Silver-spotted Skipper Caterpillar
Text and Photos by Lenora Larson
Known food preferences:

Voraciously attacks members
of the Pea Family, including
woody species such as American
Wisteria (Wisteria frutescens),
Black and Honey Locusts
(Robinia pseudoacacia, Gleditsia
triacanthos), Leadplant (Amorpha
canescens) in dry habitats, and
False Indigo Bush (Amorpha
fruticosa) in wet areas. Silverspotted Skipper caterpillars
also demolish the leaves of
many herbaceous Pea Family
members, including Blue Wild
Indigo (Baptisia australis),
Horseflyweed (Baptisia tinctoria),
and Ticktrefoils (Desmodium spp.). Unlike most butterflies, which lay their eggs directly on the host
plant, Silver-spotted Skipper females may lay single eggs near their caterpillar food plants, in which
case the newly emerged caterpillar must find the food plant on its own.

Known disguises: The caterpillar is almost always hidden within a leaf shelter. On the front

of the round, brown head capsule attached to its chartreuse body the caterpillar sports two brightorange fake “eyes” that help deter birds by fooling them into thinking that it is a snake.

Winter hide-out: Spends the winter as a

chrysalis, hidden in its leaf shelter. To make sure the
chrysalis has a secure home, resist the urge to clean
up the garden in the fall—leave the stems of Pea
Family plants standing over winter and let the fallen
leaves remain on the ground.
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Special weaponry: The caterpillar must be exceptionally delicious because it has multiple

defenses, starting with its taco-shell-like shelter, a folded leaf secured with silk spun by the newlyemerged caterpillar. As it matures, the caterpillar uses its silk to join multiple leaves together to
form a larger shelter. The primary consumers of Silver-spotted Skipper caterpillar are not birds,
but predatory and parasitoid
wasps. Predatory wasps paralyze
caterpillars with a sting and take
them back to their nests to feed
wasp larvae. Parasitoid wasps
lay their eggs on or inside the
caterpillar’s body; the eggs hatch
into larvae that then feast on
the doomed caterpillar from the
inside out. Not only can these
wasps recognize the folded leaf
shelters, they can also locate their
caterpillar prey by the aroma of the
accumulating frass—the caterpillar’s
poop. As a defense, a Silver-spotted
Skipper caterpillar gets rid of this
“evidence” of its presence. The caterpillar is equipped with a “fecal catapult” that hurls its fecal pellet
away, up to 38 times its body length! As if that weren’t enough, the caterpillar can regurgitate a
bitter-tasting defensive chemical when disturbed.

If capture is avoided:

An adult butterfly emerges
in spring. Silver-spotted
Skippers are ubiquitous
throughout the United States
and fly year-round in warmer
areas. In the Midwest, three
broods ensure flying adults
from April through October.
They are easily identified by
the silver splash on the darkbrown hindwing and a jerky
flight pattern.

Lenora Larson is a Marais des Cygnes Extension Master Gardener and
a member of the Idalia Butterfly and Kansas Native Plant Societies. She
loves to garden and host butterflies in the cruel winds and clay soils of
Paola, Kansas. She may be contacted at lenora.longlips@gmail.com
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