Butterfly Kisses

Looking for something fun and educational to do with the kids this summer? Raising caterpillars correctly is a great way to teach responsibility and respect to living things.  This is how to do it:
1.  Research butterfly host plants. Host plants are the plants the caterpillars feed on.  Caterpillars are very picky eaters; they usually eat only one type of plant.  If their host plant is not available they will starve and die, so it is very important to provide your caterpillar with the correct host plant.  Planting 2 or 3 host plants should be enough to entice a butterfly to lay her eggs there. 

2.  Check the plants daily for caterpillars or very tiny eggs, which are usually on the underside of the leaf.  Once you see the caterpillars munching on the host plant, you simply dig up that plant with the caterpillars in tow. 

The caterpillars should remain on the host plant; they usually have a tight grip but be sure you don't drop any in the process.  Should you drop one, simply pick it up and place it back onto the host plant.

3.  Setting up the caterpillar habitat.  Prepare a 5 gallon aquarium with about 4 inches of garden soil and plant the host plant, with the caterpillars, right into the soil. Place the screened lid on top to keep the caterpillars in the aquarium.  Keep the host plant well watered and alive.  Place the aquarium out of direct sunlight.  

4.  Check your caterpillar habitat daily to insure there are enough leaves for the caterpillars to nibble on.  Plant another host plant in the aquarium if the caterpillars need more food.

5.  Provide a stick or two for the caterpillars to explore.  When they are done eating and ready to form a chrysalis they will either use the stick, the screen top, or a sturdy stem on the host plant to form one.

6.  Be patient and do not disturb the chrysalis.  Any handling of the chrysalis could cause damage to the butterfly forming inside.  You will know the time is close when the chrysalis becomes transparent and you can see the wings inside.

7.  In a week or two your caterpillar will emerge from its chrysalis as a butterfly.  This is a fascinating thing to witness.  Watch the crumpled wings dry and fan out.  The butterfly will be ready for release in a few hours.  You will know it’s time for release when the butterfly starts flapping her wings a lot.  Take the butterfly out of the aquarium and place her on a flower, during this time butterflies are quite tame, great picture taking moments and the perfect time to observe a butterfly closely.  Try and see if your child can get close enough to actually kiss a butterfly!  When the butterfly is ready she will lift up into the sky for the first time.
That’s it; with the proper habitat and patience your family too can raise caterpillars into healthy adult butterflies.

A list of common butterflies and their host plants: 

American Lady- Artemisia

Pearl Crescent- Asters

Silvery Checkerspot- Coneflowers

Eastern Black Swallowtail- Parsley, Dill, Fennel, Queen Anne’s Lace

Red Admiral- False Nettle

Painted Lady- Hollyhock

Monarch- Milkweeds

Zebra Swallowtail- Pawpaw Tree

Common Buckeye- Plantain, Snapdragon

Spicebush Swallowtail- Spicebush

Cabbage White- Spider Flower

Tiger Swallowtail- Sweet Bay Magnolia, Tulip Poplar

Variegated Fritillary- Violets

Clouded Sulphur- White Clover

Red-spotted Purple and Viceroy- Willow

Focus on one type of butterfly at a time.  A great butterfly to start with is the Eastern Black Swallowtail, it is very easy to entice into your garden.  Plant a few plants of parsley, dill or fennel.  Check often and with some patience you will see some very tiny black caterpillars munching away.  It’s a great learning experience for the kids to see how the caterpillar changes from a tiny black caterpillar to a large green, yellow black one.  Good luck caterpillar hunting!

The Caterpillar

Brown  and  furry

Caterpillar  in  a  hurry;

Take  your  walk

To  the  shady  leaf  or  stalk.

May  no  toad  spy  you,

May  the  little  birds  pass  by  you;

Spin  and  die,

To  live  again  a  butterfly.
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