
Insect Day at Cattlestone Farm – 6th August 2013

Not only were we fortunate in having Mike Edwards, who is an expert on insects, to lead the day 
but the sun shone and the fields were alive with a huge variety of bush crickets, butterflies, bees 
and wasps, not to mention the odd frog and wild flower. During the morning we focused mainly on
bees and wasps.  Many species were identified and we learnt a number of interesting facts about 
the way they live.  (Please note that  I have used Collins Complete British Insects by Michael 
Chinery to support this report.)

The farm is owned by Frank and Madeleine Dougharty who are experts themselves in all matters 
of wildlife. Part of the Farm is a Site of Nature Conservation Interest (SNCI).  We have previously 
seen rare plants at the farm and now it was our chance to observe the insects, although we didn’t 
confine our study to them. 

We began the day searching for insects on the hedgerows in the vicinity of the farm outbuildings.  
Our first stop was at a small barn where there was a nest of Bombus terrestris. This is a common 
bumble- bee and one, I should think, with which we are all familiar.  The nest was hidden in the 
hay – the bees could be seen entering the nest through a small hole.  This bee will eat the bottom 
of your runner bean flowers to get to the nectar– leading to that odd situation where you see 
plenty of flowers but the beans themselves do not develop! On the other hand Bombus hortorum 
which we saw later has a very long tongue and can get to the nectar in runner beans without doing
any damage.  

Generally, bumble-bees of the genus Bombus are big and furry, they live in fairly small colonies, 
and as with other bumble-bees only the young mated queens survive the winter.

At this stage of the day (about 10.00am) we were also noting a range of butterflies- gatekeepers, 
small whites, large whites.  The willowherb and brambles were very attractive to insects.  So was 
the convolvulus but only bumble-bees with long tongues would be able to reach the pollen.  

The next bee was a Carder bee – Bombus pascuorum.  This bee has a dense ginger coat –but their 
nests have small entrances and the bees rub off the hair as they go in and out.  They look 
exhausted by their hard work.  This bee lasts well into the autumn being one of the last to 
disappear. 

We were given the chance to hold some of the bees – careful though as the females sting.  Mating 
may take place on the wing but some bees mate on solid surfaces. 

There were a number of hoverflies.  Adult hoverflies live on nectar and pollen.  The larvae of most 
of the species that we saw live on aphids but Syritta pipiens lives on rotting vegetable matter.  
Some genera live on rotting wood but Eristalis species are aquatic and filter food from the water.  
There are three genera that live on bulbs but are not serious pests.  The Genus Volucella lives on 
detritus in bee and wasp nests.   The bright orange soldier beetle that we saw is a sign that the 
summer is coming to an end.

On the way round we saw a wasp nest in the brambles and three circling buzzards at a great 
height. There were a large number of silver Y moths in the grass.



We were introduced to Tachinidae – these are parasitoid flies – very bristly – their larvae live inside
other insects.

 Then onto a shed – lots of woodworm holes where small black wasps live.  There are social wasps 
and solitary wasps.  Social wasps are doing well this year. Nests can vary in colour according to the 
type of material used – firm wood or rotten wood.    Some solitary wasps use the south-facing 
holes in wood that long horned beetles make, for nests.  Wasps were seen near their nest in a wall 
under a hedge.  They feed their young on cut-up insects. We also saw a very small solitary wasp –
about I centimetre in length – no workers – the female just collects food for her young.  They 
produce pheromones so that they can find each other.

Then Bombus pratorum –a long haired shaggy bee, with an orange tail and yellow stripes on its 
collar. This bee nests either near the ground or below ground.  The 40-50 workers provide for 8 or 
nine queens.  Bombus hypnorum, which we didn’t see,  can breed in old nest boxes (good reason 
for cleaning them out) and is one of the first bees to appear in the spring.  

At this stage in the morning (11.00ish) we were seeing our first grasshoppers and harvest spiders.  
Lots of flies - the robber flies have long wings, and suck the juices out of their prey, marmalade 
hoverflies, then the hover fly Scavae pyrestrii  (photo 1) the larva of which eats aphids. 

Some hoverflies mimic bumble-bees, honey bees and wasps. 



Then a harlequin ladybird – with just 2 small spots.  Plus green lacewings, shield bug larva, and 
more butterflies – a small tortoiseshell , a ringlet, a green veined white, common blue, silver 
washed fritillary and more gatekeepers.  Ringlets like damp summers and have had some good 
years recently.   Craneflies – surprisingly, there are 40 odd species.  The bee killer wasp stuffs its 
eggs inside bumble-bees.  

We learned about cuckoo bees – of the genus Psithyrus – (but which are now Bombus). We saw 
Bombus vestalis  (photo 2) 

There are 6 species. They lay their eggs in the nests of various bumble-bees which rear the grubs 
as their own.  They have no worker caste.  

We surveyed a recently dug  ditch –looking for bees that favour nesting in bare ground, no luck. 

We continued our walk – in 2 hours we probably did less than 100yards.  Next we saw the larvae of
picture wing flies, Urophora cardui  which produce galls on creeping thistles. 



Other bees that were seen included, Bombus rupestris ( Photo4) which is a quite rare cuckoo bee; 



Lasioglossum leucozonium which is a ground nesting species; Bombus lucorum (photo 3) which is 
commonly known as the white tailed bumblebee.

In the afternoon we crossed the road to another part of the farm where we were guided by Jan 
who is the daughter of Madeleine and Frank.  This is also an SNCI, based on the floral composition 
of the fields.  Certainly, the fields were full of insects – our leader was heard to say “you cannot 
mow this now we have seen….” on a number of occasions.   We saw a range of bush crickets – 
Roesel’s have only recently moved from the Thames corridor; speckled bush crickets.   



Much excitement at the pair of mating clouded yellow butterflies (photo 5), the brimstone and the 
painted lady. 

Then  Bombus  lapidarius which has a long  jet black coat and bright red rear –commonly called the
Red-tailed Bumble-bee.  Its pollen baskets are black and it commonly nests under large stones. 

There are about 40 species of snail killing flies –these lay their eggs in the snail. 

We saw the following plants which we noted among others :- yellow mellilot, celery leaved 
buttercups and sneezewort.

We were told that bumble- bees have done well in the last few years – they can live quite happily 
in cold wet conditions.  This is pleasing as they certainly provide a service in pollinating plants.
This was a repeat of the previous year’s Insect Day, but about 6 weeks later. Although on the same 
site the species we saw were very different. What a wonderful way to see the wildlife available to 
us in our area – it’s all out there – and it doesn’t cost much to study, just a few field guides and 
some magnifying aids. Thanks to Madeleine, Jan, Frank and Mike for a brilliant day.



At short notice we had the opportunity to visit a small area at The Haven that is about two acres of
ground that has been cleared of scrub and bushes.  Five of us, including Mike Edwards, made a 
short visit and although we were told it was “teeming with wildlife” we couldn’t believe our eyes 
when we got there.  There has been no sowing at all and it was a mass of colour, mainly fleabane 
and knapweed, but there were other plants including centaury that had gone over and dyers 
greenweed. There were a huge number of insects including bumble- bees, silver washed fritillaries,
gatekeepers, white admirals, clouded yellows and a huge number of silver Y moths.

This area is to be used for wildlife instruction and is a credit to the work of manager Clive Cobie to 
whom we are grateful for showing us.


