
Scary im
posters 

A few
 large m

oth species have caterpillars w
ith eye-like m

arkings, spikes 
that resem

ble stings and they take up w
eird postures. Though designed to 

scare aw
ay predators, these features are harm

less. 
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C
aterpillars  –––  an overview

 

 

Vapourer (M
-S)  

  

Letters after caterpillar nam
e indicate the m

onths w
hen you m

ay see it 
Ap = April, Au = August, Ja = Jan, Ju = June, Jy = July, M

r= M
arch, M

 = M
ay 

 

False ‘Sting’ and ‘Eyes’ on an Elephant Haw
k-m

oth (Ju-S) 

‘False stings’ on Lim
e Haw

k-m
oth (M

-Jy) left, Sallow
 Kitten (Ju-O

) centre and 
Pale Tussock (Jy-O

) right. 

C
aterpillars are fascinating and each species is unique. M

any blend into 
their surroundings by m

atching colour, or shape to the plants on w
hich 

they live. O
thers are brightly coloured to w

arn predators aw
ay.  

There are over a thousand caterpillar species locally. This leaflet is not an 
identification guide but an introduction to the m

arvel of caterpillars. The 
plant on w

hich you find a caterpillar feeding is a good clue to its identity; 
as m

ost species are restricted to eating a few
 particular plants. 

You w
ill find m

any caterpillar species in any garden w
ith a variety of 

native species of flow
ers, shrubs and trees; and m

ore in the countryside. 
M

ost are found in spring and early sum
m

er (w
hen the leaves are m

ost 
nutritious and grow

ing fastest) but som
e overw

inter, so caterpillars m
ay 

be found in every m
onth.  

As they grow
, caterpillars’ inelastic skins becom

e too sm
all, so they are 

repeatedly replaced w
ith larger ones. Increasing size can m

ake an orginal 
cam

ouflage schem
e less effective, so colour and shape can change 

dram
atically to help the caterpillar escape predation. Even so, m

ost 
caterpillars w

ill be eaten (or suffer disease) before they develop 
com

pletely, pupate and becom
e adults. 



Colourful Caterpillars 
Som

e caterpillars are brightly coloured to w
arn predators that they taste  

bad, or w
ill m

ake them
 itch. It benefits all these species to adopt sim

ilar 
colour schem

es; usually red and black or yellow
 and black.  

A few
 are equally colourful but pose no threat, sim

ply m
im

icking the colour 
schem

e of truly repellent caterpillars, and of bees and w
asps. 

     

 

 

  

    

      
 

Hairy Caterpillars 
It is best not to touch any hairy caterpillars. The hairs of som

e species cause 
a painful rash. R

ecently im
ported to our area of the U

K, the O
ak 

Processionary is one of the m
ost harm

ful. Its hairs m
ay even cause 

breathing difficulties if inhaled.  

 

Living in a group helps increase the threat these caterpillars pose and each 
caterpillar inside the cluster is protected by those outside it. 
H

ow
ever, som

e hairy caterpillars sim
ply m

im
ic the dangerous ones and are 

incapable of stinging. The caterpillars of Tiger m
oths lie betw

een the tw
o 

extrem
es; only very sensitive skin is m

ade itchy by these hairs. 
    

 

  
 

Yellow
 tail (M

-Ju)  

C
innabar (M

-S) 

Six-spot B
urnet (A

p-Ju) 
Em

peror M
oth  

(M
-A

u) 

O
ak Processionary M

oth (M
-Jy) 

G
arden Tiger (A

p-Jy) 
Scarlet Tiger (Jy -M

) 

D
rinker (A

p-M
) 

Large W
hite (M

-D
) 

Sm
all Tortoiseshell (Ap-S) 

Lackey (A
p- Jy) 

M
uslin (A

p-S) 



Stick - like Caterpillars 
M

any caterpillars of the G
eom

etrid fam
ily of m

oths look very m
uch like tiny 

tw
igs of the trees on w

hich they feed. There are m
any sim

ilar looking 
caterpillars of this type. Their cryptic shapes, colours and poses help them

 
evade predators that hunt by sight (and hum

an observers too!). 

They m
ove by arching, to bring their back legs 

forw
ards. Then ‘w

alk’ the head forw
ards; so are called 

“loopers”. 

   

     

 These and other types of caterpillar low
er 

them
selves on silk threads to pupate in the 

soil. Som
etim

es entire w
oodlands seem

 to be 
shrouded in this silk. Although huge num

bers 
of caterpillars can build up and tem

porarily 
defoliate trees they rarely kill the tree.  

They definitely feed m
any baby birds. 

  

Colonial Caterpillars 
Although the m

ajority of caterpillars feed alone, som
e feed in groups and 

tackle threats together. Though som
e look spiky and scary, m

ost are 
bluffing. Several butterfly caterpillars respond to the arrival of parasitic 
w

asps, thrashing about in unison, as if they are a single large creature, to try 
and scare the w

asp aw
ay. Som

e caterpillars living in groups are harm
ful to 

people, causing severe itching if they or their w
eb, is touched. 

     

 Cannibal Caterpillars 
Som

e caterpillars live solitary lives to get enough food 
and as others of their kind m

ight eat them
. If O

range-
tip caterpillars find sm

aller ones of their species, they 
eat them

 (to protect their food source). 

 Confusing Caterpillars - not butterflies or m
oths at all 

M
ost caterpillars develop into a butterfly or 

m
oth but other insects have sim

ilar looking 
younger stages. Saw

fly larvae are m
uch like 

butterfly and m
oth caterpillars. Som

etim
es 

they adopt the characteristic pose show
n left. 

Saw
fly larvae have m

ore pro-legs than  
caterpillars and just tw

o, larger black eyes. 
  

 

Sm
all Tortoiseshell 

(A
p-S) 

Peppered m
oth (7-9) 

Pale Brindled Beauty (M
-Ju) 

Brim
stone M

oth (Ap-O
). These 

caterpillars m
ay also be green 

Peacock (Ap-S) 

O
range-tip (A

p- Jy) 

Feathered Thorn (Ap-Ju) ‘looping’ 

Peppered M
oth (S-M

) 



The Striped Lychnis 
The nationally rare Striped Lychnis m

oth lives in our area. The best w
ay to 

survey for it is to look for its striking caterpillars (as adults rarely visits light 
traps and are hard to find). U

sually found on D
ark M

ullein plant flow
er spikes 

(occasionally on W
hite 

M
ullein) they can be 

confused w
ith the m

uch 
com

m
oner M

ullein m
oth 

caterpillar w
hich feed on  

m
ost types of M

ullein 
plants and on Buddleia. 

   

 Concealed Caterpillars 
Faced w

ith the dangers associated w
ith feeding in the open, m

any 
caterpillars of our sm

aller m
oths feed exclusively inside the tissues of 

leaves. They are know
n as ‘leaf m

iners’. They m
ay be identified by the 

characteristic shape of the 
trail created as they feed and 
the species of leaf that is 
‘m

ined’; 
http://w

w
w

.leafm
ines.co.uk/. 

Som
e other species live 

inside stem
s and roots. 

   

Cam
ouflaged Caterpillars 

C
aterpillars have evolved to avoid predation. Those that have little defence 

usually try to stay hidden and if too 
large to hide inside their food (like leaf 
m

iners and species inside plant stem
s) 

they have evolved colours, shapes 
and behaviours that help them

 blend 
in. So very m

any are green and sit 
along leaves’ m

id-ribs. O
ne group live 

inside cases that they build from
 bits of 

their surroundings! (see right) 

 

    

   C
aterpillars m

ay change colour as they change the background in w
hich 

they live. Identifying green caterpillars can be hard and the fact that different 
stages adopt different 
colours (and possibly 
shapes), m

akes it even 
m

ore challenging. 

Striped Lychnis (
 -Au) 

Jy
The com

m
oner  

M
ullein (M

-
) 

 Jy

Psyche casta (Bagw
orm

) (Jy-M
) 

Brow
n Hairstreak butterfly (M

r-
), early stage on left and final stage on right 

 Jy

Brim
stone butterfly (Ap-Jy) 

Sm
all W

hite (Ap-D) 

Brim
stone m

oth (Ap-O
) 

Spectacle (Ju-S) 
Hebrew

 Character (M
-S) 

Stigm
ella m

oth species on Bram
ble. The 

translucent m
ines rem

ain visible for m
any 

m
onths after the larvae have finished feeding 


