued
with good numbers until 1st
October. Dave Williams, one of
the Grafton volunteers, was
determined to get an October
photograph which after some
effort he achieved (right). We will
not see the full effects of this until
later this year and see if there is
any permanent loss.
But why were things so bad? Looking at my Grafton weather record
the overall annual rainfall was not exceptional (i.e. at Grafton). April,
June and July were higher that average but the temperatures were about
average. The main problem was lack of sunshine and the number of rainy
days in June.
The weather problems did not end with butterfly breeding. At the
work parties we stopped using the access from Grafton Church as the
ground conditions were impassable. On the 21st November, despite
29mm of rain, 10 volunteers turned out at Grafton to help with the
coppicing.
The work parties at Ewyas Harold have gone well so far this year, but
we could do with more help from our Herefordshire members! A gang
went down from Worcestershire for the weekend in October staying the
night in a local B&B. The work there is for Pearl-bordered Fritillary.

The deadline for
editorial contributions
to the Spring edition
of The Comma is
31st March 2013.
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Notes from the Chairman

We are clearing parts of the common of old hawthorn scrub. The cleared ground
reveals dense cover of violets. We are also clearing the common edge to leave a clear
flightpath to the flower-rich meadows on the reserve. Please look at the diary dates
on Page 29 and come and join Ian Hart and the rest of us at this lovely reserve.
At Ewyas Harold we are also managing the bracken for Pearl-bordered
Fritillary using the technique perfected by Gary Pilkington at Marsland Reserve
in Devon. We are also trying this out at Coppett Hill on the edge of the Forest of
Dean. A work party is taking place there on 17th February (see Page 29).
I have recently been doing some analysis to show the effect of various forms of
woodland management on butterfly population by analysing the last five years
transect data at Grafton. By doing this I have worked out how Coppicing, Ride
John Tilt
Widening and Grassy Glades affect population numbers and species richness.
In summary, coppicing without ride work increases insects by 3-4 times; ride management without
coppicing increases insects 8 to 10 times; and rides with coppicing and glades by up to 19 times.
Our main concern for 2013 is Ash Dieback Disease (see Page 4) and what effect this will have on our
woodlands and hedgerows. A number of butterfly species depend on ash as a food source e.g. male Brown
Hairstreak use ash to feed on the honeydew from aphids. We are looking carefully at all trees in Grafton and
have so far not seen any
sign of the disease.
We
have
been
advised by the Forestry
Commission not to cut
large ash stools as they
think that regenerating
stools will be more
susceptible. I am afraid
that it is another “wait
and see”.
Finally, Butterfly
Conservation has a
rather nice new website
(http://butterflyconservation.org) with
links to the West
Midland site with
further link to Grafton
Wood Blog. So please
take a look and keep up
to date with what’s
going on in your area.

Bracken busters: Ewyas Harold Reserve Manager Ian Hart (front) with weekend volunteers improving the habitat for Pearl-bordered Fritillary (Dave Williams)
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Ash dieback threat to butterflies
and rare moths

B

utterfly Conservation in the West Midlands
and the Worcestershire Wildlife Trust have
launched a joint appeal to the public to remain
vigilant for ash trees that are showing signs of the
fungus, Chalara fraxinea. The fungus, commonly
referred to as ash dieback, causes ash trees to die. If
the disease takes hold it could change the shape of
the landscape and would be devastating for wildlife.
Mike Williams, West Midlands Brown
Hairstreak Species Champion for BC, said: “More
than 30 species of butterfly and moth are dependent
on ash trees in some way. This includes the Brown
Hairstreak that’s at the heart of our ongoing and
successful conservation project.
“The only colony of this nationally rare butterfly
An assembly tree at Shurnock (Mike Williams)
in the Midlands is centred around the Grafton area
Worcestershire’s woodlands and landscape. The best
and, over the past decade, we’ve been working with
woodlands are ones with a mixture of trees – ash, for
the Wildlife Trust and other landowners to help
example, has a lighter canopy than oak, which means
increase the size of this population. We’ve had great
that more light can reach the woodland floor. This
success in this and many residents in the wider Forest
results in more ground flora, which in turn supports a
of Feckenham area regularly look out for the
wider range of invertebrates, birds and mammals.
butterflies, their eggs and their assembly ash trees.”
“The loss of ash trees in our woodlands may not
These rare butterflies use ash trees as ‘assembly’
immediately strike a passer-by but will have a major
trees where they congregate to feed on aphid dew and
impact and longer term effect for the survival of
find mates. Ash trees are also vital to a number of
some of our wildflowers and wildlife.
other uncommon moths in the county including
“Staff and volunteers have received information
Tawny Pinion, Coronet and Ash Pug. The loss of
on how to identify the disease and are monitoring our
trees to ash dieback would seriously affect these
70+ nature reserves.
species. (See the BC website for a full list.)
“As each day passes it seems inevitable that this
It isn’t just moths that will be affected – the loss
disease will reach Worcestershire so
of ash trees will affect the entire
we’re asking the public to remain
insect populations and subsequent
vigilant and to report any suspected
food chains. Ash is also an important
cases to the Forestry Commission
habitat for hole-nesting birds such as
immediately.”
woodpeckers and nuthatches to
The fungus infects 60-90% of the
lichens and bryophytes.
trees in its path, causing leaf loss,
Mike said: “The spread of this
bark lesions and crown dieback.
disease is a harsh reminder of Dutch
Young ash trees are killed very
Elm disease so we’re asking everyone
rapidly by the disease.
in Worcestershire to keep a lookout
Older trees often resist the disease
for signs of the disease – in
for longer periods but succumb with
woodlands, along hedgerows and in
prolonged exposure. In Europe the
larger gardens.”
fungus has affected 90-95% of
David
Dench,
Head
of
Denmark’s ash trees and has spread
Conservation for the Trust, explained:
“Ash is a key component of Tawny Pinion (Patrick Clement) to 21 European countries.
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New Photography Competition

H

Quality counts: Branch member and workshop participant Penny Hurt took this image of a Mocker
Swallowtail (Papilio dardanus) at Stratford. Look out for more workshop dates in the next Comma!

ere’s something for all you keen or budding
photogaphers to focus on – the West
Midlands Branch of Butterfly Conservation
is launching its first Butterfly and Moth Photographic
Competition and the best pictures will take pride of
place in the Branch’s first calendar for 2014.
The idea for a competition and calendar follows
the success of two one-day photography workshops
held at the Stratford Butterfly Farm in March 2012.
Midlands based award-winning professional wildlife
photographer Des Ong, who runs Captivating Nature
(www.desong.co.uk), passed on a wealth of tips on
how to take better photographs of butterflies and
moths to Branch members who attended the events.
Entries will be judged by Des Ong, our Branch
Chairman John Tilt and The Comma newsletter
editor Roger Wasley. The winning entries will be
printed in the Branch’s first calendar to be sold at a
moderate cost. Any profits will go to Branch funds.
More details on how to order the calendar will be
published in the next edition of The Comma.

Photographic Competition Rules

1. The subject for the Photographic Competition is
‘Butterflies and Moths of the West Midlands Branch
region’ and is open to individual interpretation.
2. Entries must be taken during 2012 or 2013 in the
area covered by the West Midlands Branch:

Birmingham & Black Country, Herefordshire,
Shropshire, Staffordshire and Worcestershire.
3. Entrants can submit up to three landscape format
images in colour or black and white. Images must be
sharp and taken at the ‘best/max quality’ setting on
the camera. They should be saved as a Jpeg and
submitted at the maximum image size.
4. Entrants can enhance the picture to make it
brighter, clearer etc, but not manipulate the content.
The judges reserve the right to exclude any image
they believe may have been excessively treated.
5. The competition is open to all members of the West
Midlands Branch, whose name appears on the
membership register in 2013, regardless of where
they live.
6. Each entry should be accompanied with name,
address, contact telephone number (both daytime and
evening) and where and when the photo was taken.
7. Entries should be emailed one at a time to:
thecomma@btinternet.com or posted to: West
Midlands Photographic Competition, 8 Working
Lane, Gretton, Cheltenham, Glos. GL54 5YU.
8. The competition closes at midnight on Friday
30 August 2013.
9. The judges will select 13 photographs after
considering a range of factors including composition,
technical ability, originality and the appeal of the
photographs. The judges decision is final.
Good luck!
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Wash out summer hits moths
as well as butterfly numbers

M

Compiled by Roger Wasley

oth recorders across the West Midlands
Branch area pretty much agree that 2012
was a wash-out year – a fact borne out by
many of the statistics now being collated. By the
middle of the year it was becoming clear that
numbers were down.
One of the first people to post an alert was Les
Hill of Butterfly Conservation, who manages the
data for the National Moth Recording Scheme. He
said: “June is normally a great time of year for moths,
they should be thriving right now both in abundance
and in the wide variety of species that are around.
But, a wet spring and early summer seems to have
affected them.
“April was almost a complete washout. Where we
could expect to be finding a couple of dozen moths of
each species every night, we’ve been lucky to get just
one or two individuals of each species, and many
moth recorders are reporting the same.”
And it didn’t get much better as the year
progressed as some of our members testify…
Worcestershire County Moth Recorder Tony
Simpson said in his annual report for 2012 (see
Page 11): “As mentioned by many others, this year’s
extremely wet cool summer has resulted in a general
and marked decrease in the numbers of most moth
species. It was especially noticeable this autumn
when it became obvious how very few leaf-miners

Second brood: late Poplar Hawkmoths were a
nice surprise for moth recorders (Mike Southall)
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Big drop: Mike Williams caught six Setaceous
Hebrew Characters compared with 95 in 2011.

there were to be found, even of the usually very
common species. Many species seemed to be absent
and populations of most of the smaller moths seem to
have crashed. Hopefully the same thing has
happened to their parasites and next year’s survivors
will have a better chance of bouncing back.”
Mike Williams, of Stourport-on-Severn,
Worcestershire, said: “Like many of our members, I
have run a moth trap weekly for several years to
provide data for the Garden Moth Scheme. Out of
interest, I looked at my Top 10 macro-moths in 2011
and compared how they fared in 2012. With one
exception, Small Quaker, all of the Top 10 show
significant falls on 2011 and, in the case of some
species, the decline has been pretty catastrophic.”
Mike’s commonest garden moth in 2011 was
Heart and Dart with 289 individuals recorded. In
2012 he recorded just 32! Common Quaker (No.2
on his 2011 list) was down from 229 to 121 and
Hebrew Character (No.3) down from 129 to 103.
Positions 4, 5 and 6 in 2011 were occupied by
Square-spot Rustic, Setaceous Hebrew Character
and Large Yellow Underwing and numbers were
very much lower in 2012 with only six Setaceous (95
the previous year) and 11 Square-spot Rustic (99).
Large Yellow Underwing numbers built up a little
after a slow start, but were only just over half of the
2011 total.

But Mike was surprised and pleased to record a
very fresh Poplar Hawkmoth on the morning of 1st
September. “According to the field guide,” said
Mike, “they do sometimes have a partial second
brood in the south but, as far as I can recall, I have not
previously experienced this in my Midlands garden.
Perhaps others can comment on how frequently this
occurs?”
Mike Southall, who lives just a few miles away,
had a similar surprise. He said: I have never caught a
second generation Poplar Hawkmoth in my garden.
However, my Garden Moth Scheme (GMS) records
show that I recorded nine in 2012, compared with six
in 2011.
“The majority of species have been recorded here
in lower numbers than usual. Heart and Dart has
had its lowest showing here since the GMS began ten
years ago, from a high of 542 in 2011 to 77 in 2012.
This was combined with its peak emergence being

later than usual. The numbers had been rising here
following a sharp fall in the 2008 season.”
Setaceous Hebrew Character also had its poorest
year falling from 694 to its lowest total of 130.”
Mike added: “The awful summer with above
average rainfall and below average sunshine seems to
be an obvious candidate to blame. This large decline
in recorded numbers of our commoner species is
likely to have had an adverse effect on species that
rely on them for food. Hopefully, this will be a
temporary blip, and numbers will bounce back given
normal weather conditions.”
Patrick Clement, who lives in the West
Midlands, said: “There’s no doubt 2012 has been the
worst year for moths in my Halesowen garden since
I started recording there in 2004 and the records for
just one species illustrate this perfectly. In a good
year, at the peak of their flight period, I can record
one hundred Heart and Dart in a single night but my
highest count this year was just 15.
“The cool wet conditions not only affected moth
Numbers hit: Heart and Dart (Mike Southall)

Dichrorampha plumbagana was a garden first
thanks to the introduced Yarrow (Patrick Clement)

numbers but also restricted the opportunities to run
my moth traps.
“Yet, even in this very poor season, I find I have
added nine new species to my garden list and three of
these, Dichrorampha species, have been attracted to
the garden by introducing native species of plants
namely, Yarrow, Tansy and Ox-eye Daisy. They were
netted from the plants on warmer, sunnier days.
“I should mention too that 2012 also saw a new
butterfly species for our garden, a Marbled White –
so it wasn’t all gloom and doom!”
Ray Birchenough, of Dorstone, Herefordshire,
said that when March came in with unusually high
temperatures, he had hopes of another good year’s
recording – but those hopes were soon dashed in the
next three months.
The numbers for the Orthosias were very good at
first with Small Quaker topping the 1,000 mark in
March. When April came the figures dropped
dramatically. Later, the Large Yellow Underwing
had the lowest figures since 2005 but the Lesser
Broad Bordered Yellow Underwing recorded over
250 which was the best for that period. White

On the up: Square-spotted Clay (Ray Birchenough)
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Ermine numbers were roughly half, but Dark
Arches fell to less than a 100.
“It was also a poor year here for migrants even
Silver Y being almost scarce,” said Ray. “However,
it was not all bad news. One species that I was very
pleased with was the Square-spotted Clay whose
numbers increased from the usual one or two to eight
this year. And three butterflies cheered me up with
sightings of The Wall for both broods – it was only
in 2006 that we found it here – Red Admirals and
Small Tortoiseshell were in good numbers once
again. Other good news was that the Garden Tiger
is still coming to the trap in double figures. News of
the Footmen is that they are still increasing their
numbers with Dingy and Common both recording
over 300 specimens.”
Away from Ray’s home at Primrose Hill is a
nearby wild flower meadow where Six-spot Burnets
were in such numbers that we estimated there were
several hundred there. Earlier their larvae seemed to
be everywhere.
An interesting fact in 2012 was that whilst the
number of individuals was less than half that of
previous years, the species count was slightly higher.
Steve Whitehouse, of Worcester, joked: “It was
so bad at Warndon village that the best spring catch
was the Yellow-browed Warbler found 15 metres
from my trap on 10th March!”
He added: “No garden trapping between 3rd April

and 8th May just about sums up the spring. But later
on I did manage a few garden firsts including Small
Golden Plume in July and Garden Dart in August.”
Tony Moore, of Stafford, said: “2012 was an
absolutely disastrous season! It started late and
finished very early. My species count was down by
45%, and I only caught three new moths (amongst
which was Scorched Wing, which I was very
pleased
to see, and only my second Pine
Hawkmoth).
“Added to the atrocious butterflying, my wife has
had to hide the Valium! Anyway, I’m off to Sumatra
in a couple of weeks, so hope to have some spiritlifting photographs to share soon...”

Scorched Wing caught on 26 June (Tony Moore)

Prees Heath restoration making good progress

H

eathland restoration work at Prees
Heath Common has continued thanks
to a grant from the Veolia
Environmental Trust. This has included manufacturing a new information panel to
replace the one that was damaged, preparing the soil that was excavated during the
construction of the pond and sowing a
wildflower and grass seed mix, and brush
harvesting heather seed. This last piece of
work took place on the Hangars Field, one
of the former arable areas which was deep
ploughed and where heather brash was
applied in 2007. The photograph shows
that a large quantity of heather has resulted, which should be yielding around 4kg
of seed, and at 2,500 seeds per gram this
will amount to around 10 million heather
seeds which will be sown on an area
which has not done so well to date.
Stephen Lewis, Warden
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First Clee Hill survey hit by rain

I

n case anyone didn’t notice, it rained rather a lot
this summer and, apart from ruining many a
holiday, it also made the first year of the Clee Hill
Big Butterfly Survey a challenge to say the least.
The first planned training day on 3rd June was a
complete wash out with torrential rain and wind and
was rearranged for 15th when exactly the same thing
happened! Nevertheless, despite these challenges,
butterflies were eventually seen and some valuable
records were gathered.
Clee Hill and Catherton Common were split into
28 1km recording squares and volunteers were sent a
map and recording form covering one or more
squares. Regular emails were sent to let people know
when target species had been spotted and to generally
encourage recording.
Response was mixed with some squares receiving
several visits but, in other cases, volunteers struggled

were reports of Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary
from a number of new areas and a possible first
record for its close relative Pearl-bordered
Fritillary which it is hoped will be confirmed in
2013. It was good news as well for Small Heath
which was widely reported.
The Big Butterfly Survey will run again in 2013
so please get in touch with Mike Williams
(mike@stagborough.fsnet.co.uk) if you would like to
take part.

Dark Green Fritillary (Andrew Daw)

Helping the wildlife
on your doorstep

to find a time when good weather and their own
availability coincided. As far as the target species
were concerned there were no reports of Wall
Brown, which may now be extinct in the area, and
only a couple of reports for Dark Green Fritillary,
both from the Shropshire Wildlife Trust reserve at
Cramer Gutter. There were also few reports of Green
Hairstreak whose main flight season coincided with
the worst of the weather. Much more encouraging
Green Hairstreak (Ben Coleman)

A new organisation, the Clee Hill Community
Wildlife Group, was set up at a public meeting
attended by more than 70 people in 2012. There
was lots of interest in the area’s wildlife and
enthusiasm for the new group. The aim is to
bring together people interested in wildlife to do
something positive for local species. It’s an
excellent opportunity for people to get out in the
countryside to discover and help the wildlife on
their doorstep. Members are given help and
advice to record and monitor wildlife, with a
particular focus on rare and threatened species.
Since the initial meeting, around 50 people from
the area have been involved in five different
activities.

Winter 2012/2013 • The Comma

9

Better times for rare moth

T

he washout summer may have been bad news
for the nation’s moths, but the Forestry
Commission is working with Butterfly
Conservation to offer a brighter future for one of the
UK’s rarest species in Staffordshire.
A group of Forestry Commission woods near
Loggerheads (near Market Drayton) is one of the
remaining English havens for the day-flying blackand-white Argent & Sable moth. Once widespread,
the moth’s range has dwindled so dramatically that it
is of national conservation concern and a priority
species with its own UK Biodiversity Action Plan.
Now work is underway to give it a timely boost.
More woodland rides between 15 and 40 metres wide
are being created in its Staffordshire strongholds and
young birch trees coppiced to provide food and
shelter for the moth’s caterpillars.
Jim Stewart, Forestry Commission Wildlife
Ranger, explained: “Young birch trees are key to the
moth’s survival and so we have introduced a cycle to
cut them back every eight years. This is a very
traditional form of woodland management known as
coppicing which promotes vigorous growth. We are
also starting work to create more rides, which offer
flight paths connecting moth habitats together,
helping to prevent the population’s fragmentation.”
Woods involved in the project include
Burntwood, where a total of 1.2 kilometres of rides
were due to have been completed by the end of 2012,
and nearby Big Bishop Wood, which may have
supported England’s biggest colony of the moth as

recently as six years ago. A 600-metre ride will also
be completed in Swinnerton Old Park.
Dr Jenny Joy, Butterfly Conservation’s Senior
Regional Officer in the West Midlands, added: “The
moth has become so rare that it’s hard to overstate the
importance of these woodlands. We have worked
closely with the Forestry Commission to draw up a
management plan to boost its prospects. Dismal
summers like the one we have had can spell major
trouble for vulnerable moth and butterfly populations
which have become fragmented. So this work is
incredibly timely.”
The moth’s very specific habitat requirements are
thought to partly explains its decline.
Priority species: Argent & Sable (Stephen Lewis)

Puzzle tree: What are these members looking at during a break from blackthorn bashing
in Worcestershire on 12th August? Not a
Brown Hairstreak, unfortunately, they were a
few days too early. It was a female Silverwashed Fritillary on the trunk of this oak tree
that captivated everyone. (Mike Williams)
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VC37 moth highlights in 2012

H

By Tony Simpson, County Moth Recorder

ere are the highlights of moths recorded in
Worcestershire VC37 in a very wet 2012.
There were no new macros, but three new
micromoth species:
Oliver Wadsworth bred two Digitivalva
perlepidella from Ploughman’s Spikenard, found at
Broadway Quarry on 8/5/12.
Ken Willets had a Chrysoclista lathamella in his
garden at Eastham on 23/6/12; a very pretty orange
and black moth whose larva feeds under the bark of
Willow species and is rarely recorded in the U.K.
Dave Grundy had a Mung Moth Maruca vitrata
at light in Sparkbrook on 9/8/12. This was probably
an adventive record, having been brought into the
“Curry District” of Birmingham on tropical legumes.
A single Pine Hawkmoth was found by
M. Crookston in Evesham on 9/7/12.
White-spotted Pinion was found at its only
known West Midland site again this year
(B. Harley).
The Small Ranunculus continues to spread
southwards in Worcestershire with singletons at light
in Stourport (C. Price 1/7/12) and Bransford (2/7/12
ANBS) and larvae on Prickly Lettuce in Worcester
(Oliver Wadsworth 3/8/12). (See also Page 15.)
I found larval feedings of Lampronia capitella in
Red Currant at two sites on the Worcestershire side of
the Dowles Brook in the Wyre Forest (last recorded
Worcester 1877). I also recorded three specimens of
the rare Tortrix, Choristoneura diversana, from
Slade Wood on 7/7/12 (last recorded Worcester area
1882).
Caloptilia cuculipennella had its second and
third county records at Arley Wood 18/8/12 (ANBS)
and Upper Rochford 3/8/12 (D. Arnold).

Mung Moth (Dave Grundy)

Choristoneura diversana (Tony Simpson)

Small Ranunculus larva (Oliver Wadsworth)

There have also been very few migrants, with
only moderate numbers of Silver Y, and a few
Diamond-back Moths and Rush Veneers. I saw a
Gem at light at Bransford on 24/10/12 and there may
be some other records still to come in.

Chrysoclista lathamella (Ken Willetts)
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‘Ash Brownies’ goes live!

I

By Gillian Thompson

don’t recall exactly how I developed such an
interest in the Brown Hairstreak two years ago,
but I’m pretty sure I’m stuck with it for life! After
partaking numerous times in the annual craziness of
egg searching, caterpillar hunting and adult spotting,
I finally decided that something more needed to be
done to promote awareness of this beautiful species
and the difficulties it is facing. If it is to survive and
eventually thrive, it needs a helping hand from us –
the conservationists – and what better way to reach
out to the public than via the Internet? Butterfly
Conservation is now connecting with millions of
people via Twitter feeds and Facebook pages, but I
wanted to try something a bit different…
For anyone interested in His Imperial Majesty, the
Purple Emperor, there is only one website you need
to be glued to over the spring and summer months.
Created and updated by Derek Longhurst, Matthew
Oates and Neil Hulme to name a few, The Purple
Empire (http://apaturairis.blogspot.com) has become
hugely successful and is an absolutely fascinating
read thanks to its many contributors who post
anything from sightings reports to general Iris
happenings from around the country. I figured

The magnificent Purple Emperor (Steven Cheshire)
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Above: Brown Hairstreak at
Thistledown Meadows (Phil
Williams) and, left, caterpillar
at Grafton Wood (John Tilt)

something like this would be ideal for the Brown
Hairstreak, especially since we still have so much to
learn about the species. A blog where information can
be collected in one place will surely prove to be an
excellent resource.
‘Ash Brownies’ has been set up not only as a
haven for all things Brown, but also to try and
generate interest and encourage more people to get
involved any way they can. The aim is to have as
many contributors as possible to post sightings,
observations, research, articles,
photographs, trip reports, etc., from
around the UK and Ireland,
including reports on the work many
of us “Streakers” do in the winter
and spring with egg searching and
caterpillar hunting.
The blog went live on 5th
September and is off to a fantastic
start. It will run all year round (not
just during the flight period) and
already has a good number of
Brownie enthusiasts posting from
various regions. But we need YOU!
Go to:
http://betulae.blogspot.com
If you’d like to become a
blogger,
please
email
me
(eorlingas@gmail.com). I can then
send you a proper email invite with
easy instructions on how to sign up.

Just recognition for Wyre
Forest butterfly project

T

he achievements of a groundbreaking project in the Wyre Forest,
which has doubled the numbers of Pearl-bordered Fritillary over
the past 10 years, were recognised in a new report launched by
Butterfly Conservation at the House of Commons in December.
The Back to Orange project, led by BC and the Forestry Commission and
delivered in partnership with Natural England, has successfully increased
populations of the butterfly through carefully targeted management. The
Pearl-bordered Fritillary is one of the UK’s fastest declining butterflies but,
as a result of the work that has taken place, is now thriving in the Wyre.
The Wyre project is one of 12 projects highlighted in the report where
work by BC at a landscape level has enabled threatened butterflies to
flourish. The report Landscape-scale conservation for butterflies and moths:
lessons from the UK shows that large scale projects aimed at restoring and
joining up habitats really works and enable threatened species to flourish
after decades of decline.
Dr Jenny Joy, BC’s Senior Regional Officer in the West Midlands who
helped to manage the Back to Orange project, said: “We are very pleased
that work in Wyre Forest has now received national recognition. Our
achievements have demonstrated clearly that with determination,
enthusiasm and the involvement of key partners there is a way back for rare
butterflies. Other butterflies and many other insects, plants and birds have
also benefitted from the work undertaken and it is great at a time when we
still read of declining and threatened wildlife that we can reflect on a project
that has been so successful.”
Richard Boles, Area Forester from the Forestry Commission, added:
“We have been working closely with Butterfly Conservation for a number of
years and their advice has been a key factor in the way we manage our ride
and track edges. The extra funding has enabled us to carry out some very
progressive work that continues to show huge benefits for invertebrates,
reptiles and many other species.”
Butterflies are the most threatened wildlife group; more than threequarters of Britain’s 57 resident species are declining and over 40 per cent
are listed as Priorities for Conservation. More than 80 moth species are also
at risk.
BC is calling on the Government to provide more funding for landscapescale initiatives and targeted species conservation in order to reverse the
decline in biodiversity and achieve the Government’s 2020 targets on
biodiversity.

P

Prees Heath step nearer to HLS status

ress Heath Warden Stephen Lewis reports that a Special Project under
the Higher Level Stewardship scheme has been completed by an
independent agent as part of the consultation process with the Prees
Heath commoners and local residents prior to the full HLS application being
submitted in the next few weeks.

Check out
new Grafton
Wood blog

Grafton in spring (John Tilt)

West Midlands Branch
Chairman John Tilt has
launched a regular blog on
happenings at Grafton
Wood Nature Reserve,
which is owned by
Butterfly Conservation and
Worcestershire Wildlife
Trust. The blog will keep
you up to date with Brown
Hairstreak news and work
party activities, and is a
useful resource for people
who may be planning a
first visit or return to this
flagship reserve. There is
a useful site map and lists
of what you may see there
at certain times of the year,
such as butterflies, dayflying moths, fungi and
dragonflies. The blog is
well worth a read and
contains lots of interesting
photographs (http://graftonwood.posterous.com).

Membership rising

West Midlands Branch
membership currently
stands at 1,162. The
geographical breakdown is:
Birmingham 105; Herefords
113; Shropshire 173; Staffs
159; West Midlands 229;
Worcs 239; Others 144.
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New moth
record in
Herefordshire

here were few notable
moth
records
for
Herefordshire in 2012
associated with the wet cool
weather which resulted in very
low numbers of most species.
The only new macro-moth
record for the county seems to
be a Cypress Pug which I found
in my house at Ledbury in
October, presumably having
entered from outdoors. This
species is now spreading slowly
in the UK feeding on garden
conifers including Lawson’s
Cypress, one of which I have
just outside the house.
The most interesting micromoth was a specimen of the rare
lichen
feeding
Gelechiid,
Dichomeris alacella, which
came to Sally Webster’s Actinic
trap at Putley Mill on 18th
August. There has been only one
previous modern record from
the Great Doward in 2002 since
it was recorded by Wood from
Woolhope in the Victoria County
History in 1908.
Another first for the county
since 1908 was Pammene
spiniana
which
Robin
Hemming trapped in his garden
in Bodenham on 11th July.
Mike Harper

Book sales aid funds

S

ales of Shropshire Butterflies, the book of poems launched during
Save our Butterflies week in 2011 and such a hit at last year’s
Wenlock Poetry Festival, are still helping to boost West Midlands
Branch funds.
The book takes the reader through a year of butterflying in Shropshire
and was edited by branch member Nadia Kingsley, under her own
publishing name of Fair Acre Press.
It is a matt hardback book 170 x 245mm, 124pp, containing 75 poems
and 69 images, from 66 contributors including poems by Gillian Clarke,
Roger Garfitt and Mario Petrucci.
There are also prose pieces on habitats and butterflies in Shropshire by
butterfly experts and authors such as Katherine Swift, Eleanor Cooke,
Paul Evans, Adrian Riley and Matthew Oates.
To order one of the last few copies by post or for a list of outlets, go
to the Fair Acre Press website (www.fairacrepress.co.uk).

Small Tortoiseshell

In December you are spread on my carpet,
dropped down from somewhere into the room,
your rich Tyger-Tyger animal pattern
scorching a dull, flat grey far from nature.
I select a small book from my shelves,
open its covers to create a shovel,
and as I ease the thick card beneath you
your wings snap together in a single twitch.
Miles from summer, and many more until spring,
it is not the time or place for your story.
Nick Pearson

Brimstone

Brimstone bright yellow
flies fast, free and furiously
looking for a mate.
Patricia Newland

30 YEARS of saving

butterflies, moths

and their habita
ts in the West Midlan
ds

Snap up one of the last copies of our guide
There are just a few copies left of our hugely successful 40-page guide to 30 of
the best butterfly walks in the West Midlands Branch area. Every copy sold helps
make a difference to the habitats for butterflies and moths in the region – so hurry
up if you haven’t ordered your copy yet! Each walk details the species which may
be encountered, the best time to visit and a site map. Please send a cheque for
£5.95, made payable to ‘Butterfly Conservation West Midlands Branch’ to: Mike
Williams, 2 Dewberry Close, Stourport, Worcestershire, DY13 8TB.
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30 Butterfly Walk
in the West Midl s
ands
Supported by

Black Country larvae hunt

I

By Roger Wasley

t’s amazing what a few people can
achieve with a spark of enthusiuasm
and a few hours to spare...
Throughout 2012, West Midlands
Branch member Richard Southwell, of
Stourbridge, continued his search for
butterflies and moths on disused
industrial or “brownfield” sites across
the Black Country. It’s a passion that has
driven him for many years and he
frequently takes along anyone willing to
share his sense of humour – and indulge
in pie and a pint at lunchtime!
Last year Richard and his friends
located a number of new colonies of
Dingy Skipper, Green Hairstreak and
Six-belted Clearwing. In August, they
also found new sites for caterpillars of Salad days: Richard Southwell (left) and Andy Barker examine
the Nationally Scarce B Wormwood and a Prickly Lettuce for Small Ranunculus caterpillars on a brownSmall Ranunculus moths.
field site near Stourbridge in the Black Country (Roger Wasley)
In just five hours, with a break at “Ma
Merry Hill, produced 28 Small Ranunculus
Pardoes” for lunch, of course, visits to six old factory
caterpillars on a single plant. Also present were the
wastelands produced an abundance of foodplants for
larvae of Wormwood, Wormwood Pug and a
a variety of species and a large number of larvae. The
possible Brown-line Bright-eye moth.
well-known Stuart Crystal factory site, for instance,
Richard said: “It just goes to show what can be
was home to more than 100 Small Ranunculus larvae
found with a little time and effort. If all our members
on Prickly Lettuce plants, and at least 10 Wormwood
were to explore their local patch, or further afield,
caterpillars on Wormwood. Latticed Heath and
I’ve no doubt they can add a great deal of useful data
Meadow Brown were also present. By the way, how
to our knowledge and understanding of butterflies
did Andy Barker spot those two minute Wormwood
and moths in our region.”
caterpillars? Blackbrook Industrial Estate, near

The quarry: Wormwood on its larval foodplant and Small Ranunculus on Prickly Lettuce (Patrick Clement)
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Butterfly bonanza at Grafton open day
I

Female Brown Hairstreaks (Lloyd Evans)

t has stopped raining! In fact, for the first time in
years, it didn’t even rain at the Brown Hairstreak
open day at Grafton Wood on 19th August.
Around 60 people turned up to the event, many
having travelled some distance (Wigan, Manchester,
Sheffield and Suffolk among others), no doubt
encouraged by a favourable weather forecast.
The Brown Hairstreak put on a good show with
several obliging females in evidence patiently posing
for the many photographers, plus a probable male
Brown Hairstreak rather less co-operatively perched
high in an assembly tree on the south side of the wood.
A good selection of other butterflies were also seen
and a bonus for the photographers was a valezina
Silver-washed Fritillary along one of the woodland
rides. This very dark form of the female was unknown
in Worcestershire until relatively recently, but now
seems to be becoming established here.
Miriam Tilt, as usual, excelled in the catering

Pristine Peacock (Lloyd Evans)

Excitement as the first Brown Hairstreak is found (Simon Primrose)
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department with some extra plummy refreshments to
celebrate the fact that the Open Day is now part of
Pershore Plum Festival.
By the number of complimentary emails received
subsequent to the event, it is clear that the day was
enjoyed by all. The following week, in not such good
weather, on the Bank Holiday Monday, Pauline
Jennings, Simon Primrose and Mike Williams ran a
stall at Pershore’s Plum Fayre where they promoted our
work with the Brown Hairstreak and other butterflies
and moths. Mike took along a small flight cage full of
moths caught the previous night which proved a
popular draw and they were kept very busy talking to
people and handing out leaflets throughout the day,
until a heavy downpour brought proceedings to a
premature end soon after 4pm. A number of useful
contacts were made including news of old records of
Brown Hairstreaks some way to the south of the current
known distribution, which are being followed up.

Friends re-united (Mike Williams)

Plenty of opportunities for close-ups (Mike Williams)

Meadow Brown (Lloyd Evans)

Valezina form of Silver-washed (David Williams)

Female Brimstone (Lloyd Evans)

Photographing a Brown Hairstreak (John Tilt)
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My journey
into the
world of
Emma
Hutchinson

A

By Sue Brooks

magnificent Victorian fireplace with zodiac
signs set into a tiled surround occupies one
wall: the others are lined with glass fronted
shelves. Through the open window I can see the
towering west face of Hereford Cathedral. This has
been the meeting place of Woolhope Naturalists’
Field Club since it was founded in 1851, exclusively
male for over 100 years until the first woman was
admitted as a member in 1954.
The door opens and the librarian returns from the
stockroom in the basement and places a boxfile on
the table. I pull on my imaginary white gloves and
open the box. In front of me are three bundles of
notebooks, the largest 6 x 8 inches, the smallest 4 x 6
inches, each one with the words ‘Entomological
Notes’ on the cover. Twenty-nine notebooks all told.
They are the records of a naturalist who did not set
foot inside this stately room, but who gave her name
to a British butterfly, one of only two women to do
so. I study the spidery handwriting of Emma Sarah
Hutchinson 1820–1905, the wife of Thomas
Hutchinson, vicar of Kimbolton in the county of
Herefordshire.
The first entry, for July 29th 1857 reads: “ Tom,
Mary (her children) and I had the luck to take today
6 specimens of P. Aegeria, 2 Small Copper and 4
purple and gold moths.”
It became apparent as I turned the pages, that Mrs
Hutchinson was a collector of all insects – flies,
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Polygonia c-album f.hutchinsoni (Tony Wharton)

beetles, bees, moths, butterflies, and also birds eggs,
stamps and pelargonium cuttings. The entries
progressed from observations to records of
transactions – quite businesslike details of pupae,
larvae and live adults sent by post all over the
country. On May 15th 1865, she noted that “Mr Prest
of Castegate, York was very anxious for insigniata”
and on January 9th 1866 “to my delight a beautiful
Hispidaria (Small Brindled Beauty moth) emerged
from one of the larva sent to me last May by Mr
Eadle”. By the end of that decade, it was obvious that
an enormous collection had been built up at the
vicarage, which was constantly being enlarged and
replaced as better specimens became available, some
reared and some “taken” in the garden or surrounding
area. It was all set out very clearly, with the name of
the taker included (often Tom or another daughter,
Sarah), but as most of the insects were given Mrs
Hutchinson’s shorthand Latin names, I was never
sure if I was reading about beetles or butterflies.
A week later, I returned, equipped with the Latin
name of the Comma butterfly – Polygonia c-album.
It felt like cracking a code. P. c-album, or simply
c-album appeared on almost every page, but
especially from 1870 until the last entry in 1893. In
the September of 1870, 40 were reared, in October
49, in November 22, and so it continued for the next
23 years with meticulous daily records of the rearing,
setting and supplying to other collectors and breeders

of a butterfly which had become almost extinct in the
rest of Britain. I knew also, from other sources that
the controversy about the two broods of this butterfly
was finally settled around this time, and it was
thrilling to be reading these personal accounts – the
testament of Emma Hutchinson’s work.
She was known in the entomological circle of her
day, as a breeder of various species (she bred the
Pinion-spotted Pug continuously for 30 years with
only one input of new genetic material), but it is
Polygonia c-album for which she is remembered. In
1881, John Robson, the editor of the magazine
Young Naturalist paid tribute to this remarkable
woman who rarely left Herefordshire, published no
more than an occasional article and spent most of her
time in her garden: “The summer form is so different
and so constant in its appearance that it ought to have
a distinctive name, and we suggest it be called
Hutchinsoni, in compliment to that lady whose
liberality has enriched so many cabinets and whose
knowledge of the species is not exceeded by that of
any living.”
My head was full of her patience, and fastidious
attention to detail as I drove home. I stopped off to
walk the dog by the river where I had previously seen
a Comma and several Orange-Tips. Rain clouds
were gathering, as they had for all the previous days
of that remarkably sodden April. If there were no
butterflies, at least I could look for eggs – so I did,
examining every lady’s smock I came across and
finding, to my delight, many creamy white cylinders,
some of them already bright orange. I bent down to

another flower, and it moved. Wings parted and
closed. White-clubbed antennae waved. A male
Orange-Tip was being blown around as it clung to
the petals. I held the stem steady and the butterfly put
out a leg and then another and finally crawled onto
my fingers. Emma Hutchinson was hovering nearby.
I examined the Orange-Tip more intimately than I
had believed possible – the slightly yellow hairs on
the shoulders when the wings were closed, the
pleating at the edges of the hindwings, and, as a shaft
of sunlight broke through, the intense orange
pigment and the tiny black crescent decorating the
lower edge of the upper wings. I saw too, the bluishpurple hairs on the body when the wings were open,
wings which, responding immediately to the warmth
and light, pressed flat against my hand and
soundlessly took to the air. Thank you, I said to Mrs
Hutchinson as she furled her net, there will be no
taking today.
(My thanks to Peter Holland for permission to
include the reference to John Robson from the article
on Emma Hutchinson held in Woolhope Naturalists’
Field Club library.)

Insigniata: Pinion-spotted Pug (Glynne Evans)

Note about the author

Orange-Tip (Neil Avery)

Sue Brooks is new to the world
of butterflies (after reading
Patrick Barkham’s book The
Butterfly Isles - A Summer in
Search of Our Emperors and
Admirals) and stumbled upon the
subject of this short piece about
the Comma, when she started
reading more widely. She found
it a great adventure, following the trail and finding a
way to write about it. Sue lives on the
Herefordshire/Gloucestershire border and often visits
Haugh Wood. After looking on the Butterfly
Conservation website, she was delighted to discover the
West Midlands Branch! Some members will recall that
Dave Jackson also wrote an article about Emma
Hutchinson in 2006 (The Comma, No.64).
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WCBS plea for surveyors

H

By Nick Underhill-Day

aving just completed my second year
surveying a local UK Butterfly
Monitoring Scheme (UK BMS) site as
well as notching up a tick list of 60 species during
a two week holiday in France, my enthusiasm for
these charismatic and beautiful insects was on a
high. After reading John Tilt’s request in the
Autumn edition of The Comma regarding
Butterfly Conservation’s Wider Countryside
Butterfly Survey (WCBS), I fired off an email
without thinking and landed myself with the task
of co-ordinating this survey in the West Midlands
for 2013. However, on receiving the data, I was
shocked. It seems that out of 723 squares surveyed
in 2011, only one was carried out under the BC
volunteer network for the whole of the West
Midlands!
The WCBS survey is carried out in conjunction
with the BTO/JNCC/RSPB breeding bird survey
(BBS) and while a number of squares have been
surveyed by BBS volunteers the lack of uptake by
West Midlands BC volunteers is evident when one
considers that, in the same year, both Dorset and
Norfolk notched up an
impressive 32 squares
each. Our contribution
for 2012 has increased
to two squares, a very
small step in the
right direction. While
perhaps not as ‘sexy’ as
surveying UK BMS
sites, which support
important populations
of
less
common
Nick needs your help!
species, the WCBS is
nevertheless equally as crucial in allowing the wider
status and trends of widespread butterfly species to
be assessed. Despite the poor weather in 2012, the
WCBS still recorded a total of 61,097 butterflies of
48 species.
This article is a plea for new WCBS surveyors in
the West Midlands for 2013. The scheme only
requires two visits, between May and August, so is a
relatively easy task. Squares are generated randomly
and two 1km transects within each square are

20

The Comma • Winter 2012/2013

surveyed for butterfly species and numbers thus the
survey could easily be done in a couple of hours.
There are 20 random squares within the five counties
with eight of these in Shropshire and a further seven
in Herefordshire thus I am particularly interested in
hearing from potential volunteers from these
counties. The map shows the location of the random
squares so if you do happen to live within a
reasonable distance then please consider taking part
in this important national survey for Butterfly
Conservation.
For further details please contact me at the email
address below and I can supply the necessary survey
instructions, map and recording forms. You can also
find out more about the scheme and download
relevant documents by visiting the website
(http://www.ukbms.org/wcbs.aspx).
If the uptake is good it may be possible to arrange
an informal get-together and/or training day nearer
the time, with tea and biscuits included! It would be
wonderful if we could increase the uptake for this
survey in 2013 and put the West Midlands firmly
back on the map with regard to our overall voluntary
butterfly monitoring effort.
Please contact Nick Underhill-Day on 01684
560596 or email nunderhillday@gmail.com

Planting for butterflies & moths

I

salad. Just be sure to check for livestock
first! With frogs, newts, and dragonflies
have had to come to terms with a
breeding in the pond the garden feels
personal assumption: “Never cut
like a success. The long grass may look
a tree down.” However, if you
scruffy, but the garden is now alive with
want a meadow you can’t have a
grasshoppers and bugs and caterpillars.
wood at the same time! Even a wood
It has the advantage of being next to
needs to be managed in order for
some scrub and a tiny brook, but the
flowers to grow in the under storey.
pond is only 6 x 4 foot and the garden
So I have confronted that taboo and
isn’t huge.
removed a tree in my own garden in
Buddleia is just about the best thing
Birmingham in order to let in the
you can have to attract butterflies, and it
light and develop it as a meadow.
is extremely easy to propagate, so I
The easiest bit of conservation
have been cultivating the many that
was to allow my grass to grow back, Andy’s garden and pond
have self-seeded, and aim to have even
only cutting it once or twice a year. It
more this year. At one point in
was never a proper lawn so it is
September I counted 12 Peacocks on
reverting to the existing meadow that
different Buddleia in the garden. There
was there when the house was built.
were similar explosions of Small
The intention is to sow wildflowers
Tortoiseshells and Silver Y moths. I
and encourage more meadow plants.
had one Painted Lady with a
The pantomime villain that is
distinctive nick out of its wing that
Ragwort has been a particular
stayed in the garden for a week. It was
favourite of the Gatekeeper for
a bit special knowing that it was the
nectar and, of course, the Cinnabar
same butterfly, and I felt a twinge of
moth as a food plant. For the past two
regret when it was gone. Another easy
summers both have been resident and Large White caterpillars
and fun thing is growing flowers from
breeding in the garden. I also on Nasturtium
seed. The Cosmos, Lavender, and
photographed a Speckled Wood laying eggs on the
Verbena bonariensis lasted for a long time and
long grass. Nasturtiums were ridiculously easy to
towards the end of the summer I could look out of my
grow and have been covered in Large and Small
window and be sure of seeing a butterfly. There was
White caterpillars. The flowers are abundant,
also the constant industry of bees and hoverflies
colourful, and along with the leaves are great in a
buzzing around all the flowers. Roll on summer!

By Andy Barker

Andy’s friend 'Nick' the Painted Lady who
stayed in the garden for a week

Gatekeepers mating on Ragwort in the garden
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Fathoming out the Foxglove Pug

T

Report and images by Tony Moore

The strikingly marked Foxglove Pug

Affected flower with resident larva

Pupa in loose cocoon
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he ‘Pugs’ are a difficult-to-identify group of
little macro moths, which I find increasingly
fascinating. The Foxglove Pug is fairly
common and, as it has been a good Foxglove year, I
thought I would try to find some larvae to rear
through, with a view to having some pristine
examples to photograph next year.
Jim Porter’s book, The Colour Identification
Guide to Caterpillars of the British Isles, says that
they feed on Foxglove flower stamens, and usually
spin silk to close up the mouth of the flower in which
they are resident.
There is a large bank of Foxgloves near to my
house and I ventured forth in late July with high
hopes. I carefully examined flowers for half-an-hour
or so without success. I then noticed a slightly misshapen, closed flower among the other fully opened
ones. I carefully opened it and ‘Bingo!’ – a wellgrown larva in residence. It then became apparent that
the larvae drill into an unopened flower and seal the
yet unopened mouth. As the flower tries to expand, it
is unable to open normally and a very characteristic
‘puckered’ appearance results. Once you have seen
one of these affected flowers, it becomes very easy to
find others – I found four more in as many minutes!
On one stem, three such flowers were discovered, and
I confidently expected as many larvae. Investigation,
however, showed that the lower two flowers had
already been used – leaving behind damaged stamens,
some thinning of the actual petal, with associated
discolouration, and a large amount of frass. The larva
leaves through the entrance hole and attacks another
unopened flower further up the stem. When fully
grown, they drop to the ground and pupate in a loose
cocoon in the soil.
I presently have four pupae, and hope to be able
to post some better photos of the imagines in May.

A fully grown larva before pupation
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Greeted by clouds of
Peacock butterflies

Peacock on Bluebell (Jason Kernohan)

T

here weren’t too many highlights for butterfly enthusiasts during a
wet and windy 2012 so a report of “clouds of Peacocks” on the West
Midlands butterfly and moth chat site was a welcome relief.
The report was posted by Mike Williams after a visit to south Shropshire
to look at the results of the management Butterfly Conservation carried out
over the past two years as part of the SITA funded South Shropshire Woods
Project.
Mike said: “A lot of the newly widened rides, especially at Purslow
Wood, were a mass of Greater Bird’s-foot Trefoil, which is the key larval
foodplant for the Wood White, and I was also very pleased to record two
Wall Browns in a newly managed area – so definitely a result there.
“The real treat, however, was the visit to Radnor Wood just outside Clun
where I was greeted by literally clouds of Peacocks as I drove up the main
track into the wood. Every teasel and thistle head was alive with Peacocks
plus a sprinkling of Commas and Red Admirals. They say a week in
politics is a long time and the same can certainly be said of this butterfly
season. It only seems a short while ago that we were asking where have all
the Peacocks gone and now they seem to be everywhere…”
If you would like to join the growing number of chat site members, go to:
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/butterflyconservationwestmidlands/

Patrick Clement’s
stunning front cover
image of a Purple Thorn
in the last edition of The
Comma provoked a flood
of compliments. Here are
just a few of them...
“What a cracking front
cover! Keep up the high
standards of pictures and
articles,” Nigel Spencer.
“It’s a great edition
and I love the photo on
the front cover. Think you
have also managed to
get in a really good
selection of articles,”
Dr Jenny Joy.
“Lovely cover!” Lynne
Stuckey, BC head office.
If you have managed
to capture a really good
image of a butterfly, moth
or caterpillar in our
region, please send a
high-resolution Jpeg
(300dpi) to the editor at:

thecomma@btinternet.com

Good sightings
at Monkwood

Both Silver Washed
Fritillary and White
Admiral were recorded at
Monkwood Nature
Reserve in 2012.
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Excitement as Caitlin finds an
Essex Skipper in Shrewsbury

M

Peter Eeles.” We sent the pics to
Peter and he suggested we send
yself and my daughter
them to West Midland Branch of
Caitlin
(aged
9)
BC. Can you confirm the pic I
became interested in
am attaching is of an Essex
butterflies in the summer of 2011
Skipper please and is it unusual
through a friend in Southampton
to see them in Shrewsbury?
who kept sending us pictures he
Thought you might like to
had taken on his weekend walks
know... We also had an
looking for butterfies. We did the
unexpected visitor on 9th August
count almost every day that
in our garden. A Holly Blue
summer and learnt a lot. Caitlin
appeared on an old Oxo cube
became so enthused by it all,
that was on our burn pile in the
making a butterfly feeder and
garden. Caitlin spotted the Holly
spotting the different species so
Blue and carried it to the back
quickly – it amazed me!
door on the Oxo cube to show
We live in an acre of land in
me. I wondered what it was that
Shropshire with a woodland
she had on her hand! The Holly
behind and saw so many
Blue was sitting on the Oxo cube
butterflies it was breathtaking.
quite relaxed... he was quite
Almost every day on collecting
happy sitting there, so happy that
Caitlin from school we did our
I had time to go and get my
butterfly hunt and had so much
camera and take several photos;
Caitlin Morgan making a butterfly
pleasure from it and were feeder in the summer
he was there for ages. I guess he
fascinated to see so many
liked the salty taste!
butterflies. So we vowed to do it again in 2012...
The previous summer we spotted one butterfly in
But, of course, we were like most people
our vegetable plot that we did not recognise and
saddened at the lack of butterflies, but have still
sent our snap (rather poor shot) over to our friend in
persisted with our butterfly count. However, we were
Southampton who said it was a Purple Hairstreak.
in our back field on 16th August doing our count
We were so excited and looked it up on the Butterfly
when Caitlin asked: “How does a skipper fly?” We
Conservation website. In fact, we have found the
had never seen a skipper before and I thought she was
site extremely informative and interesting. It was
just curious. Then she announced: “I think I have just
4th July 2011 when we saw it. Please excuse the
seen one!” I came over and the
poor picture but we were so
two of us chased after this
excited to see something new to
butterfly which kept disappearing
us and wanted to capture it
into the long grass. We managed
quickly!
to get some photographs and
We have taken many
were convinced we’d found a
photographs over the past
skipper. Back home we emailed
summer of different butterflies
the pics to our friend in
and have been absolutely
Southampton who said: “I think
fascinated by them and enjoyed
you’ve found an Essex Skipper
every minute of it. Caitlin has
and, being in Shrewsbury, that is
too and her interest hasn’t
quite a find, you should send it to Spot on: an Essex Skipper all right!
waned at all. We love the

By Trish Morgan
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Left: the Purple
Hairstreak found
in the vegetable
plot

Right: the Holly
Blue on an old
Oxo cube on the
burn pile

editions of The Comma that you send out to us – keep
up the good work!
Dr Jenny Joy, Butterfly Conservation’s Senior
Regional Officer in the West Midlands, replies:
“Congratulations to Caitlin for spotting the Essex
Skipper as this is sometimes a tricky species for
people to identify and is therefore overlooked. The

first Shropshire record for Essex Skipper was not
until 2004 and since then it has been slowly
spreading northwards through the county on the back
of global warming. There are still many gaps
however in its distribution and we urge recorders to
especially look out for this species this coming
summer and send in their sightings.”

Prom night delight for moth-ers

S

everal West Midlands
Branch members made
what has become an
annual pilgrimage to
Gloucestershire in November
for the emergence of the rare
Plumed Prominent moth.
This ‘Nationally Scarce A’
species is found in a handful
of scattered colonies in
southern England. The moth
was rediscovered in
Gloucestershire in 2005 –
after an absence of 30 years
– in three woods between
Cirencester and Cheltenham.
Event organiser Peter
Hugo said afterwards: “This
must have been the best
night we’ve had so far – not
because of PP numbers, but
because of the attendance
and the interest generated.
Nineteen people attended,
from Devon, Essex, Cheshire
and West MiIdlands, and
even a few from

A striking male Plumed
Prominent found in
Chedworth Wood in the
Cotswolds (Patrick Clement)

Gloucestershire!
“There were 26 Plumed
Prominent (43 in 2011) and
370 moths of 21 species from
16 traps. The first PP arrived
at 6.45pm and as we were
starting to pack up around
2am they were really coming
in thick and fast, but we were

past it by then and everyone
had seen what they came for,
including The Sprawler.
Patrick Clement, of
Halesowen, was delighted to
find two Plumed Prominent
and a Sprawler in his trap.”
The 2013 meeting will be
at Lineover or Miserden.
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Serbia’s special butterflies
EIG fund-raising tour 17-24 June 2012

T

Butterfly heaven: Wildflower rich meadows on Serbia’s stunning Mount Stol (Mike Williams)

By Ian Duncan

his tour was organised by Mike Williams on
behalf of the European Interests Group of
Butterfly Conservation in cooperation with
Greeneye Ecotours and supported by HabiProt, a
Serbian NGO.
All the profits (€6,795) from this highly
successful trip were donated to the Hungarian
Natural Heritage Trust, helping to conserve
butterflies and their habitats in the Orseg region of
Hungary. This Trust, managed by Safi Szabolcs, is a
good example of effective, local conservation in
action and, in the past few years, the EIG has helped
raise almost €20,000 which has enabled the Trust to
purchase several hectares of land as well as important
tools and equipment.
The object of the tour, in addition to fund-raising,
was to visit a number of the 12 Prime Butterfly Areas
in Serbia, targeting some of the 57 Serbian Red Data
Book species.
The EIG team comprised Mike Williams, David
Porter, Tony Simpson, Martin Catt, Ken Bailey,
Ann Hadfield, Lawrie and Bridget de Whalley and
myself (Ian Duncan). We were ably supported by
Safi, Tomas and Martin from the Hungarian Natural
Heritage Trust. Bernard Watts joined us for a few
days at the end of the trip.
Serbia is located in the central Balkans and, as a
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result, has a long and colourful history. After a
troubled recent past, the country is now opening up to
tourism and, from our experience, is well on the way
to recovery, with a good road network and
comfortable hotels.
The landscape is varied from flat plains in the
north (steppe) to rolling hills in the south, with
mountains and limestone gorges a feature of the east.
This results in a wide range of habitats, including
montane, forests, lakes and meadows. Compared to
Western Europe, low levels of industrialisation and
high-tech agriculture has left many areas relatively
undisturbed. Serbia is therefore characterised by a
wealth of biodiversity both at species and ecosystems
level. For example, 90 species of mammal, 70

Eastern Festoon (Mike Williams)

species of reptile, around 380 bird species and over
200 species of butterfly have been recorded.
As the bird recorder on the trip, I regret to say this
was the first trip I have been on when more butterfly
species (124) were seen than bird species (72).
However, we did see a number of East Europe
specialities including Pygmy Cormorant, Longlegged Buzzard, Roller and Semi-collared
Flycatcher. It was interesting to see large numbers of
House and Tree Sparrow as well as good numbers of
Corn Bunting, to me always a sign of a healthy
countryside.
We had excellent weather throughout with
temperatures in the low 30s apart from a
thunderstorm on one of the days.
What follows is a diary with highlights. The full
species list and details of all the sites can be obtained
from Mike Williams. It should be noted that after
each species mentioned a number in brackets shows
the number of sites this species was recorded out of a
total of 19 sites. This provides an indication of the
abundance and distribution of each species.
A breakdown of the 124 species is as follows:
Hesperidae 13, Papilionidae 5, Pieridae 12,
Lycaenidae 34, Nymphalidae 37 and Satyridae 23.
Day 1: Leaving Vrsac, our overnight stop, a 40
minute drive brought us to the Deliblato National
Park. This is a UNESCO World Heritage Site
covering a unique habitat of sand dunes known as the
“Pannonian Sahara”. The target species Zephyr Blue
(1) was found although the rather worn individual
suggested the season was almost over, probably as a
result of the very warm weather in May and June so
far. Noisy Bee-eaters, a single Hoopoe, several Redbacked Shrike and a Long-legged Buzzard made this
one of the best bird sites on the trip.

Queen of Spain Fritillary (Mike Williams)

Day 2: Drive from Vrsac to Donji – just over
200km. A stop by the River Danube on route
delivered an elusive Freyers Purple Emperor (1)
with Camberwell Beauty (3), Scarce Swallowtail
(11), Common Swallowtail (9), Mallow Skipper
(5) and Lesser Fiery Copper (3).
Leaving the plains, the next stop was in a wooded
valley teeming with butterflies. Thirty-three species
were seen in a couple of hours including 10 species
of fritillary. Stunning views of Purple Emperor (5),
Lesser Purple Emperor (7), Large Tortoiseshell
(5) and Common Glider (4) were obtained.
An excellent dinner by the Danube with
particularly good fish soup and the now famous
Serbian grill was followed by watching England beat
Ukraine in the European Championships. We were
the only England supporters in the lounge!
Day 3: 40 kms drive from Donji to the prominent
limestone Mount Stol. At a stop on route, we
witnessed a small passage of Cardinal (7), Large
Tortoiseshell and Lesser Purple Emperor, which
Safi believed were butterflies migrating along hill
tops and woodland rides.
Mount Stol proved another stunning habitat with
flower rich meadows and over 600 metres in
elevation. This site yielded 43 butterfly species
including Lesser Lattice Brown (1) which Safi
remarkably spotted on a tree trunk from a distance
while the rest of us struggled to see this well
camouflaged butterfly even at close range!
Other highlights included Tufted Marbled
Skipper (2), the beautiful Yellow-banded Skipper
(4), Black-veined White (8), Purple-shot Copper
(4) Alcon Blue (3), Turquoise Blue (1) and Balkan
Marbled White (1).

Purple-shot Copper (Mike Williams)
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Day 4: Drive from Donji to Pirot – 200 km.
Several stops during the day bringing the now
expected clouds of butterflies and other insects. New
trip butterflies included Lattice Brown (2), Twinspot Fritillary (2), Lesser Spotted Fritillary (3),
Eastern Rock Grayling (1) and Russian Heath (1).
Eleven species of fritillary were recorded.
Day 5: Drive to the recently opened ski resort at
Babin Zub, at over 1500 metres, in Stara Planina
National Park, on the trail of the False Comma, a rare
and declining species in Europe.
We explored some beautiful alpine meadows
which yielded Balkan Green-veined White (1),
Balkan Copper (1), Bog Fritillary (1), and the only
Pearl-bordered Fritillary of the trip, but no sign of
the False Comma. Six species of Ringlet were
recorded including Large (1), Bright-eyed (1),
Almond-eyed (1) and Bulgarian (1).
Descending the mountain, the lead van screamed
to a halt and Safi dashed out with his ever-present net
in hand. He had spotted a False Comma! Sadly, it
was never seen again and this turned out to be the
only sighting on the trip! Matt Rowlings, of
European Butterflies’ website fame, was also in the
area at the same time but also failed to get any good
sightings. Perhaps we were too early in the season?
Day 6: Further exploration in the National Park,
in particular in the region of Topli Dor, a lovely
unspoilt secluded valley, which for me yielded the
species of the trip, Poplar Admiral (1), a butterfly
which has long eluded me and I was not
disappointed.
Day 7: Back to Belgrade (240 km) with a stop at

Jelasavica Gorge, an area of varied habitats including
arid hillsides.
More new species with Lulworth Skipper, Idas
Blue, Chapman’s Blue, Anomalous Blue,
Southern White Admiral and Great Sooty Satyr.
This area was also notable for both Common and
Hungarian Glider (3).
It was another spectacular butterfly tour organised
by Mike with over 120 species seen in a week. On a
personal level, it was pleasing to add to the sparse
knowledge of butterflies in Serbia, add 12 lifers to
my list, while at the same time raising funds for
conserving butterflies in Hungary.
For details of this year’s EIG fundraising trip to
Romania contact Mike Williams.

High Brown Fritillary (Mike Williams)

Rock on: Pat Lancaster and Jane Pope doing a stirling job manning the Butterfly Conservation stall at the
Far Forest Countryside Show, at Callow Hill, Rock, near Kidderminster, on 12 August (Dr Jenny Joy)
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Dates for your diary

West Midland Branch AGM 2013

Brown Hairstreak Egg hunt
Sat 12 January, meet at 10.00am at Grafton Flyford
Church car park off the A422 Worcester - Stratford
road (GR: SO963557). Contact: Mike Williams 01299
824860 or email mike@stagborough.fsnet.co.uk

Saturday 16th March
starting at 10:30 for 11:00 for coffee.
The AGM will be held in the Oak Room at the
Wyre Forest Discovery Centre, located
behind the Wyre Forest Visitors Centre
off the A456 west of Bewdley.
There is a charge for the car park.
Grid ref: SO74917394

Community blackthorn planting
Sat 16 February. Help needed to plant 140 blackthorn
whips at land off Bourne Close, Flyford Flavell to
provide additional habitat for the Brown Hairstreak.
Meet 10.00am at Grafton Flyford Church off A422
Worcester-Stratford road (GR: SO961557). Joint
project with Wychavon Council and local residents.

A talk on ‘Wildlife and Planning’ by Steve
Bloomfield, Development and Planning
Officer, Worcestershire Wildlife Trust

Catherton Common
Sun 23 June 2.30pm Garden Open Day on Catherton
Common with afternoon tea and cakes. Orchids and
Small Pearl-bordered Fritillaries. A Clee Hill Big
Butterfly Survey event. Pre-booking essential.
Contact: Mike Williams 01299 824860.

Agenda
Chairman’s Report
Treasure’s Report
Election of Committee
Report on Activities

Lunch is available at the Visitors Centre
Tea and cake

Coppett Hill Work Party
Sun 17 February. Contact: John Tilt 01386 792458.

Ewyas Harold Meadows Reserve/Ewyas Harold Common Work Parties
Sat 19 January, Sat 16 February, Sat 16 March. Meet at 10.00am at the northern Cwm Hill end of Ewyas Harold
Common adjacent to cattle grid (GR: SO382302). Approach from Abbey Dore off B4347 at GR: SO384306.
Contact Ian Hart 01981 510259 or email: yellowrattle4@aol.com

Grafton Wood Nature Reserve Work Parties
Wed 2, 9, 16, 23, 30 & Sun 13 January; Wed 6, 13, 20, 27 & Sun 10 February; Wed 6, 13, 20, 27 & Sun 10
March. Meet at 10.00am at Grafton Flyford Church car park just off the A422 Worcester - Stratford road
(GR: SO963557). Contact: John Tilt 01386 792458.

Hartlebury Common Moth and Bat Night
Sat 20 July, meet at 8.00pm in the ‘goal post’ car park on the B4193 Hartlebury Road just east of Stourporton-Severn. Contact: Mike Southall 07970 449353.

Islay Butterfly Weekend
Fri 7 - Tue 11 June. Proposed Branch weekend trip to Islay targeting Marsh
Fritillaries. For more details contact: Mike Williams 01299 824860 or
email mike@stagborough.fsnet.co.uk

Monkwood Nature Reserve Work Parties
Sun 6 January, Sun 3 February, Sun 3 March, Sun 7 April. Meet at 10.00am
in the reserve car park off the Sinton Green to Monkwood Green road (GR:
SO803603). Contact: George Groves 01905 620721.
National Moth Nights
Thur 8 - Sat 10 August. More details will be announced later on the Moths
Count website (www.mothscount.org).

National Moth Recorders’ Meeting
Sat 26 January at the Birmingham and Midland Institute, Birmingham.
The line-up includes both amateur moth recorders and academic Large Skipper egg laying at
Glapthorn (Frank Porch)
researchers. Advanced booking is essential. See www.mothscount.org
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Dates for your diary

Penny Hill Landfill Site Work Parties
Sat 26 January, Sat 2 February, conservation task at
Penny Hill landfill site, off Pudford Lane, Hillside,
Martley, Worcs to continue habitat improvement work
for the Dingy Skipper. Meet at 10.00am. Please advise
Mike Williams in advance if you are planning to attend.

To ensure that Branch members and
newcomers to the fascinating world of
butterflies and moths know what is happening
in our region, event and work party organisers
should e-mail full details of upcoming
events to the editor of The Comma at
thecomma@btinternet.com and to web-master
David Green at greend@ormail.co.uk

Shropshire Hills Events
Sun 19 May, 11.00am - 3.00pm, Wood White Survey Day 1, meet at Shobdon Hill Wood car park west of
Mortimer’s Cross (GR: SO407643); Sun 16 June, 11.00am - 3.00pm, Wood White Survey Day 2, meet at High
Vinnalls car park in Mortimer Forest (GR: SO474732); Sun 14 July, Mortimer Forest butterfly walk, 11.00am
- 3.00pm, meet at High Vinnalls car park. Contact: Mike Williams 01299 824860.

Trench Wood Work Parties
Sun 27 January, Sun 24 February, Sun 24 March. Meet at 10.00am in the reserve car park (GR:SO930588).
Contact: John Holder 01905 794854. Trench Wood Dawn Chorus Sat 4 May meet at 6.30am followed by
breakfast in a local pub and a Bluebell and Butterfly walk afterwards. Leader: John Holder 01905 794854.

Wood White Action Day
Sun 20 January at Bury Ditches, near Clun. Meet at 10.00am at the Colstey Wood car park on the A488 Clun
to Bishops Castle road. GR: SO303841. The aim will be to improve connectivity at the western end of the wood
by removing scrub from an old hillfort. Free lunchtime barbecue provided by the Forestry Commission!
Contact: Mike Williams 01299 824860 or email mike@stagborough.fsnet.co.uk
Wyre Forest Work Parties
Wed 16 January, Sun 24 February, meet at 10.00am at Dry Mill Lane car park at the start of the old railway
line. Also Sun 17 February, Wed 20 February, Sun 17 March, meet at 10.00am at Earnwood Copse car park on
B4194 Bewdley-Kinlet road (GR: SO744784) and then drive into the Forest. Contact: Mike Williams.

Film role for destructive moth

J

ust
before
Christmas,
Micro is a macro problem: Dioryctria sylvestrella
Comma editor and keen
is helping to destroy pine forests in Italy
macro photographer Roger
Wasley received a request to
publish one of his photographs.
The big surprise was that the plea
came from an Italian film-maker
who was editing a programme
about a destructive micro-moth.
Annalisa Losacco wrote in an
email: “I’m editing a documentary
about Matsucoccus feytaudi, an
which he took while on holiday in the Dolomites in
insect which is devastating large pine forests in
northern Italy last summer. “I’d like to put an
Liguria and Tuscany. One of the insects that is
image of the moth into the film, but we couldn’t
‘helping’ Matsucoccus in destroyng the pines is
find any from the Institute and the Park with whom
the micro-moth Dioryctria sylvestrella. During our
we are cooperating,” explained Annalisa.
shooting we had the opportunity to film Dioryctria
Roger was delighted for one of his website
caterpillars but not the adult moth.”
(http://www.flickr.com/photos/rogerwasley/)
While trawling the Internet for images of the
pictures to be used in the programme.
moth, Annalisa came across Roger’s picture
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John Tilt

john.tilt2@btopenworld.com
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Ron Hatton

ronmhatton@aol.com

Vice Chairman and Conservation Officer
Mike Southall
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Joy Stevens

01386 792458

michael_southall58@hotmail.co.uk

01299 251467

joystevens@blueyonder.co.uk

01384 372397

01242 673923

Senior Regional Officer
Dr Jenny Joy

jjoy@butterfly-conservation.org

01952 249325

MapMate Administrator
Jim Cresswell

jcbcwm@gmail.com

01785 712273

Branch Recorder
Nigel Stone
Transects
John Tilt

Research Officer
John Dover

Reserve Managers
Ewyas Harold - Ian Hart
Grafton Wood - John Tilt
Monkwood - George Groves
Prees Heath - Stephen Lewis
Trench Wood - John Holder

Conservation Officers
Worcestershire - Trevor Bucknall
Herefordshire - Ian Hart
Shropshire - Dr Jenny Joy

njstone@hotmail.com

john.tilt2@btopenworld.com

jdover@nymph.demon.co.uk

yellowrattle4@aol.com
john.tilt2@btopenworld.com
george_groves@btopenworld.com
slewis@butterfly-conservation.org
johnholder@tiscali.co.uk

02476 335189

01386 792458

01925 752905

01981 510259
01386 792458
01905 620721
07900 886809
01905 794854

Moth Officers
Birmingham and the Black Country
David Jackson
Herefordshire - Robin Hemming
Worcestershire - Mike Southall

trevor.bucknall@tesco.net
yellowrattle4@aol.com
jjoy@butterfly-conservation.org

01905 755757
01981 510259
01952 245684

jacksongrus@talktalk.net
robinhemming@btinternet.com
michael_southall58@hotmail.com

01902 344716
01568 797351
01299 251467

Brown Hairstreak Champion
Mike Williams

mike@stagborough.fsnet.co.uk

01299 824860

County Leaders
North Staffordshire - John Bryan
Central Staffordshire - Robert Winstanley
South Staffordshire - David Jackson
Herefordshire - Dean Fenton
Malvern Hills Representative
Peter Seal

Newsletter Editor
Roger Wasley

johnpbryan15@aol.com
robandpatwin@btinternet.com
jacksongrus@talktalk.net
fenton@littleburyfarm.co.uk

seal2@btinternet.com

thecomma@btinternet.com
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01889 576768
01902 344716
01568 611575

01684 564524

01242 603765
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Keep warm
in a new
branch fleece

West Midlands branded
black fleeces have been
snapped up so quickly that
the Branch is about to
order a new batch. If you
missed out you can still
pre-order one for £20.
Sizes are S (36-38), M (3840), L (42-44), XL (46).
Contact Mike Williams at

mike@stagborough.fsnet.co.uk

This photo of an Elephant
Hawkmoth caterpillar was
taken by Danielle and
Leah Plant in their garden
near the centre of Lye,
near Stourbridge, and sent
in by Richard Woolley.
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Despite the poor weather last summer, all 160
children from Prees CE Primary School accessed
the Prees Heath reserve in nine shifts over two
days, and all were able to see Silver-studded
Blues (above). In addition, pictures of Silverstudded Blues were painted on to the school
playground (right), and a drawing by one of the
children will be added to the new information
panel.
Stephen Lewis, Warden

Second gen caterpillars
munch on despite frost

B

ranch member John Bryan, of Stoke-on-Trent, Staffordshire, posed an
interesting question on the West Midlands butterfly and moth forum
late last autumn when he reported second generation Large White
caterpillars still gamely eating their way through his remaining nasturtiums
and cabbages!
He said: “They’ve survived a couple of mild frosts thus far. Has anyone got
any experience of late-laid eggs making it through to pupation?”
Mike Williams responded: “I’ve no direct experience of this to report, but
the impression I get from the literature and a quick browse of the Internet is
that the chances of late larvae surviving to pupation are fairly high. One
Internet source describes Large Whites as ‘winter hardy’ and The Moths and
Butterflies of Great Britain & Ireland states that it is common to find larvae
through to early December or even January.
“Possibly extreme winter conditions might see them off, but given our
normally mild winters I would have thought they would have a good chance
of making it through.”
John added: “By 21st November, all the caterpillars were in the final instar
stage and still alive even after quite a hard frost. Maybe being ‘winter hardy’
means that they don’t mind the weather turning ‘brassicae monkey’?”
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