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From Nigel Spring, Dorset Branch Chair

What a frustrating winter and so-called spring it has been, 
with endless rain, snow and ice. Even as I write this in 
early May, there have been very few signs of spring, and 

the sunny conditions needed to entice our butterflies and moths out 
have been few and far between. We know that some of the species 
that overwinter as adults emerged on the handful of warm days in 
March and those few actually hot days in April, but this stop-start 
weather pattern we have seen for months does these species no 
favours at all.  

2017 was a year of challenges 
with Brexit and climate change 
being near the top of the list, but 
our butterflies in Dorset had a 
much better year than in 2016. It 
seems to have been the year of 
the Red Admiral, Comma and 
Silver-washed Fritillary, with 
Common Blues making a 
comeback, long-grass species 
doing well and Marsh Fritillaries 
having a record year on Alners Gorse. Sadly our Chalkhill Blues 
continued their rapid downward trend with no good explanation yet. 

2018 is a double birthday year. Butterfly Conservation began life in 
th

1968 and is celebrating its 50  Anniversary with an impressive 
th

programme of events and initiatives of which the March 10  
Conservation Day of Action was part. Our group of 18 volunteers 
who worked at Alners Gorse as part of this event managed to burn 
up huge amounts of conifer brash from the felled spruces on six 
massive bonfires. With events at Lankham Bottom and Sovell Down 
as well, it was a busy day in Dorset – a big thank you to all who took 

Editor’s Note

Welcome to the Spring 2018 newsletter. We have a wide 
range of interesting articles, for which many thanks to all 
those who have contributed. As usual, Lyn Pullen has 

produced the final version suitable for printing, enhancing its 
appearance in the process, and special thanks are due to her.

	 	 	 	 	

Jane Smith, Editor 
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part.

Our very own Dorset branch is 
also celebrating an important 

th
birthday – its 30 . Although 
attempts were made to establish 
a Dorset branch before 1988, the 
branch as we know it now began 
30 years ago. Lyn Pullen extracted 
some fascinating facts about the early days of the branch for our 
AGM and Members’ Afternoon in Puddletown in February. In 1988 
membership stood at 50, up to 239 in 1993, now 950 in 2018! In 
1988 turnover was around £160, now we have a turnover of 
£20,000. In 1993, the branch bought its first computer with a 40 
megabyte hard disk! Now our website gets 96,000 views each year 
from 10,000 viewers. Things have certainly changed! [See page 30 for 
more snippets from the archives].

We look forward to a busy butterfly and moth year in 2018, with 
plenty of support for all the activities and events to celebrate our 

th th
30  birthday and the 50  Anniversary of the main organisation. Our 
events programme for the summer is packed with a great variety of 
guided walks, moth trapping sessions and training events. Let’s hope 
for a wonderful warm summer when we see a continuing 
improvement in the fortunes of our butterflies and moths and the 
involvement of as many of our supporters as possible.

Nigel Spring

Five years’ walking at Ryewater

Wren Franklin, Estate Manager at 
Ryewater Nursery, writes about what 
they have learned over the last five 
years of butterfly transect walking

Ryewater Nursery is a 
100 acre nature reserve 
in the Blackmore Vale 

area of North Dorset and the 
home of Clive Farrell – a life-long 
butterfly enthusiast and 
conservation advocate, and a 
Vice President of Butterfly 
Conservation. The site consists 
of a wide variety of semi natural, 
restored and newly created 
habitats including chalk and 
limestone banks, wild flower 
meadows, permanent pastures, 
scrub, coppice woodland, 
hedgerows, ponds and lakes. The 
whole site has been managed for 
wildlife for over thirty five years, 
focussing on the needs of 
butterflies and moths. 

During 2012 a transect route 
was designed and tested using 
the methodology of the UK 
Butterfly Monitoring Scheme. It 
is outlined below to give a 
flavour of the walk.

The first two sections pass 
through areas of habitat creation, 
over banks clad in chalk and 
limestone and across scrapes 
where the lower nutrient subsoil 
has been exposed by removing 
the rich topsoil. These areas are 
favoured by the Skippers – Dingy, 
Small and Essex, and are the best 
areas to see the elusive Narrow-
bordered Bee Hawk Moth which 
benefits from the abundant 
Devil’s-bit Scabious.

Section three passes through a 
large garden created from banks 
of waste material from across 
the site – decomposing grass 
cuttings produce huge nettle 
beds for the Nymphalids and a 
vast dead hedge serves as a good 
over-wintering site for Peacocks 
and Small Tortoiseshells.

Section four winds through a 
group of ponds and lakes with 
pockets of wet grassland. In 
spring these areas are studded 

The Dorset Branch of Butterfly Conservation is one of 32 
Branches of this UK organisation, dedicated to saving 
butterflies, moths and the environment.
www.butterfly-conservation.org

Comma. Photo: Hazel Pitwood
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with Lady’s Smock and 
guarantee many sightings of 
Orange Tips.

The transect then passes 
through a large native hedge 
and into the old clay pits for 
section five. Here we walk 
through a landscape of scrub 
islands and wild flower filled 
scrapes – grassland species 
such as Marbled White, 
Common Blue and Ringlet 
mingle with woodland species 
such as Silver-washed Fritillary 
giving a hint of the woodland 

sections to come in section six. 
This passes through a young 
woodland planted to maximise 
diversity of native tree species. 
Highlights here include 
coppiced stools of Alder 
Buckthorn, smothered during 
spring with Brimstone eggs, and 

later in the summer displays of 
Silver-washed Fritillary making 
their courtship flights and 
nectaring on the brambles.

Out of the wood and into more 

grassland as section seven 
crosses the R field – a large area 
of restored grassland with an 
ancient feel akin to the old 
commons of the Blackmoor Vale. 
This area, as well as being good 
for the grassland species, is also 
favoured by the Hairstreaks: 
Brown on the Blackthorn, Green 
on Gorse and Dyers 
Greenweed, and Purple on the 
oak trees.

Back into the woods, section 
eight follows some of the rides 
that divide the coups (sections) 
of the Hazel coppice. The 
coppice rotation has been 
reinstated and the wood 
worked for the last 28 winters 

and this is now a good place to 
get a fleeting glimpse of the 
White Admiral. The final section 
follows the small lane out of the 
woods and back to the beginning 
to end the walk.

So what have we recorded over 
the first 5 years? Well here are 
some statistics: 121 walks have 
recorded 13,771 individual 
butterflies of 34 species, an 
average of 114 butterflies per 
walk. This has shown us which 
areas perform well for which 
species and enabled us to 
prioritise management work 
accordingly. We have also seen 
that whilst the site is important 
for a number of rare and 
threatened species it is also 
striking how numerous some of 
the more common species can 
be when their basic ecological 
needs are met. The transect data 
is putting numbers to our daily 
observations. Recording has 
picked up the increasing size of 
the Small Blue colony with 
records increasing from 2 in 
2013 to 21 in 2017. The Small 
Blue was identified as a priority 
species for the site as it is only 
present here as a result of the 
various habitat creations. Those 
using chalk and limestone 
substrates provide conditions 

suitable for growth of its sole 
caterpillar foodplant, Kidney 
Vetch. As a biennial plant of 
skeletal soils it thrives in the 
early years of such habitat 
creations but is soon lost as the 
plant community develops and 
the sward closes. We have 
increased the availability of the 
food plant to the egg laying 
females by re-establishing Kidney 
Vetch from seed or plug plants 
into the older substrate projects, 
or by including the plant in new 
habitat creations. The rewards 
have been to observe a steady 
yearly increase in Small Blue 
numbers and size of area that 
can support this small but 
charming species of butterfly.

Participating in the UK Butterfly 
Monitoring Scheme (UKBMS) 
also gives an opportunity for 
comparing observations with the 
wider local, regional and national 

Section Five: the old clay pits. Photo: 
Wren Franklin

The R Field. Photo: Wren Franklin

The grassland management team. 
Photo: Wren Franklin
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picture. If you use Transect 
Walker Online, you can watch in 
real time the season unfold 
species by species across the 
country as well in comparison 
with your own observations. The 
plight of the Common Blue 
during 2016 illustrates this well. 
At Ryewater Nursery the 
average annual count prior to 
this had been 176, so it was quite 
alarming for there to be none 
from the first brood and only 22 
from the second brood in 2016. 
However, scaling out to the 
national picture showed that 
Common Blue overall had had a 
bad year with numbers down 
over 50% compared to 2015 and 
24% down compared to the 
species’ 41 year series in the 
UKBMS. Common Blue seems to 
be a species that is negatively 
affected by warm wet winters – 
as we experienced in winter 
2015/16. I am pleased to report 
that Common Blue numbers 
rose to 111 during 2017.

Looking to the future it is hoped 
that Marsh Fritillary may become 

resident again following sporadic 
sightings and short spells of 
breeding over the past 35 years. 
The habitat has continued to 
improve over the years and 
Devil’s-bit Scabious prospers in 
many areas, as well as being 
included in all habitat creation 
work. Walking a butterfly 
transect can bring many insights 
into the ecological workings of a 
site and a great deal of 
enjoyment. Taking a structured 
walk each week around the site 
can help prioritise management 
work and monitor the various 
habitats as they pass through 
another growing season. It is a 
joy to observe the unfolding of 
the spring and summer, walking 
the land as the meadows, 
hedgerows and woodlands 
flourish again for another year. 
Five years of data may not be 
enough to see long term trends 
for the site but we are on the 
way and have gained a much 
deeper understanding of the 
butterflies of Ryewater Nursery 
in the process.

Square bashing for butterflies

Guy Freeman, former Newsletter Editor for the 
branch, writes about his searches for the Silver-
studded Blue. Guy is now Editor of the British 
Wildlife magazine.

In biological recording, ‘square 
bashing’ normally refers to an 
attempt to record as many 

species as possible within an 
Ordnance Survey grid square 
(usually 1x1kilometre – a 
monad). While I am slightly 
twisting the meaning here, it also 
seems the perfect phrase for 
describing the time that I spent 
searching for Silver-studded 
Blues on the Dorset heaths in 
summer 2010. Earlier that year I 
had asked Bill Shreeves whether 
there was anything useful that I 
could do in the way of recording, 
and, among a number of 

interesting suggestions, he 
mentioned that it would be good 
to do some work on the Silver-
studded Blue in preparation for 
the 2010–2014 Atlas. This 
sounded like a pleasant way to 
spend some time and so, 
following Bill’s advice, I set out to 
record the distribution of the 
species in Wareham Forest.  

For this project, the first thing to 
do was to work out which 
squares to target. Using a 
combination of the Ordnance 
Survey map and satellite images 
online, I decided that there were 
23 squares worth checking. 
These squares are essentially 
imaginary lines on the ground, 
but knowing whether a butterfly 
is present on either side of a 
‘line’ is important. The number of 
squares occupied (at the 
10x10km level) determines the 
conservation status given to 
species (e.g. Red Data Book, 
Nationally Scarce etc.), and when 
trying to understand how a 

Silver-studded Blue. Photo: Guy 
Freeman

We will be holding a weekend long event with Dorset Branch of 
th thButterfly Conservation at Ryewater Nursery on the 15 , 16  and 

th
17  of June, coinciding with National Moth Night. For details see 
the Events List sent to you in April, or www.dorsetbutterflies.com
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species is faring, change in 
occupancy/absence of squares is 
one of the best indicators that 
we have to go by. They also form 
the basis of any distribution map 
– from the dots of the Atlas to 
the neatly-drawn figures in field 
guides.

Once I had selected my target 
areas, I went out and began 
searching. In south-east Dorset 
the Silver-studded Blue favours 
humid heath, and where I found 
this in a square I could be fairly 
confident that I would find the 
butterfly. As it happens, this 
habitat type is widespread in 
Wareham Forest and, of the 23 
squares searched, I managed to 
find the blue in 21. Nevertheless, 
there were surprises to be had. 
In one area of hopeless-looking 
forestry plantation, a ditch with 
Cross-leaved Heath and Purple 
Moor-grass (both species of 

humid heath) in a sunny ride 
turned out to be just enough to 
get the species recorded in that 
square. More unexpected still 
was seeing one male Silver-
studded Blue among Bell 
Heather on a well-drained path 
through a young pine plantation. 
It is hard to guess whether these 
are records of wandering 
individuals (although, as 
described in Thomas & 
Lewington’s Butterflies of Britain 
and Ireland, the species is not 
known for its ability to disperse), 
or whether this butterfly is 
present breeding at low density 
in these less favourable habitats.

Ignoring the fact that square 
bashing will contribute to the 
conservation of this brilliant 
butterfly species, I would 
recommend it as an excellent 
way of adding interest to forays 
into the field. For starters, it adds 

an element of challenge, which 
can make an otherwise ordinary 
sighting so much more satisfying. 
I still remember the joy of 
visiting square SY9093, 
wandering around until I’d found 
a small slither of suitable habitat, 
and then seeing a flash of blue as 
a male Silver-studded Blue 
revealed itself. In a square of 
mostly dense forestry plantation, 
I had found my target – the first 
record since atlases began in 
1970.

This search also introduced me 
to so many excellent wildlife 
areas. Like many people, I am 
guilty of returning to the same 
few favoured reserves time and 
time again. If I want to see Silver-
studded Blues, I know that I can 
visit Hartland Moor and find 
them within five metres of the 
parking spot. With this approach 
to surveying, however, I was 
forced to visit areas that I never 
would’ve gone to normally. This 
led me to such delights as a 
colony of beautiful Scarlet Tiger 
moths in a marshy ditch, my first 
encounter in Dorset of the 
scarce Woodland Grasshopper, a 
Nightjar flushing from beside a 
path, and, unexpectedly, Marbled 
Whites and Ringlets in a 
woodland clearing.

Recording effort for the current 
Atlas runs until 2019, so this 
summer is an excellent time to 
try your hand at ‘square bashing’. 
If going with the traditional 
approach, check out the branch 
website to find out about the 
‘white holes’ campaign – visit 
one of these squares, record as 
many species as you can, and you 
will have filled a gap in our 
knowledge of Dorset’s 
butterflies. If following the 
approach that I took, choose a 
species and attempt to map its 
distribution in as many squares 
as possible – there are plenty of 
worthwhile targets out there. As 
it stands, the 2015-2019 Atlas 
will suggest that the Silver-
studded Blue’s range in Wareham 
Forest has retracted. That is 
almost certainly not the case, 
and this summer there is the 
opportunity to right the record!          

SSB male. Photo: Guy Freeman

SSB Male. Photo: Guy Freeman
Woodland Grasshopper. Photo: Guy 
Freeman.
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Joining habitats in Cerne Valley

Nigel Spring writes about the EuCAN/Dorset 
Branch project to join up chalk habitats in the 
Cerne Valley

For the six years since 
2012 teams of volunteers 
and contractors working 

through EuCAN Community 
Interest Company and the 
Dorset branch of Butterfly 
Conservation have been 
working on the chalk 
downland sites between Lyons 
Gate and Godmanstone to 
remove the invading bushes 
and trees that are threatening 
to destroy the last vestiges of 
this incredibly biodiverse 
habitat in this area of Dorset. 
The plumes of smoke from the 
hillsides on Thursdays between 
September and March cannot 
have gone unnoticed! 

This work has been generously 
funded by the Patsy Wood 
Trust with contributions from 
the landowners themselves – 
these funds have enabled 
EuCAN to bring the mixed 
bunch of contractors with 
power tools, people from 
neighbouring towns with 
learning difficulties and in 

recovery from mental illness, as 
well as their carers, and a 
number of local EuCAN and 
Butterfly Conservation 
volunteers. It has all been great 
fun (especially the sausages, 
soup and baked potatoes for 
lunch and the cakes for tea!) 
and we have been extremely 
pleased with the results. 

To date, we have held over 100 
sessions on 10 different sites 
and have involved 170 different 
people with an average 
attendance of around 20. Not 
only have we made a great 
impact on the ecology of the 

sites we have visited, but the 
participants have learned new 
skills, seen some wonderful 
wildlife and have had the benefit 
of the fresh air and exercise that 
probably they would not 
normally get (most of our sites 
are on 45˚ or 60 ˚ slopes, often 
very challenging!).

Chalk downland is possibly the 
richest habitat in Dorset – one 
quick glance at the grassy sward 
on the slopes round the Cerne 
Giant will reveal perhaps a dozen 
obvious species of plants; if you 
look closely and count the 
species in a square metre you 
should be able to distinguish well 
over twenty, even thirty if you 
can identify the different grasses. 
They won’t all flower at once – 
the Cowslips, Early Purple 
Orchids and several violets tend 
to be first to bloom, while the 
vetches, Fragrant and Bee 
Orchids and yellow dandelion-
like flowers come out later, and 
the Devil’s-bit Scabious, Harebell, 
Clustered Bellflower and 
Autumn Hawkbit blooms signal 
the end of the summer. Many of 
these plants are the caterpillar 
foodplants of the specialist 
butterfly and moth species that 
are so characteristic of this 
habitat. Blues like the Chalkhill 
and Adonis Blues need 

Horseshoe Vetch for their larvae; 
Birdsfoot Trefoil (sometimes 
called Eggs and Bacon) is the 
foodplant of the Common Blue, 
Dingy Skipper and the Burnet 
moths (those dayflying beetle 
look-alikes that buzz about the 
slopes in June and July).

Small Blues favour Kidney Vetch 
and the Duke of Burgundy 
Cowslip or Primrose leaves. One 
of the scarcest butterflies to be 
seen on the slopes of Giant Hill 
in May and June is the Marsh 

The crew, taking a much-needed break. 

Bee Orchids. Photo:Ken Dolbear

Chalkhill Blue. Photo: Frank Vassen



12 13

Joining habitats in Cerne Valley

Nigel Spring writes about the EuCAN/Dorset 
Branch project to join up chalk habitats in the 
Cerne Valley

For the six years since 
2012 teams of volunteers 
and contractors working 

through EuCAN Community 
Interest Company and the 
Dorset branch of Butterfly 
Conservation have been 
working on the chalk 
downland sites between Lyons 
Gate and Godmanstone to 
remove the invading bushes 
and trees that are threatening 
to destroy the last vestiges of 
this incredibly biodiverse 
habitat in this area of Dorset. 
The plumes of smoke from the 
hillsides on Thursdays between 
September and March cannot 
have gone unnoticed! 

This work has been generously 
funded by the Patsy Wood 
Trust with contributions from 
the landowners themselves – 
these funds have enabled 
EuCAN to bring the mixed 
bunch of contractors with 
power tools, people from 
neighbouring towns with 
learning difficulties and in 

recovery from mental illness, as 
well as their carers, and a 
number of local EuCAN and 
Butterfly Conservation 
volunteers. It has all been great 
fun (especially the sausages, 
soup and baked potatoes for 
lunch and the cakes for tea!) 
and we have been extremely 
pleased with the results. 

To date, we have held over 100 
sessions on 10 different sites 
and have involved 170 different 
people with an average 
attendance of around 20. Not 
only have we made a great 
impact on the ecology of the 

sites we have visited, but the 
participants have learned new 
skills, seen some wonderful 
wildlife and have had the benefit 
of the fresh air and exercise that 
probably they would not 
normally get (most of our sites 
are on 45˚ or 60 ˚ slopes, often 
very challenging!).

Chalk downland is possibly the 
richest habitat in Dorset – one 
quick glance at the grassy sward 
on the slopes round the Cerne 
Giant will reveal perhaps a dozen 
obvious species of plants; if you 
look closely and count the 
species in a square metre you 
should be able to distinguish well 
over twenty, even thirty if you 
can identify the different grasses. 
They won’t all flower at once – 
the Cowslips, Early Purple 
Orchids and several violets tend 
to be first to bloom, while the 
vetches, Fragrant and Bee 
Orchids and yellow dandelion-
like flowers come out later, and 
the Devil’s-bit Scabious, Harebell, 
Clustered Bellflower and 
Autumn Hawkbit blooms signal 
the end of the summer. Many of 
these plants are the caterpillar 
foodplants of the specialist 
butterfly and moth species that 
are so characteristic of this 
habitat. Blues like the Chalkhill 
and Adonis Blues need 

Horseshoe Vetch for their larvae; 
Birdsfoot Trefoil (sometimes 
called Eggs and Bacon) is the 
foodplant of the Common Blue, 
Dingy Skipper and the Burnet 
moths (those dayflying beetle 
look-alikes that buzz about the 
slopes in June and July).

Small Blues favour Kidney Vetch 
and the Duke of Burgundy 
Cowslip or Primrose leaves. One 
of the scarcest butterflies to be 
seen on the slopes of Giant Hill 
in May and June is the Marsh 

The crew, taking a much-needed break. 

Bee Orchids. Photo:Ken Dolbear

Chalkhill Blue. Photo: Frank Vassen



Fritillary whose caterpillars 
need Devil’s-bit Scabious: the 
female lays her eggs in batches 
of 50-200 and the larvae live in 
crowded clusters on the leaves 
of the plants. In recent years this 
species has done very well on 
some of its local sites. 

As well as being important for 
butterflies and moths, the chalk 
downland on Giant Hill also 
supports good populations of 
Glow-worms, specialist bee and 
wasp species (not the stinging 
sorts!) – including the beautiful 

little bee, Osmia bicolor, which 
lays its eggs in the empty shells 
of downland snails (featured in 
2014 in a wonderful short film 
on the One Show), not to 
mention the many species of 
ants (one of which, the Yellow 
Meadow Ant, lives in colonies in 
the grassy mounds that are a 
feature of our ‘warty’ downland 
slopes).

Chalk downland habitat has 
been seriously reduced (some 
estimates calculate by over 90% 
since WW2) by a combination 
of agricultural intensification, an 
increase in the use of farm 
chemicals and the loss of 
livestock grazing which leads to 
the invasion by shrub and tree 
species. So even though a map 
of Dorset and the UK shows 
that the chalk stretches from 
west Dorset at its SW corner 
to Yorkshire and Norfolk at the 
northern end and into Kent to 
the east, this habitat is now a 
very rare commodity. We are 
very fortunate to have a number 
of well-known and highly 
regarded examples of this 
special habitat in this area of 
Dorset – e.g. Black Hill, 
Yelcombe and Giant Hill above 
Cerne Abbas; Lankham Bottom 
Butterfly Reserve above 
Cattistock and Hogcliff National 

Nature Reserve above Frampton 
and Maiden Newton. Although 
the new scrub and woodland on 
chalk downland can be 
wonderful habitats in themselves, 
once the downland is lost by 
natural succession to climax 
woodland, the soils change 
irreversibly and the original 
habitat is very unlikely to come 
back for a long time. Hence the 
importance of preventing the 
invasion of downland by thorn 
and gorse scrub.

This project aims to open up a 
chain of connecting areas of 
chalk grassland between 

Dogbury (above Lyons Gate) and 
Charminster. Many species of 
insects and other wildlife will not 
cross habitats that are unsuitable 
for them, even small distances, so 
by producing a linked-up chain of 
suitable sites for them, we will be 
greatly increasing the space 
available to them and thereby 
their chances of survival, so that 
our children and grandchildren 
can appreciate them, as we have 
done. We are always looking for 
new volunteers – you would be 
very welcome to help with the 
cutting and burning up or (very 
important!) to make the tea…. 

Osmia bicolor. Photo: Nigel Spring

Adonis Blue. Photo: Nigel Spring

Marsh Fritillary. Photo: Nigel Spring

For further information see the EuCAN website: 
http://www.eucan.org.uk/uk/dorset/cerne-valley-project/ or 
email: nigelspring@yahoo.co.uk
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Finding the Mountain Ringlet

Most references to the 
Mountain Ringlet, Erebia 
epiphron, agree that it’s 

a difficult species to find in 
remote areas, and so it was for 
expeditions to Scotland in 2015 
and 2016. With either poor 
weather or unpredicted times of 
emergence, visits to both Ben 
Lawers in the Grampians and 
Craig Meagaidh in the 
Monadhliaths revealed no 
sightings. So a visit last year was 
made in mid-July to Britain’s 
highest peak of Ben Nevis after 
discussion with local experts 
from BC’s Highland Branch. The 
mountain is very often in cloud, 
so there was a great sense of 
optimism on a calm day of clear 
blue skies and warmth.

The route to the preferred 
southern slopes begins by 
skirting a long rocky gorge, the 
lure of the butterfly marginally 
overcoming vertigo! When the 
most recent ice age receded, 
roughly ten thousand years ago, 

the Mountain Ringlet would have 
been a first survivor, colonies 
nowadays are confined to bleak 
alpine regions. It is to be found 
generally at altitudes of 400 to 
900 metres, so more trekking 
then over rigorous ascending 
terrain (see photo) in this quest.  

Malcolm Wemyss writes about his 
quest to see the Mountain Ringlet in 
Scotland

The area explored was around 
Meall Cumhann with a peak 
altitude of 698m, providing 
increasingly spectacular views.

The species thrives in Scotland 
in numerous mountainous 
localities, sometimes seen in 
abundant numbers on the wing 
when conditions and timing are 
favourable. On this occasion a 
newly emerged example 
appeared in its favoured habitat 
of sedgy flushes where the larval 
foodplant Mat-grass grows. The 
foreground of the photograph 
(below) shows these areas 
between ridges at the vegetation 
limit, with the summit of Ben 
Nevis just obscured. The 

butterfly was a rich dark brown 
colour with lovely black-centred 
orange spots near the outer 
margins of all wings. It floated 
elegantly close to ground level, 
sometimes pausing to briefly 
feed on the yellow flowers of 

Tormentil and moving on quickly 
to disappear from sight.

This was altogether a very 
rewarding and successful 
adventure, with a long downhill 
return trek. 

Back in Dorset it was my turn 
for the Cerne Black Hill transect 
walk, climbing a maximum height 
of about 200m to record the 
regular species there . . .

Rocky terrain. Photo: Malcolm Wemyss

Photo: Malcolm Wemyss

Mountain Ringlet (Male). Photo: Ken 
Willmott

Mountain Ringlet underside. Photo: 
Butterfly Conservation
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Wessex Wild and Wonderful

Becky Williamson writes about her new non-profit 
making group which organises events in parts of 
Somerset and Dorset

Spring has been tardy this 
year; by the beginning of 
April, I have only seen one 

butterfly so far and that’s despite 
going out frequently to search 
for them on my days off. The 
Brimstone I did see was during 
my lunch break at work! I’m 
looking forward to welcoming 
warmer weather and the 
wonderful array of butterflies 
that adorn our beautiful county.

This year I aim to start 
celebrating our butterflies more 
than usual with the birth of a 
new, non-profit making group – 
Wessex Wild and Wonderful, 
which has a range of activities 
and walks scheduled throughout 
spring and summer with 
something for everyone and 
family activities during the school 
holidays.  We’ll be exploring 
parts of Dorset and Somerset 
and looking for butterflies, bugs 
and birds, and learning about 
pollination and local names for 
flowers. There will be special 
butterfly-themed crafts for the 

Big Butterfly Count and we’ll try 
to find another Marsh Fritillary 
chrysalis like the one we found 
on Giant Hill in 2016. 

Take a look at our calendar of 
activities and if you and/or your 
group would be interested in 
joining me on a butterfly or 
other wildlife-themed adventure, 
do message me via the Wessex 
Wild and Wonderful Meet up 
page: www.meetup.com/Wessex-
Wild-and-Wonderful. I’d love to 
hear from you with your 
thoughts/suggestions. 

Marsh Fritillary chrysalis. Photo: Becky 
Williamson

Dorset Reserves 2017/18

Nigel Spring, in his capacity as Dorset Branch 
Reserves Manager, tells us about what has been 
happening on our four butterfly reserves this year 

Alners Gorse

One of our target species, 
the Marsh Fritillary, had 
its best year in 2017 

since BC purchased the reserve 

in 2005, with 21 individuals being 
seen on one day in May and 24 
larval webs being counted in the 
autumn. The Brown Hairstreak 

th
egg count held on Dec 9  
revealed the second highest 
count since 2005. Nightingale 
numbers seemed to be down 
based on regular surveys of 
singing males (two, possibly three 
territories) but numbers of 
Garden Warblers were well up 
on previous years. We are also 

fairly certain that a pair of 
Willow Warblers and a pair of 
Spotted Flycatchers nested in the 
wood; sadly these are both now 
rare UK species and these would 
be the first breeders for a 
number of years.

Management work included the 
routine rotational re-cutting of 
scrub regrowth. Blackthorn 
cutting takes place in July to 
avoid destroying the eggs or 
larvae of the Brown Hairstreak. 
This cutting combined with the 
grazing by our three Dartmoor 
ponies and Kathy Henderson’s 
two rescue ponies from Bodmin 
have kept the grassland habitats 
in very good condition and the 
display of wildflowers this year 
was spectacular.

The main management event this 
year has been the removal of the 
spruce and cypress trees from 
sections C and D of the reserve 
and the great reduction in the 
numbers of oak and sallows in 
these scrub areas. This work has 
been carried out with a capital 

Marsh Fritillary. Photo: Nigel Spring.
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Marsh Fritillary. Photo: Nigel Spring.
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works grant from Natural 
England and will be completed in 
the autumn of 2018 with the 
extraction of the cordwood and 
if necessary the further 
reduction of scrub in these areas. 
The spruce extraction was 
carried out by Toby Hoad and his 
forestry horses in January 2018. 
It remains to be seen this 
summer whether these changes 
will have affected the Nightingale 
population already severely 
reduced in the Blackmore Vale by 
the drastic scrub removal works 
on Lydlinch Common and 

Rooksmoor.

Five educational visits took place 
on the reserve this year: three 
from Sherborne County Primary 
school, one from Motcombe 
Primary; a therapeutic group 
from Somerset and the 

Ringwood NHS. On the basis of 
these visits, the branch can claim 
£900 as the educational access 
element of the Higher Level 
Stewardship agreement with 
NE/DEFRA.

Lankham Bottom

Management continued as in 
previous years with routine 
cutting of scrub regrowth by 
volunteers and contractors, some 
further extension of the scrub 
clearing, and a huge (but 
moderately futile) effort to 
control the ragwort which must 
have had one of its best years 
ever! The recent building work 
by the land owners Wessex 
Water has produced a massive 
increase in the amount of new 
ragwort plants and this is 
expected to be much worse next 
season following the completion 
of the new borehole and the re-

seeding of two large areas of 
ground.

We have taken advantage of the 
Wessex Water groundworks at 
the entrance to the reserve to 
negotiate for an enlargement of 
the car parking area there; this is 
now completed and should make 
parking there much safer.

The volunteer workparties 
opened up a former chalkpit on 
the northern edge of the reserve, 
Wessex Water took away a large 
amount of agricultural and 
domestic rubbish extracted from 
it and paid for contractors to 
remove the scrub that has 
concealed it for decades. The face 
of the pit is now exposed and 
has been sown with locally 
sourced Kidney Vetch, Birdsfoot 
Trefoil and Horseshoe Vetch.

Paul Attwell’s suckler cattle 
grazed the reserve from May 
until early January and have left it 
in a very good state. The rabbit 
numbers were greatly reduced 
this season by a return of 
myxomatosis; this has meant that 
the erosion of the south and 
west facing slopes has been less – 
and incidentally has attracted 
regular visits from at least one 
Red Kite feasting off the corpses. 
Butterfly numbers were variable, 

with Common Blue making 
something of a comeback and 
good numbers of Brown Argus, 
Dingy Skipper and Marsh 
Fritillary; no Chalkhill Blue were 
seen on the transect, part of the 
crash in numbers and 
distribution of this species.

Broadcroft Quarry

The most important event of the 
year is probably the collapse of 
the bid by Jurassica to build a 
dinosaur theme park in the 
quarry adjacent to the BC 

Lankham Bottom Butterfly 
Reserve. Photo: John Davis.

Silver-studded Blue habitat at Broadcroft 
Butterfly Reserve. 
Photo: Lawrie de Whalley

Toby Hoad with his Comtois forestry 
pony at Alners Gorse. Photo: Nigel 
Spring.
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reserve which means that we can 
now negotiate a new lease with 
our landlords Stone Firms. 

The routine grass, bramble and 
clematis cutting on the grassland 
areas and the control of scrub in 
the scrapes continued as in 
previous years, using volunteers 
and contractors. At the moment 
we are just about keeping up 
with the scrub management.

The 2017 transect results 
showed reasonable numbers of 
Small Blues, disappointing 
numbers of Silver-studded Blues 
and bumper numbers of the long 
grass species. There is still an on-
going problem with cans and 
dog-poo bags littering the 
reserve.

Perryfields Reserve

The lease on our second 
Portland reserve is due for 
renewal in summer 2018 and we 
have recently had a bombshell 
letter out of the blue from the 
landowners saying they are not 
prepared to renew it. Perryfields 
Quarry might be a postage stamp 
sized reserve but a huge amount 
of management work and 
monitoring has taken place there 
over the years. Discussions have 
taken place with the Dorset 
County Council ecologists and 
solicitors to determine whether 
Perryfields might become part of 
a larger wildlife conservation 
area managed by a syndicate of 
DCC, DWT and BC which 

would not only safeguard the 
area but would also enhance 
BC’s profile on Portland. Good 
numbers of Chalkhill Blues were 
recorded on this reserve which 
is particularly gratifying. 

Chalkhill Blue. Photo: Mark Pike

Perryfields Butterfly Reserve. 
Photo: John Davis

Chalkhill Blue decline in Dorset

We need your help in searching sites where 
Chalkhill Blues have been recorded in the past

Results from the transect 
walks (regular butterfly 
monitoring walks) in West 

Dorset suggest there are none 
left in this area. This, however, 
only checks four specific sites. 

We have good records of where 
this species was found in the past, 
so we would like you to visit 
whatever sites are legally 
accessible to see if you can find 
any of this lovely blue butterfly. - 
see over the page for the list of places to search. 

The Chalkhill Blue is usually on the wing in July and August, but may 
last into early September. Its caterpillar foodplant is Horseshoe Vetch 
and its likely habitat is exposed, south-facing slopes of chalk or 
limestone grassland. 

See the list overleaf for places to search.

Please also note the important advice below.
Ÿ The locations listed have NOT been checked for legal public 

access. Please ensure you only use roads or public rights of way 
unless you have the permission of the landowner. 

Ÿ It is advisable, if you are able, to visit the site several times during 
the flight period, to give you the best chance of finding the 
butterfly. You can see if the Chalkhill is on the wing from watching 
our page on the Dorset Branch website Recent Sightings 
www.dorsetbutterflies.com.

Ÿ It is really important that you let us know if you have looked but 
not found the Chalkhill: i.e. have a zero count. 

Chalkhill Blues mating. Photographer 
unknown.
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Butterflies in the wind

Colin Burningham writes about finding butterflies 
when the wind is blowing,

The poor weather that 
welcomed in our new 
transect walking season 

reminded me of a summer’s day 
we spent on the Lizard in 
Cornwall a few years ago, 
watching butterflies in inclement 
conditions. It was not raining and 
the sun shone, but the wind blew 
strongly. It reminded me that 
despite the apparently poor 
conditions for butterflies, there is 
always the hope of something to 
be seen.

While on our annual short break 
to the Lizard, one morning we 
woke to beautiful sunshine, but 
with wild, wild winds.  We made 
the decision to go for a coastal 
walk near Mullion, not expecting 
to see many butterflies, but we 
would at least enjoy the beautiful 
coastal views.  The wind was so 
strong, I would have declined the 
option of carrying out a transect 
walk in such conditions, despite 
the hot sun. We were walking 
along beside Preddanack Airfield, 
still used by the Fleet Air Arm for 
practice landings, when the path 

dipped out of the wind, following 
the local contours, and to our 
surprise, we found ourselves 
amongst a number of butterflies, 
flying around us. It seemed like 
those stories of yesteryear, with 
Common Blues, Small Coppers, 
Gatekeepers, Small Skippers, 
Meadow Browns and Painted 
Ladies floating around us.  A little 
later, the path became very 
boggy and we were entertained 
by Common Darters, a Broad 
Bodied Chaser and a Golden 
ringed Dragonfly, all being chased 
by a couple of enthusiastic 
Swallows.

We then left these relatively 
well-sheltered spots and for 
some while we were blasted by 
strong winds and the company of 

Oak Eggar Moth. Photo: Ken Dolbear.

Sightings

Sites Map Ref 2000-5 2005-9 2010-14

S. Eggardon Farm* SY5393 1 2 to 9

Eggardon Hill SY5394 1 2 to 9

Eggardon Hill SY5494

 

1

 

2 to 9

 

2 to 9

Askerswell Down

 

SY5491

   

Askerswell Down

 

SY5492

 

1

 

2 to 9

 

Haydon Down* SY5493

 

1

 

Over 10

 

Haydon Down* SY5593

   

Litton Cheney Downs SY5491   

Litton Cheney Downs SY5591 1   
West Compton SY5593

   West Compton SY5594

   
White Hill* SY5885

 

1

 

2 to 9

 

Whatcombe Down*

 

SY5790

   

Whatcombe Down*

 

SY5889

   

2 to 9

Valley of the Stones

 

SY5988

 

1

  

Cattistock* SY5999

   

2 to 9

Blagden Farm SY6188

Compton Bottom SY6093 1

Muckleford SY6493

Maiden Castle South* SY6687 Over 10

Maiden Castle* SY6688 1 1 1

If no previous sightings are noted below, it is because they were prior 
to 2000.
An asterisk indicates a priority site.

Ÿ Please record your sightings via our  page, but website recording
when you do so, please note in the comments box that this was 
a Chalkhill Search, noting if it is a zero count. If you do see a 
Chalkhill Blue, we would appreciate a photo of it, though it's not 
essential.
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the odd Peregrine Falcon soaring 
along the cliffs and a Raven, with 
no sign of any butterflies. 
Suddenly, we spotted a male Oak 
Eggar, desperately trying to mate 
with a malformed female with 
four crumpled wings. It was a 
wonderful opportunity to see a 
male Oak Eggar, albeit in 
somewhat tragic circumstances. 

As we dropped down off the cliff 
tops towards Mullion Cove, the 
wind dropped again and 
butterflies were again flying 
around us in vast numbers. 
Painted Ladies were the most 
common but we were treated to 
the sight of a number of Dark 

Green Fritillaries, nectaring on 
Common Knapweed and 
competing with the Painted 
Ladies. Then, to our amazement, 
we found three Graylings sunning 
themselves on rocks a short way 
off. This seemed to be very early 
for these: a brilliant sight. As if 
not to be outdone, a Humming-
Bird Hawk Moth joined in with 
the nectaring.

Our experience changed our 
attitude towards looking for 
butterflies on a windy warm day. 
Just look for a site out of the 
wind and hopefully all will 
change!

Humming-bird Hawk-moth. Photo: Richard Collier.

Munching Caterpillars

The Munching Caterpillars 
Project was launched in 
2012 and ran until the 

end of 2015. Covering Dorset 
and Somerset, the Heritage 
Lottery funded Project was a 
fantastic opportunity for 
Butterfly Conservation to 
spread its wings in the field of 
environmental education. More 
than two years on from the 
project’s close, here is an update 
on what has happened to 
Munching Caterpillars since, and 
what the future might hold.
Munching Caterpillars was a 
fantastic project to work on – 
fun, varied, often frantically busy, 
demanding but very, very 
satisfying. The immediate 
months following the project’s 
close felt very quiet by 
comparison as I sat, desk bound, 
completing the end-of-project 
review and report for the 
Heritage Lottery Fund. 

I felt proud of the finished 
report and it was good to 
reflect on all that the project 

had achieved; 233 primary 
school workshops delivered, 99 
community events, 16 training 

workshops – 14,000 children 
reached in total. The feedback 
from those taking part in the 
project gave us confidence that 
the simple, engaging activities 
and workshops we devised had 
certainly enabled us to meet 
our main aim of enthusing 
young people in the fascinating 
world of butterflies, moths and  
their caterpillars – and 
importantly, of inspiring them to 
take action to help them.
Fast forward to 2018 and there 
are two new Munching 
Caterpillars projects underway. 
The first to get started put an 

Kate Merry, Senior Education Officer at BC, writes 
about progress on this important education project
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urban spin on the original 
project. ‘Munching Caterpillars 
Goes to Town’ is being delivered 
in Bristol by Project Officer 
Matt Brierley. Working on behalf 
of the Somerset and Bristol 
Branch, who have part-funded 
and instigated the project, Matt 
has been visiting schools in the 
most urban parts of the city 
where his work to connect 
children with nature has had a 
huge impact. Part of Matt’s 
workshops with the children 
involve planting nectar and food 

plants in the school grounds and 
for many of them it is their first 
experience of holding a trowel 
and digging the soil. Not 
surprising that their reactions to 
coming face to face with a hairy 
Garden Tiger caterpillar are of 
extreme excitement! 

This project has benefitted from 
a fantastic partnership with the 

University of the West of 
England. Student volunteers have 
worked with Matt in the 
classrooms and out at events, 
and in return for their help have 
enjoyed their time with us and 
gained some useful experience.

Over in Hampshire, Project 
Officer Kate Barrett has begun 
work on Munching Caterpillars 
– Wild in Winchester. This 
project shifts the focus away 
from the classroom and instead 
aims to encourage schools from 
Winchester and beyond to visit 
our reserve at Magdalen Hill 
Down. We are thinking of it as a 
giant, outdoor classroom! Kate 
will be using this wonderful 
natural resource as a living 
illustration of many elements of 
the national curriculum. An 
important part of Kate’s work is 
to establish a partnership with 
the Winchester Science Centre, 
which sits right on the edge of 
the reserve. Kate will be training 
staff to use the reserve as an 
opportunity to cover more 
ecological topics with the 
hundreds of thousands of school 
children that visit each year. 

We have had fantastic support 
from our Branches but 
fundraising to cover the full costs 
of these projects has been tough. 
We will continue to work hard 
to ensure that our Munching 
Caterpillars campaign marches 
steadily on, and we have some 
new projects in the pipeline. We 
will keep striving to ensure a new 
generation of butterfly and moth 
enthusiasts and that we continue 
to offer opportunities for them 
to become captivated by these 
beautiful insects – just as we 
have. 

Timothy Field bequest

Dorset Branch of Butterfly Conservation has received a 
generous bequest of £10,000 from the late Timothy Field, 
who died last year. The branch will also benefit from Tim's 

photography collection.

Throughout his life, his brother 
tells us, he was a lover of 
butterflies, first as a collector and 
then later as a photographer.  
One of his most vivid memories 
was of his father capturing one 
under his hat in the Harz 
Mountains in Germany just after 
the war.  

We are very grateful to him, and 
to his brother for facilitating the 
bequest: the money will be used to help butterflies and moths.

Swallowtail. Photo: Tim Field
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work on Munching Caterpillars 
– Wild in Winchester. This 
project shifts the focus away 
from the classroom and instead 
aims to encourage schools from 
Winchester and beyond to visit 
our reserve at Magdalen Hill 
Down. We are thinking of it as a 
giant, outdoor classroom! Kate 
will be using this wonderful 
natural resource as a living 
illustration of many elements of 
the national curriculum. An 
important part of Kate’s work is 
to establish a partnership with 
the Winchester Science Centre, 
which sits right on the edge of 
the reserve. Kate will be training 
staff to use the reserve as an 
opportunity to cover more 
ecological topics with the 
hundreds of thousands of school 
children that visit each year. 

We have had fantastic support 
from our Branches but 
fundraising to cover the full costs 
of these projects has been tough. 
We will continue to work hard 
to ensure that our Munching 
Caterpillars campaign marches 
steadily on, and we have some 
new projects in the pipeline. We 
will keep striving to ensure a new 
generation of butterfly and moth 
enthusiasts and that we continue 
to offer opportunities for them 
to become captivated by these 
beautiful insects – just as we 
have. 

Timothy Field bequest

Dorset Branch of Butterfly Conservation has received a 
generous bequest of £10,000 from the late Timothy Field, 
who died last year. The branch will also benefit from Tim's 

photography collection.

Throughout his life, his brother 
tells us, he was a lover of 
butterflies, first as a collector and 
then later as a photographer.  
One of his most vivid memories 
was of his father capturing one 
under his hat in the Harz 
Mountains in Germany just after 
the war.  

We are very grateful to him, and 
to his brother for facilitating the 
bequest: the money will be used to help butterflies and moths.

Swallowtail. Photo: Tim Field
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Dorset Branch is thirty!

1988 - Membership of 50.  You could join the branch separately to 
the national society, for a cost of £1 per year. 16 transect walks 
going, done by wardens or professionals: it was when the Dorset 
Wildlife Trust asked that Fontmell be monitored that the idea of the 
team transect was born. 

1989 - Membership over 100. Branch membership £2. The national 
society had just purchased its first reserve and was running a 
telephone ‘Butterfly Line’: “This is the way to get your butterfly 
information FAST as it happens. Updated within 12 hours of information 
reaching Butterfly Conservation”.

1991 - Membership 150. Quote from the Chair’s notes: “Bernard 
Franklin is producing a computer programme that can be used by users 
with little skill in computers. Some other branches are using a computer 
database to store records, but it would appear that we are alone so far in 
using a computer to analyse dynamic data.”

1992 - Membership 170; branch-only membership ceases. National 
and branch membership combined cost £13.50.

1993 - Membership 239. Branch given £250 by the national society, 
to which we added £100 from Branch funds, to buy a computer, with 
a 40 megabyte hard disk, a 12" monitor and loaded with DOS 6.0. 
36 transect walks.

2018 for comparison - Membership 950. 65 transect walks. 
Membership now £36-£44 pa. The Branch has four Butterfly 
Reserves. Website gains 96,000 page views per year and has an 
online recording form, results from which (7,000 records in 2017) 
are shown as soon as verified - usually within 24 hours. 

We celebrated our birthday at our 
AGM. These are a few of the snippets 
we dug up from the archives.
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Large White. Photo: Andrew Cooper
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