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  To aspiring naturalists everywhere




  

    I hold at last in my hand,




       Exquisite child of the air;




    Can I ever understand    




             How you grew to be so fair?




    —Alice Freeman Palmer
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  Why Watch Butterflies?




  In the summer of 1871, a scientific expedition under the leadership of Frederick Vandiver Hayden came to Yellowstone to properly map the area of the upper Yellowstone River, and to document the rumored existence of weird and fantastic thermal features. While the mapmakers took their measurements, zoologist Campbell Carrington and expedition member William B. Logan collected butterflies. Carrington, recalled fellow traveler Henry Elliot, “was the most amiable courteous fellow that ever lived and he was a great favorite in the Camp.” He helped Elliott to record the depth soundings of Yellowstone Lake, and consequently the expedition named Carrington Island for him. Carrington and Logan carried out many other duties, including standing guard over the horses at night, perhaps protecting them from bears or just ensuring that they did not stray. During the early part of the expedition, Logan brought back to camp a large rattlesnake of interest to Professor George Nelson Allen, a geologist and natural historian from Oberlin College. We know that Carrington hunted fossils for geologist Albert C. Peale, who also accompanied the expedition. Carrington and Logan’s attention to butterflies, fossils, and snakes tells us something about science during this time period. Natural history encompassed most things in the study of life, and often involved a thrilling and challenging field investigation of the natural world.1 Why watch butterflies? Just as our predecessors, we are curious about nature and want to understand and make sense of the miraculous swirl of life about us.




  Before the study of living creatures became segregated into entomology, zoology, mammalogy and all the other “-ologies,” a person of that time could say with confidence that they studied “natural history.” Even until about 1930, a scientist working for a federal agency could claim relative competence in dissecting a big-game specimen (looking for disease) as well as in assessing the condition of a range. From the turn of the century, however, biology became less the study of nature in the field and more oriented toward laboratory techniques. Very recently, conservation biologists have advocated a re-awakening of the natural historian’s broad view and integrated understanding of wild creatures. We now use the term “biodiversity” to encompass the diversity of species, habitats, and genes in the natural world, but in many ways the current documentation of species distribution patterns is not unlike the work of the natural historians of the nineteenth century. Today, habitat fragmentation and loss are often the motivating forces as we document what is left of the natural world. When we watch butterflies, we can experience some of the same thrills of discovery and part of the vision that motivated the naturalists of the nineteenth century.




  The meanings scientists take from field studies have changed since the heyday of natural history. In 1871, scientists wanted to catalog, name and describe the natural world as it unfolded before the curious members of expeditions to parts “unknown.” Today, scientists seek to monitor changing species distributions to assess the effects of human-induced habitat modification or changes in climate. Because butterflies are diverse in species number, relatively easily identified in the field, and often specific in their habitat needs, data from studies of butterflies can be used for a variety of purposes.




  Clearly, there are scientific as well as non-scientific reasons to watch and study butterflies. Some of the better reasons to watch butterflies, in fact, are extra-scientific. As we tell our children, it is simply fun to do! Our students and family have often been struck with wonder, for example, at the flight of a butterfly. Butterflies seem to have a reputation as fluttery, wispy, and purposeless flyers. They have been called “the frail children of the air.”2 A more accurate portrayal would describe their strong and directed flight. Even in strong breezes, they are quite capable of going where they like, flying upwind as well as downwind, taking advantage of topography and the wind patterns among trees and other features of the landscape. In short, butterflies are expert aviators.




  The aesthetic rewards of witnessing the beauty in life on earth comprise another compelling reason to observe these insects. Butterflies are wonderful creatures that bring color and delight to our lives. In the garden, many people take satisfaction in cultivating an environment where these colorful visitors find refuge and sustenance. In the wild, we are able to witness parts of a natural flow of events much larger than ourselves. Butterflies have long seized human imaginations. The ancient Greeks, for example, referred to the human soul as well as butterflies with the word “psyche.” The mythic images associated with butterfly names—especially Satyrs and Nymphs—add a layer of human memory to nature’s landscape.




  Butterfly watcher Robert Michael Pyle notes that “one cannot become a butterfly lover without at the same time growing sensitive to the animals, plants, soils, landforms, weather, and climate—and the habitats they all make up together.”3 In other words, when we spend time watching the Lepidoptera (butterflies and moths), we become immersed in the landscape and more attuned to the comings and goings of an amazing variety of living things we’ve never noticed before. Spending a great deal of time observing nature is something the nineteenth century naturalists profited from. When we invest time and energy watching butterflies, we become natural historians of our own time. At the same moment, we become ecologists, noticing some of the same intricate relationships in nature that fascinated Charles Darwin, Alfred Russell Wallace, and other observers of nature. We watch butterflies, in part, to become aware of nature’s entangled relationships.




  In preparing this guidebook, we’ve found inspiration and we’ve added notes of interest from recent guidebooks and from historical sources, including W. J. Holland’s The Butterfly Book (1905), Clarence Weed’s Butterflies Worth Knowing (1917), and John H. and Anna B. Comstock’s How to Know the Butterflies (1904). Naturalists who studied the life histories of butterflies in North America during the late nineteenth century included Theodore Mead, Henry Edwards, William Saunders, and most famously, William Edwards and Samuel Scudder. Edwards and Scudder both published early guides to the butterflies of North America, but other authors including William Holland and Clarence M. Weed successfully popularized interest in butterflies within a larger nature study movement at the turn of the twentieth century.




  Clarence Weed was associated with the State Normal School (where teachers were trained) in Lowell, Massachusetts, and his career demonstrates the breadth of natural history study. He was the author of several books including Nature Biographies: The Lives of Some Everyday Butterflies, Moths, Grasshoppers, and Flies (first published in 1901), The Flower Beautiful (1903), Birdlife Stories (1904), Birds in Their Relations to Man: A Manual of Economic Ornithology (1912), and Seeing Nature First (1913). Weed’s popular Butterflies Worth Knowing was reprinted no less than seven times from its original publication in 1917 to its last printing in 1928. These guides exemplified the natural history tradition, discussing the life history, distribution, and interesting peculiarities of each species. These books also engaged readers through charming anecdotes from field and forest and through poetry and beautiful illustrations. We are particularly fond of Clarence M. Weed’s contribution to the Little Nature Library Series, Butterflies Worth Knowing. Opposite the title page of Weed’s book, the first illustration features the lovely Regal Fritillary (Speyeria idalia), the prairie-dependent species biologists are attempting to re-introduce on the Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge near Des Moines, Iowa. We hope that anyone using this guide will take delight not only in the details of nature, but also allow the particulars to enhance their larger sense of wonder in nature.




  NOTES




  1. Marlene Deahl Merrill, Yellowstone and the Great West (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1999), pp. 74, 150–153, 214–215.




  2. Unknown source cited in Clarence M. Weed, Butterflies Worth Knowing (New York: Doubleday, Page & Co., 1917, 1925), p. 171.




  3. Robert Michael Pyle, Handbook for Butterfly Watchers (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1992).
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  The Pursuit of Ephemeral Beauty




  There’s no doubt; it is pure fun to watch butterflies in the field. And the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem (GYE) is an area of especially high butterfly diversity because of the large range of elevations and the topographic diversity in the landscape. Here we offer a few cautions and simple instructions about observing these excellent flyers.




  Please note that collecting or netting butterflies is prohibited in the national parks. Therefore, when you are in Grand Teton or Yellowstone National Parks, you must enjoy the beauty and charms of butterflies by method of observation alone. The U.S. Forest Service has also become more attuned to insect collectors in the past decade, so check in with the local Forest Service office for the required permits before netting or collecting butterflies on Forest Service lands. Refraining from netting or collecting is not a hardship; rather, it is simply an opportunity to observe a good number of the Lepidoptera on their own terms in a spectacular physical location. We agree with Millie Miller and Cyndi Nelson, authors of the wonderful guidebook Painted Ladies, to urge folks to “collect on film, not on pins.” When Clarence Weed wrote Butterflies Worth Knowing in 1917, he advised that to get a photograph, the enthusiast needed to first secure the caterpillar in order to catch the moment as the butterfly emerged from the chrysalis, just before it took wing. Today, taking good photographs is much easier and can be accomplished by amateurs in the field on a regular basis.




  In the latter part of the nineteenth century, nature collections were all the rage. Rather than a television, middle class families placed a nature cabinet in their living room. Young boys and girls avidly collected birds’ eggs, nests, and butterflies. If you’d like to raise caterpillars of a common species, consult books published in the early part of the century. Times have changed since the days of the nature cabinet, and there are better ways to enjoy the beauties of nature. Lepidopterist Robert Michael Pyle, author of Handbook for Butterfly Watching, extols the virtues of simply watching butterflies, an avocation every bit as stimulating and intellectually engaging as catching or collecting. Jeffrey Glassberg, author of a recent field guide entitled Butterflies through Binoculars, has opened our eyes to a new standard of non-invasive butterfly observation.




  Fishermen and fishery managers have discovered that the immense popularity of sport fishing comes at a cost. It is simply very difficult to maintain healthy populations given heavy human demands and impacts. So it is with most natural resources in the vicinity of the national parks. If everyone who came to admire the butterflies took a butterfly home for their collection, soon enough very few would remain. Butterfly populations, even a species or two, could become extirpated in the parks with enough pressure. Scientists argue that taking a few specimens for scientific collections has not impacted endangered species nearly so much as other human activities such as logging or urban sprawl or pollution of the environment. In the main, they’re right, but many small collections would add up to a drain on any individual population of butterflies under pressure from other causes. Mitchell’s Satyr (Neonympha mitchellii), a resident of fens and bogs under pressure from development and agriculture in New Jersey, was finally extirpated in that state by intense and uncaring collecting pressure. For these reasons, as in fishing, “catch and release” has become a useful method of identifying these creatures for scientists as well as the nature enthusiast. One way to learn more about butterfly catching for identification purposes is to take a class at the Yellowstone Institute or the Teton Science School. You can practice your new skills in gardens and along the byways when you return home.
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