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British Butterflies and their transformations: arranged and illustrated in a series of plates by H.N. Humphreys, with characters and descriptions by J.O. Westwood (1940)





Who can fail to be amazed by the transformation of a tiny egg into a caterpillar, then into a chrysalis, and finally emerging as a beautiful butterfly? This seemingly magical process is the life cycle of every butterfly and moth. I know that this was one of the many wonders of nature that fascinated me when I was a little boy, and still does so today. To watch this transformation take place is a joy to behold. Keeping caterpillars as a child was part of my introduction to the world of nature, and it was to be part of a strong connection with the natural world that has stayed with me ever since. So many times I have wondered what some crawling caterpillar, perhaps arrayed in colourful spots and stripes, or maybe covered in fur, would one day become? The life cycle of these insects is a key to the magic of nature.


Butterflies and moths have incredible behaviour that we can wonder at too. Many species embark on very long migrations that cross land and sea. How do these fragile-looking little creatures manage to do this? Some species have the most amazing camouflage and others employ other means of protection, including rendering themselves poisonous by eating a toxic diet as larvae. Some moths disguise themselves as insects that can sting, in the hope that would-be predators will leave them well alone.


Butterflies and moths have always fascinated and inspired us and some species have had superstitions evolve around them. The lives of these creatures are as mysterious as they are beautiful. Lepidopterists are continuing to learn more about them each day. There are butterflies and moths that can be found in most parts of the planet, even in the Arctic Circle. Like us, they have colonised nearly all regions of the globe, although sadly today, many species are declining fast mostly due to the threat of pesticides, habitat destruction, and climate change. I would like to think that by understanding more about these incredible insects that more can be done to save them. Hopefully this book will play a part in raising awareness about butterflies and moths, and the magic of these winged wonders of nature.




Butterflies


Did the Brimstone inspire the word “butterfly”?


We all know what a butterfly looks like but have you ever wondered about the origin of the name? There is a species that has been thought to be the insect that inspired the term. The male Brimstone Butterfly (Gonepteryx rhamni) has bright sulphur-yellow wings. Could this British and European butterfly be the insect the word butterfly was created to describe?


The Brimstone is a widely distributed butterfly found in the UK, across Europe, in North Africa, also in Turkey, and extending its range as far as Mongolia and Western Siberia. It is a species that hibernates and males can often be seen flying on the warmer days of early spring when there are very few other butterflies about, if any. They can be easily distinguished from the females that are a cream colour with a faint tinge of greenish on the underwings.


The Brimstone caterpillar can only feed on species of Buckthorn, and in the UK, this means the Buckthorn (Rhamnus cathartica) or the Alder Buckthorn (Frangula alnus). Both types of buckthorns are shrubs that can grow into small trees. They both have berries, and the second species is sometimes known as the Berry-bearing Alder. The Buckthorn is found in woodland and hedges on calcareous soils, whereas the Alder Buckthorn has a liking for acidic soils, so has a tendency to grow where there is a lot of peat, in bogland, on heaths and woodland in these areas. Like most butterflies, the Brimstone is found where the foodplants of its caterpillars grow. Neither species of buckthorn that grows in the UK is particularly common, although they are widely distributed. This means that you will only expect to see Brimstones flying if either type of buckthorn is found in the area. With this in mind, and as a splendid example of butterfly conservation in action, in 2019, the city of Hull had some 3,000 buckthorns planted and gained itself the title of “Butterfly City.”


There are some other yellow butterflies seen in Europe, with the Clouded Yellow (Colias crocea) being the most commonly seen, but it is the Brimstone that has been considered the most likely contender for being the insect the word butterfly was coined to describe.


The Monarch is also known as “The Wanderer”


The Monarch Butterfly (Danaus plexippus) is probably the most well-known butterfly in the world, having been made famous by its incredible yearly migrations across North America, but it is also known as “The Wanderer” and “Milkweed Butterfly.” All its names are very descriptive. With its large reddish-orange wings that are veined with black, it is surely regal in its appearance, its caterpillars only feed on species of milkweed (Asclepias spp.), and besides being a migratory insect, it has a tendency to wander and colonise new areas if it finds its food-plants growing there. The Monarch was not native to the Canary Islands, or mainland Spain and Portugal, but has successfully established colonies in all these places after the Tropical Milkweed (A. curassavica) became a widely cultivated garden flower, and also the Balloon Plant (Gomphocarpus fruticosus), which is closely related to the milkweeds, became naturalised in some regions. It is thought that the Monarch first colonised the Canary Islands in 1860 but I don’t think anyone knows for certain. As a matter of interest though, the Monarchs found in these European countries are non-migratory butterflies, unlike their cousins in America. This is because they are able to breed all year round and complete their life-cycles because the temperatures never get cold enough to kill the milkweeds, and it is warm enough for the butterflies to be flying, at least in coastal regions. In Canada and North America this is not the case because the winter brings months of sub-zero temperatures and snow and ice. Here the Monarchs long ago evolved, not to hibernate, but to migrate thousands of miles from the cold northern states down to the warmer parts of Florida, California and Mexico. Here they stay semi-dormant roosting on pine trees over the winter months until spring when they fly north as the weather warms. The females lay eggs on milkweed they find along the route northwards but do not complete the trip as far as the most northerly states and Canada. Caterpillars hatch and grow, eventually pupating and then emerging as new Monarchs, and it is these butterflies that take to the wing to continue the migration back to the northern parts they live in.


In places like the Canary Islands and southern Portugal and Spain, there is no need for migration and the Monarchs there are non-migratory ones. However, this means they live as adult butterflies for a much shorter time than the American overwintering Monarch butterflies, which live from late fall until spring. Resident Monarchs only have a couple of weeks as adults and then the cycle begins again. There are also Monarchs in Australia and New Zealand, and here there are populations that have become migratory too due to colder winter months.


The Monarch evolves and adapts to new territories it colonises but can only reproduce if there are milkweeds present. This butterfly is a very rare migrant to the UK but is unable to establish itself there because there are no milkweed species growing wild or in gardens. It will be interesting to see what happens as Climate Change progresses, if the insect moves further north in Europe, and if it will evolve new migratory behaviour. One thing is for certain, the caterpillars will only eat species in the Asclepias and Gomphocarpus genera. These plants are important to them because they contain toxins that the larvae absorb into their bodies and this makes them poisonous as adult butterflies. This is why both caterpillars and adults wear warning colours of bold patterning. The larvae have yellow, white and black stripes, and the butterflies have prominent black veins across their reddish-orange wings. These colours tell would-be predators not to eat them. In North America there is a butterfly that takes all this one step further. The Viceroy (Limenitis archippus) mimics the Monarch to fool birds and other creatures that might attack it. This is an example of Mullerian mimicry, in which two or more species have evolved a similar appearance to act as a defence against predators. The Viceroy was long thought to be non-toxic but experiments have shown it to be distasteful for birds too. I think that mimicry in nature is another form of magic in the natural world.


Getting back to the Monarch, this butterfly, with its spectacular looks and equally spectacular migration, has attracted a lot of attention. Many people have felt motivated to help the species survive and there are a large number of groups and organisations in America for people who wish to learn what they can do to help the Monarch. The butterfly faces many threats to its survival today. Herbicides and pesticides are commonly used by farmers and gardeners, and these poisons are a serious danger for the Monarch. Habitat destruction is another problem, and so are the weather extremes caused by Climate Change. Many people, who decide to help these butterflies, grow Milkweeds and look after the caterpillars and chrysalises. Some people are involved in tagging this butterfly so that it can be identified amongst migrant butterflies found a long distance away from where it was originally tagged. Members of Monarch groups exchange tips on looking after these butterflies and seek advice. These people also enjoy sharing photos of butterflies they have cared for or spotted in their gardens. It’s not all joy though for people who enjoy helping these butterflies because sometimes tragedy strikes in various ways. Sometimes a caring caterpillar keeper will run out of food for the hungry butterfly larvae, and in desperation buy Milkweed plants from a gardening centre or nursery, only to see the poor creatures dying the next day. This is because plants that are on sale have often been treated with insecticides. This is why growing your own plants is best.
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