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Butterfly

Gardeners can help conserve

rban and suburban gardens are woefully
U short on butterflies. What can we do

about it? Until recently, advice on gar-
dening for butterflies was almost exclusively
devoted to a discussion of nectar plants that attract
adult butterflies. Nectar is their primary food
source, and most common butterflies are relatively
indiscriminate about where they get it. But the
adult butterfly is just one generation in the life-
cycle of its species. The larval stage we call a cater-
pillar does most of the growing, and so it is a much
more serious eater.

Caterpillars eat leaves. The idea of butterflies
sipping nectar may be a lot more appealing to the
gardener than caterpillars chomping foliage, but
without caterpillar food there would be no more
butterflies. Gardeners might wish that the larvae of
the butterflies they’d love to see will be doing their
feeding somewhere else. The time has come, how-
ever, for us to face the reality that “somewhere
else” is increasingly difficult to find.

Our yards typically don’t provide much in the
way of weeds and wildflowers, and “somewhere
else” (in the Willamette Valley, that means native
wetlands and savannas) has largely been replaced
with the monocultures of industrial agriculture that
have little to offer lepidopterans or any other
wildlife. Even the remnants of wild plant commu-
nities that quite recently persisted along roadsides
have been mostly wiped out by misguided highway
management. Some species are so particular about
what their larvae eat that relatively small efforts by
gardeners might make the difference between
extinction and survival for local populations.

Blues

these most colorful of insects.

That’s the opinion of Steve Northway, a past
president of the Corvallis Chapter of the Native
Plant Society of Oregon (NPSO), who has written:
“A truly amazing illustration of the value of back-
yard butterfly gardening is provided by the
Monarch butterfly, our only migratory butterfly
species. The Western flyway’s Monarch butter-
flies, which must pass through the Willamette
Valley, are now infrequently seen
here, but if the Willamette
Valley’s native Showy
Milkweed  (d4sclepias
speciosa) is planted ...
Monarch butterflies
and their big, tiger-
striped  caterpillars
appear almost magi-

cally.”
The  Monarch
caterpillar feeds

exclusively on milk-
weeds. There is another
important relationship
between Monarchs and milk-
weeds: predator defense. As Northway
describes it, “While the caterpillars feed on milk-
weed they accumulate in their bodies a bitter, high-
ly toxic glycoside. The milkweed glycoside stored
in the caterpillar’s tissues persists through meta-
morphosis, making the butterfly as well as the
caterpillar unappetizing and poisonous to preda-
tors.”

Monarchs encounter many different species of
milkweed in their long migration, and several

.

species of asclepias make acceptable caterpillar
food. But Asclepias speciosa, the milkweed that
was once abundant in the Willamette Valley, has a
high glycoside content, and naturalists suggest that
Valley butterfly gardeners should favor it. (You
need starts from more than one clone to produce
viable seed of your own, Northway tells me.)

One of Eugene’s last good stands of Asclepias
speciosus, near Chad and Crescent drives off
Coburg Road, was regularly visited by Monarchs
until it succumbed to development. Last fall I
asked Eric Wold, founder of the local chapter of the
North American Butterfly Association
(NABA) if Monarchs still visit the
Willamette Valley. Yes, he
replied, and the Eugene-
Springfield area is perhaps

the best place to see them.
“This year I've observed
them in my own small gar-

: den (near Cal Young in

~ ™™ North Eugene) and along
- 1-105, near the Mohawk
) exit in Springfield,” he said.

V So starting a milkweed colony

is a worthy idea if you can make
room for this beautiful but rather
aggressive plant.

A good strategy for suburbanites who
would just like to see more butterflies in the garden
is to observe what sort of butterflies visit the yard
and nearby places, then plant their preferred larval
foods. A pocket guide, compiled by Marta
Makarushka and recently published by the
Eugene-Springfield  Chapter of NABA
(www.naba.org) will make this job a whole lot eas-
ier: It will help you identify your winged visitors,
and indicates what their larvae eat. It describes 78
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butterflies that occur in Lane County, and the
regions where they are found.

A few common butterflies are generalists when
it comes to selecting a host plant to lay their eggs
on. The Painted Lady prefers thistles and checker-
mallow, but almost anything will do where they are
lacking. Some plant groups are popular with sev-
eral species, so planting them is a logical place to
start. Plants of the pea family (vetch, clover and
lupine for example) attract, among others, Eastern
Tailed Blue, Gray Hairstreak and Orange Sulphur.
(Lupines appeal to some specialists, a well:
Kincaide’s lupine is the exclusive host plant of the
imperiled Fender’s Blue.)

Checkermallows (sidalcea), are favored by
Common Checkered Skipper, Painted Lady and
Gray Hairstreak. Willow and alder trees support
many species, including Mourning Cloak and cer-
tain swallowtails. Anise Swallowtail, though, eats
members of the parsley family, which includes fen-
nel and cow parsnip. Other native plants that sup-
port several species include bunch grasses,
ceonothus, cascara and bleeding heart.

Here are some tips for encouraging butterflies
to use your garden:

Don’t use pesticides. Adopt a relaxed attitude to
caterpillars when they appear on your cultivated
plants. If someone is eating your parsley, plant more
next time. Leave some rough, weedy areas uncut,
and enrich them with popular caterpillar foods such
as pearly everlasting, thistles, vetch and lupine. Plant
host plants as generously as you can: Butterflies
may have to detect the plants from far away.

Provide water, in the form of mud or in shallow
containers with sloping sides. ew

For a longer version of this story, visit
www.eugeneweekly.com
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