
Butterflies Chat, page  1 

Chat and Additional Questions from GardenAtoZ.org Webinar 22:  
Cultivating Butterflies, the August 15, 2020 Weekend Walkabout 
 
At a very lively webinar we discussed lots of ways to attract and enjoy butterflies in a 
garden. Here is the chat that accompanied the live webinar, plus answers to questions 
still left when even overtime ran out. 
Topics index: bees and butterflies together,  

 black swallowtail host plants,  
butterfly identification,  
  butterfly ID pages,  
buying caterpillar-safe plants,  
deadheading milkweed, 
hand-raised caterpillars 
 caterpillar appetite,  
 caterpillar plants from grocery,  
 caterpillar safety,   
 cleaning up caterpillar frass,  
 feeding hand-raised caterpillars,  
 sometimes fail 
   hand-raised monarchs weaker 
  storing caterpillar fodder  
milkweed pests 
  earwigs eat caterpillars,   
 milkweed aphids,  
  milkweed beetles,   
milkweed 
  seedpods,  
 common species compared,  
  tussock moth,  
monarch 
  chrysalis examined,  
 monarch personality,   
pesticides 
 natural products ok? 
 can safely use Neem oil? 
 Roundup ok? 
 what products are safe to spray?,  
pipevine swallowtail,  
plant choices: 
 butterfly bush,  
  butterfly  plants  
 one milkweed dangerous, 
seedpods indicate pollinators present, 
yucca as caterpillar host, zinnias      

Off the butterflies topic but on our minds: 
maple's bark cracks, daisies browning out, flopping ornamental grass,  lacecap 
hydrangea, seed saving, time to transplant?, veg and bay have whitefly  
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Karen H : I just planted a butterfly & hummingbird garden, so I guess they will have to 
take their turns. They love the tithonia 

Janet & Steven: Tithonia is a great annual for butterflies, you're right. Just allow the 
room for a great big annual! The plant lists we gave you in your webinar outline 
are long but not all inclusive. When we present Cultivating Butterflies as a 
workshop we add participants' plant recommendations on the open lines. 
Tithonia is often the first-added annual. 

 Download this webinar outline that includes larval host plants for caterpillars as 
well as nectar plants for butterflies:  

  https://gardenatoz.org/media/42964/cultivatebutterflies2020s.pdf 
 We post all our webinar outlines for free download. Simply go to this page on our 

website, scroll down the list on our Webinar Audience Notes page and click on 
each you want: 

   https://gardenatoz.org/about-us/webinars-appearances-calendar/webinar-
audience-notes/ 

 Links do not function? Apologies. Right now as we create them for you they are 
being wonky and not working as we proofread, which may be our own internet 
connection, totally tied up in the lunges-ever job of uploading the webinar videos. 
We always include the full text of a link so you have the failsafe of being able to 
copy and paste the URL. 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
More plant notes below: 
 
Karen H : Butterflies love my Allium 'Millennium.' Remember that even though Black 

swallowtail butterfly caterpillars love Rue, you can have a reaction to it yourself. 
Sonja Nikkila : Indeed, Karen, me and my cousins reacted quite badly to it as kids.. 

Quite the rash, actually a burn from sunlight on the rue oil that got onto your 
skin. I keep wanting to grow it in my yard for the swallowtails but I decided it's 
not worth the risk, for myself or the friends' kids who are often here. More dill 
and parsley! 

Lizzie : Do you mean meadow rue or rue anemone 
Sonja Nikkila : Lizzie, we mean common rue (Ruta graveolens) 
BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
gretchen : What do you think about common milkweed in gardens?  It is invasive but I 

hate to pull it and try to clean it out. 
Sonja Nikkila : Gretchen, my mom told me not to do it in my yard because I'd regret it. 

But I've left two spots that send up a few shoots a year. We've been holding steady 
for about three years, but I also use them for foster fodder pretty consistently. 

Janet & Steven: Detailed explanation in the Chapter 1 chat. In short, don't put it into a 
garden. Grow it only where you can let it take over, mix into a whole field. 
Keeping it clipped down for fodder might slow it but it will spread and one day... 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
Karen H : I have a million tussock moth caterpillars on my milkweed. They are a crazy 

looking caterpillar! 

https://gardenatoz.org/media/42964/cultivatebutterflies2020s.pdf
https://gardenatoz.org/about-us/webinars-appearances-calendar/webinar-audience-notes/
https://gardenatoz.org/about-us/webinars-appearances-calendar/webinar-audience-notes/
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Sonja Nikkila : I just adopted one of those yesterday, Karen! They are WILD!  The moth 
they become is surprisingly muted, given their rock-star caterpillar state.¶ 

Karen H : I know, the moth they become is nothing compared to how fancy of a 
caterpillar they are! 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
Diane D : You showed a "golden banded skipper" but it is a silver spotted skipper. 

Epargyreus clarus. 
Janet & Steven: Thanks for the ID! We are looking anew at our references and agree. We 

will replace our "?gold banded" with silver spotted and the correct species name. 
Lizzie : Could that little beige butterfly, unidentified, be Coenonympha tullia inornata? 

Shouldn't be in your area (S. MI) .Occurs in N MI. 
Janet & Steven: Going to check it out... Yes! Thank you, Lizzie! Sometimes these 

butterfly identifications take us a long time. We owe you HOURS! Steven did not 
get a photo of that butterfly's upper wings but he did see them, and he has great 
visual recall - a photographer's talent - and says 90% sure the one he photo'd and 
we showed was the one we are now, thanks to you, seeing in books and on-line as 
Coenonympha tullia inornata, the inornate ringlet. We also notice that one of the 
photos of this species posted on the excellent insect reference for U.S. and 
Canada, bugguide.net, was taken in Macomb County, Michigan. Macomb is east 
of us but on the same north latitude line. A 2009 Natureserve newsletter 
mentions that this species seems to be expanding its range so we feel comfortable 
writing its name into our presentation for next-time showing. We have already 
edited and are uploading the August 15 webinar videos and unfortunately we 
cannot re-do all that work to print its name on that screen. But thanks to you its 
name does sound out in the Q&A.) What this also means is we must find another 
mystery butterfly to put into that place in our presentation where we make the 
point 'there are always more out there to discover.' That's a position we love to be 
in: seeking and learning new things. 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
shelley w : (Janet just displayed the photographic butterfly-caterpillar reference she and 

Steven made for themselves and offered it to email requests. See it at the end of 
Chapter 3.) Yes! A quick reference is what I long for! I forget too easily on similar 
butterflies. 

Janet & Steven: So do we, Shelley. Glad to share it, just friend to friend. 
BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
owner : What are some of the best zinnia single varieties to plant 
Janet & Steven: There re probably some great ones we don't know but we can 

recommend those we've grown, Park's Zinnia mix, and the pistachio green one. 
We grow both from seed sown into the garden at tulip-bloom time. We think 
more people should plant zinnias from seed for a late start. If you buy them 
already growing from a greenhouse in spring you are pretty much sure to have 
raging mildew problems by late summer. Yet late summer is when zinnias can 
shine most brightly. Starting from seed in the garden they don't germinate until 
it's warm enough - sometime in June, for us - and are stocky new-blooming 
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plants by mid-August. All you need do is watch for them where you seeded them, 
and thin them as they sprout.  

OK, post-webinar and searching: It's a Park Seed mix and I think it was "Stupendous 
Mix." No, Steven is here with the Park's catalog, showing me it's Profusion AAS 
Mix - all single-flowered, under 2'. But we are not seeing the green one we like so 
much. Shame on us for not growing it yet at this new house and not noticing it 
would be one of the varieties that slips away to make room for new stuff... Wait, 
no there it is, it's Burpee seed, not Parks. (Park Seed and Burpee seed, we have 
grown so much from both!) And of course, the name is Envy. Envy green zinnias. 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
althea : You show a lot of pictures of Butterfly bush . I thought they were not an effective 

host plant. 
Sonja Nikkila : Althea, buddleia (butterfly bush) is a PHENOMENAL nectar plant. We 

plant it for the adults, not the larvae. And hummingbirds also like buddleia! 
Janet & Steven: We hear butterfly bush dissed as a non-native invasive plant but we 

defend it. It is not native, true. It can be invasive, true (by seed). But it’s just one 
of many non-natives in the average garden that provide nectar to butterflies: tall 
phlox, zinnias, even milkweeds from other continents. And many natives are 
invasive, even more so than Buddleia. Where butterfly bush spreads to the 
detriment of natives, it shouldn't be grown. That'd be in desert and very dry 
places because butterfly bush can populate gravel railroad embankments and 
mine spoils (it's even used for first-stage reclamation on the accumulated debris 
from mines called stamp sands). In an average garden it's a reasonable citizen 
and an exemplary nectar source. Seedlings may or may not show up, a few or a 
lot, same as from daisies and blackeye Susan. What counts for us is that we can 
often count a dozen butterflies, six different species of bees and a hummingbird 
all working a single butterfly bush at summer's end, just the time of year when 
nectar sources can be scarce. 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
Lizzie : There is an annual tropical milk weed that will lure migrating Monarchs into 

staying up north. A Greek milkweed, looks like a thistle. 
Janet & Steven: We hadn't heard about this one, Lizzie. Thanks.  
 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6724006/ 
 At issue is the subtropical milkweed, Asclepias curassavica. It has bicolor orange 

and yellow flowers. It's native to the Caribbean and South- and Central America 
but has been planted in the U.S. Deep South, escaped to the wild and occurs in 
quantity there. When monarchs migrate they should pass through the U.S. to 
Mexico and wait to resume egg-laying until the next spring. However, some have 
begun remaining all winter in the Gulf States and having a steady nectar source, 
resume breeding during winter. Over the last 20 years year-round, non-stop 
breeding monarch colonies have developed in a number of areas. All of those 
areas have Asclepias curassavica in common. 

 This might seem a good thing, to have more areas where monarchs can winter over. 
After all, the Mexican habitat the winter monarchs need is being wiped out. But 
monarchs are not meant to keep breeding through winter. When they do, it turns 
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out a protozoan parasite of theirs can breed, too, and get the upper hand. In 
short, monarchs that do not give up sex for winter become unhealthy, and a non-
native, escaped-from gardens milkweed is to blame. 

 What a mess we gardeners can cause! 
 We think we need to remove "Greek milkweed" from this discussion, though. A. 

curassavica usually goes by the common names tropical milkweed, blood flower 
or Mexican butterfly weed (ironically, it is an introduced plant in Mexico, not a 
native there). As for looking like thistle, there are 100 or more native milkweed 
species in the Americas and there may be some among them that look thistle but 
that description doesn't fit A. curassavica, which we have seen. We grew it in our 
Detroit Zoo garden one year (it doesn't keep blooming late into fall here; too 
cold.) and don't think people would associate it with thistle. 

 There is a native milkweed species (Asclepias speciosa) or showy milkweed that is 
also called Greek milkweed even though it is native in the Great Lakes and clear 
west to the Rockies. It's not an annual, though. Until we can talk with you more 
to see the connection, we will not look further at it. 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
Sonja Nikkila : Hah. Janet just said caterpillars progress from tiny chewing damage to a 

leaf a day. Make that MULTIPLE leaves a day! 
BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
Karen N. : I have a Monarch fluttering right outside the window.  I think he wants to 

hear this part of the presentation! 
Sonja Nikkila : Karen, I firmly believe monarchs KNOW that we love them. They are 

such attention hounds. 
BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
Lynette : My common milkweed has something very sticky all over the plant.  It's 

covered the plant every year. 
Sonja Nikkila : I'd guess aphids are to blame, Lynette. 
Lynette : I've seen no sign of aphids. I've looked for them. 
Janet & Steven: Other insects can create sticky residue and there are other insects that 

live on milkweed. Milkweed beetle, but beetles don't usually cause stickiness. 
Milkweed plant bugs might. Usually stickiness traces to some kind of aphid or 
scale, including soft scale like mealybug. And there is always the chance the 
stickiness is coming from an overhanging plant loaded with aphids or scale. 
Anyone with patio furniture under a locust tree or a linden knows about sticky 
coatings on the furniture from the insects in the tree... 

 Wait - could be milkweed plant bugs, (large milkweed bug Oncopeltus fasciatus, and 
small milkweed bug Lygaeus kalmii) causing sap flow at each of the many tiny 
points where they suck. Milkweed sap itself is very sticky stuff. 

 bugguide.net images. A good internet reference: 
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 Bugs are a group of insects - it's a legitimate name! - that suck sap and do not go 

through complete metamorphose like caterpillars do. Bugs do not enter a pupal 
state and emerge as a totally different creature. But they can change deceptively 
during their gradual metamorphosis. See that they look orange when young and 
flightless (above, right), before they have wings? 

 

 
 
 
 Two additional items: Milkweed aphids, the orange ones we all see now and then, 

are AKA oleander aphids Aphis nerii. Some people feel it is good to control them 
because the resulting sooty mold - a fungus that grows on liquid insect excrement 
- is not good for caterpillars to eat. Rinsing the foliage with forceful clean water is 
suggested as monarch eggs are pretty well attached, aphids and their droppings 
less so. This carries a second benefit, of cleaning the leaf. Any plant with leaves 
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darkened by sooty mold is a plant living in reduced light, reduced energy, because 
the fungus layer acts like a dirty window. 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
michele : where do the monarch caterpillar go to make a chrysalis? 
Sonja Nikkila : (On the plant or nearby plants or objects. Explained and shown in the 

webinar video Chapter 2.) 
 
chermann : will butterfly weed rebloom if spent blossoms are cut off? 
Janet & Steven We've kept swamp milkweed blooming by deadheading, and orange 

milkweed. Not sure of others. 
iPad : the field milkweed does flower again, there is a Michigan state study this year 

cutting it down to get it to rebloom 
Bill & Roy : Michigan State University is conducting an experiment this year where 

they're asking people to cut back their Common MW, but leave some. I have 
noticed Monarchs laying eggs on the new leaf shoots after cutting the plants back. 
Will start doing this every year! 

Janet & Steven: Do the plants form new flowers, though? I can understand cutting it 
back to get new shoots more attractive to egg-laying monarchs. Sounds like the 
answer the MSU experiment is seeking is "Can we cut this plant back and get 
viable new shoots, new caterpillar fodder?" Practical, since the leaves benefit the 
butterfly species more than the flowers. But we were talking about deadheading 
to get more bloom. That makes the question, "if cut back AFTER bloom does it 
bloom again?" That's our current question. I will keep checking, or maybe 
someone from this group will go cut back a bloomed-out field milkweed right 
now and watch it to see if it develops new flowering shoots... 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
dcf : I have two butterfly weed plants that now have very tall seed pods. Are they best 

left there. 
Janet & Steven: If you want to harvest seed, yes. But the caterpillars and butterflies do 

not need the seeds or the pod. Some seed pods harbor caterpillars - yucca moth in 
yucca seed pods, for instance - but we do not know of any insect linked with 
milkweed seed pods. Not to say there isn't one. For every plant at least one insect 
species has developed! 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
Lizzie : (In the webinar, Janet expressed concern over so few seed pods developing on 

the milkweeds this year.) I have pods on the butterfly weed; they appear long 
after the  blossoms are done. 

Janet & Steven: Yes it does take time for the milkweed seed pod to develop yet it is there 
right after blooms fade, just as the swell that will become the much larger tomato 
or apple is there on its plant as the tomato- or apple flower petals fall. What we 
are seeing this year are the majority of flowers on any one plant are not being 
pollinated, and so there is no seed pod, nascent or otherwise. Where there might 
in a better year be 10 or 12 seed pods per plant there are 1 or 2... or none. Since 
butterflies are the primary pollinators of most milkweeds - with legs long enough 
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and strong enough to fall into and yank up out of the flower's trap door - low 
pollination means these pollinators were lacking. It may not be the case 
everywhere but since we have noted it in several places within our beat it does 
catch our attention. 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
michele : will the milkweed beetle hurt the plants or other plants? 
Janet & Steven They feed only on milkweed so other plants, no. If there happens to be a 

really heavy infestation the beetles might decimate one milkweed cluster or even 
one stand, but only the aboveground part. We cannot even imagine a beetle horde 
so immense and long-enduring that it could kill off this plant that is actually a 
huge underground web of starch-laden roots! 

 So milkweed beetles don't hurt the plants any more than caterpillars do. However, 
we do suspect they sometimes eat caterpillar eggs, not deliberately but as 
collateral damage. 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
Nancy G: field milkweed, common milkweed, what is the difference? 
Janet & Steven: Details in webinar Chapter 3. In short: field milkweed and common 

milkweed may be the same plant. Common names can be confusing. Some people 
who grew up where field milkweed Asclepias syriacus, is the one in all the local 
fields so people there may call it common milkweed. Meanwhile in a prairie State 
people may call prairie milkweed (A. sullivantii) or showy milkweed (A. speciosa) 
by the name common milkweed. Every Asclepias species is related but different, 
like the colors and size of the bird species called lesser goldfinch differs from the 
American goldfinch. In plants the differences go to the roots as well as leaves and 
flowers. Orange milkweed has orange or yellow flowers and a stay-put tap root 
while field milkweed blooms pinkish and has a running root and swamp 
milkweed flowers are mauve-purple and below it has a radiating web of roots 
from a single crown. 

Bill & Roy : Prairie Milkweed is also a great Monarch host to have. We always get lots of 
eggs on ours. 

Nancy G : What about swamp milkweed, does it need lots of water? 
Janet & Steven: Swamp milkweed can grow in a swamp. Like many wetland plans it 

forms a shallow wide root system to help it stand up on soggy soil and do most of 
its living in the upper layer where the most oxygen is. It's also cool to contemplate 
when you dig and move it. The roots are almost rubbery, waterproof along most 
of their length. They take water up only from the tips. We see it in so many 
wetland plants that need a wide root system to stand upright but cannot afford to 
be wetter than a certain level so the roots won't rot. All that said, swamp 
milkweed (did we say it's Asclepias incarnata?) can grow quite nicely in a normal 
garden. It's not great in a droughty garden but in your average garden it's a 
peach. 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
Bill & Roy : I'm on a Facebook group for raising butterflies and moths and the 

entomologist that runs this group has shared articles that reared Monarchs are 
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smaller than Monarchs that grow in the wild. She went on to say that most reared 
Monarchs don't make it to Mexico for the fall migration, where Monarchs not 
raised have a much better chance to make it. Have you heard this theory? Is this 
correct?? 

Janet & Steven: We have heard this but are not convinced. Yet even if we become 
convinced, even if ALL hand-raised monarchs are smaller, look at all the people 
they turned to the Light. Plus, even if these butterflies cannot make it to Mexico 
(hmm; isn't it a multi-generational migration?) and the nurture they received 
caused them to be smaller, aren’t their genes still good and aren't the mating they 
accomplish and the eggs they lay worth something?  

 We have worried more about people ravishing milkweed stands, taking every egg 
they can find. We read about this or hear people talking or see facebook posts 
exclaiming how many eggs a person gathered and wonder why, what do they 
think they are accomplishing? But most people don't do that and we figure the 
egg or two the average person raises may be one more egg that makes it to 
adulthood, saved from parasites and predators and crushing by dirt bikes... 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
gretchen : So, this year in my tidy gardening phase I cut my yucca off as soon as the 

white blossoms were spent.  Did I inadvertently ruin a butterfly's home?  How do 
I balance tidiness and insect flourishing? 

Janet & Steven : It is possible you cut away a moth's eggs.  If your yucca forms seeds, 
then there are yucca moths around. It is almost impossible to garden and also 
preserve everything Nature gets going on. We don’t think yucca moth is 
endangered (have you driven I-94 on the west side of Michigan to see all the wild 
yuccas growing on the sides of the highway? It's NOT a Michigan native but it's 
made itself right at home here and many other new places for its species. Its moth 
has expanded its range as a result. 

 As for neatness, and butterfly nurturing, everyone must establish their own balance. 
You might leave ONE stalk to ripen seed on your yuccas. Or grow some yucca in a 
non-spotlit place, and let those stems stay. Or you might put yucca moth into 
your radar and change how you garden if you hear its a species in trouble or very 
valuable for something we did not formerly know. 

 Yuccas and yuccas moths are dependent on each other. It's a cool dependency you 
can read about: 

  https://www.fs.fed.us/wildflowers/pollinators/pollinator-of-the-
month/yucca_moths.shtml 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
Barbara : I see that you have the plants in water (to feed caterpillars being raised 

indoors). Are you concerned that the caterpillars will fall into the water and 
drown? Do you have some mesh or wax paper to prevent them from falling into 
the water?  

Sonja: Answered at the end of Chapter 2. Yes cover the opening/ the water but do not 
assume a caterpillar under water is dead. 

Bill & Roy : I put my cuttings to feed the caterpillars in floral tubes to keep the cats from 
getting into the water. 

https://www.fs.fed.us/wildflowers/pollinators/pollinator-of-the-month/yucca_moths.shtml
https://www.fs.fed.us/wildflowers/pollinators/pollinator-of-the-month/yucca_moths.shtml
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Kay N : I cover the jar or vase with aluminum foil and push the stems or leaves through 
small holes created with a lobster pick. 

Janet & Steven : We tried so many ways to cover the water but ever we made mistakes! 
Foil and plastic good solutions. Just remember to replace them each time you 
change the water! Important to change the water. Oxygen level falls in water 
where plants are decomposing, and the plant needs oxygenated water. 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
shelley w: can we do the same with swallowtails? bring them in with host plant? I was 

fearful my swallowtails were too exposed. 
Janet & Steven : Yes you can foster almost any caterpillar. Black swallowtails were ours 

and Sonja's first fosters. Very easy. 
 Warning: You must have larval plants to keep clipping and bring in as they need 

more food. We gave a black swallowtail caterpillar to a friend for his kids to 
"learn pet care responsibility." However, they had no dill or fennel in their yard 
and it seemed the caterpillars would not accept that other larval food, queen 
Anne’s lace. So my co-worker friend and I ended up doing the pet care. I would 
cut and deliver larval food stems to our friend when I saw him at work and he 
would take the food home. It did NOT teach his kids pet care! 

 And about that queen Anne’s lace rejection: Some people have said that they have 
switched caterpillars to different plants within a larval food group - taken a 
caterpillar from dill and gotten it to eat rue or queen Anne’s lace. We were not 
successful when we that, nor was the friend we just told you about. Maybe the 
queen Anne’s lace he gathered was from a roadside where herbicide had been 
applied and the caterpillars rejected the chemical residue. We do not know. Since 
we do not want to sacrifice any caterpillars we foster, we feed them whatever 
plant species their mama butterfly laid them on. 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
Barbara : can you collect and freeze milkweed to use in an emergency? Or refrigerate 

cuttings?  
Bill & Roy : I have heard that yes you can! 
Janet & Steven: The companies that ship painted lady caterpillars for kids to raise, ships 

them with freeze-dried pellets to eat. These are painted ladies, not American 
ladies. The painted ladies have a much larger group of larval food plants so 
maybe are not fussy... 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
shelley w: I was very excited to find a black swallowtail caterpillar on my lovage plant. 

So it's a larval food plant, too?. 
Janet & Steven : That is exciting! Lovage (Levisticum officinale) is a perennial herb, a 

celery substitute. It's a statuesque long lived beauty of a foliage plant for a 
perennial garden and - joy! - it is in the carrot family with dill, parsley, fennel and 
rue. We like to put lovage into perennial gardens but we have been overlooking 
its family connection. Now we are glad to know it can host black swallowtails, too. 
Thanks! 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
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tina c : how can we identify if nursery stock has been raised chemical-free/pollinator 

supporting? 
Janet & Steven : Ask. Some growers have caught on to our desire for pesticide free 

flowering plants and are including on the label "No neonicotinoids used in 
production." We still ask as the label may have come from the production nursery 
and the seller may have deviated from that program. And pesticides other than 
the systemic neonicotinoides may have been used. 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
ipad: What about buying plants from the grocery for caterpillars, bunches of dill there, 

or parsley. 
Janet & Steven : Be careful of store-bought dill for caterpillar food. Those plants may 

have been raised with pesticides. Even organically-grown (able to claim the label) 
may have had "natural" pesticides applied and have residue that is not healthy for 
a caterpillar. (Sonja covers this also, explaining it is best to grow your own unless 
you have a very close and trusting relationship with a farmer's market grower, so 
you can believe it if they say the plants are clean, no pesticides, no bleach.) 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
Bill & Roy : Has anyone raised Pipevine Swallowtails? I love to hear them crunching on 

the leaves. Such a neat sound! 
Janet & Steven : Brenda Dziedzic has raised pipevine swallowtail, and many butterfly 

association members have - they sometimes share their chrysalises by mail.  
 Brenda's butterfly book: highly recommended! On our outline. 
 We are envious of you, Bill & Roy. We planted Dutchman’s pipe in hope of getting 

those butterflies but never did. It is why we know some enthusiasts swap 
chrysalises by mail - we considered that way of starting a population. We decided 
against it when we got back to our original intent, which is to support the 
caterpillars and butterflies that can occur in our area. We figure if they are 
around, if we have a viable local population, they will eventually find us.  

 As for hearing them crunching, that always stops us in our tracks when we realize 
we are hearing insects chew. Sometimes it's scary. Janet realized one summer 
night the buzzing she was hearing was the sound of elm leaf beetles chewing in 
the neighbor's elm tree, and couldn't handle standing under the tree once she 
realized how many hundred thousands of beetles must be there above our heads. 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
mary h : I am late in joining the zoom today so maybe you have already discussed this.  I 

am having a sad experience this year in raising swallowtails.  Had many 
caterpillars on my dill plants.  Only 1 hatched into a butterfly.  3 hatched into 
parasitic wasps and the rest did not hatch at all. 

Bill & Roy : when I learned that only 1 in 100 butterfly eggs make it to adulthood I 
started raising some Swallowtails, Question Marks, etc. 

Janet & Steven : It is something that can happen, these losses to parasites and in a way 
it's good. It tells you there is a great balance in your yard. And to Bill & Roy's note 
re 1:100 survival rate, when you see how many eggs some insects lay and for that 
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matter how many seeds some plants produce, aren't you glad they do not all 
make it?! Nature arranges abundance so at least a few can run the gamut of all 
the interconnected strands in the food web. 

 The reality of caterpillar-parasite/predator relationship is why we like to collect 
eggs IMMEDIATELY as we see the butterfly lay them. Because the predators like 
parasitic wasps can follow within minutes. They are watching for laying 
butterflies, too. 

 Bottom line: Keep at it. We all have good and bad years but either way we learn and 
grow! 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
Kay N : (In the webinar, Sonja just said a person needs to get in the habit of cleaning up 

caterpillar droppings, AKA frass.) A friend gave me a very small hand-held 
vacuum and it is great for sucking up frass without changing the toweling 
underneath. 

Janet & Steven : Good tip, Kay 
BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
michele : do earwigs eat small monarch caterpillars? 
Janet & Steven : Yes, earwigs can eat small caterpillars. They can eat small slugs. 

Anything that can pierce that rubberiness of a slug can tackle a caterpillar. 
BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
Barbara : does anyone know what the gold dots on the chrysalis is made of?  
Janet & Steven : Great question - what the dots are made of. May be the same material 

that creates the scales on the wings. 
 Post-webinar, wondering what others may have found out - we know you-all also go 

digging for info in interesting places! From monarchjointventure.org: 
  "Interestingly, all danaine butterflies (monarchs and their relatives) have metallic spots on them. 

... They are not metallic (so they aren't really gold), but the cells reflect light like metals do, giving 
them the appearance of being metallic. Other danaids have silver, copper, or gold spots." 

 And whoa, go look at these articles, about an environmental PhD who determined 
the spots are oxygen entry ports and a whole lot more  about developing 
monarchs: 

  https://lancasteronline.com/sports/local-scientist-unravels-mysteries-inside-a-
butterfly-chrysalis/article_cd71722b-e539-5b48-bef2-692c798aa9d2.html 

 or 
  https://evolutionnews.org/2012/01/peering_into_th/ 
BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 

Judith: How about using other “natural” products other than pyrethrum? (Janet 
explains in Chapter 1 that the natural neuro-toxin, pyrethrum as well as the 
synthetic copies, pyrethroids, are both deadly to caterpillars.) 

Janet and Steven: If it kills an insect it is an insecticide. Butterflies and caterpillars can 
be hurt by a general insecticide, natural or synthetic. Household and organic 
herbicides and fungicides can also affect insects, as do labeled pesticides. Just do 
not use any. Use natural balance, encourage natural predators, make any 

https://lancasteronline.com/sports/local-scientist-unravels-mysteries-inside-a-butterfly-chrysalis/article_cd71722b-e539-5b48-bef2-692c798aa9d2.html
https://lancasteronline.com/sports/local-scientist-unravels-mysteries-inside-a-butterfly-chrysalis/article_cd71722b-e539-5b48-bef2-692c798aa9d2.html
https://evolutionnews.org/2012/01/peering_into_th/
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pesticide use, organic, alternative or conventional, a last resort and keep the 
target very narrow. 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
Kay N : Neem oil was recommended to deter red lily beetles. Have been afraid to use it. 

What do you think? 
Janet & Steven: (Making warding-off motions) Lily leaf beetle. Argh! We've dealt with it 

in Massachusetts gardens and hoped it wouldn't get to Michigan on our watch 
but it's here. Another exotic pest working its way across the New World. Very 
destructive, very hard to control unless you are very dedicated.  

 Neem, the extract from a lilac-relative tree native to the Indian subcontinent, 
contains chemicals that act like insect hormones. We call such things insect 
growth regulators. Insects that ingest it find themselves trapped in juvenile form. 
Insects molt and step out of their old skin to grow, but these growth regulators 
prevent that. The insect can't mature to adulthood and if they grow against 
unyielding skin, they are pretty much squashed, imploded. It is a "natural 
insecticide" effective against most insects and because it can be absorbed into a 
leaf it has a lasting effect, killing not only the insects that feed on that leaf now 
but days from now.  

 Neem would kill caterpillars that ate it/ate a leaf containing it. If you can target lily 
foliage only with neem, it could kill beetles that feed on the lily but not the 
caterpillars eating the adjacent lilac (tiger swallowtail) or globe thistle (painted 
lady). We cannot recall whether neem can be absorbed through plants' roots. 
Check that. If it can, avoid getting it on the ground. Many plants' roots spread far 
from their bases so it wouldn't be unusual for other perennials, shrubs and trees 
to be sharing the soil around your lilies. 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
Judith L : Is ANY kind of insect/disease preventing spray (e.g., neem oil to protect 

roses) safe for butterflies? 
Janet & Steven: Some biological insect controls are okay because they target only 

specific, non-moth, non-butterfly species. For instance, ladybugs are not usually 
going to attack caterpillars - they specialize in eating their way through mobs of 
aphids or scale. Some beneficial nematodes are used, introduced into the soil, 
because they burrow into beetle grubs and kill them, and those nematodes do not 
attack butterfly and moth larvae that pupate in the soil. The bacteria that kills 
mosquitoes does not infect caterpillars (although a related bacteria does kill 
caterpillars). Mealybug destroyers hunt and kill mealybugs. Etc.  

 But if a biological control, a plant extract, or a chemical agent can kill a range of 
insects, by any of the methods insecticides employ, it can kill caterpillars. Soap 
kills by dissolving the bodies of soft insects - what a way to die! Oil smothers 
them, once coated, they cannot breathe. And we avoid chemicals that leave a 
residue on leaf or flower or nectar that our desirable insects eat or drink, as 
fungicide does, and animal repellents do. (Ever taste either one? Bitter in the 
extreme. No wonder the hummingbird veers away. And fungicide as an inhaled 
dust is way harmful in the lungs.)  
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 So we do not use pesticides in our garden. Period. We encourage a balance of 
natural predators to keep down harmful insect populations. We squash Japanese 
beetles and trap slugs under cardboard in spring. We rinse aphids off with water 
or squash them. We do not spend an inordinate amount of time doing these 
things in any garden we tend but the gardens are healthy and beautiful. And safe 
homes for butterflies. 

 When others ask us for help applying pesticides as safely as possible we tell them 
what we told all of you in our Diagnosing Problems webinar: Know what you are 
fighting. Choose the tactic that will have the narrowest impact, preferably on the 
pest only. 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
Diane D : I don't use Roundup, but occasionally I will find my husband spraying some 

weeds when I'm not looking. What have you found Roundup to affect? I am 
concerned about the birds, insects and caterpillars in particular. 

Karen N. : Wondering about Roundup too... 
Sonja Nikkila : Hi Diane, Karen. I'll make sure this gets into the notes for the chat 

transcript, because it's a complicated question that we're still learning about. Our 
family's answer is DO NOT USE PESTICIDES where you want butterflies but the 
science behind what is affected will probably keep evolving. 

Janet & Steven: As Sonja sums it: DON'T.  
 We are not thinking primarily of insects when we object to Roundup or other 

herbicides. Our first objection is on our own behalf. See below. But we are 
suspicious of these products as regards insects. Roundup's active ingredient - 
glyphosate, the original Roundup (see below) - changes the molecular structure 
of the starch the leaf creates, rendering it insoluble. Starches passed to the roots 
cannot be used, roots die, the plant dies. Insects are eating plant matter. Do we 
know how the altered starch affects them? Roundup can build up in organic 
matter in the soil and be absorbed through roots - some of the "New" Roundups 
do this deliberately by compounding glyphosate and other chemicals, but even 
the glyphosate alone can do it. It does not persist in soil, the manufacturer 
assures us. Splitting hairs - it binds to the organic component of soil, not the 
mineral matter. So can trifluralin, the active ingredient in Preen, persist and 
concentrate. It is not supposed to harm established plants but does. We have seen 
this residual effect and we have talked to many professional gardeners in public- 
and botanical gardens who have seen it, and heard it described by Ohio State 
professor emeritus King (hold on, we are working on recalling his first name - 
Elton?) as an effect that "proving it, we have that. Getting the people that count to 
believe it, another matter." So when plants near a herbicide spray area receive 
runoff water or overspray, aren't insects going to be affected, at the very least 
because they are eating plants that are not healthy but dying? 

 If you purchase Roundup/glyphosate-based products, read carefully before applying 
because since the original glyphosate patent expired, manufacturers are 
combining it with all kinds of other chemicals that synergistically change the 
effect. Some of the new Roundup products kill desirable plants, are easily 
absorbed through roots and act in other ways that alarm us. See retired 
Extension prof. Dr. Dave Roberts' writings on line. 
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 Our main objections to chemical herbicides are practical:  
1) We must watch the plants die. Sorry. We are in this to see plants live.  
2) In many cases, in the time it takes for a chemical to do its killing, we could've 
manually cleared the area, planted and be already enjoying a garden.  
3) Herbicides do not work quickly on badly weed-infested areas. The terrible 
weeds that do not dig or pull easily do not die any more quickly when treated with 
herbicide than if we repeatedly cut or pulled them. Each time they are treated 
with herbicide some of the root dies - depends on how much the plant's existing 
leaf surface could absorb, synthesize and deliver to the roots. Some of the roots 
stay alive, resprout and must be treated again. And again.  
4) Sometimes, even often, multiple weed species occupy a site and do not emerge 
or grow in synch with each other. Apply an herbicide to that area in spring when 
the quack grass emerges and you will not touch the bindweed or (admit it, it's 
done) milkweed that waits for warmer soil. 

 Our suspicions about Roundup have to do with its long term effects on humans. 
Lately we have heard there is mounting evidence of links to cancers. Testing of 
pesticides has centered on effect to humans. If this kind of effect could go unseen, 
what of the effects to other living things? We continue to use other methods and 
we have not regretted it despite dealing with many weedy situations. We do not 
tell anyone else not to use one of the most widely used chemicals in the world, 
applied to almost every farm field on every continent, we only try to give people 
things to consider before using Roundup. 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
michele : I wonder if butterflies will go to a plant that has bees on it. 
Sonja Nikkila : Michele, my butterflies and bees seem to coexist fairly peaceably! 
Janet & Steven: Steven just took some photos of butterflies and bees on orange 

milkweed flowers. Bumblebee and butterfly kept working without seeming to 
notice each other. When two cricket catcher wasps showed up - these are one of 
those big mean-looking metallic blue-black wasps - the butterfly left. Could be the 
cricket catchers were just so much bigger and took up so much room they jostled 
the butterfly where the bee did not. Or could be the butterfly avoids cricket 
catchers. Or maybe the butterfly was ready to move on. 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
Off topic, but on our minds... 
 
shelley w : will you be doing a webinar on bringing seeds in? 
Janet & Steven: We didn't schedule anything just on seeds. In the fall we touch on it 

during Art of Fall Clean-up. In January there are seed-saving and seed-growing 
bits in the Ins & Outs of Plants. But we will have to save Growing from Seed for 
our 2021-2022 season. 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
shelley w : I have white fly on my culinary bay tree. how do I treat it safely? 
Diane D: I, like Shelley, have white fly in my vegetable garden. Would love any 

suppression suggestions. 
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Janet & Steven: If you can move a single plant like the bay - I assume it is in a container 
you bring in for winter - then bring it to a place where no other plants are and use 
soap, every 4 or 5 days for two weeks. This is what we mean by if you must use a 
pesticide, do it in a way where the target is very narrow - other plants will not be 
involved. Maybe put the bay on the patio. Pick a shady place to reduce the risk of 
burning the leaves. Cover the soil in the pot with plastic wrap to keep pesticides 
out of its soil - whitefly does not live in the soil. Then apply a soap to the leaves 
and trunk, coating both upper and undersides of leaves. Let the soap sit on the 
leaves to soften to death any adults and juvenile whitefly it contacted, and also 
work on any egg cases. Then after 20 minutes, rinse the plant and return it to its 
growing spot. In four or five days, repeat the process to kill whitefly that came 
from eggs not killed, and again after 4 or 5 days to kill any eggs laid by adults that 
escaped. 

 As for suggestions for controlling whitefly in an immovable vegetable  garden: 
  #1 might be to switch to a different nursery/greenhouse. Or thoroughly clean your 

own conservatory if you have one and are growing your veg plants there to set 
out. Whitefly does not overwinter outdoors in the northeast or Midwest. It comes 
in every year on plants, from infested greenhouses. All greenhouses get whitefly, 
some control it better. And it can be controlled without pesticides. See #2. 

 #2 Yellow sticky traps and the parasitic wasp Encarsia formosa do great damage to 
whitefly. We have been told growers set out the yellow sticky cards (you can make 
them with goo smeared onto yellow plastic squares) and as they set them out on 
sticks into the pots so the cards are above the leaves, they riffle or shake the 
plants to agitate any whitefly, which fly up and notice the yellow. Very attractive 
to a white fly.  

 #3 Follows along that attraction-to-yellow line: Janet may have read something but 
cannot find it now (in HortNews, maybe, or Harrowsmith, remember those 
1980's gems?), about putting dishwashing-size yellow plastic tubs under the 
plants, with a shallow layer of soapy water in each tub. No suds. Whiteflies see 
through to yellow, are attracted, land and cannot leave. 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
Jack : we have a 30 year old red maple that is losing its bark  help! 
Janet & Steven: Take a look at our issue 68 of What's Coming Up -  the link below you 

can download it in PDF: 
 https://gardenatoz.org/whats-up/ensemble-editions/late-fall/whats-up-68/ 
 That explains in more detail what we skim through here: 
 If it is a Japanese redleaf maple the problem is probably winter exposure. Shade the 

trunk every winter all winter from south and west sun. First cracks occur about 4 
years after winter damage begins. More and more bark cracks because the 
cambium below it which should be producing new bark cells every year as well as 
new wood, those cells are killed. Eventually so much of the circumference 
cambium is killed so that the tree dies, usually in a hot period in midsummer. 

 If the maple is a red maple (native North American Acer rubrum of fall color fame) 
or a purple leaf Norway maple such as 'Crimson King', the bark damage is 
probably associated with a damaged main root - cut off too close to the trunk in a 
production transplant, girdled, cut by construction, etc. The cut root takes a while 
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to rot but eventually that rot extends up into trunk, cambium there dies, bark 
splits. The worsening of that kind of split cannot be warded off, but you can do 
other things to make the rest of the tree grow with great vigor. Sometimes the 
tree grows quickly enough to wall off the damage and lives to old age as a tree 
with a basal hollow or opening. 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
Carol : Panicum Heavy Metal has flopped badly can I just cut it down? 
Janet & Steven: Yup! Mow it. All the grasses can be mowed, except perhaps the 

evergreens, blue oat grass (Helictotrichon), blue fescue (Festuca), and the 
evergreen Carex species. 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
Susan S : Can you divide or transplant perennials now? 
Janet & Steven: Yes. 
Stacy B-P: I have 2 hydrangeas, planted earlier this year, which are just popping out of 

the ground. Their roots are showing. 
Janet & Steven: Replant them. It's now late summer which means it is a good time for 

transplanting, and re-planting. 
BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
Kay N: what do you think about Hydrangea serrata? 
Janet & Steven: That's the lacecap hydrangea, and one of the species involved in the 

hybrids we call the blue- and pink mophead hydrangeas. We like them. 
Unfortunately like the other parent of the mopheads, the bigleaf hydrangea, 
lacecaps are not reliably hardy in zone 5 or much anywhere in the middle of the 
continent. Roots live , tops die most winters and so there is not bloom. But try it- 
you may have a warm microclimate. Not far from where you are is a man who 
tells us H. serrata 'Lady in Red' grows and blooms fine for him and he, an expert 
plantsman, considers it one of his finest plants. 

BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 
Karen H : What can I do for daisies that have some fungal disease. They are turning 

brown. 
Janet & Steven: Cut them down and get rid of the debris. That's mildew at work. It has 

become High Mildew Season. 
BACK TO TOPICS LIST 
 


