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In the fourth of a series of articles on Raasay’s flora, botanist STEPHEN BUNGARD takes a closer look at butterfly-orchids 

June is the peak flowering time 
for orchids in our area including 
the two British species of 
Butterfly-orchid, which are both 
found on Raasay.  

These both have two leaves 
at the base surrounding the 
stem, creamy white flowers 
with a long lip (at the front) 
and a long spur (at the back).  
Greater Butterfly-orchid 
(Platanthera chlorantha) is 
typically around 25cm high and 
usually found in sward; Lesser 
Butterfly-orchid (Platanthera 
bifolia) is typically around 17cm 
high and often in relatively bare 
ground. 

They can be told apart by 
looking closely at the pollinia. 
These are the club-shaped 
masses of pollen grains that 
are transferred as a single unit 
during pollination – a feature of 
many orchids that can look 
startling when attached to the 
pollinating insect such as a 
moth.  

Lesser Butterfly-orchid on 
Raasay tends to be out on the 

hill in damp areas of moorland 
and has parallel pollinia. Recent 
Raasay records are rather few, 
probably mostly as a result of 
my centre of botanical activity 
having moved to Skye. 

Most recent records for the 
Greater Butterfly-orchid are 
from an area stretching from 
Inverarish to Oskaig.  In recent 
years, much of the largest 
population has been lost to 
agricultural improvement and 
the second largest population 
to tree planting. A few years 
ago it was possible to find 
about 100 of these plants on 
Raasay, now you would be 

lucky to find ten.  
Terry Swainbank has studied 

these plants on Skye in 
considerable detail and 
amongst other interesting 
discoveries he found a hybrid 
between the two with slightly 
divergent pollinia at Ard Dorch.  

These plants are pollinated by 
night-flying moths and 
elsewhere in Scotland a 
number of moths such as the 
Gold Spangle and the Beautiful 
Golden Y have been found 
carrying GBO pollinia. On Skye, 
Keith Sadler found a marbled 
coronet moth carrying GBO 
pollinia in 2013. 

LBOs are known to be 
pollinated by hawkmoths 

elsewhere in Europe but, as far 
as I know, it remains uncertain 
what is doing the job in 
Scotland. Terry has trapped 
many moths near this species 
at flowering time but not found 
any with pollinia.  

If you spot either of these 
orchids, or other of the less 
common orchid species, I 
would be very grateful for 
details. 
 
Stephen (pronounced Steven 
not Stefan) is Vice-county 
Recorder for the Botanical 
Society of Britain & Ireland for 
Skye, Raasay and the Small 
Isles. His website, including 
Flora of Raasay, can be found 
at tinyurl.com/Raasayflora OR 
bit.ly/Raasay, and his botanical 
blog can be found at 
skyeraasayplants.wordpress.co
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