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Butterflies have been likened to flowers that fly and are
among the most beautiful and fascinating of animals in
nature. They are found everywhere in British Columbia, from
balcony planter boxes in the city to coastal bogs and wild
ocean shorelines, alpine flower meadows of the coastal
mountains, deserts of the southern interior, grasslands of
the Chilcotin, and the vast unexplored expanses of boreal
forest and mountains across the north. Although the
butterfly species found in British Columbia represent only a
small fraction of the world’s approximately 15,000 species,
they can still provide a lifetime of study. Observation of the
complex behaviours and life histories of each butterfly
species within its own unique habitat can provide years of
enjoyment for the butterfly enthusiast.

This book has been written to provide both the naturalist
and the professional biologist with an overview of the
fascinating butterfly fauna of British Columbia. We hope
that it will stimulate interest in BC butterflies and contribute
to their conservation. We have widened the scope of the
distribution maps beyond BC to show the distribution of BC
butterfly species in the Alaska panhandle, southern Yukon,
western Alberta, Washington, northern Oregon, northern
Idaho, and northwestern Montana (Fig. 1). The inclusion of
these adjacent areas provides a context in which to better
understand the distribution of species and subspecies
within BC.

One hundred and eighty-seven species are known from
British Columbia, and an additional nine species that occur
very near our borders are discussed and mapped. Three of
the potential species are Arctic species that occur on Mon-
tana Mountain, south of Carcross, Yukon. The southern
aspect, non-alpine slopes of Montana Mountain actually
extend into British Columbia. There are similar mountains,
but accessible only with difficulty, just south in British
Columbia where these species will certainly be recorded for
the province in the future. Two other potential BC species
are rare migrants that have been recorded south of British
Columbia, in Montana, Idaho, and/or extreme eastern
Washington. With warmer climate due to global warming
and with more observations in the East Kootenay, these
migratory species should eventually be recorded in the
province. Thus the total butterfly fauna of BC should
eventually reach at least 192 species. The other four
potential species are found adjacent to the eastern or
southern borders of the province in Alberta, northwestern
Montana, or Washington. There is a remote chance that they

will eventually be recorded in British Columbia, bringing the
potential fauna to 196 species.

The total known fauna of 187 species of butterflies is by far
the largest in Canada. Alberta and Ontario, with about 160
species each, are the next most diverse (Table 1). If one
ignores the migratory, non-breeding species, the greater
diversity of butterflies in BC is even more obvious (Table 1).

In this book, the term butterfly is used to mean both true
butterflies, in the superfamily Papilionoidea, and the other
major group of day-flying Lepidoptera, the skippers, in the
superfamily Hesperioidea. The old, bifold division into
butterflies and moths is extremely artificial, but in the
introductory chapters it is convenient to use the vernacular
word butterflies to mean both Papilionoidea and
Hesperioidea.

We follow the reassessment of the higher classification by
Weller et al. (1996), which recognizes two superfamilies and
six families. The Riodinidae are kept as a separate family, but
monarchs (Danainae) and woodnymphs (Satyrinae) are
subfamilies within the large family Nymphalidae.

The scientific classification of all animals began with the
adoption of Carolus Linnaeus’s binomial nomenclature in
the 10th edition of his Systema Naturae, 1758. The binomial
name (or scientific name) of an organism is of a more
inclusive generic name followed by a specific name. There
are very specific rules set down by the International Code of
Zoological Nomenclature to govern use of names. Essentially
the “rule of priority” prevails. Changes of names in scientific
and popular publications reflect changes in people’s thinking
regarding the boundaries of all levels of classification, for
example, the amount of variation that defines a particular
taxon, such as a species, genus, or family.

Many naturalists have found it frustrating that both higher
classification and the binomial names of butterflies have
varied greatly in butterfly books published during the last
three decades. This reflects both the rapid increase in
knowledge of classical morphological data and the use of
chemical data from analysis of DNA or proteins. Even some
scientists (Ehrlich and Murphy 1982) have not been tolerant
of these changes, despite their being the inevitable result of
increased scientific knowledge.

We hope that the additional species recognized and the
additional subspecies described in this book will be met with
equanimity. Our reasons for splitting several species into two
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1 Map of British Columbia and adjacent areas showing place names and
ecoprovinces (BC)
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separate species are given in the species accounts. This is
largely the result of defining the limits of distribution for the
allopatric species pairs and establishing that there appears
to be little or no hybridization where they occur sympatri-
cally. We have been able to find consistent morphological
differences to differentiate each species pair.

Another problem is that some lepidopterists have arbitrarily
chosen to ignore the International Code of Zoological
Nomenclature rules regarding gender agreement between
genus and species in binomial names. We follow these rules,
so the general reader will find many differences in the
spelling of species names between this book and the
recently published A Field Guide to the Western Butterflies
(Opler 1999). Opler ignored the International Code and
reverted to original Latin endings for some species names
and these names do not agree with the gender of the
current generic assignment.

In this book, the historic common names of species, genera,
and higher taxa are usually provided. These have been more
stable than the scientific names. They first evolved in a
haphazard manner, however, and do not reflect scientific
concepts. Recent attempts by the North American Butterfly

Association (NABA) (Cassie et al. 1995; Opler 1999) to make
common names more closely reflect the scientific classifica-
tion (based on the evolutionary origins of butterflies) will, if
accepted, lead to as many changes in common names as in
scientific names in the future.

The common names of most British Columbian and Cana-
dian boreal butterflies were first coined by an early English
naturalist, Phillip Gosse (1840, 1841a, 1841b, 1844, 1859), who
lived in eastern Canada and then travelled to Alabama. The
great American entomologist Samuel Scudder recognized
the need to standardize the use of common names. Scudder
(1874b, 1875) provided the first list of common names and
recognized those of Gosse. Later Scudder used those names
in his classic study The Butterflies of the Eastern United States
and Canada with Special Reference to New England (Scudder
1889a, 1889b) and in several other popular books on butter-
flies. The reinvention of common names began early, when
Scudder’s rival, Charles Maynard (1886, 1891), published
competing popular books and coined a different common
name for virtually every butterfly species. Maynard was by
no means Scudder’s intellectual equal, however, and
Scudder’s usage has since prevailed.

Table 1. Comparison of butterfly species diversity in the provinces and territories of Canada

Family YK BC AB SK MB ON PQ NB PE NS NF NT CAN

Hesperiidae breeding 6 26 24 33 36 40 26 15 10 14 5 4 58

migrant 0 1 1 1 2 10 0 0 0 0 0 0 10

Papilionidae breeding 5 12 8 6 4 6 4 3 2 3 2 2 16

migrant 0 0 0 1 2 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 3

Pieridae breeding 15 26 19 14 14 12 11 5 4 5 8 18 30

migrant 0 2 3 3 5 9 2 0 0 1 0 0 9

Lycaenidae breeding 12 44 34 33 28 32 28 22 7 18 8 12 60

migrant 0 0 0 2 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 4

Riodinidae breeding 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

migrant 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Nymphalidae breeding 47 69 65 52 54 46 45 29 16 28 27 38 90

migrant 1 6 7 6 8 5 5 3 2 4 3 1 11

Total breeding 85 178 150 135 136 136 114 74 39 68 50 74 255

% Canadian breeding fauna 33 70 59 53 54 54 45 30 15 27 20 30

Total migratory 1 9 11 13 18 27 7 3 2 6 3 1 37

Total breeding + migratory 86 187 161 148 154 163 121 77 41 74 53 75 292

% Canadian fauna 30 64 55 51 53 56 41 26 14 25 18 25

Dubious 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0

Occasional* 0 0 2 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

* Occasional refers to species that have been recorded a few times, are not established species, and are not considered migratory.
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In the last 15 years, there have been some drastic changes to
common name usage, stemming from three major sources.
Scott (1986b), in his Butterflies of North America, made many
unwarranted changes in common names. NABA has pro-
duced a list of common names (Cassie et al. 1995) that are
closer to historic usage (Miller 1992), but the organization
has been very dogmatic and has suggested that only their
names should be used. NABA has even criticized more recent
scientific and popular works that increased or decreased the
number of recognized species, on the grounds that they did
not want “their” common names altered. Such arguments
are like trying to decide how many angels can dance on the
head of a pin and do not contribute to either scientific
understanding or conservation of butterfly species. A third
source of changes in common names is the tendency of
government agencies to insist on using common names,
often changing them to more politically correct names or
to names reflecting regional bias. For example, in British
Columbia and elsewhere, Euphydryas editha taylori, named
after the province’s first resident butterfly enthusiast, has
always been known as Taylor’s Checkerspot. In a list of
Washington conservation management priority species of
butterflies, however, Larsen et al. (1995) ignored the historic
name and used “Whulge Checkerspot” instead!

For this book, we have kept closely to the historic common
names of Gosse and Scudder and also to historic British
Columbian usage. British Columbia was the first area in
western North America to use common names in readily
available publications (Anderson 1904; Harvey 1904; Anony-
mous 1906; Blackmore 1927). Other than Elrod (1906) and
Comstock (1929), there were no books or provincial/state
checklists in western North America using common names
before the Second World War. Wright (1905) did not use
common names. Elrod’s usage was as unorthodox as
Maynard’s and has been ignored by subsequent authors.
After the war, Brown et al. (1957) kept to historic usage for
their book on Colorado butterflies. Leighton (1946) also kept
to historic usage for Washington state butterflies, including
the common name “Taylor’s Checkerspot.” In British Colum-
bia, Jones (1951) and Harcombe and Underhill (1970) contin-
ued to follow historic usage; only in the last 15 years have
authors or editors with particular viewpoints strayed from
this. Another factor that influenced our usage of common
names is the Holarctic nature of the British Columbia fauna
for both species and genera. This is especially important for
genera such as Parnassius, Boloria, and Clossiana, where we
have often followed the British common names used in
Europe.

In the species accounts, we provide the etymology of both
Latin and common names. Hopefully, this will make the
names more meaningful to the general public. In this we
have been greatly aided by The Scientific Names of the British
Lepidoptera: Their History and Meaning, by A. Maitland
Emmet (1991), an extremely readable book that is at the
same time very authoritative. For scientific names not in

Emmet and not explained in the original publication, we
have used The Naturalist’s Lexicon (Woods 1944), Room’s
Classical Dictionary (Room 1983), The Oxford Classical Dictio-
nary (Hornblower and Spawforth 1996), and The Century
Dictionary and Cyclopedia (Smith 1902a, 1902b; Whitney
1902) to ferret out as many meanings of the Latin names
as possible.

The introductory chapters emphasize general information
about the biology and morphology of butterflies, and
the special aspects of history, geological history, human
impact, ecology, and conservation that are pertinent to the
British Columbia fauna. For an excellent overall treatment
of butterfly biology and morphology, we recommend The
Butterflies of North America (Scott 1986b). For more in-depth
reading, The Lepidoptera: Form, Function and Diversity (Scoble
1995) is recommended.

In the species accounts section, we have followed the
general format of other books on butterfly faunas. There are,
however, three ways in which this book is unique. First, we
have made a special effort to examine the original scientific
literature on the life histories and foodplants of the indi-
vidual species. This is in contrast to most other North
American books, which have copied each other and perpetu-
ated many errors. We have provided citations to the original
sources of these life histories and any subsequent references
to observations made in areas closest to the provincial
boundaries; referenced all papers that describe the life
histories of butterfly populations observed within the
province; and included information from our own and other
unpublished sources in British Columbia, Alberta, and the
United States Pacific Northwest region. Unpublished sources
are identified by initials, as follows: A.G. Guppy (AGG), C.S.
Guppy (CSG), G.A. Hardy (GAH), A.C. Jenkins (ACJ), J.P. Pelham
(JPP), J.H. Shepard (JHS), and Forest Insect Survey (FIS).

For future research, it should be noted that besides the
errors repeated in most butterfly books, we found many
errors in other references to lepidopteran life histories.
Foremost of these was the two-volume Index to Life Histories
(Tietz 1972). We checked most of the references pertinent to
the BC butterfly fauna and found many errors of both
commission and omission, with Tietz listing larval foodplants
that were not mentioned in the references cited, or providing
the wrong volume, page, or sometimes even journal title for
the references. In unravelling the literature, we were greatly
aided by the extensive library and bibliographic index
prepared by Jon Shepard, totalling more than 10,000
references, and by the bibliography published by Bridges
(1993) covering all but the Nymphalidae; there is a 10% non-
overlap between the two sources. Shepard’s bibliography
covering up to 1972 was also used by Scott (1986) for his
book. Another major source of errors consisted of the larval
foodplants recorded in Volume 1 of Forest Lepidoptera of
Canada (McGugan 1958). Shepard examined the voucher
specimens of the butterflies mentioned by McGugan (1958)
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to correct species misidentifications, and we have dismissed
the recorded foodplants that appear to be data errors. An
Annotated Checklist of the Macrolepidoptera of British
Columbia (Jones 1951) contains many erroneous foodplant
records derived from the literature, but the foodplant
observations by Jones himself, which he had published
earlier, are accurate.

We have used Brako et al. (1995), Douglas et al. (1998a, 1998b,
1999), Kartesz (1994a, 1994b), and Morin (1993, 1997) to
standardize the names for larval foodplants of butterflies
taken from the literature.

The museum specimen photographs in this book were taken
by Cris Guppy using a custom-designed and handcrafted
copy stand designed by Donald Rolfs of Wenatchee, Wash-
ington. The copy stand was an essential tool for producing
high-quality photographs without background shadows and
without the degradation of quality that results from digital
replacement of the background. Most butterfly books use a
white or off-white background colour for all photographs,
and a few books use a black background. A white back-
ground obscures the white wing fringes characteristic of
most hesperiids and lycaenids, and the wings of predomi-
nantly white butterflies of the family Pieridae. Similarly, dark
butterflies disappear into a black background. Guppy chose
a background for the hesperiids and lycaenids, which shows
off the white wing fringes. Lighter backgrounds were used
for the larger butterflies because most are dark in colour
even along the wing fringes.

A second unique aspect of this book is the use of computer-
generated distribution maps for each species and subspecies.
The only other butterfly book to use computer-generated
maps is The Butterflies of Canada (Layberry et al. 1998),
which, however, does not show subspecies distributions.
Shepard provided most of the British Columbia records for
the Canadian book, and Guppy provided data from his
collection. These totalled 13,827 of the more than 90,000
unique species/locality records for all of Canada available at
the time. Shepard had not yet assigned mapping coordinates
to the main database, resulting in errors in the assignment
of coordinates for the maps in the Canadian book, which
have been corrected for this book. Among the more con-
spicuous errors in the Canadian book are: (1) the records of
the Monarch from northeastern BC, (2) the records of the
West Coast Lady from northwestern BC, and (3) the records
of the Red Admiral from the Queen Charlotte Islands and
Atlin. These are all records of migratory species that were
incorrectly extracted by Layberry et al. (1998) from the
annual Season’s Summary reports of the Lepidopterists’
Society. Another major error was the mapping of an occur-
rence of Parnassius clodius at Copper Mountain near Terrace.
There are three “Copper Mountains” in BC. The correct
Copper Mountain for this and other species incorrectly
attributed to near Terrace is the Copper Mountain near
Nelson, in the Kootenays. Other, less obvious discrepancies

between the maps in this book and in the Canadian book
are assumed to be due to similar errors in the Canadian book
and we did not attempt to trace their sources.

The database for the mapping was almost completely
compiled by Shepard, who personally examined most of the
material except for some records of Guppy, Norbert Kondla,
and David Threatful, who provided extensive records from
their collections and sight record data. Otherwise, sight
records were not used, and no sight records were used for
species hard to distinguish in the field. Also, since 1975
Shepard has been receiving records in his capacity as
Season’s Summary Pacific Northwest coordinator for the
Lepidopterists’ Society. When there was any doubt about the
correct identification of a species record from this source, the
record was not included in the database (for example, some
Colias, Euphydryas, and Erynnis).

The third unique aspect of this book is the use of computer-
generated bar graphs of adult flight times. Each unit on
the bar graphs represents a single species/locality/date
combination. Thus if more than one specimen of a species
was sighted or collected at the same site on the same day,
the additional individuals were ignored in generating the bar
graphs. Shepard experimented with plotting seasonal bar
graphs using the total number of specimens of a species
recorded, but the tendency of some collectors to collect large
numbers of specimens greatly misrepresented seasonal
flight, especially for species with limited data.

The total database consists of approximately 28,000 unique
species/locality/date records for 196 species, including
species of potential occurrence in BC. We estimate that we
examined more than 100,000 individual specimens. About
half were in private collections belonging to many people in
British Columbia and the United States as well as Shepard
and those mentioned earlier. The major public collections
examined were those of the Royal British Columbia Museum,
the University of British Columbia, the Pacific Forest Research
Centre, the Alaska Lepidoptera Survey (the University of
Alaska and the Smithsonian Institution), Washington
State University, the California Academy of Sciences in San
Francisco, the Canadian National Collection (CNC) of Insects
in Ottawa, and the American Museum of Natural History in
New York. Time did not permit a return visit to the Smith-
sonian Institution in Washington, DC, to record data other
than those for Parnassius, Boloria, and Clossiana. The general
BC material in the Los Angeles County Museum was not
inventoried because of the museum’s new policy of charging
paid researchers for the privilege of examining material. No
public institution should charge such fees, especially since
most of the material in their holdings has been donated.
Rather, they have an obligation to provide access or give their
material to an institution that can.

Besides the institutions visited to obtain BC records, we
examined the following institutional collections in order to
resolve difficult taxonomic issues regarding BC species:
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2 Map of British Columbia and adjacent areas showing the localities where
one or more butterfly species has been recorded
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University of Alberta, University of Idaho, University of
Washington, Oregon State University, University of California
at Berkeley, Los Angeles County Museum, Harvard University,
Yale University, Carnegie Museum of Natural History,
Philadelphia Academy of Sciences, and the Smithsonian
Institution. In addition, the curators at the British Museum
lent material and examined specimens to answer our
inquiries. For the genera Boloria, Clossiana, and Parnassius,
records were also taken from all of these additional sources.

There are approximately 3,000 individual localities in British
Columbia and the Alaska panhandle where at least one
species has been recorded (Fig. 2). We also provide as many
records of southern Yukon and western Alberta species as we
were able to examine. Most of these are from the collections
of the authors, Gerald Hilchie, Norbert Kondla, the University
of Alberta, and the Canadian National Collection. Records
from Washington, northern Idaho, and northwestern
Montana were collected and compiled by Shepard, with
additional personal records from Jon Pelham, Nelson Curtis,
and Steve Kohler for their respective states. The database for
United States records also includes records sent to Shepard
for the Lepidopterists’ Society Season Summary, especially
records of David Eiler, Robert Pyle, and Clifford Ferris.

The sources of the unique species/locality/date records used
in plotting the adult seasonal flight periods are summarized
in Table 2. About 16,000 of these were from public collec-
tions, reflecting long periods of collecting in Victoria, the
North Okanagan, and Cranbrook. About 12,000 records are
from private collections.

The sources of the unique species/locality records used for
mapping the distribution of each species are summarized in
Table 3. There is almost no duplication of records between
the locality records held in public collections and those in

private collections, and both groups have contributed equally
to the maps.

We have made a point of showing how much of our knowl-
edge of BC butterflies is due to private efforts. Even the
figures shown above are not completely accurate. Of the
16,000 voucher records in public collections, all but about
5,000 represent specimens donated by private individuals.
Only the Canadian National Collection is based largely on
material collected by employees of the institution. During
the last 100 years, the major role of Canadian museums
other than the CNC has been to preserve privately collected
material for future generations to study. None of the
regional collections, except the Halifax Institute of Science,
has ever employed a lepidopterist in a professional capacity
to conduct research on North American lepidopteran fauna
and add significantly to the regional collection.

We would like to continue expanding the database, and we
invite contributions. Voucher specimens or photographs to
verify identification would be appreciated. To make contribu-
tions and obtain directions about the geographic informa-
tion needed, please contact Jon H. Shepard, RR #2, S-22, C-44,
Nelson, BC V1L 5P5 / (250) 352-3028 / shep.lep@netidea.com.
For other information about butterflies, please contact either
Shepard or Cris Guppy, 4627 Quesnel-Hydraulic Road, Quesnel,
BC V2J 6P8 / (250) 747-1512 / cguppy@quesnelbc.com. Should
our addresses change, contact us through the Royal BC
Museum.

As co-authors, we worked jointly and cooperatively on all
aspects of this book. Guppy was responsible for the photo-
graphs, while Shepard was responsible for maintaining and
enlarging the database and producing the distribution maps.
Guppy wrote the chapters on conservation, butterfly
gardens, and biology of butterflies, while Shepard wrote

Table 2. Sources of the unique species/locality/date records used in plotting the seasonal flight periods

Family CNC RBCM CSG JHS AMNH NGK UBC DT Misc. Total %

Hesperiidae 505 618 327 344 286 157 235 164 227 2,863 10

Papilionidae 376 405 301 229 177 147 210 89 317 2,251 8

Pieridae 871 701 557 511 579 454 324 146 567 4,710 17

Lycaenidae 1,376 1,452 887 811 887 417 371 237 436 6,874 25

Riodinidae 6 5 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 13  <1

Nymphalidae 2,103 1,879 1,303 1,456 1,303 978 653 399 1,065 11,139 40

Total 5,237 5,060 3,375 3,352 3,232 2,154 1,793 1,035 2,612 27,850

Percent 19 18 12 12 12 8 6 4 9 100

Abbreviations: CNC, Canadian National Collection; RBCM, Royal British Columbia Museum; CSG, Crispin S. Guppy; JHS, Jon H. Shepard;
AMNH, American Museum of Natural History; NGK, Norbert G. Kondla; UBC, University of British Columbia; DT, David Threatful.
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those on the study of butterflies in BC, the origins of the BC
fauna, and the morphology of adult and immature butter-
flies, as well as this introduction to the book. We shared the
writing of the chapter on human impacts on butterflies.
Shepard wrote the species accounts for the Hesperiidae,
Lycaenidae, Riodinidae, Argynninae, and Melitaeinae, while
Guppy wrote those for the Papilionidae, Pieridae,

Nymphalinae, Limenitidinae, Satyrinae, and Danainae. We
shared the determination of the origins of both scientific
and common names for all the species. This division of
efforts reflects our individual interests and strengths, but
we share authorship of all parts of the book, except certain
of the newly described subspecies as noted in the text.

Table 3. Sources of the unique species/locality records used in mapping the distribution

of each butterfly species in British Columbia

Family CNC RBCM CSG JHS AMNH NGK UBC DT Misc. Total %

Hesperiidae 229 357 247 271 114 112 123 110 142 1,705 10

Papilionidae 206 279 216 176 71 84 110 65 187 1,394 8

Pieridae 333 456 393 395 168 273 208 107 362 2,695 16

Lycaenidae 546 831 631 641 293 265 227 184 317 3,935 24

Riodinidae 5 5 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 12 1

Nymphalidae 836 1,190 986 1,126 600 565 357 300 734 6,694 41

Total 2,155 3,118 2,473 2,610 1,246 1,300 1,025 766 1,742 16,435

Percent 13 19 15 16 8 8 6 5 11 100

Abbreviations: CNC, Canadian National Collection; RBCM, Royal British Columbia Museum; CSG, Crispin S. Guppy; JHS, Jon H. Shepard;
AMNH, American Museum of Natural History; NGK, Norbert G. Kondla; UBC, University of British Columbia; DT, David Threatful.


