
Build It and They Will Come 

Whoever made up the saying “build it and they will come” probably knew about larval host plants for 
butterflies and moths. Many gardeners know about the connection between milkweed and monarch 
butterflies, but there are many other close connections between butterflies and moths and our native 
plants that are not as well-known.  It’s not enough to provide nectar food sources for these insects; you 
also have to provide the larval host plants. 

When you plant larval host plants two important things occur: one: you will have more butterflies and 
moths, and two: you will have more birds.  Douglas Tallamy, an American entomologist, has discovered 
that it takes between 6,000 and 9,000 caterpillars to feed a single nest of songbird hatchlings. Think 
about that for a minute!  Caterpillars, especially moth caterpillars, are the most important food source 
for baby birds of many species.  

Our native moths and butterflies, including those that migrate such as the monarch, are completely 
reliant on finding larval host plants on which they can lay their eggs and which their caterpillars can eat 
until they are ready to transform into their adult forms.  These relationships have evolved over the 
millennia and cannot be reproduced using imported ornamental plants.  

Larval hosts are often the native species of trees and shrubs such as oaks, birches, cherries, dogwoods, 
and tulip trees. Some examples are: 

Butterfly / Moth Host tree or shrub 
Tiger Swallowtail Tulip tree 
Mourning Cloak Birch, Willow, Hackberry and Poplar 
Red-Spotted Purple Cherries 
Spring Azure Dogwood, New Jersey Tea 
Cecropia Moth Oaks, Red Maple, Black Cherry 

 

Other less well-known host plants are the native grasses, such as Switchgrass (Panicum virgatum) and 
Big Bluestem (Andropogon gerardii) as well as sedges that we often overlook in our garden designs.   

There are also many native wildflowers that are important host plants for butterflies and moths. Here is 
a short list of native wildflowers that you can grow easily in your garden and the butterflies and moths 
that they support: 

Butterfly / Moth Host plant 
Monarch Milkweed 
Baltimore Checkerspot Wild Turtlehead 
American Lady, Painted Lady Pearly Everlasting 
Northern Crescent Pearly Crescent New England Aster 
Primrose Moth Evening Primrose 

  


