
 
Butterfly gardening is easy and very rewarding because the Kansas City area is home to over 50 species of butterflies.  
Unfortunately, many gardeners only see the occasional migrating Monarch.  Insecticides may be the problem. If you are a 
gardener who hates insects and must have perfect plants, then butterfly gardening is not for you.  

Lack of sunlight may also be an obstacle. Butterflies are cold-blooded and must have the sun’s heat to fuel their short life 
of love.  Nectar-rich flowers also need the sun to bloom.  However, if you can forgo insecticides and have a large sunny 
garden, then you are well on your way to butterfly gardening success.  

Integrate a Butterfly Garden Into Your Existing Space 
You should not create a new garden because you probably already have everything adult butterflies need: nectar-rich 
flowers, blooming from March to October.  The aptly named Butterfly Bush (Buddleia) is a favorite source of nectar for 
many pollinators. Other favorites include Milkweeds, Lantana, Mexican Sunflower (Tithonia). Catmint (Nepeta), Zinnia 
and Cosmos.  Just be cautious about hybrids, which are bred for size and color and may be sterile. Many sterile flowers 
have no nectar and are as useless as a plastic flower to the butterflies. 

The Secret to Success: Loving and Feeding Caterpillars
If all you offer are flowers, then you are merely a low-life nectar bar serving only adult beverages.  And you have already 
maximized the effectiveness of flowers to attract butterflies.  Planting more flowers will not bring more species and 
numbers of butterflies. No, the real key to butterfly gardening is feeding the caterpillars.  Unlike adults that can sip 
nectar from many varieties of flowers, the caterpillar of each species of butterfly eats only a very specific plant leaf. For 
instance, the only food a Zebra Swallowtail caterpillar can eat is Paw-Paw leaves.  No Paw-Paws, no Zebras.  You choose 
which butterflies are in your garden by planting the specific caterpillar food.  Female butterflies will find your garden to 
lay their eggs on their special plant and you will be providing a home to generations of that species of butterflies every 
year.  Best of all, many caterpillar food plants are also beautiful. Here are some examples that will please both you and 
the butterflies. 

Milkweeds
Enjoy Monarchs in your garden from May to October by planting members of the Milkweed family, which are 
the only food for Monarch caterpillars. Garden-worthy perennial Milkweeds include pink Swamp Milkweed, 
Asclepias incarnata, and the cream and purple flowered Spider Milkweed, Asclepias viridis.  The Tropical 
Milkweed Asclepias curassavica is the caterpillar’s favorite food.  It is an annual in Kansas, but worth re-planting 
every year for its spectacular flower. 

Parsley and Fennel
Black Swallowtails are very common because their caterpillars eat members of the Carrot family such as Queen 
Anne’s Lace, Dill, Carrots, Fennel and Parsley.  I grow enough Parsley to feed both of us and enjoy petting the 
huge “Parsley Worms”. We both appreciate my Fennel, a perennial herb that I grew for its beauty and taste long 
before I knew that it was also a caterpillar food plant. Note: Dill is so fast-growing and wispy that it can’t keep up 
with herds of hungry caterpillars. 

Snapdragons
If you grow a member of the Figwort family, such as Snapdragons, Toadflax or Angelonia, you already have the 
food plant for caterpillars of the Buckeye Butterfly.  Just don’t kill the herds of hungry caterpillars.  The plants will 
quickly recover after being munched on for two weeks and you will be rewarded with the beautiful beige and 
orange butterflies. 

Butterflies: Flying Flowers in your Garden!
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NABA Certified Garden #77 and Monarch Waystation #875  

English 
Name

Botanical Name Plant 
Ht

Flower 
Color

Foodplant 
for

Growing Hints/ 
Comments

Milkweeds
Asclepias syriaca 

Incarnata & tuberosa & 
viridis & curassavica

various Pinks, 
orange & 

reds

Monarch The	MUST-HAVE	for	a	bu3erfly	garden,	esp.	A.	
curassavica,	Tropical	Milkweed,		the	Monarch	
caterpillar’s	favorite	host

Parsley, Dill, 
Fennel,  etc.

Various members of the 
Carrot/Parsley family

various Yellow to 
white

Black 
swallowtails

Grow	enough	for	both	you	&	the	caterpillars—
check	for	eggs	&	cats	before	picking.	

Cole crops, 
Kale &  

Colewort 

Various members of the 
Mustard family, incl. 

Colewort,  
Crambe cordifolia.

6’ white Cabbage & 
Checkered 

Whites

Transfer	caterpillars	from	your	broccoli	&	
cabbage	to	the	giganIc	Colewort,	or	to	red	Kale.

Little 
Bluestem

Schizachryium scoparium 2-3’ white Common  Wood-
nymph

This	naIve	grass	turns	vivid	orange	in	fall.		Also	
hosts	Skipper	caterpillars

Hollyhock Alcea rosea To 7’ Various Painted Lady Cat	makes	folded	leaf	&	silk	nest	that	fills	with	
frass.		

Pussytoes Antennaria parlinii & 
nglecta

12” white American Lady Totally	defoliates	&	filthy	web	nest

False Nettle Boehmeria cylindrica 24” Greenish Red Admiral Caterpillar	builds	a	folded	leaf	nest	

Snapdragon 
& Angelonia

Antirrhinum majus 
Angelonia angustifolia

12” Various Buckeye Members	of	Figwort	family	with	excellent	
flowers.

Rue Ruta graveolens 2’ yellow Black  & Giant 
swallowtail

Blue-green,	oPen	evergreen	perennial—vigorous	
self-seeder

Violets Viola sp. 6” violet, white 
& yellow

Fritillaries SecreIve	cats,	but	large	spectacular	bu3erflies	

Passion Vine Passiflora incarnata vine lavender Gulf & 
Variegated 
Fritillaries

Vigorous,	invasive	vine	with	beauIful	flower	and	
delicious	fruit

Angel’s 
Trumpet

Datura inoxia vine white Hummingbird 
Moths

“Tomato	Hornworm”	caterpillar	eats	this	
member	of	the	tomato	family	and	becomes	the	
beauIful	Hummingbird	Moth.

Pipevine Aristolochea tomentosa vine beige Pipevine 
Swallowtail

Now	my	most		common	bu3erfly,	thanks	to	the	
vigorous,	suckering		vine

Cassia 
species

Cassia marilandica &  
fasciculata

shrub 
f-12”

bright 
yellow

Sulphurs Deadhead	to	avoid	too	much	self-seeding

Indigo Bush & 
Lead Plant

Amorpha fruticosa & 
canescens

shrubs violet Silver-spotted 
Skipper

Very	a3racIve	naIve	shrubs.	Cat	makes	folded	
leaf	nest	&	has	a	fecal	catapult.

Spicebush Lindera benzoin Shrub yellowish Spicebush 
Swallowtail

Look	for	the	‘leaf	tacos’,	the	folded	leaf	nest.	Cats	
have	snake-like	false	eyes.	

Paw-Paw Asimina triloba 15’ brownish 
purple

Zebra Swallowtail Paw	Paws	are	also	eaten	by	the	Asimina	
Webworm	cats—very	destrucIve.		Hand-crush.		

Willows Salix species 80’ Viceroy, Tiger 
Swallowtail

These	trees	are	not	part	of	the	actual	(sun-
drenched)	garden;	however,	close	proximity		of	
naIve	trees	greatly	increases	the	variety	and	
density	of	bu3erfly	populaIons.	I	grow	many	of	
these	in	my	bu3erfly	garden	by	whacking	them	
to	the	ground	every	March.	Thus,	they	remain	

Hackberry Celtus occidentalis 50’ Hackberry, 
Tawny, Snout,  
Question Mark
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Rue
The old-fashioned herb, Rue, is a caterpillar food plant for the GIANT Swallowtail.  This black and yellow beauty 
is the largest butterfly in North America with a 6” wing span. Watch for the 3” caterpillars, called ‘“Orange Dogs”, 
which deter predators by looking like huge, fresh bird droppings. The Black Swallowtail caterpillar also eats Rue. 

A Safer, More Beautiful World 
By following a few simple guidelines, you too can make the world more beautiful by becoming a butterfly gardener.  Just 
remember:

·	 No insecticides
·	 Full-sun
·	 Caterpillar Food Plants
·	 Nectar-rich flowers from March to October

You will be rewarded by the flying flowers who call your garden their home. 

Bee	Friendly!	Plants	for	Bees	and	other	Pollinators	

Pollina3on:	The	Love	Connec3on		
Plants	need	love	too!	They	have	boy	parts	and	girl	parts	that	must	get	together	to	form	seeds.		Since	plants	can't	go	looking	for	love,	
they	have	enlisted	pollinators	to	carry	the	male	pollen	from	one	flower	to	another	flower	of	the	same	species.		Pollinators	don’t	
know	that	they	are	the	love	connecAon	for	plants,	so	the	flower	must	first	aCract	them	with	color,	fragrance	and/or	shape.	They	then	
bribe	the	pollinators	to	return	by	repeatedly	dispensing	small	doses	of	delectable	nectar.		
	
	

The	following	lists	include	some	examples.	Most	pollinators	are	not	flower-species	specific	so	there	are		
literally	thousands	of	pollinator	friendly	plants.		What	maFers?	Accessibility,	rich	nectar	and	copious	pollen.		
	

• Blanket	Flower(Gaillardia)	
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Guidelines	for	a	Pollinator	Garden	
• Full	sun	
• NO	insec3cides	
• Na3ve	flowering	plants	are	the	safest	choice	
• Be	cau3ous	of	hybrids--they	are	oNen	sterile	
• Heirloom	flowers	please	both	you	and	pollinators	
• Plant	to	maintain	con3nuous	blooms	from	early	

March	to	Thanksgiving

Beware	of	Plants	that	Poison	Pollinators!	
The	nectar	and	pollen	of	plants	containing	systemic	insecAcides	
(NeonicoAnoids)	will	poison	your	bees	and	buCerflies.	Most	of	the	
plants	sold	at	big	box	stores	are	poisonous.	Even	large	nurseries	
may	be	selling	plants	treated	with	systemic	insecAcides,	so	you	
need	to	ask.	If	the	manager	of	the	store	doesn't	know	or	can't	
assure	you	that	their	stock	is	grown	organically	without	systemics,	
do	NOT	purchase	their	plants.	You	risk	poisoning	your	pollinators.			

				In	the	Herb	Garden	
Many	herbs	are	pollinator	magnets,	
including:		

• All	mints	(Mentha)	
• All	sages	(Salvia)	
• Anise	Hyssop	(Agastache)	
• Basil	
• Beebalm	(Monarda)	
• Borage	
• Catmint	(Nepeta)	
• Comfrey	
• Coriander	
• Hyssop	
• Lavender	
• Rosemary	
• Oregano	
• Thyme	

								In	the	Orchard	
Flowering	fruit	trees	provide	early	spring	
nectar.		

• Apple	Trees	
• Apricot	
• Cherry		
• Peach	
• Pear	
• Plum	

Ornamental	Trees/	Shrubs	
• BuCerfly	Bush		
• Caryopteris		
• Chaste	Tree		
• Lilac	
• Seven	Sons	Tree	
• Spirea

	In	the	Ornamental	Garden	
Look	for	the	species	rather	than	fancy	
(o]en	sterile)	hybrids.			

• Alyssum	
• Blanket	Flower(Gaillardia)	
• Coneflowers	(Echinacea)	
• Coreopsis	
• Dianthus	
• Penta	
• Phlox	
• Pincushion	(Scabiosa)	
• Rudbeckia	
• Russian	Sage	
• Salvia	
• Sedum	
• Sunflower:Helianthus,Helenium		
• Verbena

						Heirloom	Flowers	
These	annuals	bloom	for	months	and	
o]en	self-seed.	

• Calendula	
• Cleome	
• Cosmos	
• Four	o'clock	
• Marigolds	
• Tithonia	(Mexican	Sunflower)	
• Zinnia	

			Nectar-rich	"Weeds"	
• Brassica	(Mustards)	
• Clovers	
• Dandelion	
• Henbit	
• NaAve	Thistles

Selected	Na3ve	Plants	
• Achillea	(Yarrow)	
• Aquilegia	(Columbine)	
• Asclepias	(Milkweeds)	
• Aster	(Symphotrichum)	
• Amorpha	(Lead	Plant	&	False	Indigo	

&	Nana)	
• BapAsia	(Wild	Indigo)		
• Coreopsis	
• Dalea	purpurea	(Prairie	Clover)	
• Echinacea	
• Eupatorium	

Selected	Na3ve	Plants,	con3nued	
• Lonicera	sempervirens	(Honeysuckle)	
• Monarda	fistulosa	
• Partridge	Pea	
• Penstemon	
• Pycnanthemum	(Mountain	Mint)	
• Rudbeckia	
• Salvia	
• Silphium	
• Solidago	(Goldenrods)	
• Verbena	&	Vernonia	
• Veronicastrum	

Is	a	Pollinator	Garden	the	same	as	a	
BuFerfly	Garden?	Usually	Not.		

Flowers	meet	all	of	a	bee's	needs	since	the	
adults	eat	nectar	&	pollen	and	feed	this	
mixture	to	their	larvae.	In	contrast,		each	
species	of	buFerfly	lays		its	eggs	on	a	
specific	host	plant	for	its	caterpillar	to	eat.		
If	there	are	no	host	plants,	it	is	not	a	
buFerfly	garden.	However,	some	plants	like	
Milkweeds	and	Sennas	are	both	great	
pollinator	nectar	sources	and	specific	
buFerfly	host	plants.	(for	Monarchs	and	
Sulphurs,	respec3vely.)	


