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Hairy dragonfly    
Brachytron pratense

Other names: Spring hawker

Description
The hairy dragonfly is mostly black in colour, however, if observed from a close distance, the male can be seen to have paired 
blue, pear-shaped spots all along the abdomen (lower body), blue eyes and broad, lime-green patches on the thorax (upper 
body). The female has paired pale yellow spots and brownish eyes. Unlike other hawkers, the hairy dragonfly has short hairs all 
over the thorax, making it unmistakeable.  

There are three stages in the life-cycle of a dragonfly: egg, larvae/nymph, and adult. Eggs are inserted into plant material and 
hatch after 3-4 weeks. The aquatic larvae are very difficult to find and take around two years to develop into adults. 

Dragonflies are fascinating to watch, and have remarkable flying skills. Male hairy dragonflies typically have a low-level 
zigzagging flight in and out of vegetation; the females are more secretive and often rest in the sun on leaves.    

What they eat
Dragonflies are opportunistic feeders, taking whatever suitable prey they can find. They catch their insect prey mid-air.   

Where and when to see them
 z Found near unpolluted, well vegetated water bodies, although linear sites such as ditches, lodes, reens, dykes 

and canals are often favoured. 

 z Start looking early in the season. This species emerges before other hawker dragonflies in May (occasionally 
earlier), but can be seen flying through until July. Males are territorial and patrol small areas over open water. 

 z Search for dragonflies when the weather is fine! Both sexes of the hairy dragonfly are only active during warm 
sunny weather, and will rest if cloudy.

Legal status
None, it is a common species.   

Field signs to look for

Exuviae
Once the larvae have reached their final stage, they climb out of the water to cast off their skins and emerge as an adult 
dragonfly. The cast off skins of the final stage larva are known as exuviae, and can be used to identify the dragonfly 
species. The added bonus is that they can be collected and examined indoors at a later date. They are found near water, 
usually on emergent or marginal vegetation, rocks, logs or even man-made structures such as bridges. Please note that 
exuviae are very fragile and can be easily damaged. They should be stored in a strong container for protection and labelled 
with the species name, date, location and habitat.  

Similar species
If seen well and close-up, the short hairs all over the thorax should make the hairy dragonfly unmistakeable. Its small size 
and early flight period also helps distinguish it from other species. This table shows some of the species that may be 
easily confused with the hairy dragonfly.   
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Hairy dragonfly 
(Brachytron 
pratense)

Common 
hawker (Aeshna 
juncea)

Migrant hawker 
(Aeshna mixta)

Southern 
hawker (Aeshna 
cyanea)

Emperor 
dragonfly (Anax 
imperator)

Description MALE: Mostly 
black with pale 
blue, pear-shaped 
spots along body. 
Blue eyes and 
yellow-green 
patches shoulder 
stripes on thorax. 
Thorax is hairy

FEMALE: Mostly 
black with 
yellowish spots 
and brownish 
eyes. Thorax and 
abdomen are 
hairy. 

Both sexes 
have long anal 
appendages.

MALE: Dark with 
pairs of blue and 
yellow spots 
along abdomen.  
An obvious ‘waist’ 
is present. Blue 
eyes.

FEMALE: Brown 
with pairs of 
yellow or greenish 
spots along 
abdomen. Green-
brown eyes, and 
largely absent 
shoulder stripes.

Both sexes have 
a yellow costa 
(leading edge of 
the wing).

MALE: Appears 
dark with pairs 
of blue and 
yellow dots along 
abdomen. Blue 
eyes, and largely 
absent shoulder 
stripes.  

FEMALE: Brown 
with paired yellow  
spots along 
abdomen. Green-
brown eyes and 
shoulder stripes 
largely absent.  

Both sexes have a 
brown costa, and 
anal appendages 
are very long.

MALE: Blackish 
with green 
markings, 
becoming blue 
towards tip.

FEMALE: Brown 
with green 
markings.

Both sexes have 
coloured bands 
(not spots) on the 
lower abdominal 
segments. They 
also have a 
narrow yellow 
triangle on upper 
segments. A 
black ‘T’ shaped 
marking can 
be seen on the 
front of the head 
(‘frons’).    

MALE: The first 
segment of the 
abdomen is green 
but otherwise it is 
bright blue. Eyes 
are blue-green.

FEMALE: 
Abdomen is 
green, sometimes 
blue.

Both sexes have 
a green thorax 
with no markings, 
yellow wing 
costa and brown 
wingspots. The 
abdomen has a 
thick blackline 
running its length.  

Size Small: 54-63mm 
length, 34-37mm 
hindwing

Large: 65-80mm 
length, 40-47 
hindwing

Medium: 56-
64mm length, 37-
41mm hindwing

Large: 67-76mm 
length, 43-51mm 
hindwing

Very large: 66-
84mm length, 45-
51mm hindwing

Flight season May to  
July

July to 
September

July to  
November

June to  
October

May to 
September

Other notes Males fly low over 
the water.

Males are often 
very active even 
when overcast.  
Both sexes feed 
high in the open.  

In flight, the 
abdomen is up-
tilted and appears 
droop-tipped.

Usually solitary.  
Males are very 
inquisitive and will 
often ‘investigate’ 
an observer.

Very powerful, 
agile flier.   
Abdomen is often 
held down-curved 
in flight.

Did you know?
Dragonflies have been known by some strange names in the past: Devil’s Darning Needle, Horse Stinger, Adder Bolt to name 
but a few! 

Other surveys
The State of Dragonflies 2020: https://british-dragonflies.org.uk/content/state-dragonflies-2020

Links
British Dragonfly Society: https://www.british-dragonflies.org.uk/species/hairy-dragonfly

The Wildlife Trusts: https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/wildlife-explorer/invertebrates/dragonflies/hairy-dragonfly


