
Life cycles of brown butterflies: part 1: 
Small Heath, Large Heath, Speckled Wood and Wall 

In Scotland there are nine species of ‘brown’ butterfly. As the name suggests they are mostly brown, but 

some are more orange and grey. Caterpillars of these all feed upon various grass species, and can be found in 

a variety of habitats. 

The smallest species in this group is the Small Heath. It’s only 

slightly smaller than its close relative Large Heath, with a wingspan of 

up to 37mm. Confusingly, neither one is confined to heathland! Small 

Heaths are widespread and tend to be found in sunny, dry grassland 

with fine-leaves grasses and low-growing wildflowers. In flight the 

Small Heath looks pale orange, as the upperwings are completely 

orange. However, as soon as the butterfly lands it closes its wings, so 

most people never see the upperwings. The underside of the hind 

wing is grey-brown, while the underside of the forewing is bright 

orange. You might get a glimpse of this orange colour when the 

butterfly first lands, but this then usually gets hidden too, with just a 

single black eyespot visible. 

This butterfly rarely flies far or high – I find that if I disturb them in 

grass they just fly a few meters away and are easy to follow to get a 

better look. 

In Scotland the species has a single brood per year, but it emerges over a long time from 

late May until September. This is unusual among butterflies, and happens because the caterpillars can survive 

the winter in several different stages (called ‘instars’) whereas the caterpillars of most other species can only 

survive at a certain growth stage. Females lay their eggs singly on fine-leaved grasses like fescues (mostly 

Sheep’s-fescue), meadow-grasses and bent-grasses. The larvae grow slowly, taking months to grow large 

enough to pupate. They mostly feed at night and retreat to the bases of plants during the day. They survive 

the winter as caterpillars and feed even in late autumn or winter if it’s warm enough. They pupate by making 

a silk pad on a grass blade and hanging upside-down from it. 

A curious thing about this butterfly is that males will gather in numbers around prominent features such as 

bushes, and wait for females to pass by. Unmated females will search out these ‘mating stations’, but after 

mating they stop this behaviour. Before mating the male will shower the female with aphrodisiac 

pheromones from his wings. Small Heath seems to have increased in 

Scotland in recent decades, but declined markedly in England.  

Large Heath: Large Heaths are much more restricted in their range than 

the Small Heath, and are only found on blanket bogs in the upland and 

raised bogs in the lowlands. It’s regarded as a northern species now, 

because vast ranges of its habitat were lost in the south in particular. The 

butterfly was once known as ‘the Manchester Heath’ as they were found in 

large numbers in heathland around Manchester, from where it is now 

absent.  

Part of the reason for its limited distribution is the fact that the main 

larval foodplant is Hare’s-tail Cottongrass – a plant which only 

grows in bogs. Boglands have been lost to drainage for agriculture, 

forestry plantation and commercial peat extraction, so this butterfly 

is regarded is vulnerable in the UK and Ireland.  This is why we have 

a project called ‘Bog Squad’, where we work with volunteers to 

restore and maintain peat bogs in Scotland. 
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There are three recognised sub-species of Large Heath in the UK, with 

those in the south (sub-species davus) having large dark spots on the 

underwings, and those in the north (sub-species scotica) having almost no 

spots on the underside. Around central Scotland, the sub-species 

polydama has intermediate levels of spotting. One theory for this 

gradation in spotting relates to camouflage. In the south where it’s 

warmer, the butterflies can fly more and are therefore more likely to be 

eaten by predators like birds. Spots can help butterflies avoid predation 

by distracting predators away from the centre of the body, so those 

hyper-active southern butterflies have more spots to help them survive. 

Then in the north it’s so cold that the butterflies fly less, so there’s no 

need for extensive spotting and their plain colouration can help them 

hide in the vegetation more effectively. 

Large Heaths emerge from about the 

beginning of June in central and southern parts 

of Scotland, and a few weeks later in northern 

parts and in the uplands. It’s believed that in 

the colder sites the larvae actually take two 

years to develop into adults as the growing 

season is so short. Caterpillars feed through 

the summer and will go to the bases of plants 

in the winter. As their habitats are so wet they 

can even survive being submerged in water or 

frozen for periods. They continue to feed in 

March the following year, then create a 

strikingly-marked pupa hanging from vegetation.  

It can be difficult to tell Small and Large Heath apart, but knowing the habitat is a good start. Individuals 

with obvious black spots on the lower wings will likely be Large Heath (sub-species polydama), but in the 

north where sub-species scotica flies it is much trickier. 

 

Speckled Wood: Speckled Wood butterflies 

are increasing in Scotland, with three distinct 

populations in the south, West and North all 

expanding to meet one another. This butterfly 

is easy to see as it’s quite active during the day, 

and relatively large (about the size of a Small 

Tortoiseshell). The upperwings of both sexes 

are a deep brown colour, with speckles which may be pale cream, or 

even close to orange in some populations. There’s a single black 

eyespot in the forewing, and a line of eyespots in the hindwings. No other 

butterfly has this mix of deep brown wings and cream speckles.  

Speckled Woods are almost always found in places where trees or shrubs meet 

grass, such as woodland edges and glades, hedgerows and even gardens. The 

adults get most of their sugar from aphid honeydew and tree sap, but will also 

drink nectar from flowers. Males are territorial and will patrol along good 

habitats, chasing away other males and waiting for females. Males will spiral 

around other males, and they can fly high into the sky in these battles. After 

mating, the females lay their eggs singly on variety of vigorous grasses like Cock’s-

foot, Common Couch and Yorkshire Fog. Caterpillars feed for several months, and can spend the winter 

as either caterpillars or as pupae hanging from vegetation. This means that there is a long emergence of 

the butterfly, with those which were pupae over winter emerging earliest. Therefore the adult butterfly 

can be seen in any month between May and September. 
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Wall: The Wall butterfly gets its name from its association 

with dry-stone walls and other rocky places. It is a species that 

is spreading north into Scotland, especially along west coast to 

Ayr, and east coast to Edinburgh.  There have been sporadic 

sightings in Aberdeenshire and Fife which may be early 

indications of new populations there.  

First emerging in May, it has two generations here (the second 

around late July to August). This butterfly will rest with its 

wings part-way open on bare surfaces such as stone walls, bare 

ground and paths, to raise its body temperature before flight. 

As it lays its eggs upon grass it is found in a range of sunny 

habitats where there is bare earth and grass, especially coastal 

paths. It is an ornately-coloured 

butterfly, with striking orange 

upperwings with brown patterns 

and eyespots. The undersides are 

also brightly patterned with 

eyespots. 

Males are territorial and perform a 

courtship display using their 

antennae and pheromones.  

Females lay their eggs on various 

grasses such as Cock’s-foot and Yorkshire Fog and usually 

select places with warm microclimates. Larvae from the early 

summer brood will be adults by late summer and their offspring will survive the winter as caterpillars 

which feed on grass whenever it is warm enough.  
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