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Silver-spotted Skipper – Epargyreus clarus
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The photos on this page capture the
complete life cycle of a Monarch butterfly. A female lays an egg on milkweed,
the host plant for Monarchs (A, B). The
dark spot at the top of the egg (C) is the
head of the caterpillar. It begins life the
size of an eyelash (D). As it eats, it
grows, and molts its skin several times.
(E) and (F) show two stages of molt, or
instars. Just before metamorphosis, the
caterpillar goes into the J-stage (G). It
sheds its final larval skin, and the
chrysalis (pupa) emerges (H). It attaches
itself to its silken pad (I). The chrysalis
hardens (J, K). In about two weeks, the
pupa turns clear (L), and a butterfly
emerges (M). It pumps fluid from its
abdomen to its wings (N), which start to
expand (O) and eventually dry for flight
(P). The butterfly is now ready to find a
mate and start the life cycle again!
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The Silver-Spotted Skipper is probably the most
widespread butterfly in North Carolina. It is a member of the skipper family (Hesperidae), the world’s
largest butterfly family. Easily identified by the
white patch on its wings, it is a large, robust skipper
with a quick, darting flight. Like most skippers, it
has short, angular wings, and hooked antennae. It
also has a long proboscis, allowing it to get nectar
from many kinds of flowers. The chrysalis is unattached. They overwinter inside their chrysalis.
The adults are in flight from spring to fall.
You can find them in gardens and open fields,
under power lines, and even around puddles.
The brightly colored larvae build individual
shelters on the host plant by tying one or more
leaves together with silk. This behavior, combined
with feeding at night, makes the caterpillar hard to
find. Look for this caterpillar on legumes including
black locust, wisteria, beans, false indigo and butterfly pea.

Monarch – Danaus plexippus

The best known butterfly in North
America, the Monarch is truly a ruler
among butterflies. It belongs to the
brush-foot family (Nymphalidae). Its
caterpillar eats only milkweed, because
the plant provides a toxic defense
against predators. The monarch carries
this defense its entire life, making it a
nasty-tasting meal for a predator. Its
vivid orange color warns predators to
leave the butterfly alone. The chrysalis
is suspended.
Monarch migrations are spectacular. Every spring they leave their overwintering grounds in the oyamel fir
forests of central Mexico to travel
thousands of miles to Canada. It takes
four generations of monarchs to complete the roundtrip journey. The fourth
generation does not mate; instead, they
use their energy to fly 2,000 miles or
more to the warmth of Mexico — a
place they’ve never been.

North Carolina
monarchs usually overwinter
in Mexico or
southern Florida.
At monarch wintering sites, butterflies roost by
the millions in
dense groups that
cling to trees.
How do they return to the same
overwintering spot each year? They
have a highly developed internal
compass and clock. Monarchs stay
in North Carolina from April
through November, and may even
be seen in December along the
southern coast. Adults take nectar
from a variety of plants, but they are
especially fond of milkweed, asters,
red clover, cosmos, lantana, daisy,
and pentas.

Giant Swallowtail — Papilio cresphontes

The Giant Swallowtail is one of
North America’s largest butterflies and
belongs to the family Papilionidae. Its
caterpillar looks likes a bird dropping
so predators will not notice it. If a
predator does try to bite, the caterpillar
secretes a nasty mixture of chemicals
that smells like rancid butter and is
poisonous to small predators, such as
ants and spiders. Birds rarely eat these
caterpillars or butterflies. Their chrysalis looks like a dead leaf and hangs
from a leaf or twig by a girdle. They
sometimes overwinter in the chrysalis.
The butterfly is a strong, graceful
flier, often gliding long distances. It
can be found as far north as Massachusetts, far from its nearest host plants,
which are citrus trees. Males constantly patrol for females and when
ready, a female lays single eggs on
host leaves and twigs. A female swal-

lowtail needs to grasp the host plant
and ―flutter‖ her wings while laying
eggs. She can lay over 400 eggs.
Giant Swallowtails are also known
as orange-dog butterflies because their
larvae have an insatiable appetite for
citrus trees and are pests on orange tree
plantations. When sipping nactar, the
butterfly constantly flutters its wings
like a hummingbird. This ability plus a
long proboscis allows it to visit a wide
range of flowers, including many that
could not support its weight. Host
plants include anything in the citrus
family--orange, rue, and prickly ash.
Adults like nectar from lantana and
orange fruit. In North Carolina, this
butterfly is rare. It is most often found
along the immediate coast, especially
on barrier islands where its host plant,
the Toothache Tree, grows in maritime
forests and thickets.

Cloudless Sulphur – Phoebis sennae
The Cloudless Sulphur is
abundant statewide and belongs
to a family of butterflies known
as the Whites and Sulphurs
(Pieridae). It is usually the first
butterfly to arrive in spring and
is found in open areas, gardens,
and even cities. ―Sulphur‖ refers to the yellow color that
many butterflies in this family
have. The Cloudless Sulphur is
a large, fast, and powerful flier.
Its bouncing, bobbing flight
appears to have no purpose, but
does confuse predators.
The male is lemon yellow
and brighter than the female.
Adults have an extremely long
proboscis, which is perfect for
feeding from long tubular flowers usually inaccessible to other
butterflies.
This species peaks in numbers around late summer in the
coastal plain. In the fall, it
makes a massive southward
migration to Florida to overwinter. This yearly migration is
one of the Southeast’s most remarkable natural events. In
warmer winters, the caterpillar
can survive in North Carolina
and may emerge here in the
spring without migrating. Caterpillars eat senna, clovers, alfalfa
and other legumes. The chrysalis is girdled. The adult likes
many nectar plants, especially
red and purple flowers, such as
hibiscus, cassia and pentas.

Gray Hairstreak – Strymon melinus

This small butterfly is a member of
the Lycaenidae family, which includes
other hairstreaks, coppers, blues, and
harvesters.
Hairstreaks have a remarkable
defense against predators. Small hairlike tails on the end of the hind-wing
look like antennae and bright orange
eyespots look like its head. This false
head deflects predators from attacking
the vulnerable body. Depending on
the species, a hairstreak caterpillar
may have a relationship with ants that
can be mutualistic, parasitic, or predatory. Ants herd some slug-like hairstreak caterpillars like cattle, because
the caterpillars produce sugar-rich
honeydew that ants eat. Other hairstreak caterpillars live inside ant nests

by camouflaging themselves with
pheromones that mimic ant pheromones (ants communicate by pheromones). Some hairstreak caterpillars
prey on ant larvae for food. Hairstreaks have specialized glands that
produce the honeydew and ant-like
pheromones.
The Gray Hairstreak is fond of
flowers and often visits gardens, but it
really likes dry, sunny places. Its favorite host plant is cotton, and cotton
farmers consider it a pest. Other larval
host plants include mallows, strawberry, legumes, mints, and many other
plant species. It forms an unattached
chrysalis. Found statewide, this butterfly is in flight from spring to fall and
overwinters in the chrysalis.

