
You Are What You Eat

We have initiated a project to document the 
caterpillar foodplants of North American 
butterflies.  For those who would like to 
participate in this photodocumentation, here 
are instructions:

Find an egg or a caterpillar (or a group of eggs 
or caterpillars) on a single plant in the  “wild” 
(this includes gardens). The plant does not 
need to be native to the area — we want to 
document all plants used by North American 
butterflies.

Follow this particular egg or caterpillar (or 
group of eggs or caterpillars) through to 
adulthood, with the following documentation.

   1. Photograph the actual individual plant 
on which the egg or caterpillar was found, 
showing any key features needed for the 
identification of the plant.

   2. Photograph the egg or caterpillar.

   3. Either leave the egg or caterpillar on 
the original plant, perhaps sleeving the plant 
it  is on with netting, allowing the caterpillar 
to develop in the wild, or remove the egg or 
caterpillar to your home and feed it only the 
same species of plant on which it was found.

   4. Photograph later instars of the caterpillar.

   5. Photograph the resulting chrysalis.

   6. Photograph the adult after it emerges from 
the chrysalis.

   7. If the egg or caterpillar was relocated for 
raising, release the adult back into the wild at 
the spot where you found it.

We would like to document each plant 
species used by each North American butterfly 
species, for each state or province.  

In addition to appearing in American 
Butterflies, the results of this project will be 
posted to the NABA website. Please send any 
butterfly species/plant species/state or province 
trio that is not already posted to naba@naba.
org. 

Photodocumentation of Caterpillar Foodplants

Giant Swallowtail 
on Hercules’Club (Zanthoxylum clava-herculis)
(rue family) in Harris County, Texas

by Don Dubois

Opposite page top left: The 
trunk of the Hercules’ Club.  

Aug. 11, 2012.

Opposite page top right: 
Leaves of the Hercules’ Club 
subsequently used by Giant 

Swallowtail caterpillars. Aug. 
11, 2012. 

Opposite page bottom: Fruit 
of the Hercules’ Club. Aug. 

12, 2012.
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Hercules’ Club is a small tree common in the 
Houston, Texas area, especially in the western 
part.  It has thorns in abundance on its leaves, 
branches, and trunk, that discourage (but do 
not eliminate) browsing by deer and that can 
leave a nasty scratch if carelessly handled.  It 
is most often found along fencerows, where it 
escapes mowing and is spread by birds that eat 
and disperse the seeds. It is drought resistant 
and adaptable to a variety of soil types.  

My first plant was a volunteer that was 
about to be pulled as a weed when I noticed a 
small brownish caterpillar on the top of a leaf.  
Obviously, the Giant Swallowtail was a better 
botanist than I was.  After 9 years, the original 
plant is now about 15 feet tall and the source 
of numerous new plants.

In mid-July of 2012, I noticed that a 
passionvine was covering one small Hercules’ 
Club tree in the garden and cut back the 
vine to give the tree some sunlight.  The tree 
responded with fresh new growth, which was 
soon found by Giant Swallowtails.  

Two Giant swallowtail eggs were found 
on the upper surface in the center of fresh 
growth leaves of the Hercules’ Club on August 
12.  Three days later the caterpillars had 
hatched and were netted using a five gallon 
paint strainer.  The caterpillars grew rapidly, 
completing the transition from caterpillars to 
chrysalises in two weeks.  The first butterfly 
emerged on September 11 but the second had 
not eclosed by September 17, although it still 
appeared to be viable.

Top: A Giant Swallowtail egg on 
Hercules’ Club. Aug. 12, 2012.

Middle: A Giant Swallowtails 
caterpillar on Hercules’ Club. Aug. 15. 

2012.

Bottom: The same caterpillar on 
Hercules’ Club. Aug. 17, 2012. 

Top: The caterpillar continues to 
develop, attaining the color pattern 

typical of late instar Giant Swallowtail 
caterpillars. Aug. 24, 2012.

Middle: Here’s looking at you kid. Aug. 
26. 2012.

Bottom left: One of the caterpillars 
begins to pupate, attaching itself to the 
plant via a silk girdle. Aug. 28, 2012. 

Bottom right: The fully formed pupa. 
Aug. 31. 2012. 
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Cloudless Sulphur
on Partridge Pea (Chamaecrista fasciculata)
(legume family) in Harris County, Texas by Don Dubois

Above: Approximate range of Hercules’ 
Club (based upon data from the USDA).

Above: Approximate range of Giant 
Swallowtails (from A Swift Guide to 

Butterflies of North America).

Areas with three or more broods

Areas with two broods
Areas with one brood.

Cherry-colored circles indicate that 
strays have occurred in these areas.

An adult Giant Swallowtail emerged on September 11, 2012.

Above: Approximate range of Partridge 
Pea (based upon data from the USDA).

Above: Approximate range of Cloudless 
Sulphurs (from A Swift Guide to 
Butterflies of North America).

Areas with three or more broods

Areas with two broods
Areas with one brood.

Cherry-colored circles indicate that 
strays have occurred in these areas.

A Cloudless Sulphur caterpillar was found on this Partridge Pea on Aug. 19, 2012.

All photos this artcle by Don Dubois. All photos this artcle by Don Dubois.
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