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Why a Butterfly Garden?



Few sights are more delightful than that of a butterfly dancing on the breeze. But sadly enough, butterflies have become all too rare in our rapidly expanding world. The sheer beauty of butterflies has, in the past, prompted the collection and sale of these insects. Twenty years ago this could have been blamed for their disappearance, but it is unusual in this day and age for a collector to capture and kill a butterfly. Most modern day collectors capture their beautiful specimens on film.


So where have the butterflies gone?


The disappearance of butterflies must largely be blamed on ourselves. Condominiums and shopping malls have taken over the fields and grassy meadows that served as the breeding grounds for many of our butterflies, and the misuse of backyard pesticides has left them with no alternative environment in which to live and multiply.


By growing a few chosen plants in your yard, you will be making a major contribution toward the preservation of these fragile insects, supplying them with a haven in which to live and breed.


You don’t need a large area to have a successful butterfly garden teeming with winged color. A butterfly garden can be grown in a window box, from hanging pots on a terrace or balcony, or from a patch of yard. All it takes is a little planning.


You will, however, need to plant your butterfly garden in a sunny spot, as butterflies are notorious sun-worshippers. But most butterfly flowers are easy to grow and require little care, which affords you plenty of time to sit back and enjoy the view of color, not just on the ground, but in the air as well.
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Monarch butterfly with asters.


How a Butterfly Garden Works


There are two kinds of butterfly flowers: food plants for caterpillars, and nectar plants for adults. This bulletin includes both, as well as some advice to keep in mind when planning your butterfly garden.


Although butterflies need a shady spot to find respite from the sun during those days we consider scorchers, for the most part they spend their time in the sunshine. This is due to a butterfly’s need to raise its body temperature in order to fly. Butterflies perch on flowers and shrubs to bask in the sun and absorb the solar benefits until their bodies reach a temperature of 86 to 104°F.


So it should come as no surprise that most butterfly flowers are those of the sun-loving variety. Many of the plants listed in this bulletin are sun lovers, providing butterflies with just the right spot to get going each day.


The colors in a butterfly garden also play a major role in their attraction. Scientists now know that butterflies have the ability to identify colors. Purple, pink, yellow, and white are the colors most often preferred by butterflies, so when planning your garden you’ll want to keep these colors in mind.





Attracting Specific Butterflies



You may have noticed the absence of specific butterflies that were once common in your neighborhood. This could very well be due to the use of pesticides.


Pesticides have no place in your butterfly garden. Their sole purpose is to destroy insects, and while many who use them are not thinking about killing off their butterflies, this is the inevitable outcome. You can also work to minimize the use of aerial pesticides (used for “mosquito control”) and herbicides (used for “roadside week control”) by your local government agencies.


If you would like to help reestablish a rare or endangered species that was once common to your neighborhood, you’ll need to do some research. Check in with your local natural history, conservation, or ecological associations for more information about butterfly species native to your area and their population status. You may even be able to assist in programs led by local experts attempting to reintroduce lost species of butterflies to your area.


Another way to help native butterfly species maintain or boost their population is to grow the known food or host plant of those species. If you grow host plants, be sure to leave them intact when the growing season is over. Do not use them for cut flowers or cut them back in the fall—you may destroy hibernating adult butterflies, their pupae, or their eggs.
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