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Why Butterflies?

1. Butterflies are beautiful, fun to study, and relatively easy to find, photograph, and 
identify.

2. Butterflies are ecologically important, with habitat and host plant associations that 
make them good “indicator species.”

3. Butterfly distribution is constantly evolving in response to climate change and habitat 
alteration. Of the Vineyard’s 82 known species, five appear to be extirpated or were 
historical “one-offs,” and seven were first recorded within the last 25 years. Several 
other species – Ocola Skipper and Long-tailed Skipper, for example – can be expected 
as migrants any year now, and three or four more species are unrecorded here but 
occur as close as upper Cape Cod or the mainland side of Buzzards Bay. The more 
active observers there are, the better our information will be.



Some Butterfly Basics
Most butterflies spend more time as a larva, or caterpillar, than they do as an 
adult.

The caterpillar stage is when a butterfly does most of its feeding and is when it 
has its greatest ecological effect.

Butterflies may overwinter at any life stage: egg, larva, chrysalis, adult. Each 
species typically overwinters at only one stage.

Most adult butterflies live just a few days, just long enough to reproduce. In a 
few species, though, adults may live for nearly a year.

Understanding the basics of butterfly life cycles is key to finding and identifying 
butterflies!



Seasonality
Some butterfly species are active as adults only for a single, relatively short 
period each year. Others exhibit two or more “flight periods” – actually 
generations of adults – over the course of a season. In still other species, 
generations are poorly defined or overlap and the species is present for 
most of the season.

The date of a sighting can help narrow down the possibilities when 
identifying a butterfly. And knowing a butterfly’s typical flight period is 
important if you want to find that particular species.

There are Vineyard butterfly records from every month of the year!



American Copper



Tawny-edged Skipper



Hoary Elfin



Leonard’s Skipper



Long Dash



Mourning Cloak



Larval Host Plants
The caterpillars of all butterfly species are more or less restricted in terms of what 
plants they can eat. Without a suitable host plant, you won’t have a particular 
species. Adult butterflies are typically generalists, taking nectar from a wide range 
of flower. Some may also drink tree sap.

Some butterflies will feed on many plants, sometimes across multiple plant 
families; at the other extreme, some butterflies are restricted to a single plant 
species for their larval host. Butterfly species sometimes start to use new host 
plants, which can dramatically alter that butterfly’s distribution.

Adult female butterflies lay their eggs on or at least near a suitable host plant and 
use scent or chemical cues to find an appropriate plant species.

Because of the close association between a butterfly species and its host plant(s), 
knowing how to identify and find key host plants is a valuable skill for finding 
butterflies.



Gray Hairstreak



Edwards’ Hairstreak



Juniper Hairstreak



Bog Copper



Eastern Pine Elfin



Baltimore Checkerspot



Migration
Relatively few butterfly species migrate, but in one family, Nymphalidae, 
migration is fairly common. Some skipper species are migratory, as well.

In migratory species, individual butterflies may travel many hundreds of miles.

A few of our species are not hardy enough to withstand a typical Vineyard winter, 
but individuals that overwintered or hatched to the south of us re-colonize our 
region every season.

Several southern butterfly species tend to migrate northward in late summer, 
making it to New England in small numbers in most years. Some of these species 
are growing more common as the climate warms and will likely become 
permanently established here in the future.



Monarch



Monarch



Common Buckeye



Painted Lady



American Lady



Cloudless Sulphur



Sachem



Finding and Identifying Butterflies
Learn which flowers adult butterflies visit most often for nectar. Learn what food plants 
support various butterfly species. Focus your search on areas rich in good nectar sources 
and/or important larval host plants.

Remember that many butterflies are small: recalibrate your eyes to look for insects as 
small as a half-inch long! Look for the silhouettes of perched butterflies and keep alert for 
the movement of butterflies in flight.

Many butterflies are territorial and will come back to the same perch after being 
disturbed. So if you flush a butterfly, try just staying still to see what it does.

Buy a field guide and use it! Study your guide before using it in the field.

Pay attention to field guide range maps and seasonality to narrow your choice.

While not necessary to study butterflies, binoculars that focus down to 6 or 8 feet (or 
closer) are very helpful.

Learn the main groups of butterflies so you can narrow down the ID choices.



Papilionidae (Swallowtails):
Very large butterflies, mostly either black or yellow
Adults active from late April into early October most years.

Eastern Tiger Swallowtail



Black Swallowtail



Spicebush Swallowtail



Pieridae (Whites and Sulphurs):
Medium-sized butterflies, generally white or 
yellow with dark markings.
Some species active from April into December.

Clouded Sulphur



Orange Sulphur



Cabbage White



Lycaenidae (Hairstreaks, Coppers, and Azures)
Small butterflies, less than an inch long. Some have “tails” at edge of hindwing.
Fast-flying and very fond of taking nectar; typically perch with wings folded.
Often with intricate markings that are important for ID.

Coral Hairstreak



Striped Hairstreak



Banded Hairstreak



Red-banded Hairstreak



Spring Azure



Eastern Tailed Blue



Nymphalidae (“Brush-foot” butterflies)
Large and diverse family, mostly mid-sized to large butterflies.
Highly variable: some are orange and black, some are brown with “eye spots.”

Pearl Crescent



Common Ringlet



Little Wood Satyr



Red-spotted Purple



Question Mark



Hesperiidae (Skippers)
Mostly small butterflies, often basically orange in color.
The main species group hase a characteristic perching posture, 
with horizontal hind wings and elevated forewings.

Cobweb Skipper



Peck’s Skipper



Dusted Skipper



Least Skipper



Indian Skipper



Zabulon Skipper



Pyrginae (“Spread-wing skippers,” sub-family of Hesperiidae):
Medium-sized butterflies; most of our species are largely black.
Often perch with wings spread out flat.

Sleepy Duskywing



Dreamy Duskywing



Juvenal’s Duskywing



Southern Cloudywing



Silver-spotted Skipper
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