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Known Food Preferences: 
Pipevine Swallowtail caterpillars 
feed on many plants in the genus 
Aristolochia (Dutchman’s Pipe). 
While there are many native 
Dutchman’s Pipe species to 
choose from, many of the tropical 
Dutchman’s Pipes are toxic to 
Pipevine Swallowtail caterpillars, 
although females may lay eggs on 
these species. 

Native Dutchman’s Pipe species that support Pipevine 
Swallowtail caterpillars

Pipevine (Aristolochia macrophylla)
Woolly Dutchman’s Pipe (Aristolochia tomentosa)
Texas Dutchman’s Pipe (Aristolochia reticulata)

California Dutchman’s Pipe (Aristolochia californica)
Virginia Snakeroot (Aristolochia serpentaria)

Tropical Dutchman’s Pipes that are toxic to Pipevine 
Swallowtail caterpillars

Elegant Dutchman’s Pipe or Calico Flower (Aristolochia elegans)
Giant Dutchman’s Pipe (Aristolochia gigantea)

Special weaponry: Pipevine Swallowtail 
caterpillars sequester aristolochic acids from 
their food plants.  These toxins protect them from 
predators through the rest of their life cycle, from 
caterpillar to pupa to butterfly, and even to the eggs 
of the next generation. The thick outer layer of the 
caterpillar’s exoskeleton resists damage from pecks 
and bites while releasing a bitter-tasting liquid that 
is an effective deterrent to attackers. 

The caterpillars are quite gregarious in the early 
stages of development.  They hang out in groups, 
subscribing to the “safety in numbers” philosophy of 
defense.  

Like other swallowtail caterpillars, those of Pipevine 
Swallowtail can evert osmeteria from their heads 
that release offensive chemicals when the caterpillar 
feels threatened.

Known disguises: 
Pipevine Swallowtail 
caterpillars are usually dark 
brown to black, although a 
dark-red form does occur as 
well.  Bright-orange rounded 
projections (called tubercles) 
run in rows along the body, 
sending a signal to possible 
predators that “I don’t taste 
good!”

If capture is avoided: The caterpillar usually leaves its food plant for a suitable site for 
its next phase, pupation.  Pupae can be green or brown, depending on the surface to which they 
are attached, and are often placed off the ground on tree trunks.  There are two generations in 
the northern part of its range, 3 or more in the southernmost part. Pupae overwinter, with a new 
generation of butterflies emerging in spring.
The Pipevine Swallowtail has a wide distribution across the United States, from southern Connecticut 
and New York west to southern Nevada, and south to Florida and Mexico.  It may stray further north.  
This beautiful swallowtail can be found in woodlands, meadows, and backyard gardens where the 
host plant is found.  

Pipevine Swallowtail Caterpillar

Jan Dixon enjoys observing caterpillars, almost as much as adult butterflies, and 
has raised ten species from her gardens. She volunteers as a butterfly monitor at the 

Nature Conservancy’s Kitty Todd Preserve in Northwest Ohio and is on the board 
of the Oak Openings Region chapter of Wild Ones. She also enjoys teaching about 

butterfly gardening.
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