
Life cycles of White Butterflies 

Part 2: Small White and Large White 

There are four species of white butterfly in Scotland: Large White, Small White, Green-veined White and 

Orange-tip. These species all feed upon plants within a group called the Brassicacea.  

The two white species of butterfly most often associated with gardens in Scotland are two of 

the least favourites of gardeners: the Small White and Large White.  

These have been collectively called ‘The Cabbage White’, due to 

their preference for laying their eggs on Cabbage, Kale and other 

cultivated plants in the Brassica family. They will also lay their eggs on 

Nasturtiums, and I grow those plants specifically for these butterflies. 

Both Small and Large White are resident here all year round, but we 

also get large migrations of butterflies from continental Europe each 

year too; there are stories from southern England about there being so 

many of them flying overhead that the sky was darkened by them! In 

the book ‘Life Cycles of British and Irish Butterflies’ by Peter Eeles, the 

author describes how Small Whites were accidentally introduced to 

Melbourne, Australia in 1939. In only three years the butterflies had 

reached the west coast – over 3000km away – in approximately 25 

generations, suggesting that some adults flew over 120km in their 

lifetime!  

These species rarely bask with their wings wide open, and it’s believed 

that they orient their wings to the direction of the sun and use their 

wings like mirrors to reflect the light toward the dark centres of their 

bodies to warm up. A useful trick to have! 

Of the two species, I find that the Small White is more widespread in 

Scotland – this is possibly because the caterpillars can also eat a wide 

variety of wild plants. They usually first emerge here in good numbers 

in May, and then go on to have a second brood in late summer.  

The key identifying feature of the Small White is the black or grey tip 

to the upperwing, which runs mostly toward the head of the butterfly 

and doesn’t extend far down the other edge of the wing. The 

undersides are pale yellow, without the streaky grey veins of the Green

-veined White. As with many white butterflies, the summer generation 

can be more darkly-marked than the spring one.  

Small White eggs are relatively easy to find on the undersides of typical 

caterpillar foodplants grow in sunny areas. If you want to test this, 

grow some nasturtiums in a window box or hanging basket, so they 

will be easy to check. Small white eggs are laid singly, but you may find 

several eggs (from the same or different females) in a single leaf. This is 

in contrast to the masses of densely-laid eggs of Large Whites, which 

are on the upper sides of the leaves. The caterpillars are green, and 

develop quickly. The caterpillars will pupate (form a chrysalis or 
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cocoon) on vegetation or hard surfaces, and the pupa has an interesting 

pointed structure and is held on the plant by a silk thread. Those of the 

spring brood will emerge as adults in about three weeks, but if they’re 

from the late summer brood they will remain this way until the 

following spring. 

I find much fewer Large White in Scotland, but they can be very 

numerous near allotments and gardens, although they’re less common 

in gardens now are fewer people grow their own vegetables at home. 

There is a size different between these and Small White, but it’s not 

very great. I have observed that they have a very strong flight, swooping 

up and down through the air, and soaring while barely flapping their 

wings.  

Another key feature for distinguishing this species is the black wing tip. 

This tip extends both directions along the wing edge, forming 

a black ‘L-shape’. A handy way to remember this is that L is for Large. 

I don't usually separate males and females of white species, but it's easy 

with Large White: males have no spots on the upperwings, and females 

have two. 

They have a similar set of peaks in appearance to Small White here, 

mostly being seen in May and again in late summer, with two different 

broods. While they can lay their eggs on some wild plants, there is a 

very strong preference for cultivated brassicas. The yellow eggs are laid 

in distinct batches of up to 150 eggs, usually on the upper surface of the 

leaf. Research has found that females leave a chemical signal that deters 

other females from using the same plants – this is in all of their best 

interests, as there would not be enough food for too many caterpillars 

on a crowded plant.  

The caterpillars are distinctive, with a green-yellow 

body covered in black spots. This brash appearance 

may be used to deter predators such as birds, as the 

caterpillars store poisonous mustard oils from their 

food inside their bodies. This may be how they 

manage to strip the leaves of plants so quickly, as they 

are not bothered by predators. 

Small White and Large White can fall prey to various 

parasitic wasps and flies however, and the details can 

be gruesome to read. Large White caterpillars can be host to the larvae of the tiny wasp, Cotesia glomerata, 

which deposits over 15 eggs inside the caterpillar. These larvae don’t kill their host quickly – they feed on the 

fat under the skin so they can avoid the vital organs – and when the caterpillar is fully grown the wasp larvae 

emerge through the skin and pupate in fluffy yellow 

cocoons. Research has shown that some parasitic 

wasps can find their caterpillar prey because they 

detect chemicals released by the plants the 

caterpillars are eating. It’s almost like the plants 

have teamed up with wasps to protect themselves 

against these hungry caterpillars! 
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