To attract butterflies (and moths) to your garden, it is necessary to provide some basic needs.  As with all living creatures, food is a top priority.  A butterfly needs two completely different diets at two stages in their life cycle. Each butterfly is plant specific when it comes to laying eggs, choosing only the larval food source for their species. In other words, a Monarch will only lay eggs on Milkweeds, Gulf Fritillaries only lay eggs on Passionflowers.  After the egg hatches, the caterpillar feasts on the host plant, molts and in a matter of weeks will change into a chrysalis from which emerges an adult butterfly.

 

The butterfly needs entirely different food sources.  Most butterflies subsist on flower nectar, some prefer manure and rotten fruit. 

 

Common Butterflies and Larval Host Plants
There are more than 180 butterfly species recorded in Oklahoma and most are very specific as to which plants they use as a larval food source. Listed are just a few of the most common; “sp” indicates that there are several species of a genus which are food plants. The list of larval plants is not exhaustive, there may be others used depending on the environment and season. 

 
	BUTTERFLY
	BOTANICAL
	COMMON

	Eastern Black Swallowtail                   
	Zizia aurea and aptera

Polytaenia nutallii


	Golden Alexanders

Prairie Parsley

Dill,  Parsley, Fennel, Rue

	Tiger Swallowtail
	Liriodendron tulipifera

Prunus Mexicana

Sassafras albidium

Prunus serotina
	Tulip Poplar

Mexican Plum

Sassafras
Black Cherry

	Spicebush Swallowtail
	Lindera benzoin
Sassafras albidium
	Spicebush
Sassafras

	Zebra Swallowtail
	Asmina triloba
	Pawpaw

	Pipevine Swallowtail
	Aristolochia macrophylla
Aristolochia serpentaris
	Pipevine

	Red Spotted Purple
Viceroy
	Salix sp
Prunus sp
	Willow
Cherry

	Monarch
	Asclepias (all species)
	Milkweed

	Gulf Fritillary
	Passiflora incarnata
	Passionflower vine

	Variegated Fritillary
	Passiflora incarnate
Viola sp
	Passionflower vine
Violet

	Buckeye
	Castilleja sp
Linaria canadensis
	Indian Paintbrush
Blue Toadflax

	Giant Swallowtail
	Xanthoxylum americanum
Ptelea trifoliate

Ruta graevolens
	Prickly Ash
Hoptree

Rue

	American Painted Lady
	Gnaphalium obtusifolium
Antennaria sp

Everlasting Family
	Fragrant Cudweed
Pussy Toes

	Question Mark
	Ulmus sp
Celtis sp

Boehmeria cylindrical
	Elm
Hackberry

False Nettle

	Pearly Crescentspot
	Aster sp
	Aster

	Gorgone Crescentspot
	Helianthus annuus
	Sunflower

	Painted Lady
	Cirsium sp

Helianthus annuus

Achillea millefolium
	Thistle

Sunflower
Yarrow

	Eastern Tailed Blue
	Lespedeza sp
Lathrys sp
	Bush Clover
Wild Pea

	Sulphurs
	Cassia fasciculate
Cassia Hebecarpa

Cassia marilandica
	Partridge Pea
Wild Senna

Maryland Senna

	Silver Spotted Skipper
	Amorpha canascens
Amorpha fruiticosa
	Lead Plant
Wild Indigo


 Nectar plants
 Many Butterflies also have their favorite nectar plants, and natives are visited more than hybrids and alien species. Butterflies will more readily visit flowers situated in full sun.

Echinacea                                 Coneflower
Eupatorium                                Joe-Pye-Weed
Gaillardia                                   Indian Blanket
Helianthus                                 Sunflower
Pycnanthemum                         Mountainmint
Asclepias                                  Milkweed
Rudbeckia                                Black-Eyed Susan
Phlox
Monarda                                  Beebalm
Aster
Salvia                                       Sage
Verbesina enceloides                Golden Crownbeard
Liatris                                       Blazing Star
Silphium                                   Cup Plant, Compass Plant, Rosin Weed
Amsonia                                   Blue Star
Lantana
Asclepias                                 Butterfly Weed
 

*Some butterflies love rotten fruit such as over-ripe bananas and peaches, and even manure placed around the garden in a sunny place. It’s fun to try the recipe below.
1 can of beer
4 over-ripe fruit such as bananas, grapes, watermelon, peaches
1 pound of brown sugar
2/3 cup dark molasses
Combine in a blender and then let it set out and ferment for a day.  Brush the mixture on tree trunks (don’t go all the way to the ground to discourage ants) or pour it on dampened sand in a shallow saucer.

*Male EasternTailed Blues and Little Yellows seem to especially enjoy “puddling.”  This is simply a moist area, usually sandy, that provides needed salts and amino acids.  Try scooping out a shallow spot, lay a piece of plastic down, cover back with sandy soil and spray with water to which about ¼ -1/2 cup of rock salt has been added.  Rabbit droppings or manure is even better.  Moisten when you can, particularly if there is no rain.

*Leave a spot in your yard a little wild.  In a sunny area remove existingsod and plant annuals, perennials and ghrasses that are native to your area.  Water them until they are established, remove unwanted forbs that are invasive and don’t worry too much about everything staying on the “right” place.  Neat freaks may want to give it some order by framing the area with a low fence.
Don’t use pesticides and other chemicals, or even man-made fertilizers.  Bt (Bacterial thurgensis), is a naturally occurring pesticide that affects larvae.  It may zap your webworms, but it will also kill the larvae of other butterflies and moths that are wanted in your garden.  A balanced ecosystem is more enjoyable and a lot easier in the long run.
 

For more butterfly information:
 

Golden Book Guide to Butterflies and Moths
Butterfly Gardening for the South by Geyata Ajilvgi
Butterflies through Binoculars by Jeffrey Glassberg
Butterflies of Oklahoma, Kansas & North Texas by Dole, Gerard & Nelson
Field Guide to North American Butterflies published by the National Audubon Society
Tallgrass Prairie Wildflowers by Ladd and Oberle
 
