Food Plants for Butterfly Caterpillars
Butterflies are some of the most beautiful and engaging of the insects that frequent our gardens. The
foundation of a butterfly garden is a combination of trees, shrubs, forbs, vines, and grasses which enable
visiting butterflies to complete their life cycles by offering: floral nectar for adult butterflies from early spring
to fall; and leaves to feed their larvae (caterpillars).
Most butterfly species have evolved relationships with specific host plants for their larvae, and no single plant
species will host all butterfly species. This handout provides a list of plants that can be added to your garden
to feed larvae of common butterflies in Southwestern Ontario.
American Lady
(Vanessa virginiensis)

Eastern Comma 		
(Polygonia comma)

Host plant:
Pearly Everlasting (Anaphalis
margaritacea)

Host plant:
Common Hop (Humulus lupulus)
Elm (Ulmus spp.)
Nettles (Urtica and Laportea spp.)

Baltimore Checkerspot
(Euphydryas phaeton)

Eastern Tiger Swallowtail
(Papilio glaucus)

Host plant:
Turtlehead (Chelone glabra)

Host plant:
Chokecherry (Prunus virginiana)
Saskatoon Serviceberry
(Amelanchier alnifolia)
Willow (Salix spp.)

Black Swallowtail 		
(Papilio polyxenes)

Fritillaries
(Tribe Argynnini)

Host plant:
Apiacaea family (dill, parsley,
carrot)

Host plant:
Violets (Viola spp.)

Common Ringlet
(Coenonympha tullia)

Milbert’s Tortoiseshell
Aglais milberti

Host plant:
Big Bluestem (Andropogon gerardii)
Switchgrass (Panicum virgatum)

Host plant:
Nettles (Urtica and Laportea spp.)

Plant type

l
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Tree: a single woody stem, from which branches grow to form a crown,
and are generally taller than shrubs at mature height.*
Shrub: branches that arise at ground level, forming a crown without a
stem, and are generally shorter than trees at mature height.*
Forb: herbaceous broadleaved flowering plants that are non-grassy
and non-woody
Vine: have stems that require support and which climb by tendrils or
twining, or creeps along the ground
Grass: herbaceous plants with jointed stems, long slender leaves, and
stalks of clustered flowers
*Where both shrub and tree are indicated, the plant may take either form
depending on the species and region
Credits: Clare Irwin, Shannon Seahra, Andalyne Tofflemire. Select photo credits: Bob Noble

Food Plants for Butterfly Caterpillars
As caterpillars feed on their chosen food plant, some of the leaves will show signs of being chewed. This is
a positive indication that your garden is able to support a butterfly species throughout their life cycle. Any
damage to the leaves will be time-limited as a given species of caterpillar actively feeds for a relatively short
period of time during the growing season.
Monarch 			
(Danaus plexippus)

Question Mark
(Polygonia interrogationis)

Host plant:
Milkweed (Asclepias spp.)

Host plant:
Common Hop (Humulus lupulus)
Elm (Ulmus spp.)
Nettles (Urtica and Laportea spp.)

Mourning Cloak 		
(Nymphalis antiopa)

Red-spotted Purple
(Limenitis arthemis)

Host plant:
Elm (Ulmus spp.)
Meadowsweet (Spirea alba)
Red Maple (Acer rubrum)
Willow (Salix spp.)

Host plant:
Black oak (Quercus velutina)
Pussy Willow (Salix discolor)
Hawthorn (Crataegus spp.)
Plum & Cherry (Prunus spp.)
Poplar (Populus spp.)

Mottled Duskywing 		
(Erynnis martialis)

Silver Spotted Skipper
Epargyreus clarus

Host plant:
New Jersey Tea (Ceanothus
americanus)

Host plant: Pea family (Fabaceae), e.g.
Black Locust (Robinia pseudoacacia)
False Indigo (Amorpha fruticosa)
Showy Tick Trefoil (Desmodium
canadense)

Northern Crescent
(Phyciodes cocyta)

Viceroy
(Limenitis archippus)

Host plant:
Asters (Symphyotrichum spp.)

Host plant:
Chokecherry (Prunus virginiana)
Saskatoon Serviceberry
(Amelanchier alnifolia)
Willow (Salix spp.)

Plant type
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Tree: a single woody stem, from which branches grow to form a crown,
and are generally taller than shrubs at mature height.*
Shrub: branches that arise at ground level, forming a crown without a
stem, and are generally shorter than trees at mature height.*
Forb: herbaceous broadleaved flowering plants that are non-grassy
and non-woody
Vine: have stems that require support and which climb by tendrils or
twining, or creeps along the ground
Grass: herbaceous plants with jointed stems, long slender leaves, and
stalks of clustered flowers
*Where both shrub and tree are indicated, the plant may take either form
depending on the species and region
Credits: Clare Irwin, Shannon Seahra, Andalyne Tofflemire. Select photo credits: Bob Noble

