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This superb image of a
beautiful male Silverstudded Blue was taken
at Prees Heath last July.
It was taken by our
photographic competition
judge Des Ong when the
Bell Heather was in full
bloom for that extra
punch of colour. You can
learn more about the
techniques of macro
photography on one of
the special courses being
run by Des in May (see
Page 4). That should
sharpen you camera
skills for entering our
competition – full details
are on Page 5.
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Notes from the Chairman

his seems to me to be the longest winter on record for rain, snow
and cold. But at last I saw my first butterfly of the season on 5th
March, a Brimstone in Lower Kites Wood. This must herald the
end of the work party season and the start of recording. Transects start on
1st April, so let’s hope that we have a better year.
You will hardly need reminding that 2012 was a dreadful year for
butterflies across the West Midlands branch area. I’m sure all recorders
will agree that in most areas we had the wettest year since records were
kept and less direct sunshine.
A lot of transect walkers just gave up as the weather was too bad to
record. In 2011, 47 transects were walked and 56,000 butterflies
recorded; in 2012, only 36 transects were walked with 30,000 butterflies.
Many thanks to all the people who braved the bad weather to record.
People who have only weekends to record found it impossible to get
enough good days.
However, it is still important to analyse the results; this weather may
be a trend for the future – but let’s hope not!
The data have been analysed for the past 10 years for the sites
recorded in 2012. The full results can be seen on a blog attached to the
West Midlands branch website (www.westmidlands-butterflies.org.uk).
Here are some of the significant results:
Brimstone missed the bad summer, emerging in early spring then
again in autumn and had a good year. More people are now recording
Essex Skipper which shows a steady increase.
After a couple of bad years Meadow Brown showed signs of

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

The deadline for
editorial contributions
to the Summer edition
of The Comma is
23rd September 2013.
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Notes from the Chairman

recovery. Brown Argus and Common Blue had a great year in 2010 but dropped
markedly in 2012. Gatekeeper is showing a steady decline – why?
Green-veined and Large Whites had a really bad year (some people may be
pleased about the latter!).
Two Fritillaries are doing well with both Silver-washed and Pearl-bordered
having had some good years recently.
Wood White, which had shown signs of improvement, was affected by the bad
weather.
Despite the weather, the work party season went well. Two coppice plots were
completed at Grafton Wood, plus ride work and blackthorn cutting.
We have been trying a new method of bracken management for Pearl-bordered
John Tilt
Fritillaries at both Ewyas Harold and Coppett Hill. This method was perfected at
Marsland Reserve in Devon by Gary Pilkington who has had great success in increasing numbers of this
species. The method involves cutting and raking bracken into rows on a three-year cycle. We will monitor the
results this year. We are also talking to the Malvern
Hills Conservators about the method with a view
to reintroduce Pearl-bordered Fritillaries on to
the hills.
Meanwhile, the usual work parties have
continued at the joint BC/Worcs. Wildlife Trust
reserves at Trench Wood and Monkwood.
Martyn Davies, Robin Hemming and Ian
Hart have organised a number of events to record
butterflies in some of the woods in Herefordshire.
The dates are on Page 10 so do come along and
help with the recording.
We have had a meeting at Prees Heath to look
at the possibilities for increasing the area of habitat
for the Silver-studded Blue by getting the east
side of the common back into suitable condition. It Strimming back the bracken at Ewyas Harold (John Tilt)
is currently an arable field tenanted by a commercial farmer. Methods of achieving this are being considered
by a number of interested parties.
A number of us had an interesting day in Taunton looking at standardising methods of recording Brown
Hairstreak using egg counts. There is a very committed group already in Worcestershire who meet every
Thursday to record eggs. Why don’t you check out their website at http://betulae.blogspot.com
Last but not least, we are finding that the same few people are doing most of the organisational work in the
West Midlands, so if anyone would like to get more involved and join our committee please contact me. We
only have two meetings per year
and we could certainly do with
some more help, especially in the
north of the area.
We now have a new supply of Butterfly Conservation West Midlands

Keep warm in a branch fleece

fleeces. The initial order sold out very quickly and we needed to
reorder. We now have limited stock in M (38-40), L (42-44) and XL
(46) sizes and they can be ordered for £20 each. They are smart in
appearance, very warm and comfortable, black in colour with the BC
logo and the word West Midlands picked out in orange. They are ideal
for transect walkers, work party attendees and anyone who
represents Butterfly Conservation at meetings or events in the region.
Please contact Mike Williams at mike@stagborough.fsnet.co.uk
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Are you focused on our
Photography Competition?

S

ome members have already submitted entries
for the West Midlands Branch’s first Butterfly
and Moth Photographic Competition. The best
pictures will take pride of place in the Branch’s first
Calendar for 2014.
If you are a keen photographer, but feel you need
to improve your camera skills, then perhaps you
should join one of the special photography
workshops to be held at the Stratford Butterfly Farm
in May (see the advert on the opposite page).
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 his courses
last year.
Entries will be judged by Des, our Branch
Chairman John Tilt and The Comma newsletter
editor Roger Wasley. The winning entries will be
printed in the branch’s first Calendar which can be
pre-ordered now. Any profits will go to Branch funds.
If you would like to enter the competition, please
read the rules below.

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.

How to order your 2014 Calendar

Please support the competition and the branch
by pre-ordering a 2014 Calendar which will
feature all of the winning entries. The Calendar
costs £8 (£15 for two), including p&p, and will
make an ideal Christmas present. Simply send a
cheque, made payable to ‘Butterfly Conservation
West Midlands Branch’ to: West Midlands
Photographic Competition, 8 Working Lane,
Gretton, Cheltenham, Glos. GL54 5YU. Orders
must be received by Saturday 14th September.

The judges will be looking for quality images like this
shot of a Green-veined White taken at Trench Wood
in August 2012 by branch member Jason Kernohan

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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Volunteers making a difference

V

Work parties in action
across the Wyre Forest

A

Raking off bracken at Longdon Orchard

Helping hand for Dingy Skipper
at Penny Hill Landfill Site

big thank you to everyone who supported the
work party at Penny Hill Landfill Site, near
Martley in Worcestershire this winter.
Thanks to the hard work of volunteers, scrub was
removed from the full length of the trackway plus the
scallop and the area around the lower pool – all in
two days.
Volunteers improving habitat for the Dingy
Skipper were Mike Williams, John Tilt, Dave &
Jane Scott, Trevor Trueman, Hugh Glennie, Peter
Seal, Trevor Bucknall, Matthew Bridger, Garth
Lowe, Tony Simpson and Patrick Clement, plus
colleagues from Worcs. Conservation Volunteers
Mike will try to arrange a day later in the year
when volunteers and other branch members can
return and have a look at the benefits of their labour.

Making progress along the trackway
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olunteers took advantage of some rare fine
weather to put their backs into several winter
work parties in the Wyre Forest. Mike
Williams and his team were delighted to discover
larval feeding damage to some of the violets under the
bracken which was raked off at Longdon Orchard. He
said: “It’s good to have confirmation that Pearlbordered Fritillaries are already using this area for
breeding and the work undertaken should provide
further egglaying opportunities this spring.” More
photos can be seen at http://groups.yahoo.com/group/
Wyreforestbutterflies/

Putting saplings through the shredder at Penny Hill
(Photos: Mike Williams)

Job done: scrub is finally removed from the track

B

Working with the community: Simon Primrose (wearing BC fleece) and local residents planting
blackthorn whips at Bourne Close, Flyford Flavell, in a joint project with Wychavon District Council.

utterfly Conservation, Wychavon District Council and local residents combined forces on 16th
February to plant 140 blackthorn bushes to benefit one of Worcestershire’s rarest butterflies – the
Brown Hairstreak. The Community Planting Day in Bourne Close Green Space, Flyford Flavell
was organised by West Midlands branch with blackthorn plants supplied by the council. Planting took
place around the edge of the site to provide new habitat for the butterfly which is found nearby.
Mike Williams, Brown Hairstreak Species Champion for West Midlands branch, said: “The work
follows a survey of all of Wychavon’s green space undertaken by BC volunteers last year and the site
at Bourne Close was identified as having the most potential for the butterfly. More information can be
found in Brown Hairstreak ebulletin 102 which can be downloaded from the branch website.”

Working with Forestry Commission England

W

By Dr Jenny Joy

e are continuing to work closely with
Forestry Commission England (FCE) to
develop collaborative landscape projects
to help deliver the joint Lepidoptera on Forestry
Commission Land in England Conservation Strategy
2007-2017. The project to conserve the Wood White
in South Shropshire has continued (The Comma 84,
p23) with three of the sites included in the project
work now being thought to contain sufficient suitable
habitat to support a population of the Wood White.
The Mortimer Forest on the Shropshire/
Herefordshire border has also started to receive more
attention with an ‘Into the Woods’ project proposal
developed in conjunction with the West Midlands
branch which is aimed at engaging people from the
local community in wildlife recording and practical
volunteering. The plan for 2013 is to try to encourage
much more survey and recording effort to be targeted
at both the Mortimer Forest and other nearby Forestry
Commission woods partly to assess the current status

of Wood White and also to help to identify which
sites could be involved in a re-introduction project. To
start this process off two survey days have already
been planned for the 19th May (Shobdon Wood) and
16th June (Mortimer Forest).
We have also supported the Stiperstones &
Corndon Hill Landscape Partnership Scheme (which
has now submitted a Stage 2 application to HLF) by
attending the Natural Heritage Special Advisory
Group and contributing to the development of a
project ‘Rescuing rocks and overgrown relics’. If
successful, this project will focus on improving
habitats at a number of south Shropshire sites which
support Grayling (including Bog Mine, Snailbeach
Mine, Earl’s Hill and the FCE site at Shelve) as well
as on important connecting sites.
If you think you could help with survey work for
Wood White in the Mortimer Forest, Mere Hill
Wood, Shobdon Wood and Sned Wood during 2013
or would like to attend one of the planned survey
days please contact Mike Williams by email
(mike@stagborough.fsnet.co.uk).
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Eggs galore means better
news for Brown Hairstreak
Char and chat: Volunteers Hugh Glennie, Geoff Thompson, Gill Thompson, Simon Primrose and Jenny
Tonry take a break during the final Brown Hairstreak egg hunt of 2012 at Grafton Wood (Mike Williams)

A

By Mike Williams

s Brown Hairstreak Species Champion for
the West Midlands Branch of Butterfly
Conservation, I was delighted to welcome in
the New Year by launching the 100th edition of the
Brown Hairstreak ebulletin – available
to all branch members on request via
email or past copies can be
downloaded from the branch website.
It seems remarkable that a series that
started as recently as January 2005
should have now reached its first
century and it is interesting to look back
over the past eight years…
There is no doubt that overall the
Brown Hairstreak has done well during
this period. In 2005, the butterfly was
known from just 40 1km squares in
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eastern Worcestershire, now we are fast approaching
200 squares. Much of this is testament to the huge
recording effort put in by our growing band of
volunteers. But there is no doubt that the Brown
Hairstreak has expanded its range particularly to the
east, partly, I suspect, a reflection of
climate change but also benefitting from
agri-environment schemes which have
resulted in more hedgerows being cut on
rotation rather than annually.
There is much talk these days about
landscape scale conservation, indeed
Butterfly Conservation issued a major
report on the issue at the end of last year
(The Comma 84), and it is good to
know that with the Brown Hairstreak in
Worcestershire we have been ahead of
the game. Sir John Lawton in his
foreword to Butterfly Conservation’s

report reinforces the conclusions of his earlier
Making Spaces for Nature report when he writes:
“We need more, bigger, better managed and joined up
sites in a landscape level approach to wildlife
conservation.” And this, essentially, is what we have
been trying to do through West Midlands Butterfly
Conservation’s Hedgerows for Hairstreaks initiative.
The Brown Hairstreak is a farmland and woodland
butterfly which exists over wide tracts of
countryside. It uses assembly trees (principally ash
trees) as a method of mate location and from these
trees the females disperse to lay their eggs on nearby
blackthorn, preferring younger growth often suckers.
It will never be effectively conserved through nature
reserves or SSSIs alone, although both are important
as part of a wider conservation strategy, it requires
action at a landscape level.
Its conservation requirements are well
understood, although there is still much to learn
about some aspects of its ecology which is something
all of us, through our observations and studies,
continue to contribute towards. The challenge is to
secure appropriate management over wide areas of
countryside and to overcome preconceived notions of
what represents “good hedgerow management”,
often based more on culture and tradition than the
actual requirements of modern farming. To
effectively manage the butterfly is certainly not
rocket science, compared to many species of
butterfly and moth the requirements of the Brown
Hairstreak are fairly simple and not difficult to
implement, but it does need shared vision and action
on the ground. In our endeavours, we have been well
supported by local staff from Natural England,
partner organisations like the Worcestershire Wildlife
Trust and, increasingly, local authorities such as
Redditch and Wychavon Councils. They have been
important allies in our efforts and we would not have
achieved so much without their support.
Also of crucial importance has been the
involvement of landowners and the local community
who have assisted our efforts in very practical ways
and have done much to raise local awareness.
Overall, we can look back with a real sense of
achievement and with the knowledge that enthusiasm
and commitment on the part of so many people can
make a real difference to the fortunes of one of the
UK’s most attractive but declining butterflies while,
at the same time, benefit other wildlife which require
the same kind of hedgerow and woodland
management.
Our final egg hunt of 2012, on 30th December,
was well supported and saw the completion of the

survey of the core areas of blackthorn around Grafton
Wood for this winter. Gill Thompson has produced a
very full and entertaining report on the national
Brown Hairstreak blog (http://betulae.blogspot.com)
which is well worth a read. Overall, the count was up
by 20 on the previous year which, given the appalling
weather during much of the flight season, can be seen
as something of a result. There does not always seem
to be a correlation between numbers of adults seen
and numbers of eggs found but the main hedgerow to
the west of the wood, where a lot of Brown
Hairstreaks were spotted last autumn, produced the
best numbers since 2001/2. This year, out of interest,
we have been looking for Brown Hairstreak eggs in
hedgerows within 0.25m of Grafton Wood and so far
our running total is fast approaching 600 and still
climbing. We are hoping to look at further hedgerows
on the western side of Grafton Wood as well as
searching for eggs within the wood itself.
The Thursday Streakers continue to meet most
weeks and on 3rd January, as well as significantly
adding to the wider Grafton Wood count, met with
Hilary Williams, the Footpath Warden for Upton
Snodsbury. This proved a productive visit and, with
group members virtually diappearing into pools of
water, we could see very clearly why maintenance
work on a footpath to the south of the village was
required. This is a footpath where we have found
eggs in the past (and so it proved again!) and we were
able to mark up several eggs for retention as well as
locating further eggs on a nearby hedgerow. During
the course of the whole day, the group found 65 eggs.

Brown Hairstreak at Grafton Wood (John Tilt)
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Trust and BC launch major
butterfly monitoring project

H

By Martyn Davies

ereford is a large county with a small
population – most of whom live in Hereford!
For the Millennium Atlas a lot of recording
was carried out but since then the effort has tailed off
and the County Recorder has had very few records
sent to him. We know that like most of the rest of the
country butterfly numbers have declined and we have
probably had local extinctions such as the High
Brown Fritillary. The Hereford Nature Trust own or
lease a number of reserves on which there are few or
no butterfly records; this is not a criticism merely a
statement of fact, and the records from some reserves
are both out of date and possibly no longer accurate.
It isn’t all doom and gloom, however, the Brown
Argus was found again in 2011 after a gap of nearly
30 years and a Small Blue has also been found for
the first time in living memory. Large Blue 1864, I
wonder? So there are a number of places that could
yield an interesting find if only we could get someone
to look and therefore we have a job to do. To start the
process BC West Midlands decided to work jointly
with the Trust and try to visit and record all the
species found on each of their reserves during 2013.
WE NEED YOUR HELP. We have devised a
simple recording form and a guide to identification
and we are asking our volunteers to visit the

reserve(s) of their choice on four occasions during
the course of the year. The visits should be made
during early May, early June, mid-July and late
August, and the forms returned to me immediately
after the visit. If you cannot make one of the visits we
will try and get somebody to fill in for you.
The instructions and information of what we want
in more detail, the reserve visit form and the
identification guide plus details about how to get to
the reserves are available now and can be obtained by
e-mailing me at the address below. At the end of the
year I will produce a report which, hopefully, will be
reported in The Comma and The Flycatcher (HNT
publication) or you can have your own copy e-mailed
directly to you.
If you only get to hear of this part way through the
year you can still help by contacting me and finding
out the gaps in our coverage and going along to fill in
one or more of the gaps. Ideally, we would like to
record on four occasions on all of the reserves this
year, realistically we may not achieve that target.
However, for some reserves a visit specifically to
record the butterflies might be a first and so is just as
important. Even if you don’t live in the county you
can still help by coming down for a visit and visiting
a reserve during the day. Please help if you can!
Email: martyn.davies808@gmail.com
Tel: 01432 266703

Join us on one of these butterfly walks in Herefordshire

Sat 20th April, Haugh Wood, meet at 10.30am. Forestry Commission car park (GR: SO592365). Leader:
Martyn Davies 01432 266703.
Sat 4th May, Ewyas Harold Common, meet at 11.00am at the northern Cwm Hill end of Ewyas Harold
Common (GR: SO382302) adjacent to cattle grid. Approach off B4347 (GR: SO384386). Contact Ian Hart
01981 510259 or email Yellowrattle4@aol.com
Sat 18th May, meet at 11.00am at Haugh Wood FC car park (GR: SO592365). Contact Robin Hemming
01568 797351 or email robinhemming@btinternet.com
Sun 19th May, Shobdon Hill Wood, meet at 11.00am at Shobdon Hill car park (GR: SO407643) behind
Covenhope Farm. Contact Mike Williams 01299 824860 or email mike@stagborough.fsnet.co.uk
Sun 16th June, Mortimer Forest, meet at 11.00am at High Vinnalls car park (GR: SO474732). Contact Mike
Williams 01299 824860 or email mike@stagborough.fsnet.co.uk
Sat 29th June, Haugh Wood, meet at 11.00am at Haugh Wood FC car park (GR: SO592365). Contact Robin
Hemming 01568 797351 or email robinhemming@btinternet.com
Sun 14th July, Mortimer Forest, meet at 11.00am at High Vinnalls car park (GR: SO474732). Contact Mike
Williams 01299 824860 or email mike@stagborough.fsnet.co.uk

10

The Comma • Spring 2013

Update from Trench Wood

D

By John Holder

uring 2012 long-serving
reserve warden Neil McLean
decided to take a break from
his role due to continuing work
pressures and I volunteered to take on
the role, having started as a back-up for
Neil in the previous year. So firstly I
would like to say a big thank-you to
Neil and his volunteers for the huge
efforts they have put in over many
years.
My involvement with the Worcestershire Wildlife
Trust is relatively recent compared with many
volunteers. I joined the Trust in 1990 when I moved
to the Midlands from the south-east to take up a role
with Cadbury. When I took early retirement in 1998
I was then free to take on active volunteering roles
with the Trust and I linked up with a colleague to start
up a weekly volunteer group in the Droitwich
Community Woodlands close to where I live. In the
meantime I had joined the Droitwich local group
committee as talks and walks organiser and a few
years back became a Trustee for the Trust. I had
worked with the Droitwich group for more than 10
years when I was asked if I could assist in Trench
Wood. So began my involvement with Trench Wood.
I had some involvement with Trench prior to this
when a fellow Droitwich volunteer was persuaded by
John Tilt to revive the Trench butterfly transect
recording. Four of us volunteers agreed to take it on
and we will soon start our 4th year of recording.
Anecdotally, 2012 was a bad year for butterflies and
it will be interesting to see final details of numbers
for Trench Wood compared with previous years.

Like many others my biological
interests started at a young age with a
serious interest in birds and I still do
British Trust for Ornithology breeding
bird surveys and record for the Garden
Birdwatch Scheme. In the Droitwich
woods we installed nearly 60 bird boxes
but it is a huge task to try to monitor all
of them during the breeding season.
My interests now have widened
considerably and in addition to butterfly
recording I have been recording for the
Garden Moth Scheme for eight years
and recently attended one of Dave Grundy’s micro
moth identification courses… really interesting
(dgcountryside@btinternet.com).
So back to Trench Wood. Later this year we will
start the winter work parties again on the 4th Sunday
of the month (meet Trench car park 10.00am, phone
me on 01905 794854 for details) and I also have a
small weekly group on Thursdays, meet 9.30am in
the car park but phone first as I do sometimes help
out with chainsaw work in Droitwich Woods.
Work in Trench for the immediate future entails
continuing with re-coppicing various plots adjacent
to the main rides plus further forestry contract work.
The volunteer groups have just completed a wide
coppiced area about 400m long adjacent to a central
ride and it will be really interesting to see what will
now spring up from the understory here.
It has to be said that after the rain we have had this
year Trench Wood, always rather wet, has been
terrible and it is a credit to the volunteers that they
continue to present themselves to the weekly and
monthly mud baths!
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.

30 Butterfly Walk
in the West Midl s
ands
Supported by
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Chaddesley Wood moth trap
count drops by half in 2012

I

By Alan Prior

t all started well in 2012 with a first ever visit on
the scheduled date in January when almost a
hundred moths were recorded. A visit in February
was made mid-month and over 600 moths of a dozen
species were recorded. An excellent turnout of
recorders in March resulted in an enjoyable night
with nearly 400 moths of 23 species being found.
With conditions perfect near the end of March, I
made a late phone call to Anna Ryder and offered
her the chance to see what a deluge of Small Quaker
was like, as she hadn’t experienced it before. We
arrived after dark and set up three traps. By the time
the last one was switched on, the first trap had
already filled up with hundreds of moths! It was a
little overwhelming and we just sat for a while and
watched the spectacle of moths streaming towards
the lights from every direction. After an hour or so
Anna attempted to count what had already arrived in
her trap. After some time she announced that there
were already over 200 Small Quaker inside with
more arriving by the second. After a short break for a
cuppa she started the final count. A long while later
she finished with over 450 moths recorded, mostly
Small Quaker, but they included 16 other species as
well. I think her head was spinning a little as she set

Just reward: A single Powdered Quaker put in
an appearance in April 2012 (Patrick Clement)
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Final tally: 1,232 Small Quakers were caught on
one night in March 2012 (Patrick Clement)

off for home! However, my job was done, as I’d been
able to show somebody the joy of oakwood mothing
early in the year. The final tally for that night was
1,232 Small Quaker, with Common Quaker (148)
a distant second and an impressive 108 Oak Beauty
being the third highest count.
That, however, was by some considerable margin,
the best night of 2012… The following eight months
were fairly disastrous and a struggle somewhat.
Having a special event to attend on the April visit, I
am indebted to Steve Chappell and John Finlay for

New record: Epermenia falciformis was caught
on 1st September (Oliver Wadsworth)

extending the continuity of
manipulated, but just comparing
recording at Chaddesley as they
the last two years at Chaddesley
covered for my absence. Their
may put the past year’s events
reward was to find the first
into perspective. Total moths
newly recorded species for
recorded in 2011 were 10,033
Chaddesley of the year as one
whereas in 2012 only 4,860 were
Powdered Quaker made an
found and that was with 18 extra
appearance.
traps and one extra night in
May’s visit was very
2012! So you can’t say it was
disappointing with only 12
lack of effort on the recorders
species being recorded and
part that made 2012 so awful.
Adela reaumurella accounted
Species recorded were 428 in
for over 75% of the moths
2011 and only 261 in 2012. The
recorded. June was equally bad
June and July tallies with 10
with even fewer moths recorded.
traps used in each year were
However, two new species
1,912 moths (2011) compared to
Stigmella atricapitella and
a pathetic 260 moths (2012),
Alabonia
geoffrella
were Special moth: Alabonia geoffrella
which equates to an 87% drop in
amongst the few that were recorded on 2nd June (Alan Prior)
numbers in 12 months – quite
recorded. July’s visit was cancelled due to the
staggering. Looking at actual trap count averages
appalling weather. I did make a lone visit later in the
also emphasizes what a drop there was during 2012,
month that was questionably worthwhile, as nothing
as each trap averaged 210 moths throughout 2011
but the extremely low numbers of moths was notable.
whereas it was 105 in 2012 – a 50% decline.
August provided the biggest species count of the
Hopefully, the moths will be resilient and recover, but
year with 122 and one new species Tinea trinotella.
we’ll have to carry on recording to prove it one way
Three Angle-striped Sallow were also recorded, our
or the other.
biggest single count to date. Two more new species
Overall, there couldn’t be one lepidopterist who
were found in September, they were Epermenia
wasn’t sorry to see the back of 2012, as it was a
falciformis and Cochylimorpha straminea which
miserable and thoroughly uninspiring year. Surely
helped on yet another poor night overall. It was
2013 can’t be as bad… can it?
another cold night in October and Pine Carpet made
My thanks are due to all the recorders who helped
up nearly half the total of 88 moths of 18 species
with the highs and many lows of 2012. Your help will
recorded. November’s visit was delayed and only
be gratefully appreciated again in 2013.
Peter Beasley and myself ran traps mid-month.
However, we did manage over a hundred moths
between us, which was comparable to some nights in
high ‘summer’!
I know figures and statistics can be boring and

Fresh specimen: Epagoge grotiana was caught
on 11th July 2012 (Alan Prior)

August beauty: Three Angle-striped Sallow were
trapped - a record catch (Patrick Clement)
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Devil’s Dingle Double Delight

A

By Roger Wasley

five-year study into the butterflies at Devil’s
Dingle, an ash disposal site belonging to
Ironbridge Power Station, proves it is one of
the best locations for Dingy Skipper and Small
Heath in Shropshire. Both butterflies are UK
Biodiversity Action Plan Priority Species.
Situated in the Severn Valley, above the village of
Buildwas and on the slopes of the Wrekin, Devil’s
Dingle is also home to a wide mix of wildlife,
including Barn Owls, deer, badgers and foxes.
Peter Branson, a Butterfly Conservation
volunteer and local butterfly recorder, has just
published his fifth and final survey in a series of five
that started in 2008. The aim in 2012, as in 2011, was
a weekly recording visit to give a more complete
picture of butterfly abundance on the site.
Between 12th May and 28th August, 17 visits
were made, two more than in 2011. As few as two
butterflies were recorded on 22nd June and as many
as 719 individuals on 7th August; the variation in
numbers reflecting species flight periods and weather
patterns.
Visits varied in length from three-and-a-quarter
hours to four-and-a-quarter hours. As in previous
years, a route through the 40 hectare (100 acre) site,
divided finally in 2011 into 15 separate recording
sections, was walked. Species and numbers of
butterflies in each section were recorded. In total just
over 4,700 individuals were recorded in 2012.
Peter, who has passed on his valuable findings to
John Tilt, West Midlands Branch transect coordinator, said: “A survey like this gives just a
snapshot of the butterfly species present and their
relative populations. The actual numbers of
butterflies on the site will be very much higher,
maybe many thousands, over the course of a year.”
A total of 21 species of butterfly have been
recorded between 2008 and 2012. Most of the
species recorded are relatively common and
widespread in Shropshire and would be expected in
this kind of rough grassland, scrub and woodland
edge habitat.
Some species, for example, Green-veined White,
lay eggs and hatch continuously throughout the
season. Others, for example, Common Blue, have
two periods of emergence with the later brood being
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the offspring of the early emergers. Two of the
butterfly species recorded are included on the Red
List (or Red Data Book) for butterflies. The Red List
is a concept used worldwide to assess how threatened
species are. Dingy Skipper is listed as Vulnerable
while Small Heath is listed as Near Threatened.
Both are UK BAP species and Green Hairstreak is
included in the Shropshire BAP.
The number of butterflies recorded on Devil’s
Dingle was greater than in 2011 albeit mainly
because of a large increase in the Meadow Brown
population. This phenomenon appears to have
occurred nationally and was reported in the autumn
edition of Butterfly.
So whilst Peacock, Small Tortoiseshell,
Comma, Red Admiral, Green-veined White,
Small White, Large White, Speckled Wood and
possibly Orange Tip fared badly, grassland species
such as Small Heath, Large Skipper, Meadow
Brown, Ringlet, Gatekeeper and Small Skipper
increased or maintained their numbers. This is
illustrated in the table below:
Meadow Brown
Gatekeeper

Small Skipper
Small Heath

Dingy Skipper

Peacock

Ringlet

Common Blue

Sm Tortoiseshell
Green-v White

2011

2012

+/-

960

2027

+1067

141

325

+184

447
409

199

143

721
453

174
116

595

567

129

13

144

269

+274
+46

-25

-27

-28

40

-104

103

-163

-116

Any West Midlands Branch member interested in
helping to continue with the site monitoring should
contact Mary Thornton on 01952 435547 or email
mary.thornton@eon-uk.com
Meanwhile, Peter’s 2012 report for Devil’s
Dingle is available on the branch website
(www.westmidlands-butterflies.org.uk).

Brighter future for Cannock
Chase’s precious heathland

A

the
Special
Area
of
major partnership project,
Conservation. Scrub, especiwhich has begun to restore
ally birch regrowth, will be
lowland heathland on
cleared by the Forestry
Cannock Chase in Staffordshire,
Commission and volunteer
will improve habitat for Green
groups. A mosaic of different
Hairstreak and create more
ages of heather is optimum for
linking corridors to encourage
biodiversity, so a cutting
more Small Pearl-bordered
regime will be established to
Fritillary movements across the
create a mosaic of different
Chase. The Connecting Cannock
aged heather. Great progress
Chase – Lowland Heathland
was made during a series of
Project will restore more than
volunteer practical conser50ha of lowland heathland on
vation days between October
three
areas
of
Forestry
and March.
Commission land by removing Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary
Grazing
of
lowland
invasive scrub and bracken and (Beverley Kernohan)
heathland habitats has been found to be a more
introducing grazing animals to one site.
sustainable form of conservation management and
The project is being run by the Connecting
has produced positive ecological benefits for
Cannock Chase partnership, a group of local
example at Hednesford Hills and Barlaston
organisations including Forestry Commission
Common. Bernadette Noake, of Staffordshire
England, Natural England, Staffordshire County
Wildlife Trust, said: “By re-introducing heathland
Council, Staffordshire Wildlife Trust, Butterfly
grazing back onto one of the three project areas, a
Conservation, Cannock Chase AONB, RSPB and
practice common on Cannock Chase over 100 years
Staffordshire Biodiversity Partnership. The project is
ago, and supporting it with a programme of
being managed on their behalf by Staffordshire
complementary management techniques, we will be
Wildlife Trust and will build on work already carried
able to manage the area in a more sustainable way
out by the Forestry Commission.
and produce a high diversity of biological habitats.”
Dr Jenny Joy, BC’s Senior Regional Officer in
Staffordshire Wildlife Trust is looking for
the West Midlands, said: “Cannock Chase forms part
volunteers to get involved in the project and will be
of a biologically and historically important landscape
holding a series of practical volunteer conservation
which includes the largest surviving area of lowland
days and guided walks so people can find out more
heathland in Central England. Lowland heathland is
about it. For more information contact Bernadette
a priority for nature conservation because it is an
Noake on 01889 880121 or sbap@staffsinternationally rare and threatened habitat which
wildlife.org.uk. Rob Winstanley, one of Butterfly
supports a wide range of plant and animal
Conservation’s local active members, is already
communities such as heather, rare hybrid bilberry,
involved in the work parties and would only be too
butterflies, moths, birds such as nightjar and
happy to see more of our members join in.
woodlark, bog-bush cricket and adder.”
The project has been made possible with funding
The project will focus on restoring heathland in
from SITA Trust’s Enriching Nature Programme,
three areas where conifer plantations have already
through the Landfill Communities Fund, and partner
been cleared by Forestry Commission England.
organisations including Forestry Commission
These areas will form corridors between existing
England, Natural England and Staffordshire County
lowland heathland sites, which are designated as
Council.
Sites of Special Scientific Interest and are also part of
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Life on the Edge
W

Wall Brown on Wenlock Edge

Wall Brown (Steven Cheshire)

Small Heath (Nigel Spencer)
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By Peter Branson

ith Wall, I prefer the more traditional name,
Wall Brown, disappearing from inland sites
in the South East of England, and also sites
in Central England, in recent years, members may be
pleased to know that there is at least one site in the West
Midlands where the butterfly can be reliably seen, the
complex of quarries on Wenlock Edge to the south-west
of Much Wenlock.
For those that are not familiar with South
Shropshire, Wenlock Edge is a limestone escarpment
reaching a height of 280 metres at Roman Bank (GR:
SO521913), which runs from Much Wenlock along a
north-east/south-west axis for about 18 miles in the
direction of Craven Arms. The scarp slope (or northwest side) of the ridge is heavily wooded. The dip slope
(or south-east side) is generally given over to arable
farming, but south-west of Much Wenlock the dip slope
has been intensively quarried for limestone. These
quarries extend for three miles either side of the B4371,
Church Stretton road. The ones near Much Wenlock are
of great antiquity, but those further away from the town
are more recent and much larger.
A footpath, the Shropshire Way, runs along the top
of the escarpment at this point. The wooded scarp slope
belongs to the National Trust, while the quarry complex
is privately owned. Quarrying ceased a few years ago
and the complex is used for timber storage and the
production of timber fencing and biomass. The
National Trust recently tried to buy part of the quarry
complex because the site has significant geological and
biological interest, but they were unsuccessful. Pockets
of limestone grassland, a habitat not common in
Shropshire, still survive.
For some years I had been recording butterflies from
the footpath without having access to the quarries.
Small numbers of Wall Brown, as well as Dingy
Skipper, Small Heath, Common Blue and many other
species, were regularly seen.
In 2011, the quarry owners agreed to National Trust
volunteers undertaking biological surveys in the
complex and I was able to widen the area covered.

Lea South with the
quarry filled with water.
Peter’s survey focused
on Lea North on left side
of the road. Image
courtesy of Dr Caroline
Uff of the National Trust.
Copyright: Dave Bagnall

Sadly, in early 2012, the quarry owners withdrew
permission for access but fortunately I managed to
make a private arrangement for the 2012 season and
continued to record butterflies with the focus primarily
on Wall Brown.
The results of this two-year study of Wall Brown
are shown in the table below:
Wall Brown – Wenlock Edge 2011 & 2012
1st generation

2011

2012

Number of
Individuals Visits
24

45

3

5

2nd generation

Number of
Individuals Visits
98

100

4

7

Total

Number of
Individuals Visits
122
145

7

12

Wall Brown has two generations each year. The
first generation emerges early May into June; the
second generation early August into September. The
first generation represents the butterflies that have
survived the egg/caterpillar/chrysalis stage through the
previous autumn and winter into spring. One would
expect the second generation to be numerically greater
with conditions during the first part of the summer
favouring a more rapid development of the adult
butterfly.
The Wall Brown has a fascinating ecology; it is said
to be a hilltopping butterfly. The definitive account of
the behavior of the Wall Brown is to be found in
Wickman (1988).
Males emerge from pupation some days in advance
of females and move to higher ground, where they

engage in perching and patrolling whilst awaiting the
appearance of females. Often they form small
aggregations and two or three individuals can regularly
be seen battling with one another for dominance.
Emerging females fly uphill in search of males; once
mated they move rapidly away, and downhill, to lay their
eggs on grass leaves. The larger female is seen less
frequently.
Wall Brown can easily be located on Wenlock
Edge along the footpath above the quarry complex.
From the National Trust car park at Presthope (GR:
SO583955) on the B4371 (not to be confused with the
National Trust car park just outside Much Wenlock,
SO613997), follow the ridge path through woodland in
a north-easterly direction for 500 metres arriving at
two National Trust information boards and a clear view
of the complex. Continuing along the footpath for the
next kilometre look for perching, patrolling and
competing males on exposed rock faces, initially to the
left and thereafter along the footpath and to the right,
beyond and below the post and wire fence. After a
kilometre, a viewpoint on the left is reached, with fine
views to the Wrekin; at this point, retrace your steps to
the car park at Presthope, continuing the search for
Wall Brown.
Numbers are never huge; on a good day possibly 12
or more individuals might be seen. The best time to
visit is any warm sunny day in the second half of May
and likewise in the second half of August. Faded older
butterflies will be encountered but newly-emerged
males are an intense, deep orange and a delight.
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Butterfly Conservation:
my first year

A

By Andy Barker

well-placed book, a copy of The Comma, and
the discovery of a wildflower meadow drew
me back to my first love of butterflies.
As a child I would spend my summers virtually
feral in wellies, scruffy cut-off jeans, and red ‘I hate
school’ T-shirt. Equipped with a homemade butterfly
net and an assortment of empty tins and cartons I
would spend hours exploring along the local brook,
hunting for bugs. My bedroom was full of butterflies
and moths, caterpillars and stick insects. One year I
brought home a mating pair of Small Tortoiseshells
and the female laid her eggs on nettles in my
breeding cage. I was able to experience all the stages
of development from ovum to adult, observing the
eggs change colour as the tiny caterpillars developed
inside before eating their way out; watching
caterpillars shedding their skins at each instar; seeing
the colours of the wings becoming visible through
the chrysalis a day or so before hatching; and, best of
all, the final emergence of a pristine new butterfly.
You don’t forget releasing 40 vivid orange and black
scraps of perfection into a crisp blue September sky.
Then somehow this connection faded away,
stifled by education, work, illness, and living in a flat
in a town centre. It was around the time that I came
across my sister’s copy of Patrick Barkham’s book,

Job done: Richard and cleared bramble
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Making a difference: Richard Southwell and
Gavin Tringham at Foxcote (Photos: Andy Barker)

The Butterfly Isles (ISBN: 9781847081278) that I
started to think about a way back. And it was a short
while later that I stumbled upon the Spring 2011
edition of The Comma. Having moved house I was
back near the countryside, and according to The
Comma there was a Branch event taking place just
round the corner at Foxcote Meadows, near
Stourbridge, in the June. Foxcote is a traditional
wildflower meadow that hasn’t been intensively
managed or ploughed, and it is usually only cut once

Worth saving: Peacock at Foxcote Meadow

a year for hay; it is flower rich and supports many
butterflies and moths. So my first BC event was the
Chimney Sweeper moth count and Himalayan
Balsam pulling in conjunction with the local Old
Swinford Hospital School and members of the
Dudley Council Countryside Services Department.
Richard Southwell, the event organiser, made me
feel very welcome and quickly got me involved
photographing proceedings. This first meeting’s
emphasis on recording, hands-on conservation
activity, and reaching out to local people has been a
theme that Richard has been keen to promote.
Having taken on board this message of personal
involvement I have joined Richard, Patrick
Clement, and Gavin Tringham at Foxcote
continuing the programme of Himalayan Balsam
eradication, scrub removal, and reinvigoration of the
pond area to encourage the Chimney Sweeper and
its food plant Pignut.
The past 18 months have introduced me to new
ways of thinking about butterflies and conservation
and exposed a lot of my preconceptions and
misconceptions. One of the first things that I woke up
to is that I couldn’t just passively appreciate
butterflies. It’s called ‘Butterfly Conservation’ for a
reason. Without active conservation and preservation
butterflies will be appreciated into extinction. Until
recently I told myself things like: “The problem is
too big for me to make a difference”; “The
government / local council / big business / land
owners don’t care. They are intransigent entities that
can’t be engaged with.” The trouble with this kind of
thinking is that it gives you permission to do nothing,
and just as insidiously poisons your mind with
feelings of helplessness and depression.
Actually, there is cause for a great deal of hope.

First-timer: Silver-studded Blue at Prees Heath
Common Reserve

First event: Counting Chimney Sweeper moths at
Foxcote Meadow

As soon as I started learning about the ongoing work
of BC it proved to me that something can and is
being done. Since that June it has been heartening to
experience first-hand the achievements of BC and the
Wildlife Trusts. For example, at the Prees Heath
reserve – along with the results of a night’s moth
trapping – I was able to see the Silver-studded Blue
for the first time. And at Grafton Wood I have
become involved with recording the behaviour of the
Brown Hairstreak, which is another first for me.
I’m also learning that there exist hidden places
like Foxcote, and the seemingly unlikely brownfield
sites that Richard is such an advocate of. He has
taken me on a tour of some of the areas marked on
his master plan of the Dudley Borough highlighting
the wildlife corridors and brownfield habitats that
weave through the fabric of even the densest urban
areas. If you have access to The Comma No. 68,
A male Essex Skipper near Old Hill Station
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Autumn 2007, have a look at the article by Anthony
Glossop, the Chairman of St Modwen Properties
PLC, where he describes the collaboration between
St Modwen’s and BC when redeveloping the
Coombeswood site in Halesowen. Richard took me
there last July and we were able to see, even on a
short visit, how successful the site still is now. We
recorded Small Heath, Six-spot Burnet, Marbled
White, Meadow Brown, Shaded Broad-bar, and
with the aid of pheromones Six-belted Clearwing.
In spring it should be possible to see Green
Hairstreak.
On the same day we went to a fragment of
overgrown land next to the canal near Old Hill
Station and I saw my first ever Essex Skipper. It
seemed like such an ignoble introduction to any
butterfly, yet here it was nestled among the litter and
rubble. Richard further proved the value of these
brownfield sites as we moved on to a far larger tract
of unused land next to Bury Hill Park, currently

unmanaged, but forming part of an extended network
of butterfly friendly habitats next to Dudley Golf
Course and a stone quarry. I used to think that these
gaps should be filled in with new development, and
leave the countryside alone. I’m beginning to realise
that just the opposite makes sense. Deliberately
linking and extending these wildlife areas or
corridors that already occur within the urban
environment is far more beneficial to wildlife and
humans. To be able to step out of my home, as I did
as a kid, and be in some form of nature has given me
a lifelong relationship with and appreciation of plants
and animals. As soon as you expel ‘Nature’ to ‘The
Countryside’ and have to drive miles to get there then
that link is broken for children and adults.
I have taken Richard’s advice and will be sending
my records to go on the National Database because,
as he points out, there is huge value in knowing
where things are and in what numbers. If planners
know a particular species is present then measures
can be taken to prevent detrimental development to
an area, or even sympathetic management can be
incorporated to protect and expand a habitat. It also
helps with the ongoing assessment of our butterflies
and the landscape on a national level.
It has been a year of appreciation, but also
reappraisal and action. Sometimes you don’t even
realise that you have preconceptions until new light
makes you reassess and update your ideas. In the next
12 months I want to carry on with the work parties
and making my garden more butterfly friendly. I also
want to build a light-trap and start recording moths.
Then there is Patrick Barkham’s challenge of
seeing all 59 species of butterfly found in the British
Isles in a year. I think I will take that a bit more
leisurely and savour the thrill of each new
acquaintance…

Successful site: Shaded Broad-bar moth (left) and Marbled White at Coombeswood in Halesowen

Your lasting legacy

Have you ever considered leaving a gift to
Butterfly Conservation in your Will? An increasing
number of members and friends are choosing to
support Butterfly Conservation in this way. All
gifts, however small, are welcome and make
a crucial and lasting contribution to the
conservation of butterflies and moths. Accounting
for over one third of voluntary income, legacy
gifts make a real difference to the work we can
undertake. If you want, you can specify that the
money should be used in the area covered by the
West Midlands branch. For more information
about leaving a gift to Butterfly Conservation
please contact Helen Corrigan on 01273 453313
or hcorrigan@butterfly-conservation.org or write
to her at BC Headquarters.
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A drink with the Admiral

T

Report and image by Gareth Thomas

he somewhat bizarre and to us, frankly,
unsavoury behaviour of some exotic
butterflies seen clustering in vast numbers,
‘extracting minerals’ from excreta and its fluids has
been well documented and recorded.
Readers of The Comma will also be aware that at
least two of our native Vanessid species share this
practice which somehow seems to belie their
otherwise supremely graceful elegance.
Historically, we know that
the Purple Emperor was
lured by collectors to be
successfully captured using a
huge variety of offensive
putrid materials, being the
only means to attract this
elusive insect down from the
canopy.
Perhaps less common
knowledge is that its smaller
cousin, the White Admiral,
displays similar proclivities, a
fact that was brought into
sharp relief for me on an
excursion to the Wyre Forest
to photograph butterflies.
It was early July in a year
when we actually had Summer
weather (remember that?) in
that month, and I was there in
search of Silver-Washed
Fritillary and, hopefully, White Admiral. The
fritillaries were abundant on the Bramble flowers and
I soon collected all the images I wanted of them.
Just occasionally one of the Brambles was visited
fleetingly by a White Admiral, though its stay was
never long enough for a decent photo.
After an hour of traipsing around the rides in the
sweltering sunshine in vain pursuit of my final
quarry, I took a break on a ride-side fallen tree,
convinced that success with the White Admiral had
finally eluded me. I took out a drink, for I was
parched from perspiring liberally in the late morning
sun.
Imagine my astonishment, even disbelief, when
the very quarry that I had been stalking came

fluttering down the ride on a (bee)-line towards me
and without hesitation, homed in on my watch!
Within a second it had placed its proboscis in a
groove under the watch and proceeded to sup
generously of the sweat that had clearly gathered
there.
I suppose it stayed for around 30 seconds, in
which time I hastily grabbed for my Canon SLR
complete with Sigma 180 macro lens and attempted
a few extreme close-ups, holding my left arm as far
out as possible while wrestling with a substantial

chunk of unsupported camera gear in my right hand
(no optical stabiliser).
I just managed three or four shots, of which I
attach the most promising that I achieved.
It may not be a classic traditional White Admiral
portrait, but I will claim it is possibly a unique shot
of that behaviour, and so I share it with your readers.
My impression, from the directness of the insect’s
approach, was that this may not have been its first
watch-encounter and perhaps other male White
Admirals have adopted this habit? BC members will
surely be the ones to know!
Meanwhile, what statement it makes about the
quality of my sweat, and/or the lamentable hygiene
of my watch-strap, I leave others to conclude…
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L

By Nicky Ilsley

ittle did I realise that a visit to Oxford Literary
Festival in 2011 would lead to hours of my
time searching for small green butterflies on
equally green bushes and plants in my local park. It
all started when booking a series of events to put a
programme together to fill a festival day. On this
warm, dry and sunny Sunday in May (well it was
2011) I listened to Patrick Barkham talk about his
childhood and later quest to find all the British
butterflies in one year. I was captivated enough to
buy his book, The Butterfly Isles, which served to
highlight how little I knew of the world around me
and I decided to at least be able to tell a Ringlet from
a Meadow Brown and duly joined Butterfly
Conservation.
During my visit to the open day at Ryton
Meadows, near Coventry, Mike Slater was
interested to hear how near I lived to Sutton Park
National Nature Reserve in Sutton Coldfield as more
work needed to be done around the resident Green
Hairsteaks. Someone on the doorstep would be very
useful. Was he talking about forest witches or the
state of Vidal Sassoon in the area? No, apparently it
was a butterfly and he needed some help. Oh no, I
didn’t think that was for me. I don’t know anything
about butterflies. Someone might ask me a question.
Couldn’t I have something more well glamorous like
Clouded Yellow or Peacock or even a Duke of
Burgundy? No it was the Green Hairstreak. Mmmm,
perhaps another year…

Duke of Burgundy (Dave Roach)
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At a loose end one Sunday in early 2012, I
decided to go and help out at a Ryton work party.
Mike was still keen on this hairstreak business and I
naively agreed to meet him at Sutton Park later in the
spring so that he could show me some of the sites
where Green Hairstreak may be found and what
food plants to look for. I could keep my eyes open
while walking the dog, Oska, couldn’t I? Or I thought
that was the plan anyway. Mike turned up in midMarch with my fellow West Midlands Branch
member Bob Evans who lived on the other side of
the park. I hadn’t met Bob before but he was
experienced in doing transects as he already has a
commitment at New Hall. We spent four hours
visiting all the sites where there had been previous
sightings and where Mike believed there may be
plant food. Bob accepted the task of sorting out grid
references. I had responsibility for the northern
transects and Bob had the more southerly ones.
Somehow it had become formal and a lot more than
a walk with the dog when the weather was nice. This
needed doing once a week between 10.00am and
4.00pm. Not sure what I had taken on I went out the
next weekend to try to find the quickest route round
all my sites and I found Bob out on the ground
already with his mountain bike and a grid reference
device. Oh Bob is very organised and sent out
Google maps of all the sites together with accurate
Green Hairstreak (Patrick Clement)

grid references and a transect form. No excuses now.
The books said Green Hairstreaks were out in
April and so the transects started on Week 1. I
searched every branch of every bush on my transects.
The park is big and the transect sites are spread out
and I found it took 2½ hours to get round my six
sites. At this time the branches were brown and bare
so confidence was high that I would spot anything
green resembling a butterfly even though I had never
seen one before. The books said the males sit on
branches waiting for females and I didn’t know
whether to look up or down or just in the middle and
so the scrutiny was painstaking. Oska soon got fed up
with these walks. He prefers to stay on the path and
socialise with passersby and I kept losing him to
people and had to go and get him back. It was a case
of 10 minutes look for hairstreaks and 10 minutes go
find a short legged, friendly Norwich Terrier who had
got fed up with me and my mad pursuits!
A few weeks later the brown bushes turned a bit
green then very green. My confidence plummeted.
How was I going to find Green Hairstreaks in this
very green backdrop? Temperatures ranged from
eight to 11ºC and the sun rarely made much of an
appearance. Then it rained and rained. Parts of my
transects were under water and I couldn’t even walk
them. However, other parts of the country were
recording hairstreaks. I contacted Bob and asked if
we were missing something? Whilst we had
struggled to find any bilberry, crowberry, cranberry
or cowberry with Mike in March now it was
everywhere, especially the bilberry. Were they there
and I was missing them? Did I need new glasses? Just

Small Copper (Patrick Clement)

where were these sites in Sutton Park where they had
been seen before and was I in the wrong place? I had
found some direct routes to each site but was now
spending longer in each transect making sure I didn’t
miss so much as a butterfly wing beat. The dog
continued to go missing with great regularity and he
was enjoying the game, or was it the continued
promise of a biscuit when I got him back? So far I
had recorded – nothing. Not a thing other than lots of
cows, a few ponies and two Buzzards.
On Week 6 the sun came out and the temperature
was 16º. It felt almost tropical in comparison with
Weeks 1-5 and I set out with renewed vigour and
recorded two Peacock and a perfect Small Copper.
The next day, 13th May 2012, Bob and I found
two Peacock, a Holly Blue and a Brimstone. I
wanted to show Bob the Small Copper and so we
clambered over the mounds and wet area to the
clearing at the back, but there was no sighting.
However, we did find a perfect little Green
Hairstreak. Yes, we had actually found one! We
jumped about with excitement for quite a bit as it was
so nice to share the moment and then we settled down
to resuming the transect search and found another
three Green Hairstreaks and another one elsewhere.
At the end of May, I saw a Brimstone, two Holly
Blue, a Speckled Wood and 13 Green Hairstreaks
in total during the day. The final count during the
season was a total of 30 Green Hairstreak on five of
the eight transects. Will I be back in 2013? You bet I
will and so will Bob and Oska. Not for us the Purple
Emperor because I, Bob and even Oska are real
Green Hairstreak Champions.

Peacock (Andrew Daw)
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Brimstones and Buckthorn in
Herefordshire: a conservation story

T

By Bob Hall

hirty years ago, in 1983, the late Dr Basil
Miles and Dr Michael Harper had an idea:
wouldn’t it be a good idea for the
Herefordshire Nature Trust to supply Buckthorn trees
to those members of the HNT who wanted them?
Alder Buckthorn (Frangula alnus) along with
Common Buckthorn (Rhamnus catharticus) are the
larval foodplants of one of our most spectacular
British butterflies, the Brimstone (Gonepteryx
rhamni). The Brimstone’s scientific name means
‘The angle-winged butterfly of the Buckthorn’.
The Brimstone has an interesting distribution in
Britain, being much commoner in the south and east
than the north and west. The reason for this seems to
be that the foodplant is restricted in the north and
west. In Herefordshire the Brimstone was
predominantly found in the east of the county, in the
Ledbury area, Eastnor, Kempley and on The Doward.
The Brimstone and Buckthorn project proposed
planting Buckthorn shrubs in those parts of the
county where Brimstones were known to occur. i.e.
roughly to the east of Tarrington.
Cyril Sheldrake, together with Sue Holland,
organised the collection and distribution of the
Buckthorn trees. By the spring of 1983, 53 plants had
been distributed, and a further 70 were planted in the
Autumn. I planted three such trees in my garden in
Checkley in 1983.
For many years, the only Brimstones I spotted in
the garden were fast flying males, usually one of the
first butterflies seen in spring, as they hibernate as
adults. With their bright yellow colour they cannot be
mistaken, whereas the females are a pale greenish
yellow, and can be mistaken for Large Whites at
first glance. I also recorded the occasional female,
usually in mid to late summer, but would see these
feeding on plants like Phlox. No breeding activity
was noted.
In 2009, much to my delight, I noticed a female in
the garden on 2nd April. Even better she flew around
the two surviving Buckthorn plants, but did not stop
as they were not yet in leaf. On 22nd July 2012 I
noticed a female Brimstone laying eggs on the
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Buckthorn. To the best of my knowledge, this was the
first time since the trees were planted. A number of
bottle shaped eggs were seen laid mainly on the
young terminal shoots. By mid-August, several
caterpillars had been seen, but had then disappeared.
Had they pupated or proved to be the ideal snack for
hungry Blue Tits? A search for the pupae proved
fruitless as, rather strangely, the larvae move down
off the Buckthorn and pupate on nearby plants.
On 3rd September an adult female was seen in the
garden over a period of several hours. I photographed
it feeding on Inula, and it was also seen on Wild
Sweet Pea. It is just possible that this could be one of
the 2012 brood, just hatched in the garden. The
following day an adult male was seen briefly in the
garden feeding on Buddleia. Then, seconds later, it
was seen to be caught by a marauding dragonfly,
probably a Southern Hawker. Such is the fragility of
adult insect life : the potential for a life of perhaps 12
months or of a few days. No other sightings were
made in September.
The Brimstone is in fact the longest lived of all
British Butterflies, and can survive for 12 months.
Like other species that hibernate as adult butterflies,
the Brimstone has an incentive to survive the winter:
to breed and lay eggs in the spring. Brimstones can
hatch out as early as July. If they survive the winter
they can last until the following July. It is a solitary

Female Brimstone (Bob Hall)

and powerful butterfly that can fly great distances.
For hibernation, ivy is a favoured foodplant, and
the butterfly does indeed resemble ivy leaves. Early
in spring, the butterflies may be tempted out on a
warm sunny day, but if there is a cold snap will
happily return to hibernation. The female gives off an
alluring smell in order to attract a male. Eggs are
usually laid in either April or May. A long-lived
female may lay fertile eggs as late as July and so may
be on the wing at the same time as the next
generation emerges in July. Another evergreen shrub
used for hibernation is holly.
Adult Brimstones have unusually long probosces,
enabling them to feed on flowers with deep nectaries,
such as the flowers of Runner Bean, Wild Sweet Pea,
Inula and Buddleia. They need to spend long hours
nectaring in order to build up fat reserves for the
winter.
So to summarise: in order to attract Brimstones to
any garden we need Buckthorn shrubs for breeding,
nectar plants such as the ones mentioned above, and
shrubs such as holly and ivy for hibernation. Is your
garden a home for Brimstones? The other lesson
heeded is the need for patience in conservation tasks
such as this project. Thirty years usually marks a
human generation !
Recent records are as follows: To the west of
Hereford, Ian and Dilys Hart own and manage the
25 acre Witney Wood at Dulas, where they have
planted both Common and Alder Buckthorn over the
past 10 years. Records of Brimstones are as follows
from this site: 1997 - 2; 1998 - 2; 1999 - 4; 2000 - 2;
2001 - 7 including females egg laying; 2002 and
2003 - 1; 2004 - 0; 2005 - 1; 2006 - 1; 2007 - 4; 2008
- 4; 2009 - 4; 2010 - 8; 2011 - 7; 2012 - 2. Earliest
ever record of a male flying on 23rd February. The
2010 and 2011 records include females seen egg
laying suggesting that Ian and Dilys’ hard work is
paying off. Their records also include smaller
numbers from Ewyas Harold Nature Reserve,
Newton St Margarets and The Parks, a HNT reserve.
In the east of Herefordshire, Queen’s Wood at
Dymock has been a traditional stronghold for the
Site

Haugh Wood (South)
Grafton Wood

Grafton Wood
Haugh Wood (South)
Haugh Wood (North)

species, with evidence of breeding in recent years. It
would appear that coppicing buckthorn to produce a
flush of new young leaves is attractive to females
looking for egg laying sites, particularly if the bushes
are on a sunny south facing aspect.
John Tilt has supplied me with records for
Brimstones comparing Grafton Wood with both
Haugh Wood South and North transects (see below).
It is clear from these transect results that there is a
massive difference in Brimstone numbers between
neighbouring Worcestershire and Herefordshire.
Some of this must be down to the relative lack of
Buckthorn in Herefordshire. There is, however, some
evidence that, since 1983, Brimstones have spread
throughout Herefordshire. Records since 2000
include sites in the north west of Herefordshire,
Wigmore Rolls, Dorstone, Bircher Common as well
as Lord’s Wood, Coppett Hill and Breinton Mynde
Park. The original project in 1983 did not consider it
worthwhile to plant Buckthorn west of Tarrington.
It would be good to hear from anyone who
planted Buckthorn in 1983 whether they have
evidence of Brimstones breeding on them.
Acknowledgements: Ian and Dilys Hart, Mike
Harper, Sue Holland, Tony Simpson, John Tilt, Sam
Walker, Richard Wheeler and Kate Wollen.
Article written in memory of Dr Basil Miles,
Physician, Natural Historian and former HNT
Trustee.
On a personal note, Dr Miles acted as my moth
mentor and was unfailingly helpful and patient with
his student.
Drawing of a Brimstone caterpillar (Sam Walker)

Year
1988 1989 1990 1993 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000
2
3
3
5
3
4
15
1
1
180
84
59

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011
95 126
205 175 157 164 112
248 274 131
1
1
2
7
13 11
3
17
6
4
1
0
3
3
3
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Target new species for your garden

I

Green Hairstreak is on Patrick’s garden wish-list

Article & photos by Patrick Clement

guess most of us take a particular interest in the
species we record in our own gardens and I
suspect all of us will, at the very least, try to
encourage Lepidoptera by having a Buddleia as a
nectar source, but what about targeting new species
of moths and butterflies by planting the caterpillar
foodplant? In my opinion a breeding record of any
species in my garden is far more valuable than a
record of the same species passing through or
pausing only for nectar. I am always realistic when
choosing my target species, trying to establish Hog’s
Fennel in order to support your own colony of
Fisher’s Esturine Moth might be considered over
ambitious!
Part of the fun is doing the research, it is a great
way of improving your knowledge of individual
species distribution, habitat requirements and
foodplants. Adding macro moths to the relatively

The larval case of Coleophora discordella
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Brimstone is so far only an occasional visitor

straightforward
butterflies will give
plenty of scope,
throw in micro
moths too and you
have a project to
last a lifetime.
I have never
recorded Green
Hairstreak
butterfly in my
Halesowen garden
but it is present on
brownfield sites
Elephant Hawk-moth larva
nearby. Recently
introduced Broom, Buckthorn and Bird’s-foot Trefoil
may bring them in.
Will the planted Buckthorn change my very

Mullein moth lays its eggs on Verbascum

Frosted Orange larvae feed inside Thistle stems

occasional sightings of Brimstone into a breeding
record? Only time will tell.
The introduced Bird’s-foot Trefoil has given me
breeding records of the micro moth Coleophora
discordella, the larvae of which have a distinctive
case.
The larvae of Elephant Hawk-moth feed on
Willowherb, but if you are reluctant to introduce this
‘obvious weed’ then cultivated Fuschias are just as
likely to support it.
Cultivated varieties of Verbascum have been
planted, successfully targeting the Mullein moth.
Surprisingly however, despite the caterpillars being
recorded on the plants in three different years, I have
never caught the adult moth in my garden light trap.
Creating a mini-meadow with Ox-eye Daisy and
Red Campion has added several species to my garden
list. The larvae of Lychnis moth feed on the seeds of
Red Campion and Dichrorampha alpinana is now
recorded annually on my Ox-eye Daisy.
A few Thistles will not only provide a good nectar
source (see Brimstone photograph) but may well
encourage more breeding moths such as Frosted
Orange whose larvae feed inside the Thistle stems in
my garden.
If you have never targeted species in this way and
Lychnis larva on Red Campion

want a confidence booster, try planting some
Brassicas – I can guarantee…

Dichrorampha alpinana is found on Ox-eye Daisy

The Small White is not the gardener’s favourite
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Dates for your diary

Big Ash Bash
From end of July onwards. Volunteers are needed to
help with our ongoing survey of Brown Hairstreak
assembly trees.
Contact: Simon Primrose
(simonjprimrose@aol.com).

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

Blackthorn Bash
Sun 11 August meet 10.00am at Grafton Flyford Church. Scrub bashing in the morning followed by afternoon
walk in search of Brown Hairstreaks. Please be prompt as will be driving on to another location.
Bishop’s Wood Environmental Centre
Sun 30 June, Butterfly Day at the Centre, Crossway Green, Stourport, from 1.30-4.30pm. Bring a picnic.
Admission at a discounted price for BC members of £2 for adults and £1 for children. Contact: Mike Southall
07970 449353 or michael_southall58@hotmail.co.uk
Brown Hairstreak Open Day
Sun 25 August 11.00am-3.00pm. Meet at Three Parishes Village Hall at Grafton Flyford for morning walk
followed by lunch and refreshments back at village hall. Sales and displays. GR: 963557. Contact: John Tilt
01386 792458. A Pershore Plum Festival event (www.pershoreplumfestival.org.uk). BC stall at the Plum Fayre
in Pershore on Mon 26 August.
Butterfly ID Training Day
Wed 5 or Wed 12 June. Morning in the field for those interested in helping to record butterflies in the Wyre
Forest. Mainly aimed at identification of the two smaller Fritillary species. Date to be confirmed once
we know weather forecast. Names and contact details in advance either by email
(mike@stagborough.fsnet.co.uk) or 07802 274552. Meeting arrangements to be confirmed nearer the time.
Butterflies and Beer targeting Large Blue
Sat 15 June meet at 10.30am in car park next to Street Youth Hostel just east of B3151 south of Street (GR:
ST480345). Bookings in advance to Colin Bowler (colbowler@btconnect.com).

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.

Chaddesley Wood Moth Nights
Sat 6 April at 7.00pm, Sat 4 May at 7.30pm, Sat 1 June at 8.30pm, Sat 6 July
at 8.30pm, Sat 3 August at 8.00pm, Sat 7 September at 7.30pm, Sat 5 October
at 6.30pm, Sat 2 November at 4.00pm. Meet at Jubilee Gate (GR: SO914736)
and all are welcome. Contacts: Mervyn Needham, Warden, 01562 777461 or
Alan Prior 0121 778 2973.
Clee Hill
Sat 6 April Wildlife Taster Day starting 11.00am. Meet at The Novers on the
B4361 south of Cleehill village (GR: SO597739). A Clee Hill Community
Wildlife Group event. Contact: Mike Williams 01299 824860.
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 Stourport-on-Severn. Contact: Mike Southall 07970 449353 or
michael_southall58@hotmail.co.uk

Haugh Wood Butterfly Walk
Sun 12 May, meet at 2.00pm at Forestry Commission car park (S0593365). This Satellite on 9th January
car park is off the minor road from Mordiford to Woolhope. The walk will be (Ben Coleman)
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around the South side of the wood, following the green trail, 3.5km in length. This walk is intended primarily
for Herefordshire Watch group and primary school children from Herefordshire, but adult BC members are
welcome, as are parents. Any children should be accompanied by a responsible adult. No dogs please. Contact:
Bob Hall 01432 850623 or randphall@gmail.com
Monkwood Nature Reserve Work Party
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).

Ribbesford Wood - Pearl-bordered Fritillary Survey
Wed 22 or Thu 23 May. A Save our Butterflies week event. The Pearl-bordered Fritillary has recolonised
Ribbesford Wood over the past two years after an absence of over 20 years. The idea of the survey (date to be
confirmed once we know the weather forecast) is to establish the extent of the butterfly’s distribution within
the wood and assess population numbers. Volunteers are needed to assist in this task. Names and contact details

Snow joke: When I started taking an interest in moths I was told it was possible to catch moths when there
was six inches of snow on the ground so on 18th January I decided to put it to the test. I sat by the trap to
be sure I didn’t miss anything, but I must have nodded off – my wife took this picture just before she woke
me! Patrick Clement
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in
advance
either
by
email
(mike@stagborough.fsnet.co.uk) or 07802 274552.
Meeting arrangements to be confirmed later.
Shropshire Hills Events
Sun 19 May, 11.00am - 3.00pm, Wood White Survey
Day 1. A Save our Butterflies week event. 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.

Tiddesley Wood open day
Sun 4 May 11.00am-5.00pm BC stall and butterfly
walks. Entrance on minor road between Pershore and Spring Usher on 4th January (Joan King)
Wadborough (GR: SO929462). A Worcestershire
Wildlife Trust event. Admission charge. Help needed. Contact: John Tilt 01386 792458.

Trench Wood Dawn Chorus and Butterfly Walk
Sat 4 May meet at 6.30am for dawn chorus followed later by a Bluebell and Butterfly walk. Leader: John
Holder 01905 794854.

Trench Wood Butterfly and Moth weekend
Sat 3 August moth night starts 8.00pm, Sun 4 August butterfly walk at 11.00am. Meet in reserve car park on
minor road between Dunhampstead and Sale Green (GR: SO930588). £3 charge for each event. Joint event
with WWT. Contact: Mike Williams 01299 824860.

Upper Clun events
Sat 8 June, meet at 11.00am at Newcastle-on-Clun Community Centre for short presentation, then walk up
Pant-y-lidan valley in search of Small Pearl-bordered
Fritillaries; Sat 29 June, meet at 11.00am at Newcastleon-Clun Community Centre for short presentation, then
drive to Lower Mason’s Bank for walk to site for
Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary and possible Dark
Green Fritillary. To book a place, contact: Nick
Williams 0121 550 9853.

Walsall Butterfly Festival
A partnership between Black Country Biodiversity
Group, Walsall Art Gallery and Walsall Countryside
Services are celebrating the Walsall Butterfly Festival
with more than 20 events planned from April to
August. Events include family art days at Walsall
Gallery, a series of butterfly walks and safaris, Big
Butterfly Counts at local allotments and a grand finale
for National Moth Night with a bubbly and canapes
moth trapping evening on the Art Gallery outdoor
terrace, support by West Midlands branch of BC. For
more details go to:
Early Moth on 4th January (Patrick Clement)
https://www.facebook.com/WalsallButterflies
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Holly Blue stocks up
with winter warmer
Tasty morsel: A giraffe
tucks in to a fresh delivery
of brash from the Wyre
Forest (Mike Williams)

Branch
sticks its
neck out
for giraffe

T

he giraffe at West
Midlands Safari Park
at Bewdley can be
grateful to Branch
volunteers and the
Forestry Commission who
provided them with a fresh
supply of brash to eat on
Christmas Day. Mike
Williams and his team cut
birch scrub on Cadbury’s
Dead End Road, known as
the Heathland Corridor.
Rather than enjoy a
warming festive bonfire,
they piled up the brash on
the other side of the track
until it could be collected
to feed the delighted
animals.
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C

ontinuing our occasional theme of butterflies drawn to the smell of
feet, shoes, doggie-doo and other attractants, The Comma has received
this unusual photograph from West Midlands branch life member
Paul Witcomb, of Weoley Castle, Birmingham.
Paul says: “I thought you might appreciate this photo of a Holly Blue
getting high on de-icer.
“As I was preparing to go away for a bit, I had to declutter the car boot to
make room for useful camping items. A Holly Blue appeared and started to
circle the de-icer spray where I’d placed it temporarily in the garden. It
eventually landed on the bottle by the nozzle and decided to have a drink.
“I assume it was the de-icer it fancied as I had just emptied the contents of
a nearly empty bottle into a nearly full one and a little was spilled.
“I suppose it could have been something else that it found to its liking on
the bottle – such as Castrol GTX!”
High flyer: A Holly Blue gets a taste for de-icing fluid (Paul Witcomb)

B

Christmas is only a wing and a prayer away

ranch member Andy Barker, of Halesowen in the West Midlands,
came up with a great idea for Christmas presents… He gave family
and friends 30 of his butterfly calendars – and included the Match Pot
Appeal and Butterfly Conservation membership leaflets. He says: “This
generated so much interest from other people who saw them that I went back
to the printers to have another 10 printed! It will be good if that encourages
some new members and donations. At least it gets the message out there that
if you like looking at butterflies then you need to do something to help them
survive.” Leaflets are available on request from BC head office. Don’t forget
our own Photographic and Calendar Competition!
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