
Southern Florida 
is a well-known destination for nature 
enthusiasts who want to see tropical 
butterflies.  The hardwood hammocks and 
pine rockland habitats of the Florida Keys and 
the extreme southern tip of mainland Florida 
are the only areas of the United States where 
one can see Schaus’ Swallowtails, Bartram’s 
Scrub-Hairstreaks, Miami Blues, Florida 
Duskywings, Florida Leafwings, and others. 

Although many of these butterflies are widely 
distributed in the West Indies and tropical 
America, some of the populations in southern 
Florida are unique forms endemic to Florida. 

Unfortunately, since the 1970s, the 
butterflies of southern Florida, especially 
in the Keys, have been declining and 
disappearing.  In August 2006, with funding 
from the United States Fish and Wildlife 
Service and the Florida Keys Mosquito 
Control District, I began looking for Zestos 
Skippers and Meske’s Skippers, as well as for 
other declining butterflies in southern Florida.  

Zestos Skippers are similar to the familiar 
Silver-spotted Skippers, but the undersides of 
the hindwings are reddish brown, often with a 
purplish iridescence, without any silvery white 
(see photo, page 18).   

This robust skipper has been documented 
from Florida, the Bahamas, Puerto Rico, the 
Virgin Islands, and the Lesser Antilles.  Only 
recently have Zestos Skippers been found on 

Cayo Coco and Isla de Turiguanó along the 
north-central coast of Cuba.

There is variation in this butterfly from 
region to region.  Zestos Skippers from 
Florida are larger than those from other areas 
and populations from the southern Bahamas 
tend to have a much reduced golden band on 
the forewings.  I had skipper specialist, Dr. 
George Austin, examine specimens of Zestos 
Skippers from throughout the Caribbean in the 

Florida Museum of Natural History collection.  
He concluded that the Florida population was 
a unique subspecies or perhaps even a sibling 
species.  Unfortunately Dr. Austin died before 
he could complete the study.

Zestos Skippers were once locally 
common in coastal areas of southern Florida 
including Sanibel Island, Marco Island, 
Chokoloskee Island, Flamingo and Royal 
Palm Hammock in Everglades National Park, 
Miami, and throughout the Keys.  

They occurred along trails and at the 
edges of tropical hammocks but by the mid-
1980s, Zestos Skippers had disappeared from 
the mainland.  During the late 1980s they 
disappeared from the Upper Keys, although 
Buck Cooper saw one at Carysfort on northern 
Key Largo on October 12, 1997.  

The last known sightings of  Zestos 
Skippers in Florida were at the Key West 
Tropical Forest and Botanical Garden on Stock 
Island by Mark Salvato in early July 2002 and 
by David Lysinger at the same location on 
January 23, 2004.  
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Opposite page:  An example of typical 
pine rockland habitat on Big Pine Key.  
Feb. 23, 2007.  National Key Deer Refuge.
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