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If you go down to the woods today, you’ll be 

sure of a big surprise! 

We are talking about Hockley woods here 

and the big surprise is that you might see a 

very rare Heath Fritillary butterfly.  So rare 

that people from as far away as Scotland and 

even Europe have been known to come to 

Hockley Woods just to see them. 

They are smaller and less gaudy than say a Peacock or Red Admiral but 

beautiful just the same.  In the late 1970’s they were virtually extinct in the 

UK due to loss of habitat, use of pesticides etc and steps were taken to 

recreate suitable habitat for them and re-introduce them to areas where they 

had once been.   

They have been known as the ‘woodman 

follower’ because their preferred habitat is 

recently cleared woodland edges.  The 

clearance allows the soil to warm in the Sun 

and encourages the growth of the caterpillar’s 

chief foodplant which is Common Cow-Wheat.  

They are also known to live on and eat 

Foxgloves. 

In the South West of the country they are mostly found on heathland where 

the food plants used are Ribwort Plantain and Germander Speedwell. The 

adults, which have a short life of up to four weeks, feed mostly on Bramble 

flower nectar.  The best time to see the adults is on a sunny day sometime in 

June.  The males sometimes gather in large numbers to display in order to 

attract a female. They can also be found basking in the sunshine. 

Their main strongholds now are the South 

West of England, parts of Kent and three 

woods in Essex, including Hockley Woods, 

Pound Wood and Hadleigh Great Wood. 

The butterflies have a chequered pattern on 

the upper sides of their wings.  Hence the 

name ‘Fritillary’ which is derived from the 

Latin Fritillus, which means Chessboard or 

dice box. 



There are eight species of Fritillary in the UK, some with very exotic sounding 

names such as Queen of Spain Fritillary, Small Pearl Bordered Fritillary, Pearl 

Bordered Fritillary, High Brown Fritillary, Silver Washed Fritillary as well as 

Heath, Marsh and Dark Green Fritillary. 

In Hockley Woods you also have a good chance of 

seeing a Silver Washed Fritillary which is quite a 

bit bigger than a Heath Fritillary. 

Of course, there are many other lovely butterflies 

to see in Hockley Woods, so I suggest that you 

pay a visit during the Summer. 

In Celtic mythology butterflies are thought to represent rebirth, 

transformation, and the delicate balance between life and death.  The Celts 

believed that butterflies could travel between our world and the Otherworld, 

carrying messages from the deceased. 
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