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AILANTHUS WEBWORM MOTH   (Atteva punctella ) 
 
Contributed by Donna Watkins 
 

The Ailanthus Webworm Moth is often 
mistaken for a beetle because of its 
unusually bright coloring and habit of 
being on flowers in the daytime.  These 
moths keep their wings rolled up tightly 
against their bodies, unlike other moths 
we are used to seeing with wings 
outspread. 
 
Its native habitat is South and Central 
America where they build communal 
webs in native trees.  This was an exotic 
species imported into the United States 
from China for the silk industry in the mid 
1800's.  This moth is of little consequence 
ecologically but the host plant brought 
along for food is a major invasive noxious 
weed tree along roadways and 

everywhere else its seeds and suckers can find disturbed soil in Virginia. 
 
This insect has now spread through most of the United States where the caterpillar stage uses 
the introduced tree known as Tree of Heaven or Paradise Tree (Ailanthus altissima) for food.  
This tree is displacing many of our own native trees and is especially difficult to eradicate 
because of its root structure.  The larval (caterpillar) stage of this moth feeds on the leaves, 
flowers, seeds and even bark of this tree.  It will also feed on other deciduous trees and shrubs.  
The caterpillars make loose webs on their food plants and live inside them. 
 
The colorful adult Ailanthus Webworm moth pictured here on a Butterfly Bush (Buddleia) is a 
pollinator.  They visit flowers of many different species during the daytime.  They mate at dawn 
and lay eggs at dusk producing one generation per year.  It is unlikely that it over-winters in our 
area, but rather migrates here each year. 
 
 
 
Photo by Donna Watkins 

 



ASSASSIN BUG 
 
Contributed by Donna Watkins 
 

Assassin bugs are considered beneficial insects 
because they reduce populations of garden 
pests.  There are nearly 3000 species of 
assassin bugs and they are found throughout 
most of the world.  They earned this name 
because of the speed at which they grab and 
poison their prey.  They come in many sizes and 
colors and most have two pairs of wings.  They 
have sticky pads on the powerful forelegs which 
are made from thousands of tiny hairs.  This 
keeps their victims from getting away.  One 
thing they all have is a powerful, curved rostrum, 
or beak. 
 
They feed by external digestion, which means 
that they push their beak into their victims body 
and inject a very toxic, or poisonous, liquid that 

affects the nerves and liquifies the muscles and tissues of their prey.  Most other insects that eat 
like this have two tubes in their beak; one for injecting the fluid and one for sucking in the food, 
but assassin bugs have only one large tube that does both jobs.  This larger tube allows them to 
inject a larger amount of the toxic digestive fluid so that prey many times their size can be 
quickly overcome. 
 
Some of them sit and wait for their prey while others hunt for them.  Cockroaches die in 3 or 4 
seconds and caterpillars more than 400 times the assassin bugs weight can die in only 10 
seconds.  A feast this size can last for days or even weeks.  Predators that attack these bugs 
include birds and reptiles.  Some of the species have developed a defense mechanism where 
they use their beak to squirt their venom 
as far as a foot at the attacker. 
 
Most assassin bugs lay their eggs in Fall 
in cracks and crevices filled with leaves.  
The eggs hatch the following Spring and 
the nymphs look a lot like the adults, but 
are smaller.  They will pass through five  
molts becoming a full-sized adult after  
the last one.  These adults generally 
winter over and begin a new generation 
the following year. 
 
 
Wheel bugs (the last photo shown here) 
are rather uncommon, but attract 
attention when found due to their bizarre appearance.  The wheel bug is a "monster" of the 
insect world being a dreaded foe of other insects. It is an assassin bug that stalks its prey 



traveling around till it finds something.  
They are voracious predators, attacking 
large caterpillars, such as tomato 
hornworms.   
 
They will not bite humans readily, but 
most of these assassin bugs, if handled 
carelessly, can inflict a very painful bite, 
causing a severe reaction for some 
people.   
 
Their saliva can cause severe irritation of 
the eyes and nose and even temporary 
blindness in humans, so it's best to let 
them do their garden work for you 
unbothered. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Photos by Donna Watkins  
 
 
 
 
 



BLACK-WINGED DAMSELFLY (Calopetyx maculata) 
 
Contributed by Donna Watkins 
 

The Black-winged Damselfly can be more 
easily identified than many damselflies since it 
is the only one with solid black wings.  There 
is some color difference on the wings between 
the male and female with the male being 
darker winged.  The females have a brownish 
look but can be more easily distinguished by a 
tiny white spot at the tip of their wings.   
 
Dragonflies and damselflies are not the male 
and female names for the same insect as 
some think.  Damselflies can be distinguished 
from dragonflies readily since damselflies hold 
their wings together over their back when at 
rest.  These beautiful beneficial creatures 
began their lives as nymphs in the larval 
stage, living underwater for a year or more.  

The aquatic nymphs of the Black-winged Damselfly are typically found in flowing streams.  If you 
look for them along stream banks, you will probably see a male, since they spend much of their 
time within a small area throughout the day because they choose territory based on its suitability 
for egg-laying.  Also in consideration for choosing territories is that there is a perch for the male 
to keep an eye on his territory.  He will defend it from other species and especially other males.  
After mating with a female he will immediately return to his perch. 
 
The nest is just below the water's surface on some type of stationary debris to which the eggs 
will stick.  They hatch in about 7 days and the nymphs swim away to feed.  The nymph will molt 
from 6-15 times before emerging into what we see flying around.  The last stage crawls out of 
the water onto vegetation before the adult 
emerges.  Most species have one generation per 
year.  Adults emerge Spring, Summer or Fall and 
live from a few weeks to a few months. 
 
Adults feed on flying insects and are very 
effective at reducing mosquito populations since 
nymphs eat mosquito larvae while adults eat 
adult mosquitoes.  Like most of their adult 
behavior, the feeding ritual is very interesting.  
They will choose a place to perch that is directly 
facing a sunny area.  When another insect flies 
into the area, the damselfly will speed out and 
catch it in flight with its hairy hind legs, and then 
return to its perch to feast by chewing on it.  
Adults are commonly found near water. 
 
Photos by Donna Watkins 
 



BUTTERFLIES –MISCELLANEOUS 
 
Contributed by Donna Watkins  
 

 
 
 
Common Buckeye 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Great Spangled Fritillary 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 Northern Oak Hairstreak 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Pearl Crescent 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Silver Spotted Skipper 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Male Spicebush Swallowtail 
- underside 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Male Spicebush Swallowtail  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Red-banded Hairstreak 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
White Hairstreak 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Painted Lady closed 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Painted Lady open 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Photos by Donna Watkins 



EASTERN TIGER SWALLOWTAIL BUTTERFLY  (Papilio galucas) 
 
Contributed by Ken Bushell 
 

The Eastern Tiger Swallowtail Butterfly 
is the Virginia state butterfly and one of 
the most common found in Lake 
Monticello and is friendly enough that 
an observer can get very close and 
even persuade them to walk onto one's 
hands.   
 
Their coloring is interesting, since the 
male is bright yellow, but also are 
many of the females, which can be 
distinguished by the blue spots and 
markings on the lower part of the 
wings.   
 
 
 
 
 
Some of the variations noted are 
shown in the sequence of photos here.   
I wonder if this one with just two small 
spot is male or female? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This one is decidedly female 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Some females are also dark, some 
brownish, other almost black. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Another specimen of the female 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
The underside is also extremely 
colorful 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Photos by Ken Bushell and Donna Watkins 



AMERICAN GRASSHOPPER   (Dissosteira carolina ) 
 
Contributed by Robert Sjogren 
 

The American Grasshopper is a plant-eating 
insect that belongs to a suborder called 
Cualifera.  The suborder has an estimated 
2,400 valid genera and 11,000 valid species 
in these genera.  Because of this, one sees 
considerable variation in color and form of 
this jumping insect.  Its ability to jump is the 
result of possessing large, strong hind legs.  
While it can fly, it prefers to jump and then 
crawl to its next feeding site.   
 
This insect has a characteristic head with 
large eyes.  Body color may vary from one 
region to another, however, in our area the 
color is generally tan to green.  This color is 
unlike a relative called the locust that has 
the ability to change its color and behavior 
when its population reaches large numbers. 

 
The Grasshopper can make a noise by rubbing its hind leg femur against a forewing or 
abdomen or by snapping its wings.  Females are larger than the male.  The female can lay 
upwards of 400 eggs in soil or on plant leaves where she will surround her eggs with a sticky 
foam. 
 
For food, the grasshopper prefers grass leaves but will eat other leaves especially newly 
emerged growth.  Grasshoppers are eaten by birds, lizards, mantids, spiders, and rodents.       
 
 
 
 
Photo from:-  http://7art-screensavers.com/flowers/2004-08-15-kolontaevo-flowers/close-grasshopper.jpg  



HUMMINGBIRD MOTHS 
 
Contributed by Donna Watkins    

 
In summer you may notice that your flowers 
attract what looks like a hummingbird with 
antennae. These are commonly called 
Hummingbird Moths and unlike most moths 
that fly only at night, you will see them 
feeding on nectar from your flowers during 
the day.  Hummingbird Moths live in fields, 
gardens, and forest edges and can be seen 
in our area from around April into October. 
 
Hummingbird Moths grow up to two inches 
long and are colored green, brown and 
shades of red. They have tufts of hairs from 
the end of the abdomen look a lot like 
feathers. The wings of this moth are mostly 
clear, sometimes with some red near the 

body, and it is known as a Clearwing Moth because they lose the scales on their front wings 
after their first flight. Their wings resemble leaded stained glass with clear glass in the panels, 
much like a bee or wasp wing.  The reddish colored one has a lot more scales left compared to 
the darker colored one which may indicate that it was still on its first flight. 
 
After mating, female moths lay eggs on host plants that will feed the caterpillars when they 
hatch, such as honeysuckle, hawthorns, plum, wild cherry and viburnum. The caterpillars are 
yellowish-green with darker green lines and reddish spots on the sides. They also have a yellow 
tail horn.  Within the various species of these moths, you will find the Tomato and Tobacco 
Hornworms being the caterpillar stage. 
 
Hornworms will not hurt you if you handle them since the tails can't pierce your skin or sting you.  
When a hornworm is alarmed he 
will tuck in his tiny head and expose 
his big white teeth that are really 
harmless suction cups. This makes 
him intimidating at both ends! 
When caterpillars are fully grown, 
they climb down the host plant and 
into the soil where they make a 
cocoon and become a pupa (resting 
stage).  If it's not too late in the 
summer, the adult moths will hatch 
in a few weeks. If it is in the Fall, the 
moths won't come out until the 
following Spring. 
Adult Hummingbird Moths feed on 
nectar from many flowers, just like 
hummingbirds.  Some of their 
favorites in our yard are Highbush Blueberry, Blackberries, Buddleia (Butterfly Bush), Bee Balm, 



Milkweed and Phlox. They use a long, thin, needle-like mouthpart called a proboscis to eat. The 
proboscis stays coiled up like a garden hose until the moth approaches a flower.   It then uncoils 
it and dips it deep into the flower for nectar as seen in the photo.  The nectar is rich in sugar, 
which fuels the energy required for hovering. 
Predators of Hummingbird Moths include birds, mantids (i.e. praying mantis), spiders, and bats, 
but camouflage is a great defense in avoiding detection by a hungry predator, and looking like a 
hummingbird works well for them. 

 
Another moth considered to be in the 
Hummingbird Moth family is the Carolina 
Sphinx Moth which comes from the 
Tobacco Hornworm, which is green or 
brown with seven diagonal white lines on 
each side, and a horn arching downward at 
the end of the abdomen. This horn is 
commonly, but not always red. It can also 
be yellow, white, green, orange or the 
palest blue.  This caterpillar feeds on 
plants in the nightshade family which 
includes tomatoes and tobacco.   
 
Adults may nectar at flowers such as 
Moonflower, Morning Glory, and 
Honeysuckle.  In our yard we've seen them 

mostly on Petunias and Cleomes (Spider Flower) which is what the one in the photo is feeding 
from at night by our porch. 
 
 
 
 
 
Photos by Donna Watkins  



IMPERIAL MOTH  (Eacles imperialis)  
 
Contributed by Donna Watkins 
 

The Imperial Moth has a 
wingspan of 4-6 inches with 
yellow wings with purple-gray 
marks and dark speckles.  
Adults often fly near lights 
basking in the glow until dawn 
when not feeding.  
Unfortunately, many of these 
moths remain on walls by the 
lights and are eaten by birds, 
so they are becoming more 
rare in areas where a lot of 
artificial lighting is used.  
Females lay large yellow eggs 
singly or in small groups on 
upper or lower surface of host 
leaves.  It will hatch in two 
weeks.  The tiny caterpillars 

begin life with huge heads, spikes and long fine hairs.  Some common hosts in our area are oak, 
sycamore, elm, hickory, walnut, maple, basswood, honey locust, and pines. 
 
The larval (caterpillar) stage of this moth is a solitary feeder and is usually found in late Summer 
and in Fall.  Large, colorful, and armed with horns and spines, the caterpillar may look fierce and 
dangerous; however, it is harmless and does not "sting" or stab man.  Full-grown, it is 3-4 
inches long and may be green or brown.  They consume a large amount of foliage, but are 
seldom present in sufficient numbers to cause any serious damage.  When they are fully grown, 
about 42 days, they leave the foliage and pupate in the soil.  The large, hard, brown pupa has a 
flattened forked tail. In the Spring they emerge as adults. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Photo by Ken Bushell 



KATYDID  (Pterophylla camellifolia) 
 
Contributed by Robert Sjogren 
 

The Katydid is an insect related to the 
grasshopper and crickets.   However, unlike these 
previously named insects, the Katydid has an 
easily recognized song and it is its type of song 
that determined the name of this insect. 
  
The Katydid possesses large light green oval 
shaped wings with prominent veins.  Its head is 
grasshopper-like with a body that is approximately 
2 inches long with antennae 2 - 3 times the length 
of its body.  It is very active at night during which it 
generates its characteristic song by rubbing a 
scraper on its forewing against a file-like structure 
located on its other wing.  Its hearing organ is a 
slit on its front leg which enables it to hear other 
Katydids sing.  Both males and females sing.  The 
noise its makes enables bats, birds, snakes, and 
shrews to locate this leaf-like insect as its clings to 
a leaf or plant stem.  
 
 
 

For food, it eats leaves, stems, flowers and fruit since it prefers trees, thickets, shrubs, and 
forested areas.  After breeding in late summer and early fall, it lays eggs in the soil and in the 
bark of trees. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Photos by Ken Bushell 



MONARCH BUTTERFLY  (Danaus plexippus)  
 
Contributed by Donna Watkins 
 

 Perhaps the most popular or well 
known of butterflies is the Monarch.  
Here at Lake Monticello we get to 
see these beautiful creatures arrive in 
September as they migrate south to 
Mexico to winter over. Their 
incredible migration is what has 
made the Monarch so well known.  
Monarchs west of the Rocky 
Mountains travel to small groves of 
trees along the California coast. 
Those east of the Rocky Mountains 
fly south to forests high in the 
mountains of Mexico. 
 
In all the world, no butterflies migrate 

as far as the Monarchs of North America. They travel up to 3,000 miles and are the only 
butterflies to make such a long, two-way migration every year. Amazingly, they fly in masses to 
the same Winter roosts, often to the exact same trees. Their migration is similar to some birds or 
whales; however, unlike birds and whales, individual Monarchs only make the round-trip once. It 
is the fact that their children's grandchildren are the ones that return south the following Fall and 
that is what fascinates the mind. 
 
As the days grow longer, they begin to mate and they leave their Mexican roosts during the 
second week of March, flying north and east looking for milkweed plants on which to lay their 
eggs. These are the only Monarchs left that can produce a new generation. If they return too 
early, before the milkweed is up in the Spring, they will not be able to lay their eggs and 
continue the cycle. 
 
The migrating females each lay 
hundreds of eggs on the milkweed 
plants they find in the southern United 
States before they die. The eggs hatch 
about 4 days after being laid and the 
first spring caterpillars hatch, consume 
the milkweed plant which is the ONLY 
plant that Monarch larvae will eat.   
 
Within 30 days of the eggs being laid, 
you will have an adult butterfly emerge 
from the chrysalis as is shown on the 
photo taken one morning on my way to 
the mailbox.  The chrysalis is on a stem 
of grass near Milkweed. 
 



Butterflies are not like humans, who grow in size as they mature into adults. When an adult 
monarch butterfly emerges from the chrysalis, it emerges at its full size and its wings do not 
grow larger. While there is some variation in the sizes of adult monarchs, they measure around 
4 inches wide with wings open. 
 
It is these newly emerged Monarchs that re-colonize their parents' original homes. Summer 
Monarchs live a much briefer life than the over-wintering generation.  Their life span as a 
butterfly is only three to five weeks compared to eight or nine months for the over-wintering 
adults.  The summer produces three or four generations of Monarchs, depending on the length 
of the growing season, until once again there are millions of Monarchs all over the U.S. and 
southern Canada. 
 
If you'd like to help the Monarchs survive, planting various species of Milkweed (such as 
Butterfly Weed  - shown below) would be very beneficial as hosts for the eggs/larvae and also 
for nectar for the adults.  Other favored nectar sources are Verbena, Zinnia, Purple Coneflower, 
Buddleia, and Mexican Sunflower. 
 
You can get involved in many Monarch projects shown on the MonarchWatch.org website.   We 
participate in the Monarch Waystation Program by providing habitat that includes plant sources 
for all stages of the Monarch's life. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Photos by Donna Watkins  

 



PRAYING MANTIS 
 
Contributed by Donna Watkins 
 
 

The Praying Mantis is such a unique looking 
bug that most people are familiar with and its 
prayer-like stance while waiting for its prey.  
This one was photographed at night.  It is 
considered a beneficial insect for gardens. 
Two of its relatives are the grasshopper and 
cockroach. 
 
Mantises range in size from 1/2 inch to 12 
inches long depending on the species and 
location.  The nearly 2,000 species are widely 
distributed throughout tropical, subtropical, 
and warm temperate areas of the world.  
Some species have no wings, but the ones 
we see at Lake Monticello have 2 pairs of 
wings.  
 

 
 

The largest one we've had in our garden was 5 
inches long. 
 
This insect ambushes its prey and captures it with 
its spiny forelegs.  Its diverse appetite includes all 
insects, butterflies and even other mantises, which 
makes them solitary critters, being widely spaced 
within their own territorial habitats.  These habitats 
include gardens where they can be beneficial 
although we will have no input on its choice of 
meals.  It has been noted that they have caught 
and consumed hummingbirds.   
 
They do not actively hunt for prey, but instead wait 
in perfect stillness, virtually invisible on a leaf or 
stem of its own coloring, ready to seize whatever 
may be within grabbing distance.  When the prey is 
close enough, the mantis thrusts its pincer-like 
forelegs forward to grasp the prey.  Along the 
inside of the leg, there are rows of hooked spines 
that minimize any chance of escape.  The mantis 
then bites the head off first and continues to 
consume it. 

 
You can tell a pregnant female since her abdomen is swollen. After mating, (see photograph 
below) the female lays her eggs (up to 400) in batches enclosed in a tough, spongy encasement 

 

 



called an ootheca. The ootheca is attached to 
fence posts, twigs, stems, or sometimes buried in 
the ground.    A photo is shown below of an egg 
encasement on a holly bush in our yard.   
 
No matter what size the mantis is, the eggs are 
all the same size.  Some females stand guard 
over their eggs until the nymphs (young) emerge.   
 
Protection is needed from parasitic wasps that 
lay their eggs in the eggs of the mantis. The eggs 
will hatch in 3 weeks to 6 months depending on 
the temperature and humidity.  The young will 
emerge from tiny holes in the casing.  The 
nymphs will go through a series of molts 
(shedding of skin) as they grow into adult 
mantises. 
 
Mantises have a number of predators, 
particularly birds, so to discourage them from 
attacking, the mantis will strike out with its spiny 
forelegs hoping to scare the bird away. Their first 
line of defense is to avoid detection with their 
coloring and stillness.  Those that dwell in 

bushes and grass are colored green, while tree dwellers are often mottled brown. The flower 
mantises in Africa and the Far East so closely resemble the flowers that insects often land on 
them to get nectar. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Photos by Donna Watkins and Ken Bushell   

 

 



RED ADMIRAL BUTTERFLY  (Vanessa atalanta) 
 
Contributed by Donna Watkins 
 

The Red Admiral Butterfly belongs to the 
vanessid group of  butterflies.  All vanessid 
butterflies have special taste organs located in 
their feet.  It feeds mainly on flower nectar.  It 
also feeds on nettles and clover in the Spring 
and Summer, as well as on common flowers 
such as Buddleia, Michaelmas daisy, and Ice 
plant.   It particularly likes daisies of the family 
Asteraceae because each flower contains a 
high concentration of nectar. The Red Admiral 
Butterfly also feeds on ivy flowers and the juice 
of rotting fruit such as apples, which it shares 
with wasps. 
 
The female Red Admiral Butterfly lays up to 
100 eggs per day, one at a time, on a wide 
range of food plants, generally choosing nettle, 
or occasionally the hop plant, on which to lay 
them. When the eggs hatch, the caterpillars 
pull the leaves around them to form a 

protective enclosure and then spin silken threads around themselves as protection from 
predators as they feed.  Many gardeners have found these types of leaves and removed them 
from the plant not realizing that they are destroying butterflies in progress.  Inspect leaves of 
favorite plants from May onward for eggs. 
 
The Red Admiral caterpillar has spiky extensions on its body that deter most birds, except the 
Cuckoo.  They are also vulnerable to attack 
by wasps and flies.  Once fully grown, the 
caterpillars move to a hidden spot on the 
plant where they shed their skins and spin a 
cocoon (chrysalis) with gold-colored 
markings. It only takes 4-7 days to go from 
egg to chrysalis and 2-3 weeks from 
chrysalis to pupation.  During the time of 
pupation, the adult structures of the insect 
are formed.  The wingspan of this butterfly 
is 2-3 inches. 
 



Although the Red Admiral Butterfly is 
commonly seen in temperate areas, it is 
actually a migrant from the Mediterranean 
regions of Europe, Guatemala and the 
Antilles. It flies north each Spring to its 
breeding grounds and the offspring remain at 
the breeding grounds through Summer and 
into Winter, lacking the instinct to return south 
as cold weather approaches.  It attempts to 
hibernate in tree hollows, rocky crevices, or 
among plant debris, but the cold weather 
soon kills it. The lifespan is about 10 months.  
They fly at 5-9 miles per hour. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Photos by Donna Watkins  



RED-SPOTTED PURPLE ADMIRAL BUTTERFLY 
 
Contributed by Donna Watkins 

 
The Red-spotted Purple Admiral is part 
of the brush-footed butterfly 
(Nymphalidae) family with a wingspan 
of 2-1/4 to 4 inches.  Like many 
butterflies having an elaborate defense 
mechanism against predators, it 
mimics the Pipevine Swallowtail, 
whose larvae feed on plants of the 
birthwort family containing the 
chemical aristolochic acid which is 
unpalatable to predators.  
 
Since butterflies cannot fly until their 
wings are warmed, they often sun on 
rocks and pavement to absorb the 
heat collected there.   As is seen in the 
photo shown here. 
 

Adult food includes sap, rotting fruit, carrion, dung and only occasional nectar from small white 
flowers with Viburnum, Spirea, and Privet being favorites. You will often find these butterflies in 
groups taking nourishment from mud puddles on the ground.  This butterfly is usually found in 
deciduous or mixed forests, moist uplands, valley bottoms and coastal plains. 
 
Red-Spotted Purple males engage in "puddling," which is a gathering of many butterflies at a 
patch of mineral rich muddy ground, dung, urine, or carrion.  Using their long proboscises, they 
extract salts and nitrogen which they form into a spermatophore, a sac containing sperm and 
nutrients that are passed to the female during mating.  The female uses the nutrients during egg 
production and the pheromones of the spermatophore ward off other would be suitors.  There 

are generally two broods from April to 
October. 
 
As with all butterflies, eggs are laid on 
specific plant hosts for the caterpillar or 
larval stage to feed.   Red-spotted 
Admirals prefer leaves of a variety of 
trees and shrubs such as poplar, oaks, 
hawthorn, birch, willows, wild cherry, 
aspen, basswood, cottonwood and 
shadbush.  Eggs are laid singly on the 
tip of a host plant leaf and the 
caterpillar emerges to eat the leaves, 
spin a chrysalis and emerge as an 
adult butterfly.   The larvae stage of 
this particular butterfly resembles bird 
droppings which is a protective 

 



provision of nature.  The photo of the caterpillar stage was taken on a 
Black Willow tree, as was the one that was beginning the spinning of the 
chrysalis out of which would emerge a butterfly.   
 
Several years we have had these caterpillars consume most of one of our 
Black Willow's leaves, but the tree seemed to do better than the one they 
laid few eggs on.   Maybe there is a symbiotic relationship between 
caterpillar and host.   Our philosophy for our yard has been that we garden 
not only for ourselves but also for wildlife, so we watch and see what 
nature does with what is considered to be a pest.  Often it turns out to be a 
beneficial experience for all. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Photos by Donna Watkins  



WALKING STICK 
 
Contributed by Donna Watkins 
 

The Walking Stick is a common, but often overlooked 
insect, because it is not a pest to farmers or gardens.  It 
uses camouflage for protection since it takes on the 
appearance of some other object.  Although predators 
can easily distinguish it from its surroundings, because 
the insect looks like an ordinary twig, it gets ignored. 
 
When disturbed, stick insects will sometimes 'play dead' 
for a few minutes to trick predators. These insects have 
suckers and claws on their feet which allows them to go 
up and down vertical surfaces even upside down, but 
they move very slowly. 
 
There are 2700-3000 stick insects identified in the world, 
depending on which study you read, and they are found 
mostly in temperate and tropical regions.  They are from 
3-7 inches long depending on the specific species.   
 
They have six slender legs that can easily compress 
against the body to look like a stick or mimic smaller 

twigs coming from the main body. 
 
These peaceful insects are strict vegetarians eating only plant foods such as berry, cherry and 
rose leaves. These critters generally feed in the dark, so they usually spend their days hanging 
from leaves or bark waiting for evening. They emit a foul smelling odor from glands on the 
thorax which also discourages things from eating 
them. 
 
If there are no males in the area, a female Walking 
Stick can lay healthy eggs which hatch, but this has 
disadvantages.  The young are identical to the female, 
allowing no random variations. Stick insects find 
mates easily in groups, while scattered females attract 
mates by emitting a pheromone, which is a seductive 
scent.  The two then mate while clinging to a twig or 
leaf.  The female scatters her eggs which fall to the 
ground and each egg, protected by its seed-like 
appearance and hard shell, may stay on the forest 
floor for up to three years.  Eventually the young 
insect emerges.  Young walking sticks are usually 
olive green and turn brown as adults. 
 
The Walking Stick has the unusual ability of partial 
regeneration.  If a leg is lost or damaged it will grow 
back after several successive molts, or shedding of its 



skin.  By molting the walking stick is able to grow quickly in size in just a few months.  The 
Walking Stick eats its own molt.   A close up of the head is shown below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Photos by Donna Watkins and Ken Bushell 



YELLOW JACKET WASP  (Vespula maculifrons) 
 
Contributed by Donna Watkins 

 
The Eastern Yellow Jacket is the best-
known wasp in Virginia. They are social 
insects that live in nests. Yellow jackets 
feed their young large numbers of 
insects that might otherwise damage 
trees or crops, so they are considered 
beneficial to agriculture. They are 
important to our ecosystem and gardens 
also since they eat garden pests and 
play a role in pollination when feeding on 
flower nectar.  If you find yellow jackets 
where people and pets won't bother 
them, it's a good idea to leave them 
alone. 
 
Most yellow jackets, other than the 
queens, die with the first frost and the 
nest is abandoned and typically not used 
again as is the case with hornet nests. In 
the Spring, the queen will build a new 

nest that is surrounded by a paper envelope underground. They use rodent burrows or other 
natural openings for sites.   
 
The Paper Wasp is commonly mistaken for a Yellow 
Jacket, but they have longer legs, are more slender, 
and usually un-aggressive.  We've had paper wasps 
nests in the corners of our porches for 16 years and 
have never been bothered by them. Their nests provide 
food for the baby wrens and their busy work in the 
garden ridding it of invasive bugs is greatly 
appreciated. Their nests are a single umbrella-shaped 
comb attached with a "stem" to a ceiling. See photo on 
right. 
 
 The Aerial Yellow Jacket (Dolichovespula arenaria), 
also in Virginia, builds nests in aerial locations similar 
to a hornet's nest.  The queen begins laying eggs 
which hatch into worker wasps.  All summer workers 
increase in number as the nest also increases in size.  
By Fall there can be thousands of yellow jackets in a nest and this is generally the time of year 
they become a problem. The odors of meat, fish, and sweet substances are particularly 
attractive to the wasps.  In early Fall, the Yellow Jackets especially prefer sweet things, as 
shown in the photo.  They were attracted to the very overripe apples we'd thrown out for the 
critters in September. 
Most yellow jackets defend their nests vigorously so being near a nest means you're likely to get 

 



stung. Typically, the Eastern Yellow Jackets are the most aggressive, while those that nest 
above ground are somewhat less touchy.  Stay away from their nests.  Don't swat at those that 
approach you since this provokes them to sting in defense.  Don't let children throw rocks at the 
nests.  Avoid wearing perfume, hair spray, or other scented body-care products. Don't wear 
bright red, orange, or yellow clothes which can attract Yellow Jackets.  They can be persistent, 
clever and difficult to manage, but that doesn't mean you should reach for a spray can to deal 
with the problem. 
 
No reason to poison yourself, the birds or the earth with the chemicals. There are pesticide-free 
alternatives.  If you are doubtful, you can search for information online about Waterfront Park 
Baseball Stadium in New Jersey.  In only 5 days they emptied the stadium of 70,000 yellow 
jackets in a non-poisonous way.  Traps can be an effective, pesticide-free method for managing 
yellow jackets and they can be purchased or homemade.  You'll find some examples online at 
www.yellowjackettraps.com and www.rescue.com.  In some areas of the country there are 
people who will collect yellow jackets, hornets and other wasps for medical labs who use them 
for sting allergic patients (see www.freeyellowjacketremoval.com). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Wasp photo by Donna Watkins 
Nest photo from www.aggie-horticulture.tamu.edu  
 



WOLF SPIDER 
 
Contributed by Donna Watkins 
 

Spiders are invertebrates, which means they don't 
have backbones. They are beneficial critters since 
they pollinate plants, eat harmful insects and help to 
recycle dead trees and animals back into the earth.  
They also provide a vital source of food to many 
birds, fish and other small mammals.  Spiders are 
not insects which have 3 body parts and 6 legs.  
Spiders have 8 legs and 2 body parts.  Male spiders 
are usually smaller than females.  Most spiders are 
very nearsighted although they have more than one 
set of eyes.  They use the hair on their body to 
sense when other animals are near. To escape 
predators, they may jump a distance of 5-6 inches. 
 
Fear of spiders is called arachnophobia and it is one 
of the most common fears among humans. 
Cobwebs are made by spiders that spin silk from 
glands called spinnerets, located at the tip of their 
abdomen.  Not all spiders spin webs and the Wolf 
Spider is an example of one that does not.  Webs 

get dirty and torn, so many spiders spin a new one daily. They roll the old one up in a ball and 
eat it.  All spiders require a constant source of moisture. 
 
Most spiders sit in their webs and wait for prey to come to them, but Wolf Spiders are hunters 
with keen eyesight.  They seek their prey and pounce on them, like wolves, often prowling in the 
dark. They are easily spotted because of their size which can be more than 3 inches wide with 
legs.  They eat prey of their own size or smaller like mosquitoes, roaches, ants, flies and 
crickets.  They also get food from dead carcasses.  They are able to eat a large amount of food 
with their flexible abdomen and can then do fairly well without food for a week or longer by 
decreasing their metabolism. 
 
Courtship behavior among spiders is highly ritualized and often species specific. For those with 
well-developed eyes like the Wolf Spider, courtship includes movement and bright contrasting 
colors.  After mating, the female Wolf Spider seeks out a secluded spot where she lays 100 or 
more eggs, guarding them ferociously until she can encase them safely in a sac of silk she spins 
and then attaches to her spinnerets at the rear.  Because they are constantly on the move for 
food, they can't keep an eye on their egg sacs, as most spiders do with webs.  She carries the 
sac about a month when the babies emerge having already gone through one molt in the egg 
sac.  They climb out and on to the female's abdomen area and cling to hairs where they will ride 
for a week or two.  The female carries about 100 + babies which provides some protection for 
them and also provides a way of dispersing them.  This is the only spider that shows this type of 
parental care. 
 
 

 



A relative of the Wolf Spider, the female 
Nursery Web Spider also carries their egg 
sac with them (see photo left). The difference 
is that with Nursery Spiders, the sac is not 
attached to the spinnerets. It is carried 
around in her jaws or pedipalps (legs).  When 
the eggs are about to hatch, the female 
builds a nursery "tent" to put her egg sac in, 
and then guards it from outside.  The female 
Nursery Spider will sometimes eat the male 
after mating. The male, to reduce the risk of 
this, often presents the female with a gift 
such as a fly, when approaching, in the hope 
that this will satisfy her hunger. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Photos by Donna Watkins  
 

 


