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By Sandra J. Wildes 

Is there a man, woman or child who doesn’t love butterflies?   Butterflies have been used to decorate both indoors and outdoors for many years.  When you see those gorgeous colors go flitting by, one can’t help but stop and stare.   The Black, Tiger, Giant, and Zebra Swallowtails;   Pearl Crescents; Skippers; Buckeye; Viceroy; Sulphur and many others provide an abundance of color in your garden.  There are hundreds of varieties indigenous to various areas of the country and the world.  

One of my favorite visitors to my garden is the Monarch with vivid orange wings and veined with black.  The male sports a more vivid shade of orange.  Another favorite is the Black Swallowtail.  What a sight to behold!  The gray-black of his wings is beautifully offset by white and turquoise spots in a delightful pattern with the two short tails lending an air of intrigue.  These beauties are so photogenic and sometimes rest a few moments on a flower so I can get just the right pose for that perfect picture.  

Do you know how these grand creatures come into existence?  Their life cycle is fascinating!  It goes through four distinctly different stages of life.  This unique transformation is called metamorphosis.  The Greek metamorphosis means to transform or change.
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This miracle of nature begins with an egg laid by the female butterfly.  The egg eventually hatches into a tiny caterpillar.  The caterpillar eats from its host plant and grows, eventually transforming into a chrysalis.  And, finally out of the small chrysalis, emerges the beautiful butterfly!

All butterflies need a host plant.  Preferably the host plant can provide a source of nectar as well as serving as a host for their larvae.  The preferred host plant for Monarchs is Milkweed.  The Common Milkweed (Asclepias syraica) is a perennial that grows in full sun, but can tolerate some shade.  It can be invasive and is considered a weed in many areas.  It’s mostly seen in fields, open meadows, and roadsides.  With more awareness of the importance of host plants, many gardeners are including various types of milkweed and other traditional host plants in their butterfly friendly gardens.   Another popular host plant is the Butterfly Weed (Asclepias tuberosa) which is adorned by bright orange flowers from late June through July, growing 18 to 24” high.  Both plants attract numerous butterfly species for nectaring.   The Black Swallowtail prefers plants in the carrot family such as parsley, dill, fennel, Queen Anne’s Lace, Rue and others.   I was unaware of what a Black Swallowtail caterpillar looked like and was distressed to see them devouring my parsley.  Thank heaven I did a little research to find out what it was…a Black Swallowtail butterfly in the works!!  So if you see a bright green caterpillar with some white and black highlights as shown in the picture, be sure to let it keep eating.  You will be rewarded.   Plus, the parsley comes back!  So plant yourself a Butterfly herb garden along with your other butterfly host plants.  Availability of some host plants is threatened due to deforestation for housing developments, malls, golf courses, resorts, as well as legal and illegal logging

After mating in the spring, the female Monarch lays her eggs on the milkweed plant’s leaves.  The eggs hatch and the black, yellow and white striped caterpillars eat their own egg case for a burst of energy.  They start eating the milkweed, storing energy in the form of fat and nutrients to carry them through the nonfeeding pupal stage.  The milkweed not only gives the caterpillar food, but also toxins called cardenolides, which make both the caterpillar and the adult butterfly distasteful to potential predators.    In about two weeks the caterpillar turns into a chrysalis.  It is pale jade green with shiny flecks of gold.  During this stage, hormonal changes occur, leading to the development of a butterfly.  In about two weeks the butterfly emerges.  Monarchs live anywhere from one to seven months depending on the time of year they hatch.   This process is generally the same for all butterflies.  

So when you’re planning your spring gardens, don’t forget the butterflies;  plant a good variety of healthy host plants in the form of flowers, weeds, herbs and certain shrubs and trees.   You will be so glad you did and rewarded with the glint of colorful wings throughout the season.  

For further, more detailed information about the various butterflies, their favorite host plants,  individual life cycles, how to grow a butterfly garden, predators and threats, and other pertinent facts, do a search on the internet for “Butterflies,” “Butterfly Life Cycles,” “Butterfly Information,”  “Butterfly Host Plants” and other areas of interest.  There is an amazing collection of information and pictures available to us on line from which we can all learn more about our beloved butterflies.
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