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         Behind the marram grass were twisted old pines and hollows that smelt of hot thyme. The warm ground was pebble-dashed with dry rabbit droppings. Holidaymakers splashed about on the beach; birders hunched in the hides. Only my dad and I crossed the empty no-man’s-land of the rolling sand dunes, performing an odd, trotting dance, tracing random circles as we followed invisible darts of silver.
         
 
         I was eight. For most of us, butterflies are bound up with childhood. Many of our earliest and most vivid memories of a garden, a park or flower will feature a butterfly and, perhaps, our pudgy hand trying to close around it. My love of butterflies began not with a blaze of colour but with a small brown job. That’s what my mum called the common plodders of the butterfly world that would scarcely divert your gaze as they bimbled past. Meadow Browns or Hedge Browns or Wall Browns. Mostly brown and fairly dull.
         
 
         This particular brown job was different: the Brown Argus. It was smaller, sharper and brighter than most butterflies with brown in their name. An arrow of silver grey in flight, its open wings were deep, dark chocolate with a border of dabs of orange. It was not exactly rare but was hard to find in East Anglia, where meadows had been ploughed into huge butterfly-unfriendly prairie fields during decades of intensive arable farming. It had not been recorded along this part of the coast in recent years. This may have been because no one had been looking, but it still gave us a mission: if we could find one, it would be a new sighting. Dad, I felt, could then Tell Someone. Who, it was not quite clear, but I had faith that he would.
         
 
         We were on our summer holiday at Holme Dunes nature reserve. During the austere portion of the 1980s, the era of inner-city riots and the miners’ strike, my mum, dad, sister and I would spend two weeks of the summer in a small damp flat at the end of a bumpy track on the corner of the coast where north Norfolk turns into The Wash.
         
 
         Every morning, mum would march us through spikes of marram to the beach, where she would defiantly sunbathe behind a windbreak, whatever the weather, and my sister and I would dig in the sand for hours and hours. In the mornings and evenings, borrowing mum’s heavy binoculars which banged against my chest, I would follow my dad down the paths to the wooden hides built overlooking shallow pools on the marshes and we would watch strutting green-shanks and avocets sweeping their bills methodically through the water. There is a photograph of Dad and me standing on the patio of the Firs, the rambling, isolated Edwardian house on Holme Dunes, which was divided into a flat for the nature reserve warden, a flat for holidaymakers and various dusty rooms filled with old signs and detritus from beach and reserve. Binoculars to his eyes, Dad stands there watching a heron on the channel close to the house. I’m at his side in little shorts and a mini-me pose, following my dad’s line of vision, my mum’s smaller binoculars pressed to my eyes.
         
 
         The child of a broken home back when divorce was almost a social disgrace, my dad had found a solitary peace as a boy by running wild in the lanes and meadows of rural Somerset. He hunted out birds’ nests in hedges and taught himself how to identify trees and grasses and flowers. As a young man, he lived in a caravan in the woods for weeks on end and studied wild daffodils. His career, inevitably, was rooted in the natural world – he taught environmental science to university students and, as a grown man, he spent his spare time seeking out wildlife and wild places. He often preferred to be alone.
         
 
         In my eyes, Dad had the power to interpret every tremble of a leaf and every distant bird call in the countryside. His superpowers deserted him on butterflies, however. This particular year, on holiday, he created a little project for himself, which he seemed happy to share. He had a hunch that Holme was the perfect habitat for the Brown Argus. They were listed in old books as flying in this bit of north Norfolk but Dad was not sure when they were last seen here. It could have been decades ago. So we set out one hot afternoon on our first ever butterfly mission.
         
 
         It was written in the stars that I would become a birdwatcher. Holme, where we holidayed every summer, was one of the best spots in East Anglia for rare birds. Every year, exotic species would be blown far off course and end up lodged in a sea buckthorn bush on the dunes. Hundreds of birders from all around the country would descend on the reserve with their cameras and tripods. Here was a passion tailor-made for a small boy who loved nature like his father. Nature, but drama as well: scarcity, rarity, unpredictability and the boundless obsessive possibilities in creating lists and ticking things off, and trading gadgets, rare sightings and stories with the wider community of twitchers. My dad had a modest interest in football, took me to a couple of matches and I duly became obsessed with football. My dad had a grand passion for wildlife and took me bird-watching but, somehow, an obsession did not follow. I was always happy to go. I enjoyed peering at birds through binoculars. I liked the creosote pong of the hides, the lonely peen of waders and the empty sweep of marsh rising gently towards Holme church and village beyond. But nothing happened. In some receptacle of my brain, some small cell, the obsessive passionate cell, refused to twitch.
         
 
         It took a small brown job to make that cell come alive. That first afternoon, hunting the Brown Argus, I could feel the heat radiating off the dunes onto my bare legs as I walked solemnly in my dad’s footsteps, holding a blue biro and a piece of paper fixed to my pride and joy – a clipboard – to record everything we saw.
         
 
         I kept a careful tally of each butterfly: I, II, III and we quickly clocked up some browns: the bland and slightly floppy Meadow Brown and the brighter, bustling Hedge Brown, also known as the Gatekeeper, a name which suits its friendly, busybody personality. There were dozens of Small Tortoiseshells – familiar to anyone like us who had a garden at home – and a few Small Heaths. I soon saw it was a bit unfair to call the Wall a ‘brown job’ because they were as elegant as Tortoiseshells, if less charismatic. There was a brilliant carroty flash as a Small Copper settled and opened its wings in the sunshine and the fine, bright midsummer hue of the Common Blue. Then we spied movement: a grey arrow flying low over clumps of marram. For a beginner, it is not easy to definitively identify a Brown Argus. The topside of its wings may be a striking dark brown but, in flight, thanks to its speed and the black and white dots on its beige underside, it looks grey, or silver, and uncannily like a female Common Blue.
         
 
         Eyes down, as intent as an old couple at the bingo, we followed the promising silver grey dart for several minutes. This was harder than it sounds. Blink, and we would lose its flight path. We continued our circling, trotting, staring dance. Eventually, it settled on the ground just as a cloud swept across the sun and there it stayed, with its wings huffily closed. There are subtle differences in the pattern of orange studs and small eyes of black ringed by white that appear on the underwings of both Brown Argus and female Common Blue but I was not nearly expert enough to distinguish them.
         
 
         Even when the sun reappeared and the little silver dart opened its wings wide, I was not certain of its identity. Unlike the showy male, the female Common Blue’s wings are brown rather than bright blue. Some females are bluer than others but some are so brown they could almost be a Brown Argus, apart from a dusting of blue in the very centre of their wings. This silver dart had that dusting of blue.
         
 
         The female Common Blue is far more shy and retiring than its man, flying fast and low over the ground, as elusive as enemy aircraft. Four or five times during the next hour, my dad and I repeated our chase after different butterflies that flew like this. Several times, the insects lost us; on other occasions we caught up with them only to take one step too close when they finally settled, causing them to take fright and zip off again. When we got close enough, as a police officer might put it, to make a positive identification, it was always to put another line of biro in the column marked ‘female Common Blue’.
         
 
         Finally, we followed a silver shape that appeared determined to lose us by flying over a thorny patch of brambles. Then it eased off and glided for a split second, before dropping smartly onto a tiny flower of thyme in front of the brambles. There, in the sunshine, it opened its wings. A deep chocolate colour spread from the orange studs bordering the wings right into the soft brown hairs of its delicate body. Brilliant brown, with one little black dot in the middle of each upper wing, and no trace of powdery blue.
         
 
         Here, unmistakably, was a Brown Argus. It was thrilling. I believed we were recording something brand new, which was enough to make a small boy feel quite self-important. I was a naturalist pioneer noting his discovery as earnestly and excitedly as Joseph Banks sketching new species during his Pacific voyages with Captain James Cook on the Endeavour. Later, Dad told the warden on the nature reserve about the Brown Argus. I was not sure if he told other environmentalists as well; the grown-up world of conservation was still a vague thing of meetings and telephone calls and interminable adult conversations that were beyond my perception. For me, then, it was not just a sense of discovery: seeing the Brown Argus was also intrinsically satisfying. It was beautiful to look at. And its beauty presented an unexpected puzzle: how could something so small and grey in motion become so rich and brightly coloured brown and orange when it settled down and opened its wings?
         
 
         I went on to record five or six Brown Arguses that day on my scrap of paper, and a pattern was set. Dad and I returned to the dunes every day during our holiday, just after lunch, and walked and ran and stopped and started on our own secret mission all over the dunes, chasing, identifying and recording every butterfly we saw. My butterfly brain cell fluttered into life.
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         Every summer, when we returned to Holme, Dad and I would count butterflies. Gradually, we began taking little trips around Norfolk to look for other unusual species. After a couple of years, Dad set up a more ambitious trip, which involved evening telephone calls to friends in Oxford, Brighton and Surrey. Before we left, he presented me with the very latest piece of butterflying technology: Jeremy Thomas’s Butterflies of the British Isles. With a photograph of a Peacock on the front and graphs and distribution maps inside showing the flight seasons of butterflies and where they are found, this increasingly battered paperback guidebook is still in my pocket today when I hunt for butterflies. Inside the cover, in faded pen, it says in my dad’s spidery writing: ‘Pad, for the 1 July 1988 Expedition to the south east’.
         
 
         That trip was the first of our annual butterfly expeditions. Over the next six summers or so, Dad and I would go away to different corners of the countryside searching for butterflies we had not seen before. We set ourselves the task of seeing all fifty-eight species of British butterfly. If we were in any earlier decade, we would probably have run around with nets, catching, killing and setting our prizes on boards of cork carefully placed in mahogany drawers. But in the 1980s, we did not dream of collecting live butterflies. My dad may have grown up hoarding birds eggs but by then, like other environmentalists of his generation, he was acutely aware of the disappearance of our native wildlife in the face of industrial agriculture and forestry, and urbanisation. As butterflies became more scarce, so too did the old robust engagement with nature. In the two decades between the 1950s and 1980s, butterfly collecting all but vanished as mysteriously as the disappearance of rare butterflies. Collecting went from being an expression of a love of nature to being judged not merely environmentally damaging but socially deviant. Nature lovers’ rejection of collecting was hastened by technology, too: like other butterfly lovers, my dad and I collected our rare butterflies in the form of photographs.
         
 
         As a child, I saved up £40 and bought a clunky second-hand Praktica camera, and we travelled to woods, meadows and bogs in the Lake District, Oxfordshire and Surrey. We went on long walks, talking about this and that, waiting, trotting after and taking photographs of the butterflies we saw. We tracked down the very rarest species, and one, the Large Blue, which was supposed to be extinct. But we never saw all fifty-eight. We ran out of summers, or steam, and my personal tally of British species got stuck at fifty-four.
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         For more than a decade, I left butterflies behind. I went to university, moved to London to work and lived abroad for a while. A sniff of sweet cut grass in June or sour damp leaves in November could cause a jolt of recognition and regret for the rural existence I had left behind. I felt guilty at living so far removed from my roots, so far from leaves and earth and the small, free wonders of the natural world. Wherever I went, I snatched moments in green spaces and under trees, but I was caught up in cities and careers and had little time to luxuriate in the countryside. I would go on holidays with friends and point out butterflies when we were in the countryside. If asked about it, I would dismiss my observations as drawing on the remnants of knowledge acquired when I was young. Sometimes I would admit in a desultory sentence or wave of the hand that my dad and I used to go looking for different species of butterfly.
         
 
         Like lost loves, butterflies still flew through my dreams. These were not merely the handful that had got away – during my childhood I had never seen the Duke of Burgundy, the Chequered Skipper, the Glanville Fritillary, the Mountain Ringlet or Réal’s Wood White – but some I had caught a glimpse of and desperately needed to see again. Above all else, the insect I most wanted to come to an accommodation with was the Purple Emperor. It eluded and taunted my dad and I for years before I eventually caught sight of it for precisely two of the 315 million or so seconds of my twenties. This butterfly cast a mysterious curse over me, and it haunted my dreams. I was not sure what it represented but I had suppressed the power of the countryside and I had been in denial about my childhood passion for too long.
         
 
         Finally, I decided I must complete this unfinished business, in the course of one summer. Butterflies, I hoped, could be a way to unlock the ordinary, everyday beauty of the natural world that I hoped could still be experienced on our small island, if only I took time to seek it out. This is the story of my search for every British butterfly (fifty-nine now, since the discovery of Britain’s newest butterfly, Réal’s Wood White, in Northern Ireland in 2001), from the spectacular rarities to the common-or-garden butterflies; from emerald green to canary yellow, from beaches to forests; from central London to the Highlands of Scotland.
         
  
         Fifty-nine seems an attractively accessible figure. Britain is not particularly blessed with butterflies. There are about 18,000 species of butterfly in the world, including 7000 in South America and more than 500 in Europe. Because Britain is a northerly country, and because it was cut off from the Continent by rising seas 8000 years ago, most of these sun-loving insects never made it to our shores. The ones that did tended to be small and hardy, better able to cope with our mendacious summers than the huge, flapping tropical butterflies we can see in the humid greenhouses of butterfly farms.
         
 
         A search for all fifty-nine species is, however, deceptively difficult. It is not the sort of mission you can accomplish in an afternoon sitting in a sunny garden in the south of England. There is no single day on which you can see every species; like spring and summer flowers, different butterflies emerge at different times of year. The Orange Tip, for instance, appears in April and is never seen again after May, while the Brown Hairstreak does not usually emerge as an adult butterfly until August. Most butterflies are on the wing for a week or two, but some barely manage three days. Others may live longer or appear and reappear in several broods across the summer but few are permanent presences in our hedgerows and woodlands in June, July and August. Like exotic rock stars visiting music festivals, several bold migrants fly across oceans to make surprise guest appearances in the middle of our summers. Meanwhile, many stay-at-home natives have led obscure lives for centuries, basking at the tops of trees like the Purple Hairstreak or lurking in the bottom of bogs like the Large Heath. Some furtive insects, such as the Black Hairstreak, rarely dance more than a few metres from where they hatch during their short lives; in bad summers they hardly seem to appear at all.
         
  
         I also wanted to see all fifty-nine before it was too late. As the countryside has shrunk, so species have become confined to isolated fragments of land. Driven to extinction in England in the 1970s, the Chequered Skipper is now only found in the Highlands of Scotland around Fort William. Over the last century, the Swallowtail, our largest and most spectacular butterfly, has been forced into glorious isolation on the Norfolk Broads. Other butterflies never leave their headquarters in Cumbria or the West Country, or a slither of Surrey and Sussex. A few of our native species, particularly the Duke of Burgundy and the Wood White, are teetering on the brink of extinction, leading incredibly precarious lives and depending for their survival on one tiny plant or one species of ant or an apparently arbitrary constellation of weather, rabbits and largely forgotten ways in which we once worked the land. One species, the Large Blue, became officially extinct when I was a boy, but was deliberately reintroduced in a secret location known only as Site X. Another, the High Brown Fritillary, is both endangered and devilishly hard to distinguish from other species. Everything, ultimately, depends on the weather. Remove sunshine and install the typical weather of a British summer, and you won’t see many butterflies on the wing at all. The previous two summers had been sunless and joyless and disastrous for our native butterflies. Few butterflies will fly in the rain; some, such as the Silver-spotted Skipper, usually need temperatures in excess of 19°C to give them the energy they need just to get off the ground.
         
  
         My mission was a bit like an ultra-marathon. Seeing every species in the course of one summer was perfectly possible. Compared with moths or dragonflies, say, Britain’s butterflies are wonderfully accessible: fairly straightforward to identify and easy to learn about. Anyone could train themselves to find them all in a summer but, like running a hundred miles, most people would think you were a little bit deranged to try. There are far fewer butterfly enthusiasts than, say, the twitchers who follow birds. Every summer, one or two obsessives with a lot of time on their hands may try and find all fifty-nine; many more, like me, have long wanted to see every species but have never accomplished it in their lifetimes, let alone in one season. Butterfly seekers expend more energy than you could imagine on long, fruitless journeys to inaccessible places that stubbornly fail to give up their jewels because the forecasters got it wrong and the clouds and rain sweep in.
         
 
         Juggling my mission with a full-time job, much of my butterflying would be undertaken at weekends, so I would need fine weather, good luck and a lot of patience. This did not come naturally to me. Nor did another state of being that butterflies demanded: spontaneity. I like order and plans. Butterflies hatch out at their own pace, determined by the weather. Each is as unpredictable as the other.
         
 
         Species may emerge two weeks earlier than expected, and disappear again long before they should. I could not plan this mission; I needed to be spontaneous. If a day dawned sunny, I must take advantage of it. If I did not, I might miss my only chance to see a certain species. Short on time and long on obscure locations far from train stations or reliable buses, I guiltily realised I would be more reliant on my car than was healthy for myself, or for our resident butterfly populations. I also needed help. I had not gone searching for butterflies in earnest for more than a decade. My identification skills were decidedly rusty and I could not rely on books, even my faithful Jeremy Thomas guidebook. With the changing climate, many butterflies are changing their habits. Guidebooks quickly fall out of date. Besides, they seldom give precise locations where rare species are found. I would need the advice of more people than just my dad if I was to track down the rarest species.
         
 
         Unlike a marathon, there was no absolutely clear finishing line. The figure of fifty-nine butterflies native to Britain includes two regular migrants, the Painted Lady and the Clouded Yellow, but if I saw other, much rarer migrants I could clock up more than fifty-nine. Scarce migrants are little twists of fate: you cannot just visit a particular woodland or meadow to see them. You cannot choose to find them; they find you, once in a lifetime. Perhaps this year would be my time and I would chance across a giant Monarch racing over the ocean from North America or stumble on a Large Tortoiseshell, a tragic butterfly which became extinct in the UK shortly after the Second World War for reasons no one understands but which occasionally, at random, reappears in the south of England. I might become one of barely 500 people in 300 years who has seen a Queen of Spain Fritillary in Britain, one of the most gracious members of the golden-coloured fritillary family which continues to baffle lepidopterists by thriving just across the water in Holland and France but rarely deigning to visit this island. The most magical sixtieth species would be the Camberwell Beauty. Like many butterfly lovers, since I was a boy I had longed to see one of these large, romantic butterflies with brown wings so rich they were almost purple, bordered by lemon yellow. My heart still lurches every time I spot a dark silhouette against the sky that is big enough to be a Beauty; so far, it has always turned out to be a common Red Admiral or Peacock.
         
  
         A rare migrant I could not plan for. Finding the fifty-nine regular residents would be challenging, and rewarding, enough. I would have to spend as much time as possible in some of our most acclaimed and beautiful nature reserves but also lurk around motley scraps of land in cities and overlooked patches of our precious, ordinary and unprotected countryside. I hoped a journey around our overcrowded and overheating isles would help me better understand our relationship with these beautiful insects; how they depend on us and how we may be more dependent on them than we realise. The brief lives of our butterflies are amazing miracles and minor tragedies; romantic, sad and strange. Wondrous in themselves, for their own will to survive, butterflies are also colourful canvasses for all our projections. A journey in search of every species of butterfly is about our need to celebrate and capture fleeting moments of wonder as we fly through our lives.
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            In the beginning was an egg
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         Over banquets of roast swan and sweet port, the butterfly obsessives of the eighteenth century would slide open their mahogany collecting drawers and show off their bright, dead specimens to fellow members of their newly formed entomological societies. This was one way Aurelians, a rather foppish term passionate collectors once used for themselves (taken from the Latin aureus or aureolus, meaning golden and referring to the golden hue of some butterfly chrysalises), navigated the dark, depressing winter months. Trays of dried butterflies carried colour, beauty and vivid memories of warm days into drawing rooms not yet caressed by television, electricity or central heating.
         
 
         Few butterflies are on the wing, flying as adults, from October through to March. In the chill of winter, their existence, like summer days, seems a complete chimera. It is too cold and wet and there are few flowers and almost no nectar for them to feed upon. Lacking sunshine, and the objects of their adoration and desire, many butterfly enthusiasts sink into a mild despondency in the winter months. As a boy, I was a seasonal enthusiast. Like cricket, butterflies sprang into my life during the summer. While the Aurelians of today no longer catch and kill butterflies, many of the most committed do not push their passion from their minds in winter. Because collecting is beyond the pale to modern sensibilities, they have had to find other ways of communing with butterflies in the off-season. Counting eggs is one. Which is why I began my year in search of butterflies by looking for minuscule eggs in the freezing cold and snow, in the shadow of a prison.
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         The Brown Hairstreak is one of a small number of British butterflies that survives the winter as a mass of nutritious fluid inside a tiny egg with an unusually robust shell. It was these cream pin-pricks, lodged in the crook of twigs, that I was hoping to find when I drove across the Chilterns towards Oxfordshire on an uncompromising, old-fashioned winter’s day in early February. Snow lay in the shade of every hedge and in grimy piles outside Bullingdon Prison, where pale relatives visiting those locked inside clambered out of small hatchbacks. Desiccated and crunchy, the snow stained yellow when you thumped a boot on it. Bullingdon welcomed its first guests in 1992 and looked older than it should, scarred by hard life and surrounded by a hotchpotch of overgrown military land belonging to Bicester Garrison.
         
 
          
         The desire to search for these microscopic eggs on an icy day would be unfathomable to most ordinary minds. A group of seven people poking about in the bushes by the prison walls would certainly arouse the suspicion of the regular security patrol seeking to ensure that no friends of the inmates were throwing mobile phones or drugs over the walls.
         
 
         ‘Ah, officer. I am just looking for the eggs of the Brown Hairstreak butterfly,’ is an explanation so strange it might just buy you enough bewilderment to scarper. Butterflies? Eggs? In February? Eh? On this day, the prison knew all about the egg-hunting mission I had joined. Slightly surprisingly, a burly senior prison staffer was a big butterfly enthusiast. He was keen to manage the prison hedges to help Brown Hairstreaks thrive there and had invited local members of Butterfly Conservation, a friendly and very active small charity that has a membership of 14,000 across the country, to count eggs, an activity only likely to enhance butterfly lovers’ reputation for eccentricity.
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         Every butterfly lives its life in the same miraculous cycle described by Eric Carle in his classic children’s book, The Very Hungry Caterpillar. A caterpillar hatches from an egg, eats a lot, locks itself into a chrysalis, or pupa, and emerges some time later in a dramatic summer outfit: a fully grown, four-winged insect. The adult stage, the part we particularly admire, comes when the weather is warm. That is the easy bit. Winter is more challenging. The cycle of egg–caterpillar–chrysalis–adult is always the same but different species of British butterfly tackle the cold in different ways. Butterflies fly, mate, lay eggs and grow as caterpillars at different times and at different rates. In favourable conditions in the UK, a Painted Lady can race through its life cycle in a flash: from egg to rapidly growing caterpillar, to chrysalis and then adult in barely eight weeks. Other butterflies, such as the Chequered Skipper, may spend a hundred days feeding up as a caterpillar and take a year to go through one turn of its life cycle.
         
  
         Most British butterfly species spend the winter in the form of a caterpillar, which is surprising because they seem at their most vulnerable when a soft, juicy worm. We think of butterflies in their most visible adult, winged form, but the caterpillar is the longest stage of many butterflies’ life cycle: this is when they eat, feed and grow. In the year a Purple Emperor is alive, it may be on the wing as an adult for barely two weeks. The rest of the time it is egg, caterpillar and chrysalis. The Purple Emperor is one of the most handsome and slow-growing of caterpillars, hatching from the egg in August, changing its colour to remain camouflaged as the leaves it feeds on change from green to brown, hunkering down for winter and resuming its feeding and growing in the spring. Caterpillars, which move through instars, or stages of growth, shedding their exoskeleton as they go, tend to be solitary, although some species cope with winter by huddling together in specially constructed tents or discrete webs which they spin; others snuggle up with species of ant, such as the Large Blue, which spends the winter as a parasite, reclining underground in the safety of an ants’ nest, where it feasts on ant grubs.
         
 
         One adaptable butterfly, the Speckled Wood, can choose to tackle winter either as a caterpillar or a chrysalis, while a few, such as the Swallowtail and the Grizzled Skipper, only take on winter in their pupal stage, secure within their chrysalises, which are attached to twigs or half-buried in the ground. Butterflies begin to develop adult characteristics, such as putative wings, inside their bodies while they are caterpillars. But the chrysalis is that magical moment in metamorphosis in which the green or brown grub transforms itself into a winged chariot of many colours. Chrysalises may look stiff and dead but they are very much alive, concealing the great changes that unfold behind their discrete ribbed shells of black, brown, green or grey. These pupae are tougher and more adaptable than they appear: a Swallowtail chrysalis can survive submerged in water, while the pupa of various Blues and Hairstreaks produce audible squeaks to attract ants. Butterflies need warmth and sunshine to hatch from the chrysalis; when they do, they cannot fly immediately but must pump haemolymph (a butterfly’s equivalent of blood) into their crinkled wings to inflate them, spreading them out until they are dry, firm and ready to take to the wing.
         
  
         A small, robust elite of British butterflies – the Small Tortoiseshell, Comma, Peacock, Red Admiral and Brimstone – spend the winter hibernating as adults. These butterflies have jagged edges to their wings or cunning brown patterns on their underwings so that when they are hibernating with their wings shut tight they look just like dead leaves. We may chance upon them, motionless, tucked neatly in our woodpile, attic or shed.
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         We have long seen ourselves in the miracle of metamorphosis, whether we are Chinese or ancient Greek, Christian or Hindu. Psyche is the Greek word for butterfly. It is also Greek for soul. The demi-goddess Psyche appeared as a butterfly and both ancient and modern societies have seen butterflies as our souls, elevated from the earthy constraints of living in a body and liberated from suffering. In seventeenth-century Ireland, an edict forbade the killing of white butterflies because they were seen as the souls of children. During the Second World War, Jewish children in Nazi concentration camps wrote poems about butterflies and carved them on walls. In late-twentieth-century China, single white butterflies were found in the cells of executed convicts who had recently converted to Buddhism.
         
  
         If an adult butterfly is, symbolically, an elevated soul, the caterpillar is more down to earth. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when butterfly collecting became a sociable, fashionable pastime in Britain, good Christian collectors – and many early Aurelians were clergymen – saw their prey as a small but brilliant part of God’s work. They spotted something that repulsed and bewitched them in the life cycle of a butterfly: themselves.
         
 
         Caterpillars were loathsome and greedy worms, doomed to perpetual toil on the Earth – mankind, in other words. Yet the miracle of the butterfly gave hope and purpose to our meaningless crawling. From wriggling maggot, man too could hope to ascend to a higher life in the skies, via a chrysalis-like coffin, as long as he sought out a purposeful life on Earth devoted to the enlightened study of the wonders of God’s creation.
         
 
         I’ve always quite liked plump, green caterpillars busying around on leaves with their appealing wiggly walk. But an anonymous motto at the beginning of Victorian collector Edward Newman’s An Illustrated Natural History of British Butterflies describes an encounter with caterpillars in a verdant meadow:
         
 
         
         
 
         
            
               Great was their toiling, earnest their contention,
 
               Piercing their hunger, savage their dissension,
 
               Selfish their striving, hideous their bearing,
 
               Ugly their figure.

            

         
 
         Later, our anonymous author and caterpillar-hater returned to the meadow to find creatures:
         
 
         
            
               Hued like a rainbow, sparkling as a dewdrop,
 
               Glittering as gold, and lively as a swallow,
 
               Each left his grave-shroud, and in rapture winged him
 
               Up to the heavens.

            

         
 
         And so man was not doomed to remain on Earth:
 
         
            
               No! like these creatures, trouble, toil, and prison
 
               Chequer the pathway to a bright hereafter
 
               When he shall mount him to the happy regions
 
               Made to receive him.
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         Back on Earth, Bullingdon’s designers tried to put its inmates out of sight, and mind, by planting shrubs around the high curve of the prison wall to screen it from passing traffic. Beside scrawny teenage poplars and beeches was the diffident presence of straggly blackthorn trees. In February, before much hint of their brief blossoming, these looked as tired and careworn as the prison they feebly screened. Over the years, however, the blackthorn had spread, its suckers fighting through brambles and hawthorn and, at some point, an inquisitive female Brown Hairstreak flew past the prison, spotted the blackthorn, the food plant of its caterpillar, and pushed through its dark green leaves to lay eggs on its branches. In summers since, the stubby bushes that circle the prison came to support a thriving colony.
         
  
         There are five butterfly species called hairstreaks in Britain. All are small, elusive butterflies of middle England: private, understated and overlooked, they tend to keep their wings closed when at rest but can surprise you with their flamboyance and vivacity. Unlike most British butterflies, all five hairstreaks have dinky little tails, trailing from the bottom of their hindwings. The Black Hairstreak is small, dark and rare. The Purple Hairstreak has wings of brilliant iridescent purple, like its bigger friend-in-purple, the male Purple Emperor. The Green Hairstreak is emerald green and has a violent temper; the White-letter is named after the delicate white ‘w’ on its underside.
         
 
         Despite its dull name, the Brown Hairstreak is the biggest and most beautiful of all the hairstreaks. The undersides of its wings are decorated with bright slivers of silver and ginger while its uppersides are a deep, rich brown. The female’s upper wings are enlivened by large and brilliant panels of orange. Like a few other strikingly handsome or charismatic British butterflies, it attracts a cult following among Aurelians. Its eggs, however, are rather less compelling: microscopic dots stuck to the underside of a twig all winter (like the tiny bud of a flower) that will eventually explode into a colourful butterfly.
         
 
         A handful of people in bulky winter coats, hats and gloves had joined David Redhead, a Butterfly Conservation volunteer, for the search by Bullingdon Prison. Redhead used to work for Thames Water and only discovered a latent passion for butterflies, and the Brown Hairstreak in particular, in retirement. He thought it came from childhood memories of a buddleia festooned with summer butterflies and was also inherited from his grandfather, who was a great butterfly enthusiast. ‘A seed was sown then. I don’t think I realised it at the time,’ he said.
         
  
         In my thirties, I was the youngest in the group by some margin, but there were as many women as men. As Michael Salmon reveals in The Aurelian Legacy, a brilliant history of British butterfly collecting, in 1750 a quarter of the subscribers to Benjamin Wilkes’s English Moths and Butterflies were women. Around the same time, however, all members of the first Aurelian society were men. For the two centuries that it was the height of fashion, butterfly collecting was a male, if not especially masculine, preserve. The virtual extinction of collecting seems to have been followed by a steady growth in the number of women nursing a passion for butterflies.
         
 
         There are about two thousand particularly dedicated enthusiasts like Redhead in Britain who do things such as count eggs and, once a week during the summer, undertake butterfly transects. These are a specific, walked route at a particular location – a local wood, for instance – along which they record every butterfly they see. Their data is supplied to scientists who monitor butterfly populations and distribution for Butterfly Conservation. Every winter, the charity gathers its volunteers together and reports back on the numbers and health of the British butterflies. The datasets which these volunteers help produce have provided a unique and detailed record of butterfly numbers in Britain since the system was devised by scientists in the mid-1970s. This has been a huge help in all kinds of conservation projects; the only disheartening thing is that the figures they produce only too accurately chart the alarming decline of most our butterfly species.
         
  
         There were certainly no butterflies on the wing on this February day in Oxfordshire. There was, however, something of the fervour of the Aurelians of old. Redhead quickly focused on his group’s mission. ‘If we start getting really excited you know we will have found a Black Hairstreak egg,’ he explained to me. ‘The holy grail,’ murmured another member of the group. Every egg hunter nodded, bouncing the small magnifying lenses strung around their necks. Luckily, Redhead had a spare hand lens he could lend me. If we saw a tiny egg with our naked eye, we would need to look closely to identify it: rather than a Brown Hairstreak egg, it could be the more oblong-shaped egg of a Blue-bordered Carpet moth or, possibly, the duller white eggs of the Black Hairstreak, which was much rarer than its brown relative but was known to frequent this part of Oxfordshire.
         
 
         After mating carried out in the canopy of a taller tree, usually a nearby ash, female Brown Hairstreaks descend to young branches of blackthorn. They deposit eggs one at a time against the crook formed by a twig and a thorn between knee and head height. These are glued so hard to the branch they withstand leaf fall, gales and snow until May, when the caterpillar eats its way out of the tiny pinprick of an egg through an even tinier pinprick in its roof. After fattening up, the caterpillar wanders to the ground under the cover of darkness and retreats into its pupal stage. Little is known about the Brown Hairstreak’s chrysalises; they are considerably harder to find than its eggs. Only in late July or August does the butterfly emerge and take to the wing.
         
  
         Like many butterflies, a female Brown Hairstreak can lay more than 100 eggs. It is believed that up to 99 per cent of these eggs are destroyed before they have a chance to hatch. Predators include other insects, such as the alien Harlequin ladybird, but many get bashed or drop off. Brown Hairstreak eggs are particularly vulnerable to hedge cutting. Redhead talks to local landowners to persuade them to rotate their trimming and cut blackthorn once every three or four years rather than slashing it back every year.
         
 
         We started on a small section of blackthorn round the corner from the prison entrance. Despite the chill, honey-coloured catkins and an expectant stillness in the air, along with an indefinable quality of light, suggested spring was almost in sight. The group fanned out, concentrating and silently competing to be the first to find an egg. I struggled to distinguish bare hawthorn and blackthorn twigs; the female Brown Hairstreak can tell where it should lay its eggs by drumming its feet on the top of a leaf to ‘taste’ it. After five minutes, the egg hunters began calling out that they had spotted eggs. Redhead kept a tally in a small notebook. On the branch below each egg, they hung a small white plastic tag so they could return later in the spring to see how many had successfully hatched.
         
 
         Here, egg spotting, I tried to do what I thought my dad would do: I lightly held a slender branch of blackthorn, turned it gently to the light and systematically ran my eye along it, checking at every joint of a twig. After about ten minutes, I found my first-ever butterfly egg: in the cradle formed by two twigs on a branch of blackthorn already sprouting tiny lime-green leaves and a creamy flower that would shrivel and burn under the next frost. The egg was a minute waxy white dot. Through the hand lens, you could just about see a raised pitted pattern of pentagonal cells. In the roof was a tiny indentation, the micropyle, from where the caterpillar would emerge. The egg was strangely unmistakable. Once you had seen it, if you backed away you could still pick it out from two metres. ‘Once you get your eye in, they look like footballs,’ said one of the group.
         
  
         We continued shuffling our way along the hedge in the shadow of the prison wall. The snow was dotted with the prints of deer and, incongruously, discarded sachets of margarine. Prisoners would leave them on the windowsills of their cells and magpies and other birds would snatch them, carry them into the trees outside the prison and peck out their oily insides.
         
 
         On this rubbishy patch of prison land, we were steadily clocking up dozens of Brown Hairstreak eggs. One of the group, Tony Croft, discovered one on a high branch, so Redhead measured its height from the slushy ground: 2.2m, ‘a new world record’ for the height of a Brown Hairstreak egg, he said, joking in a serious kind of way. ‘Well, an Upper Thames record.’ While the women in the group talked of how they enjoyed this kind of spotting trip because it placed you in the wild for a couple of hours, a spirit of competition sparked up among the men. The fourth egg I found was an impressive 2.3m high, on a branch decorated with discrete blooms of grey and yellow lichens, another new record. Croft came back with the last word: an egg laid at 2.7m. When we reached exactly a hundred eggs, Redhead called it a day. I had contributed just seven. These Brown Hairstreak eggs did not count in my hunt for all fifty-nine species. The fifty-nine had to be seen in their adult form, not as eggs. If all went to plan, and these eggs became voracious caterpillars and then adults later in the summer, the Brown Hairstreak butterfly, traditionally the final species of the summer to emerge, might become my final, fifty-ninth sighting of the year.
         
  
         At this moment, after three hours of methodical searching, I could only think of my numb hands and desperation for the toilet. These egg hunters were tougher than I had imagined. They must have bladders of steel. Something odd had happened to my eyesight too. It was, I imagined, like the submariners who are unable to focus on distant horizons when they resurface after weeks underwater with only the walls of their machine to stare at. After all this squinting at spindly branches, it might not have been so safe to jump in the car and drive back over the Chilterns. With glazed eyes and hands of ice, I headed home anyway.
         
 
         It was not merely metamorphosis that was an everyday miracle. The ground was so hard and cold and the hedges so barren, I wondered how there could be millions of butterflies out there, from caterpillars crouched motionless on twigs or tucked up in tents sawn from blades of grass to chrysalises bobbing from the underside of a branch looking exactly like the twist and curl of a dead leaf. I wondered how they and the microscopic egg and the hibernating butterfly with its tatty wings clenched tight above its slender thorax survived, alive, patiently waiting for the sunshine and the green leaves that would signal it was time to fly into our lives again.
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            The first butterfly of the year
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         The year I set out to see every species of British butterfly began with the coldest winter since my boyhood butterfly expeditions. February offered little prospect of seeing anything at all. Even though the dun brown countryside looked utterly inhospitable to sun-loving insects, the light finally began to lift. As the nights shortened, and my thoughts turned to this butterfly year, my dreams were, for the first time since childhood, populated by butterflies. Swarms of them, night after night, as if the environmental catastrophe of the twentieth century had never happened and a gently tilled countryside was again enlivened by millions of insects. In one dream, a Holly Blue was disappearing high over the overhanging ivy of a London backyard. On the same ivy bush appeared a rare Duke of Burgundy, its wings expansively spread in the sun, and then another. The ivy was festooned with butterflies. The collective noun we have invented for this kind of group is perfect: a kaleidoscope of butterflies.
         

         Unfortunately, some kind of consciousness shook up this colourful assembly and, even as I dreamed, I understood that the presence of so many Duke of Burgundies on ivy, in London, in winter, could not be real and even before I woke up I was wrestling with the disappointment of the dream not being true.
         

         Butterfly obsessives seem peculiarly susceptible to vivid dreams. Are these triggered by the depths of their obsession or the gaiety of the subject? The naturalist and illustrator Frederick William Frohawk described a friend who went butterfly collecting in Bude in 1891 and stumbled upon a new colony of Large Blues. ‘After a good nights rest, when he had a pleasant dream of catching three examples of the Large Blue in his wanderings, he thought no more about it,’ wrote Frohawk. That morning was overcast but, to the astonishment of his friend, he saw and caught three Large Blues. ‘Again turning dull with rain about to fall, he returned to his room at the cottage to meditate over the queer coincidence.’
         

         The anticipation of seeing my first butterfly of the year grew. I hoped it would be a memorable first sighting. In an imaginary kingdom populated by funny white creatures that resemble hippopotami, the small beasts of the woodland declare you can tell the fortune of your year by the colour of the first butterfly you see in spring. Tove Jansson’s world of Moomintroll, Snufkin and the Snork Maiden may be slightly trippy but the Swedish-Finnish author beautifully documents our passage through the seasons and shows how north Europeans are lifted by the dazzling spring change after a long dark winter.
         

         
         Even if it was a common species, the first butterfly of the year was always laden with significance. Shortly after waking from their long winter hibernation, Moomintroll and the Snork Maiden sat in the spring sunshine and discussed this special event. A brown butterfly does not augur particularly well for the year ahead. They are not spoken of. A white butterfly is better. This means you will have a peaceful, if unspectacular, summer. A yellow butterfly heralds a happy year but best of all is a bright, golden butterfly. Moomintroll and his friends see a golden butterfly and their summer, as Jansson relates, certainly turns out to be a memorable one.
         

         One year, when I was a child, my first butterfly was a Holly Blue, as pale as the spring sky. I’m not sure how Moomintroll would analyse that; it may imply a rather cool summer. As a boy, most of my first sightings occurred when I visited my granny in North Curry, a pretty village sensibly plumped on a hump of land above the watery flats of the Somerset Levels. The first shoots of cow parsley and goose grass would stretch out in the lanes and I would see an Orange Tip zig-zagging along a grass verge or a Red Admiral warming itself on the stone wall in granny’s garden.
         

         Only one first sighting of the year sticks in my mind. When I was fifteen, I accompanied Dad on a trip to Monks Wood, in Cambridgeshire. We stayed overnight with one of my dad’s friends who was a fellow of Gonville and Caius College and had rooms in an old quadrangle in the centre of Cambridge. On his wall was a large map of eighteenth-century London: it showed all the old villages, from Putney to Highgate, and the meadows and heaths, such as Hampstead and Enfield Chase, which were rich hunting grounds for the first butterfly collectors. The next morning was one of those days in mid-February that held the promise of spring, but only from behind a car windscreen. Outside, everything was chilled by the winter air. Bare branches were cold and damp to touch. The elaborate greenery of summer seemed a delusion. The countryside shrinks in winter; there really is less of it.
         

         If you drive north on the A1 and glance right soon after the junction with the A14, you can see the massed ranks of Monks Wood, still impressive in size but long cut off from the royal hunting forest to which it once belonged. The wood is famous for its butterflies –and its extinctions. Since it became a national nature reserve in 1953, it has lost ten of the forty-one species recorded there, a scandal given its proximity to the ground-breaking butterfly science which has been undertaken for decades in the biological research station right next to the wood. In this year, 1990, Dad was checking on the progress of one of his research students, who was working in the wood, and so I tagged along. When we walked down a broad ride in the shelter of the trees we felt that first heat of the year from the sun. In the dusty grey coppice, the only colour was the pale yellow of catkins, dangling from twigs of hazel like earrings. Then, through the catkins charged an immaculate golden brown Comma. Pristine, it rested on the bare branch of a tree in the sunshine, its jagged wings looking like a shape cut out from a piece of folded paper by a small child.
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         I did not expect Moomintroll’s gold, I did not demand a portent of happiness, but I would happily settle for an ordinary yellow butterfly. White would be a bit boring and I would rather not think on the implications of seeing a dark brown butterfly. That would not prefigure much of a summer. Miriam Rothschild, the zoologist and polymath for whom butterflies were probably her second grand passion after fleas, wrote about the special character of yellow butterflies. For some reason, three of the five yellow butterflies we might see in Britain are intrepid adventurers that fly to us across the ocean. ‘They are great migrants and follow primaeval uncharted routes, which they have taken for thousands of years, ignoring the march of time, the destruction of forests, and the dangers of dual carriageways and motorised transport,’ wrote Rothschild. She was referring to the Clouded Yellow, one of two regular migrants in our list of fifty-nine butterflies, and two other much rarer migrants, the Pale Clouded Yellow and Berger’s Clouded Yellow. Vladimir Nabokov, too, was captivated as a boy when he spotted a rare Swallowtail, ‘a splendid, pale yellow creature with black blotches, blue crenels, and a cinnabar eyespot above each chrome-rimmed black tail. As it probed the inclined flower from which it hung, its powdery body slightly bent, it kept restlessly jerking its great wings, and my desire for it was one of the most intense I have ever experienced.’
         

         A Swallowtail does not emerge until the end of May at the very earliest, and the chance of seeing a Clouded Yellow in the spring, before anything else, was almost nil. I was not greedy, though; a Brimstone, lemon yellow and one of our most common butterflies, would suit me fine as the first butterfly of the year.
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         By the first weekend of March, the air held real promise of spring. Daffodils bowed their heads on suburban roadsides. When I ran along the old railway line that curves up from Finsbury Park to Highgate, in north London, one small hawthorn bush had burst into a brilliant, but lonely, green. Dark was not falling until after 6 p.m. This London landscape was bereft of butterflies. So too, more surprisingly, were the North Downs, just west of the famous Box Hill, to where Georgian day-trippers such as Jane Austen would rattle with their picnic hamper-laden carriages. In early March, I went for a walk with my girlfriend, Lisa, through the woods around Ranmore Common. In summer, this famous mix of woodland and downland would be laced with an intricate dance of butterflies. Now there were mountain bikers, motorcyclists, dog walkers, hikers, tractors and horse riders in the dappled sunshine. The air in the woods, however, remained silent and empty. Bereft of insect life, the woods seemed to lack a dimension. Without wings, it was like watching the scene on a black-and-white television.
         

         I was missing butterflies but I did not think they were alive, or awake, to be missed, not yet. Then I checked Butterfly Conservation’s website, where enthusiasts log their first, and latest, sightings of each species. Here, butterfly obsessives compete for the honour of being the first person to spot a particular butterfly every year. The very first butterfly of 2009? A Red Admiral: several were found flying on 13 January in Dorset, Hampshire and Oxford. Towards the end of February, butterfly spotters had already clocked up sightings of Small Tortoiseshells, Commas, Peacocks, Large Whites, Small Whites and Brimstones. These first sightings were always freakishly early, the work of people who dedicated every waking hour to searching for butterflies. Uncharitably, I also wondered how reliable these records were. I had not yet set out deliberately looking for butterflies but then these common, early spring species were not the sort of insects you visited a specific nature reserve to find. They should be flying everywhere.
         

         I was beginning to wonder if there were any butterflies left in Britain. I nursed lepidopteral dreams again that week and, on a work trip to Margate, saw hares chasing each other across the ruts of a recently sown field. The following weekend, I visited my mum in Sheringham, a small seaside town on the north Norfolk coast. A tiny fishing hamlet until the railway arrived, it swelled to a genteel resort of 9000 people, living above sandy cliffs and below a belt of steep – by East Anglian standards – wooded hills. Apart from its trains, Sheringham was best known in recent years for its high street’s stoic defence of traditional family-run grocers, butchers and bakers against plans for a Tesco supermarket.
         

         Sitting in my mum’s conservatory, in a Sunday morning stupor, I was oblivious to the perfect butterfly weather – a calm, bright spring day – unfolding around me. The sun was moving higher in the sky each day; it had a polite, very English kind of punch behind it now. Mum’s small garden was dotted with the first daffodils and, in the shade, purple crocuses. Against the wooden fence, delicate yellow-green hellebores were in bloom. Perfume poured from the tiny cream flowers of winter honeysuckle.
         

         I was only drawn into the garden by a low-pitched warbling which sounded like a dozen collared doves with a serious throat infection. This weird, amorous cooing came from the centre of the garden, where a small boggy pond was bordered by moss and irises. The dark water was alive with frogs. There were more than fifty. Like teenagers in a crowded swimming pool, they eyed each other up, flirting and splashing and chasing. Some jumped on each other’s backs; others casually dangled long limbs in the water; most hurtled around cooing and groaning and fervently trying to find someone to love. Fat handfuls of jewelled spawn were already piling up in the shallows. There was something obscene about such fecundity; their vibrating throats bashing out croaky love songs; their grabbing and fondling and threesomes, with one poor frog submerged below the bodies of two others crouched in triumph above it.
         

         As I crept closer, fifty frolicking frogs froze. Slowly, lugubriously, a hundred froggy eyes turned on me. Chastised, I backed away and, whoosh, they flipped and turned and dived into the tangle of grey-green weed and dead leaves at the bottom of the pond. Every single frog vanished. All was still. Then I saw the Small Tortoiseshell.
         

         It was sunning itself on a smooth stone by the water’s edge, its wings laid so flat they were almost bent back on themselves. It took me a few seconds to recognise that this was a moment I had eagerly anticipated. The first butterfly of the year. Brilliant. Being so pleased by something so simple felt like becoming a child again. Its tortoiseshell patterning of orange, red, brown, black and white looked faded and crisped, as if it had been left in the sun too long. Apart from that, it was in good shape, its wings not at all tatty, despite spending the winter hibernating, clenched against the cold in a crevice of bark or a garden shed. On the flower bed was a movement: a second Tortoiseshell was sniffing a daffodil as if it were a tasty bone.
         

         
         All this sunshiny pleasure was followed by a pang of disappointment. I am not sure where the Small Tortoiseshell stands on the Moomintroll scale of first butterflies but it must signal an unsurprising, everyday sort of year. The Small Tort, as my dad and I used to call it, is colourful and courageous and common, the Labrador of the butterfly world. A friendly butterfly that seems to love human company; a democratic butterfly that pops up in gardens all the way through spring and summer and autumn, feasting on our buddleias and basking on our fences and hibernating in our sheds. It is resilient and cheerful, and the male is quite feisty. You can tell the sex of a Small Tortoiseshell by gently throwing a stick over where it is resting. Males will fly up and attack the missile (the butterfly-as-Labrador again); females won’t. The male needs to have his wits about him because the female leads him on a merry dance before agreeing to mate: he patiently waits behind the object of his desire all afternoon, fending off other males, and striking her hindwings with his antennae. Sometimes the female will shrug off her man by dropping into the nearest patch of nettles – where she lays her eggs – and running along the ground, with the male in pursuit. If the male successfully stays with the female, and fends off the advances of other rivals during the course of the afternoon, he is finally rewarded with a mating session that can last all night.
         

         The Small Tortoiseshell will be the first butterfly many of us see in our lives, and will be the first that most of us see every year. If we can’t name many butterflies, we can probably identify a Small Tortoiseshell in the garden. Like most common things, we take their beauty for granted. We probably shouldn’t because, like the sparrow in the bird world, there has been an alarming decline in Small Tortoiseshell numbers in recent summers. Clearly, the Small Tort is well adapted to our crowded, suburban island, so butterfly scientists believe this fall in numbers could be linked to an alien invader, ‘a grisly parasite reminiscent of the Alien films,’ as the Daily Mail, never slow to panic about the perils of immigration, put it.
         

         In 1998, a fly called Sturmia bella was recorded in Britain for the first time. Since then, it has spread across England and Wales with an awful modus operandi. The fly lays its microscopic eggs on nettles close to where Small Tortoiseshell caterpillars are feeding. The caterpillars unwittingly eat the eggs, which hatch into grubs and grow inside them. These parasites wait until the Small Tortoiseshell caterpillar has fed itself up before bursting out of the host chrysalis as a fly, killing the Tortoiseshell just before it can become a butterfly. Other parasites are thought to have caused sudden reductions of butterflies in the past and could again in the future, particularly with climate change. The arrival of this fly and its successful colonisation of Britain may be due to our milder winters. In this way, the Small Tortoiseshell could be one of the first victims of climate change. By 2008, Sturmia bella had flown as far north as Merseyside, and that year was the worst year ever recorded for the Small Tortoiseshell, its population falling by 45 per cent compared with the previous summer. In the scientific sampling of areas where Sturmia bella was found, the fly killed 61 per cent of Small Tortoiseshell caterpillars, according to research by Dr Owen Lewis, an ecologist at Oxford University.
         

         But scientists are not convinced that the parasitic fly is the only reason for the butterfly’s population slump. The Small Tortoiseshell is also declining in Scotland and the Netherlands where there is no record of Sturmia bella yet. In most instances where new predators arrive, the attacked species eventually adapt to elude them. Other research suggests that, before the last two wet summers, the dry summers of a warming world also hit the Small Tortoiseshell because low moisture reduced the nutritional quality of nettles, meaning fewer caterpillars reached the weight required to transform themselves into adult butterflies. If the riddle of this disappearing butterfly shows how little we know of our commonest insects, we know even less about newcomers like Sturmia bella. Scientists do not yet have any idea how it even survives the winter, when there are no Small Tortoiseshell caterpillars to feast on. What does it eat then? Could it live off another butterfly host? We have marvelled at butterflies for centuries and yet there is still so much about them we do not understand.
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         So I should have been grateful to see two lovely Small Tortoiseshells that had not fallen victim to Sturmia bella. In truth, however, I felt slightly disappointed because I had self-indulgently set my heart on seeing a yellow butterfly. I had convinced myself that Moomintroll’s scale of first butterfly sightings mattered and that a yellow butterfly would bring me luck. It was an achievable goal: a Brimstone is as common a sight in February or March as a Small Tortoiseshell. I also wanted to see a Brimstone first because it was, in a sense, the First Butterfly.
         

         As well as being one of the first on the wing each year, the Brimstone may have been the insect that gave English-speaking nations the name ‘butterfly’. It was, after all, a ‘butter-coloured fly’. While there is a link between the word ‘butterfly’ and the medieval superstition that they were fairies, or witches in winged form, who stole butter and cream – the German for butterfly, schmetterling, is derived from a Slavic word for cream – the Oxford English Dictionary suggests its origins refer ‘to the yellow or creamy-white colour of familiar species such as the Brimstone.’
         

         There are as many theories about the origins of the word ‘butterfly’ as there are British species. One that holds no appeal among those who champion butterflies’ more elevated qualities is that the word comes from the old Dutch word boterschijte – butter shitter – because the excrement from certain caterpillars looks like butter. From the Norwegian sommerfugl to the Russian babochka (suggestive of witches again, with baba meaning old woman) there are a wealth of beautiful words for butterfly around the world. Investigating this, one etymologist noticed that many, from pili-pala in Welsh, to bimbi in Papua New Guinea pidgin and pinpilinpauxa in some areas of the Basque country, incorporate a basic repetition of sounds, which symbolically represent a butterfly opening and closing its wings.
         

         The Brimstone’s scientific name, Gonepteryx rhamni, means ‘the angle-winged butterfly of the buckthorn’. The Brimstone does have a distinctive flourish to its wing, as if it were carved by a flamboyant carpenter. But because it shows up everywhere and almost any time, it does not belong to anywhere or any season. It is probably overlooked because it lacks a romantic association with a particular region, a lovely wood or a moment in May or June. When I was a boy, I saw enough Brimstones knocking around in the garden to never bother to sit down and read about it then. And as soon as I did, as an adult, I was fascinated by its strength, beauty and zest for long life. If I were an insect, I would want to be a Brimstone. It is our most resilient butterfly. As an adult, it lives longer than any other butterfly in Britain. Like other species that hibernate as adult butterflies, the Brimstone has one incentive to get through the winter: to breed and lay eggs in the spring. Unlike others, though, it is believed that a Brimstone can experience a full year. It does not merely hatch out in September and die in the spring. It can emerge from its chrysalis in early July and after surviving the winter may live until the following July. It is nomadic, will fly great distances and prefers its own company unless there is a spectacular source of nectar to feed on. A solitary butterfly has a forceful kind of integrity: it eschews crowds, and squabbles with other insects, and bounces on, high along hedges, content in its own company.
         

         Years ago, I remember playing football in the garden on a bright January day and hearing wings crashing against the inside of the garden shed window. The sun had warmed the shed and woken a Small Tortoiseshell from hibernation. I opened the door, felt the heat and let it out before it became hopelessly tangled in dusty old cobwebs. You could almost see the poor Tortoiseshell flinch as it hit the wintery air outside. The Brimstone, however, is particularly tough. It will breeze out of wherever it is hiding on mild sunny days during winter, take a gulp of the crisp winter air, and then happily bed down again, wherever it chose to hide, until spring really starts. In this butterfly year, a Brimstone was sighted on 26 January in Oxfordshire, shortly before the infrastructure of southern Britain was amusingly paralysed by the heaviest snowfall for eighteen years. I would wager more Brimstones survived that cold snap than flashier Red Admirals and Tortoiseshells.
         

         
         If the Brimstone is more resilient than the rest, it also has a criminal record. It was an accessory to the first ever entomological hoax. In 1702, James Petiver, an apothecary who gave many of our species their first English names, wrote of a mysterious butterfly which exactly resembled the Brimstone apart from black spots and blue moons on its lower wings. Petiver lived in some squalor and had a shaky grasp of Latin but doggedly identified and listed the English names of fifty British butterflies. He called modern-day Skippers hogs, pronounced ‘ogs’, but many of his names, from Admirals to Arguses, have endured. Carl Linnaeus, the Swede who is the father of modern taxonomy, honoured Petiver’s mysterious blue-moon-and-Brimstone butterfly with its own scientific name, Papilio ecclipsis, in 1763. It took another thirty years before another entomologist, Johan Christian Fabricius, denounced the original specimen as a fake. Further inspection revealed that this rare butterfly was a Brimstone with spots and patterns painted on its wings. A cunning fraudster may have made good money by selling these exotic, highly desirable specimens to gentlemen collectors.
         

         Another surprising quality in the Brimstone, I later learned, was that the female was desired by the male for her smell. This turns the male Brimstone into a crazed sniffer: he may be drawn to a spot by her scent, unaware that she is hidden on the underside of a leaf directly below his perch. It is possible for us to smell the aroma emitted by certain butterflies. When I read Nabokov’s short story ‘The Aurelian’, I imagined that his hero’s dreams of a ‘Chinese “skipper” said to smell of crushed roses when alive’ were an hallucinogenic fantasy. I only realised Nabokov was not inventing this when I read E. B. Ford, an eminent geneticist at Oxford University, whose scientific study of butterflies was the first volume of the famous ‘New Naturalist’ series of natural history books. Despite its high seriousness, Ford’s book was a great success, selling more than 30,000 copies when it was published in 1945. In it, this startling passage jumped out: ‘My friend the late Dr F. A. Dixey made a survey of butterfly scents in collaboration with Dr G. B. Longstaff. He found that the decisions which they reached independently, as to the nature of the various odours, nearly always corresponded, as far as the difficulties of describing them allowed.’
         

         The image of Doctors Dixey and Longstaff, moustaches aquiver, leaning over the prone downy body of a butterfly and inhaling deeply is irresistible. The scents they detected are wonderfully of their time: the Marbled White is ‘distinctly musky’, the Meadow Brown is ‘old cigar-box’ while the Wall Brown is ‘heavy and sweet, like chocolate cream’.
         

         We can, apparently, pick up the attractive smell of the male butterfly – the male Green-veined White emits a strong scent of lemon verbena – but not the females, according to E. B. Ford. The reason for the perfume is simply to attract the opposite sex. Scents are not produced by every male butterfly. It depends on his age and the state of his secretory cells. It is almost as if the male goes through a kind of menopause and ceases to be sexually, and sensually, active.
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         After watching the Small Tortoiseshells, I returned to the conservatory and resumed reading. An hour later, my mum tapped on the window and motioned me to come outside. She had seen her first butterfly of the year: a Brimstone, and there it was, a perfect blend of daffodil and early spring leaves. It was smaller and greener than most Brimstones I had seen in the past and when it landed on yellowing leaves of ivy, it disappeared as surely as the frogs in the pond. Perfectly camouflaged. Whenever it settled in the sun it, characteristically, refused to open its wings. Brimstones are one of several butterflies which never bask in the sunshine by spreading their wings wide open. I watched until it meandered on its way again, flying along the fence all floppy and careless, as if loosening its limbs for a long summer ahead. Hopefully, it would herald a good summer for mum.
         

         On the final weekend of March, I was back on the north Norfolk coast. In late afternoon, in the sheltered garden of the cottage in Wells-next-the-Sea which had recently become my home when I was not working in London, I watched two slightly faded Small Tortoiseshells embroiled in the theatre of mating. One, the male I presumed, chased another, twisting upwards together in a spiralling flight. For a hibernating butterfly, winter must be like a war. This was like a scene after a long conflict and an interminable separation: a man and a woman, exhausted and past their best, getting together for the first time. The female’s show of reluctance appeared only that; in reality, they were locked together in dance, wanting to make the most of spring, of the remains of their day.
         

         
            1. Small Tortoiseshell, Sheringham, Norfolk, 15 March

            2. Brimstone, Sheringham, Norfolk, 15 March
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Sites and Named Butterflies

1 Stare Poine, Devon:
Sl Peal-bondered Frislary, Wl
Brown, migratory buterlis including
Paind Lady

2 Ash Tor, Devon
Pesr-bordered Frilary Small Perl-
bordered Frilary, Dark Green iy,
Green Hainerea, Siverwashed Frielary.
are High Brown Frillary

3 Bin Combe, Exmoor Somerse:

Heath Frclary

4 Green Down & the Polden, Somerset:
Large Blue

5 Colld il Somenct
Large Bluc

& Lubvorth Core, Dorsc:

Lbworth Skipper

7 Brook Bay/Compron Bay, e of Wight:
Glaville Frilhry

§ Steyning Wes Susex:

9 Ml il Shorch,
‘Adoni Bluc, Chlkhil Bue,Clouded
Nellow, Dingy Skipper,Grizsled Skipper

10 Neweimber Hil Wese Suse:
Siherspocied Skipper

11 Tugley Wood, Surey:

Purple Enperor, Wood White

12 Denbies Hillide, Surrey:

‘Adoni Bluc, Chlkhil Bluc,Clouded
Yellow, Grizsed Skipper, Dingy Skipper,
Sier-spocied Skipper

13 Blean Woods, Ke
Heath Frellry

14 Ham Lunds, Twickenham:

Orange Tip, Sl White, Green-veined
Whit,Speckled Wood, Comans, Holly Blue
other common pring buterlcs

15 Durans Park, Ponders End, Enfickl:
Whit-leter Hirsreak

16 Watrfond Hesth, Herdordshire
Grizled Skipper

17 Therteld Hesth/Ropson Common,

Hertordhie
Chalkhil Blue

18 Aldbury Nowers, Hertfordshire:
Grizled Skippe. Dingy Skipper, Green
Hairreak, Marbied White

19 Whitccros Green Wood, Osforshire:
Black Haintreak, Brown Hainresk

20 Bernwood Fores, Oxfordshie:

Black Haisrea, Brown Hairsrek, Purple
Emperor White Admiral

21 Rodborough Common, Gloucesenhire:
“The Duke of Burgundy Friclary Small
Blue, Adonis Blue, Marbled White, Green
Hairsresk, Dingy Skipper

22 Fermyn Woods, Northamptonshie:
Purple Emperor White Adnirl, Purple
Hainsresk

23 Marsham Heath, Norfolk:

Siver-studded Blue

24 Hickling Broad, Norflk:
Swallowesl

Kellng Heath, Norfolk

S studded Blve, White Adrmiral

26 Amside Kno, Cumbrix
Scotch Argus, Norhern Brown Argus,

rayling, High Brown Frclary Dark

Green Frelary

27 Meathop Mos, Cumbrs
Lange Heath

28 Laterbarrow & Yewbarron; Cumbria:
Northern Brown Argus,High Brown
Friley Dark Green Frilary

29 Grey Koo, Cambra:

‘Mountsn Ringlet
30 Smarble Gil Cumbri:
‘Scotch Argus
Murlosgh, Couny Do
Manh Friilary, Réa’s Wood White
32 Cragavon Lakes, Armagh:
Rl Wood White

33 Mondagh Mos, Ancin:

Réals Wood White, Lrge Heath

34 Gladrum Wood, Aryl
‘Chequered Skipper, Perl-bordered
Friilary Small Pear-bordered Fricilary

35 Al Mhuic,Loch Arkag, Iovernes shic:
Chequered Skipper, Pearl-bordered
Fritillary, Scotch Argus
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