
Butterflies of Argyll
an identification guide

Butterflies are beautiful insects and a joy to observe
as well as identify. This guide will help you identify
all 27 species of butterfly that occur in Argyll.

It also provides a table so you can easily see what species
are "on the wing" at any given time. We hope this leaflet
will encourage you to help record Argyll’s important 
butterfly populations.
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SKIPPERS
1 Chequered Skipper 
UKBAP, A&BLBAP
m 29mm - f 31mm
Following its extinction in England
in 1976 the entire UK population
of the Chequered Skipper now
occurs on the mainland of western
Scotland in Lochaber and north
Argyll. It is associated with the
edges, or open spaces, within
damp woodland dominated by the
caterpillar’s main foodplant purple
moor-grass. In warm weather adults
are extremely active and have a
swift, darting flight. Look for them
between mid May and the end of
June in sunny sheltered sites with
plenty of nectar plants, especially
bugle, bluebell and marsh thistle.
WHITES AND YELLOWS
2 Clouded Yellow 
m 52-58mm, f 54-62mm
A migrant to the UK from the
Continent, this butterfly is well-
known for its mass immigrations
when they arrive in huge numbers
in "Clouded Yellow years". Less
common in Scotland, but in good
years may be seen between 
June and October.
3 Large White 
m 58mm, f 63mm
Our largest white butterfly and a
strong flier. The caterpillars feed on
brassicas such as cabbages and
are therefore disliked by gardeners.
Differs from the Small White by its
larger size, darker black wing tips
which extend further down the
edge of the wing, and bolder
spots. Flies May - September.
4 Small White 
38-57mm
The caterpillars feed on brassicas,
but they cause less damage than
those of the Large White. Easily
confused with the more common
Green-veined White which is
similar in size, but the upperside
has dark tips to the forewings, and
it lacks the "green veins" on the
underside of the wing. It is often
one of the first butterflies to be
seen and flies all summer. 

5 Green-veined White 
40-52mm
The most common of the whites,
this species feeds on wild crucifers
and is not a garden pest. The
green veins on the underside of
the wing distinguish this from other
white butterflies, but they can fade
with wear and are less distinct 
in second generation butterflies.
Flies April to June and again in 
July and August.
6 Orange-tip 
40-52mm
The caterpillars feed on wild
crucifers such as cuckoo flower
and garlic mustard. Males are
unmistakable with their bright
orange wing-tips, but females have
no orange so could be confused
with Small or Green-veined Whites.
However, Orange-tips have more
rounded wing tips and distinctive
mottled green undersides that can
also be seen faintly from above
through the upperwing. Flies from
mid April till end of June and
occasionally again at end of 
July through August.
HAIRSTREAKS, 
COPPERS AND BLUES
7 Green Hairstreak 
27-34mm
Despite the bright green
appearance of this small butterfly,
which always sits with its wings
closed, it can be difficult to spot. 
It prefers warm, sheltered sites in
open birch woodland, moorland
and edges or clearings of conifer
plantations where its caterpillar’s
main foodplant, blaeberry is found.
Flies in May and early June.
8 Purple Hairstreak 
m 33-40mm, f 31-38mm
A striking butterfly, but difficult to
see, as it feeds on honeydew in
the canopy of oak and other trees.
Colonies usually favour a particular
tree. They are best looked for in
late afternoon or early evening on
warm days when they can be seen
by scanning the tops of oak trees
with binoculars. Occasionally they
fly down from the canopy to nectar
on flowers. The caterpillars feed
only on oak. Flies from mid July 
to end of August.
9 Small Copper 
m 26-36mm, f 30-40mm
This dainty butterfly is a wide-
spread species found in a range 
of habitats. Its caterpillars feed on
common and sheep's sorrel. On
the wing from May to September,
but is rarely seen in large numbers.

10 Common Blue 
29-36mm
A widespread butterfly found in 
a variety of grassy habitats from
sea level to mountainsides, almost
anywhere that its caterpillar's
foodplant, bird's-foot trefoil,
occurs. The brightly-coloured
males are conspicuous, but
females are browner, often with
little or no blue. In Scotland it
usually has one generation a 
year, the adults flying from 
mid May towards the end 
of September.
VANESSIDS AND FRITILLARIES
11 Red Admiral 
m 64-72mm, f 70-78mm
A familiar and distinctive garden
butterfly that migrates to the UK
every year from southern Europe
and North Africa. It can breed in
Scotland but cannot survive our
winter. The major influx starts in
late May and is re-inforced until
August, with adults being seen
until November. The caterpillars
feed on stinging nettles.
12 Painted Lady 
m 58-70mm, f 62-74mm
Another migrant, this species is
unable to over-winter in any part of
the UK and re-colonises each year
from mainland Europe, sometimes
in spectacular numbers (such as in
1995 and 2009). They can often
be seen congregating in areas 
with thistles, which serve as both 
a food plant for the caterpillars 
and a nectar source for the adults.
The peak of immigration usually
occurs in June, and adults can be
seen until October or November. 
13 Small Tortoiseshell
m 45-55mm, f 52-62mm
This well-known butterfly can be
seen in any month of the year in
almost any habitat. It is familiar in
gardens and feeds on stinging
nettles as a caterpillar. It over-
winters as an adult and is one of
the first butterflies to emerge in the
spring. Adults are regularly found 
in houses, sheds and outbuildings 
seeking hibernation sites.
14 Peacock 
m 63-68mm, f 67-75mm
An unmistakable butterfly and 
a regular garden visitor, feeding 
on nettles as a caterpillar. 
Often one of the first butterflies 
to be seen in the spring, having
over-wintered as an adult. Their
offspring can be seen from July 
to September, usually in much 
larger numbers. 

Codes

UKBAP Listed in the UK
Biodiversity Acion Plan

A&BLBAP Listed in the Argyll
and Bute Local Biodiversity
Action Plan

Wing spans
m = male, f = female



15 Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary
UKBAP
m 35-41mm, f 38-44mm
This species occurs in sunny,
damp, grassy habitats, woodland
clearings and moorlands. The
caterpillars feed on marsh violet. 
It can be confused with the much
rarer Pearl-bordered Fritillary or the
Dark Green Fritillary (see below). 
Flies from late May to late August.
16 Pearl-bordered Fritillary 
UKBAP, A&BLBAP
m 38-46mm, f 43-47mm
Can be distinguished from 
the much more common Small
Pearl-bordered Fritillary by close
observation of the underside of the
hind wing: It has a smaller central
spot, two (not seven) white central
cells and all cells have a much
paler border compared to the
black border of the Small Pearl-
bordered Fritillary. In addition, this
species has more specific habitat
requirements, only being found 
in dry glades, on south-facing
slopes with bracken. It flies earlier
in the season (early May to end 
of June) and its main food plant 
is common dog violet.
17 Dark Green Fritillary 
58-68mm
This is a large butterfly that feeds
on violets as a caterpillar. It is
widespread and is often found in
flower-rich habitats with patches of
scrub. It can be confused with the
other three fritillaries in the area but
is a more powerful flier, is much
larger and has a green background
to the underside of its hind wing. 
Flies from mid June to end 
of August.
18 Marsh Fritillary 
UKBAP, A&BLBAP
m 30-42mm, f 40-50mm
Restricted in Scotland to south
Lochaber, Argyll and the Argyll
Islands where it occurs in damp
grassland or moorland where its
caterpillar’s sole foodplant devil’s-
bit scabious grows in abundant
patches. Populations exhibit
periods of boom and bust over 
5-7 year cycles. Caterpillars live
communally within a conspicuous
and protective silken web. Adults
are on the wing from end of May
to early July. The checkerboard
pattern of oranges, creams,
browns and blacks make the
Marsh Fritillary more distinctive 
and colourful than Argyll’s 
other three Fritillaries.

BROWNS
19 Speckled Wood 
m 46-52mm, f 48-56mm
A butterfly of shady woodlands.
Males are often seen perched in
sunlit spots ready to defend their
territory or intercept females. 
The caterpillars feed on various
grasses. Flies May to September.
20 Wall 
UKBAP
45-53mm
A recent arrival to the region that 
is steadily spreading northwards
up Scotland’s west coast. 
The eye spots distinguish the 
Wall, or Wall Brown, from the
similarly coloured Fritillaries. 
Adults most often encountered
basking on bare ground in sunny,
sheltered locations and are on 
the wing in May and June, with 
a second generation in August 
and early September. Their
caterpillars feed on grasses.
21 Mountain Ringlet 
UKBAP
m 28-36mm, f 28-38mm
Our only true montane butterfly,
this species is usually found above
350m, normally on south-facing
slopes where the caterpillars feed
on mat grass. It only flies in bright
sunshine, but can be disturbed
from the ground in quite dull
weather. It is similar to the larger
and brighter Scotch Argus, but
does not have white eyespots. 
Flies from July to mid August.
22 Scotch Argus 
m 44-48mm, f 46-52mm
The Scotch Argus breeds in 
tall, damp grassland where the
caterpillars feed on a variety of
grasses. In sunshine males can 
be very active, but cloudy weather
can cause them to stop flying
completely. It flies late in the
season, from late July to 
early September.
23 Grayling 
UKBAP
m 51-56mm, f 54-62mm
A large, fast-flying coastal species
that always rests with its wings
closed. Very well camouflaged
when at rest and most often
encountered when flushed from
stony/sandy ground on dunes,
beaches and undercliffs. Adults 
are on the wing during July to 
the beginning of September.

24 Meadow Brown 
m 40-50mm, f 42-60mm
One of the most common
butterflies in the area, the
Meadow Brown can be seen in
many grassy habitats flying even
in dull weather when most other
butterflies are inactive. The
caterpillar feeds on  a variety of
grasses. Males tend to be much
darker than females, but the
amount of orange on both is
variable. The spotting pattern 
on the underside of the hindwing 
is also variable. Flies from mid-
June to mid September.
25 Ringlet
m 42-48mm, f 46-52mm
The Ringlet has a very dark,
velvety appearance when newly
emerged. Males tend to be
smaller and darker than females
with hardly any markings on the
upperwings. The "ringlets" on
the underwings vary in number
and size and can be virtually
absent.  It favours tall grassland
on damp, heavy soils, where
the caterpillars  feed on coarse
grasses. It flies, even in dull
conditions, from mid June to
the latter part of August.
26 Small Heath
UKBAP (research only)
m 33mm, f 37mm
A bright but inconspicuous
butterfly that flies only in sunny
conditions and always keeps its
wings closed at rest. It occurs
on grasslands in dry, well-drained
situations where the sward is 
short but sparse and there are
fine-leaved grasses upon which
the caterpillar feeds. In Scotland 
it only has one generation from
mid May to end of August.
27 Large Heath 
UKBAP
35-40mm
The Large Heath is restricted
to wet, boggy habitats where
its main food plant, hare's-tail
cottongrass grows. It always sits
with its wings closed and can
be distinguished from the Small
Heath by its duller colour, larger
size and spots on the hindwing,
however, the spots are not
always present. Flies from the 
end of June to early August.



Recording butterflies 
Why?
Butterfly recording is the foundation upon

which the conservation of butterflies is based.

It allows an assessment of population trends,

helps identify priorities and can measure 

the effectiveness of conservation action.

Butterflies can be quick to respond to changes

to their environment. They therefore make

excellent indicator species, capable of

detecting changes due to new management 

or the effects of climate change. Populations

are also rarely static making their study more

interesting. You can record them in your

garden or venture to parts of the county you

would otherwise not visit. Above all, though, 

it is easy, great fun and very rewarding!  

When?
Choose warm, sunny days when butterflies 

are more active. All species have specific 

flight periods when they are on the wing 

and are rarely encountered as adults outwith

these times. The table opposite gives their

main flight periods in Argyll.  

What?
Butterfly recording comprises of monitoring

and surveying. Monitoring is used to collect

information about changes to individual

populations or sites over time, normally

annually. Surveying is concerned with

collecting distribution data and requires 

visits to several sites to gain a true picture 

of butterfly distributions. However, if surveys

are repeated (e.g. five years later) this could 

be regarded as monitoring! Remember to 

take a notebook and pencil into the field 

to record your sightings. Binoculars and 

a butterfly net can also be useful.  

Where?
Most butterflies prefer sheltered sunny

locations with plenty of nectar plants. 

Several are specialists and will only be 

found in, or near to, their niche habitat. 

Other species, particularly the larger and 

more mobile species eg Red Admiral and

Painted Lady, can be seen almost anywhere.  

How?
To record butterflies you need to provide 
the following information; species name, 
how many you saw, location name, grid
reference from an Ordnance Survey map, 
date, and your contact details. Butterfly
records should be sent to your local butterfly
recorder who verifies and collates them
before they appear as dots in distribution
maps. The local butterfly recorder covering
Argyll is Scott Shanks, email:
butterflyrecorder@southwestscotland-butterflies.org.uk

Want to get involved?
There are significant gaps in our knowledge of

the current distribution and changes in Argyll’s

butterfly populations. Everyone can contribute

and we really do need your butterfly sightings.

Butterfly recording forms are available.  

For more information please contact us at 

our Stirling office (see details on back page).



Want to know more?The following books are recommended.

The Millennium Atlas of Butterflies in Britain and Ireland. Asher et al (2001). 

Provides species accounts for all Britain and Ireland’s butterflies. ISBN No. 0-19-850565-5

Britain’s Butterflies. David Tomlinson and Rob Still (2002).  

A photographic guide to the butterflies of Britain and Ireland. ISBN No. 1-903657-01-6

Pocket Guide to the Butterflies of Britain and Ireland. Richard Lewington (2003).  

A handy guide with excellent illustrations and clear descriptions. ISBN No. 0-953139-91-6

The State of Butterflies in Britain and Ireland. Fox et al (2006).

Provides a five year update for the above. ISBN No. 1-874357-31-5 

Butterflies of South West Scotland. Futter et al (2006)

Gives distribution maps for the 32 species in the area. ISBN No. 1-902831-95-0

www.argyllandbutewildlife.com

BUTTERFLIES

Chequered Skipper
Clouded Yellow
Large White
Small White
Green-veined White
Orange-tip
Green Hairstreak
Purple Hairstreak
Small Copper
Common Blue
Red Admiral
Painted Lady
Small Tortoiseshell
Peacock
Comma
Small Pearl-b'd Fritillary
Pearl-bordered Fritillary
Dark Green Fritillary
Marsh Fritillary
Wall
Speckled Wood
Scotch Argus
Grayling
Meadow Brown
Ringlet
Small Heath
Large Heath

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

Flight Periods

Please note flight periods will vary depending on the weather.





1 The Burg, National Trust for Scotland Nature Reserve, Ardmeanach Peninsula, Mull 
South-facing coastline with pockets of herb-rich moorland and grassland. Located on north shore 

of Loch Scridain west of Tiroran off B8035. Cars not permitted beyond car park at Tiroran. Access to

reserve seven miles by foot along track/path. Good for butterflies along the way. Dark Green Fritillary,

Grayling, Common Blue, Green Hairstreak, Meadow Brown, Small Copper, Small Heath, Small Pearl-

bordered Fritillary and Speckled Wood. Also Transparent & Slender Scotch Burnet (day-flying moths).  

OS map 48; car park at NM477275. Follow track/path to Fossil Tree. visit: www.nts.org.uk

2 Glasdrum Wood National Nature Reserve
Ancient woodland by shores of Loch Creran. On north side of Loch Creran, two miles east of the 

new Creagan Bridge on A828 Oban to Fort William road. Chequered Skipper, Pearl-bordered, 

Dark Green and Small Pearl-bordered Fritillaries, Green Hairstreak, Orange-tip, Peacock, Scotch Argus 

and Speckled Wood. The Mountain Ringlet occurs on the hill above the woodland.  

OS Map 49 or 50; car park at NN003458. Leaflet and nature trail - please keep to path. 

Scottish Natural Heritage Lochgilphead Office; tel: 01546 603611 or visit: www.snh.org.uk

3 Lismore Island
Abundant species-rich grassland and marshes due to traditional farming and underlying limestone. 

A small passeneger ferry runs regularly from Port Appin to the northern end of the island whilst a less

frequent car ferry operates between Oban and Achnacroish (half way along the island’s south coast).

Marsh Fritillary, Common Blue, Small Heath and Speckled Wood. 

OS Map 49; car ferry arrives at Achnacroish NM 852409, passenger ferry at NM895461. 

For details of ferries to island visit: www.calmac.co.uk and island info visit: www.isleoflismore.com

4 Coille Mhor, Colonsay
Ancient wind-shaped stunted oak woodland on eastern side of the island. 

Remote site, only accessible by foot either along shore from ferry at Scalasaig or from tracks to north.

Grayling, Marsh Fritillary, Purple Hairstreak and Ringlet. OS map 61; centre of wood NR410965. 

For details of ferries to island visit: www.calmac.co.uk

5 Ballachuan Hazel Wood, Scottish Wildlife Trust Reserve
Ancient Atlantic hazelwood, wet grassland, marsh and a rocky shore. Located on south-eastern 

tip of Seil Island. From Oban take the A816 south turning left onto B844 after about 8 miles. 

Once on island take the B8003 at Balvicar. Park at Kilbrandon Church. Marsh Fritillary, 

Common Blue, Small Heath and Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary. 

OS Map 55; car park at NM757155. Nature trail. Visit: www.swt.org.uk

6 Beinn Laoigh (Ben Lui)  National Nature Reserve
Ben Laoigh rises to 1130m and has a rich assembledge of artic-alpine vegetation on the moist cliffs 

and rocky outcrops. Located in Glen Lochy between Dalmally and Tyndrum. Car park at Dalrigh on A85.

Follow the Glen Cononish track. Mountain Ringlet, Large Heath and Scotch Argus. 

OS map 50; car park at NN344291.  

Scottish Natural Heritage Stirling Office; tel: 01786 450362 or visit: www.snh.org.uk

7 Taynish National Nature Reserve
One of the largest areas of oak woodland in the region with adjoining coastal grassland. Turn off the

B8025 just south of Tayvallich village and follow partly unmetalled road for one mile south to car park.

Grayling, Marsh Fritillary, Green Hairstreak, Meadow Brown, Peacock, Scotch Argus, Small Heath, 

Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary and Speckled Wood. OS Map 55; car park at NR737852. Leaflet and

nature trail. Scottish Natural Heritage Lochgilphead Office; tel: 01546 603611 or visit: www.snh.org.uk

8 Moine Mhor National Nature Reserve
A wild landscape of hummocks, hollows and pools ranging from saltmarsh close to the sea, through

freshwater peat bog, to woodland and hillside vegetation. Car park two miles south of Kilmartin and 

six miles north of Lochgilphead on B8025 near its junction with A816. Large Heath, Marsh Fritillary 

and Scotch Argus. OS map 55; car park at NR829975. Leaflet and nature trail. 

Scottish Natural Heritage Lochgilphead Office; tel: 01546 603611 or visit: www.snh.org.uk

9 Portnahaven and Claddach area, Islay
Traditionally farmed moorland and damp grassland and coastal habitats. The most south-western tip 

of Islay. The coastal area north of Claddach is particularly rich in butterflies. Grayling, Large Heath, Marsh

Fritillary, Common Blue, Dark Green Fritillary, Meadow Brown, Ringlet, Small Copper and Small Heath. 

OS map 60; Portnahaven NR166522. Islay Natural History Trust; tel 01496 850288 or visit:

www.islaywildlife.freeserve.co.uk  For details of ferries to island visit: www.calmac.co.uk



Scotland Office
Balallan House   24 Allan Park   Stirling   FK8 2QG
Tel: 01786 447753   Email: scotland@butterfly-conservation.org
www.butterfly-conservation.org

Butterfly Conservation 
Company, limited by guarantee, registered in England (2206468). 
Registered Office: Manor Yard, East Lulworth, Wareham, Dorset, BH20 5QP.
Charity registered in England & Wales (254937) and in Scotland (SCO39268)

Photographs by: Jim Asher, Alan Barnes, Jim Black, Paul Kirkland, Richard Mearns,

Tom Prescott, Paul Pugh, Julie Stoneman, Martin Warren, David Whitaker and Rob Wolton.

Map: © Ashworth Maps and Interpretation Ltd 2011

Printed on 100% recycled paper made from post-consumer waste bc0128

Butterfly Conservation is a UK charity, with 15,000 members (over 1000 in Scotland).
We work closely with local communities, landowners, the Scottish Government,
Scottish Natural Heritage and other conservation partners to safeguard Scotland’s
butterflies and moths and their habitats, by:

w Advising landowners on managing land for butterflies and moths.

w Carrying out surveys, monitoring and research on our most threatened species.

w Training volunteers to enable them to take action for butterflies and moths.

w Making recommendations to the Scottish Government on its environmental policies.

w Encouraging everyone to cherish and enjoy butterflies and moths.

Join us!
You can support us in this vital work by joining Butterfly Conservation. With an
annual membership you will receive an interesting and informative welcome pack,
a colourful magazine Butterfly three times a year and membership of your local
branch of Butterfly Conservation. Our local branches run public butterfly and moth
events throughout the year. To join on-line or for further information, please go
to www.butterfly-conservation.org. To find out what is going on in your area,
go to www.southwestscotland-butterflies.org.uk D

es
ig
ne
d
 a
nd
 p
ro
d
uc
ed
 b
y 

n
ec

ta
rc
re
at
iv
e.
co
m
 0
19
42
 6
81
64
8


