
Clouded Yellows overwinter in Dorset! 

The Clouded Yellow is usually only a summer migrant; is its ability to overwinter in Bournemouth a sign of 

global warming? Michael Skelton describes his observations of the butterfly through the winter of 1998/9. 

In every year since I returned to Bournemouth in 1994 there have been Clouded Yellows in certain 

spots on the Boscombe and Southbourne cliffs. Even in 1997, when there were so few elsewhere, 

they were present in fair numbers in the autumn. 1998 was no exception, and one day in October, 

while walking down the Portman Ravie zig-zag, with the butterflies still on the wing, I noticed several 

of their eggs and small caterpillars on the plentiful common bird’s-foot trefoil. As the weeks slipped 

by and the days shortened, I wondered how long it would be before they all perished under the 

onslaught of the cold and damp. I started to make regular visits to monitor their progress. The cliffs 

were strafed by gales and driving rain and liberally soaked with sea-spray. December came and 

numbers of caterpillars had certainly declined, but the survivors could occasionally be seen nibbling 

at the trefoil in the sunshine. The trouble with the Clouded Yellow is that it has no hibernating 

stage, so the caterpillars have to carry on developing whatever the weather and this why they have a 

problem surviving the winter away from the Mediterranean. Don’t we all? 

There were a couple of nights of light frost in early December and a harder frost on the 19th, but I 

was delighted to see on the 27th a larva that had just moulted successfully into its third instar.  

By 21st January, one of the caterpillars had reached the fourth instar, and on 6th February this 

individual was seen to be preparing for a moult. On 15th February I took a look at another location 

of the cliffs, Fisherman’s Walk zig-zag, and was astonished to discover a fully-grown clouded Yellow 

caterpillar devouring bird’s-foot trefoil leaves with gusto in the sunshine. There had been several 

frosts from the 9th to the 14th, and the fourth instar larva at Portman Ravine did not complete its 

moult until about the 15th, but it survived. Later, this caterpillar was to be photographed by eminent 

members of Butterfly Conservation, including Dorset Chairman Brian Dicker. I found a fifth instar 

larva at yet another place – Gordon’s zig-zag – on 20th February , and the same day I noticed for the 

first time a tiny second instar larva at Portman Ravine. This must have taken more than three 

months to reach this stage. It reached its third instar by 4th March and then moulted again on 17th. 

As caterpillars became fully grown they meandered away from their foodplant to find a place for 

pupation. I never did find a chrysalis, and by 20th March the two remaining larvae I knew about at 

Portman Ravine had vanished prematurely, probably predated.  

I continued to visit the cliffs in the hope of catching sight of an adult. Small Whites started to emerge 

on 23rd March, and on 26th, a particularly brilliant day, I walked along to Portman Ravine, Fisherman’s 

Walk and Gordon’s zig-zag without seeing anything of note. On the way back, about 300 metres 

west of Portman Ravine, behind some beach huts my eye came to rest on a group of dandelions in 

flower. On one of these was a perfectly formed male Clouded Yellow. The sight of one of these 

denizens of the warm south always gladdens the heat, but never more so than on this early spring 

day. I hardly dared hope for more, but next day Peggy Taylor and I saw two together at Portman 

Ravine, and was that a third back at yesterday’s dandelion?  

On 31st March, the first Small Coppers appeared, and I saw a Clouded Yellow some two kilometres 

east, near the Bistro on the Beach. I  continued to see Clouded Yellows singly at or near Portman 

Ravine, and then the weather turned cold in mid-April, with frost from the 14th to the 17th. I awoke 

on the 15th to a covering of snow, but the sun soon came out and down on the cliffs out of the cold 

wind I saw a Clouded Yellow flying strongly a little to the east of Fisherman’s Walk.  

On 28th April I counted five: three at Fisherman’s Walk, one near the Bistro, and one a further 600 

metres east near the Point House Café. Next day was even better with eight sightings: one at 

Portman Ravine, two chasing each other at Fisherman’s Walk, two likewise engaged on the Bistro 



slopes, and three down towards the Point House including one female f. helice. This was, incredibly, 

the first female I had seen. The first egg I found, however, back at Portman Ravine on 3rd May.  

Thus we come full circle, and here the story ends for now. Time will tell whether these winter 

survivors will have succeeded in producing a further generation. A visit in late June my provide the 

answer.  

Further comments by Mike to the Dorset Branch AGM in 2000 added the following 

points: 

• There may have been more Clouded Yellows in any stage than Mike was able to count, as 

substantial areas of cliff face are not accessible. 

• The cliffs provide a good[i.e. warmer] micro-climate 

• The food plants on which the caterpillars were feeding were both Common Bird’s-foot 

Trefoil and Hairy Bird’s-foot Trefoil; the latter is not a usual food plant for this species, but 

the common variety is not available in the winter.  

• The butterflies were seen between March and May; none were seen in the summer.  

 


