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{Bobwhites and Butterflies}

I have found that wildflower 
meadows and butterfly gardens are 
a great way to add habitat in the 
areas between the trees along the 
waterways and the field crops. These 
wildflowers and native grasses  
do not need fertilizer; they help to 
absorb nitrogen before it filters  

into the river. As well as providing 
food for caterpillars, they provide 
areas for ground nesting birds such 
as the Bobwhite Quail and turkeys. 
They provide insects and seeds for 
resident and migrating birds. Once 
these plantings are established, they 
need little maintenance other than 

a once-a-year mowing in early spring 
and vigilance to make sure invasives 
don’t get a foothold.

Butterfly gardens and wildflower 
meadows contain native plants that 
caterpillars can feed upon as well 
as flowering plants that provide 
nectar for adult butterflies and other 

By Alice Wellford

Bobwhites and Butterflies: 
Wildflower Meadows and 
Butterfly Gardens

Great Spangled Fritillary 

Conservation of land in Essex County means, to most people, preserving open space or 
preserving farms and woodlands. But it also means protecting these lands against invasive 
plants and enhancing habitat for native plants and animals. The Rappahannock River corridor 
is critical for migrating waterfowl that rest and feed in the valuable brackish marshes. It also 
provides migrating songbirds and butterflies (yes, some butterflies migrate!) with food and 
shelter along the riparian borders of the river and the many creeks and streams that feed  
into it. Protecting and enhancing this wildlife corridor is important conservation work.
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pollinators such as bees, moths, and 
hummingbirds. Butterfly caterpil-
lars usually eat only the foliage of 
specific plants. When these plants are 
not present, the butterflies cannot 
reproduce. For instance, Golden 
Alexander is a member of the parsley 
family of plants, which serve as host 
plants for Black Swallowtail caterpil-
lars. It is one of the earliest blooming 
plants in the garden so it also 
provides early spring nectar.

Violets provide early spring nectar 
as well and are host plants for Fritillary 
caterpillars. The legume family of 
plants (such as Senna, Partridge Pea, 
Baptisia and Clover) provide nectar 
throughout the growing season and 
are the host plants for Sulfur butterfly 
caterpillars.

Choose plants that flower at 
different times so nectar is avail-
able whenever the weather is warm 
enough for butterfly flight. Among 
the plants in my garden, other than 
the ones I mention elsewhere, are 
Purple Coneflower, Cosmos, Bee 
Balm, Coreopsis, Black-eyed Susans 
and Sunflowers. Plant Asters, 

which are the host plants for Pearl 
Crescent caterpillars and along with 
Goldenrod provide late summer 
nectar for fall migrating butterflies. 

 Special attention needs to be paid 
to the Monarch butterfly. Be sure 
to plant milkweeds in your garden. 
They are the only food that Monarch 
butterfly caterpillars can eat to 
reproduce. There is growing concern 
for Monarchs because of lost habitat, 
both in terms of the milkweed 
habitat of Monarch caterpillars and 
in terms of the climate change threat 
to the Monarch’s wintering habitat 
in Mexico. Monarchs migrate, so all 
along their migration routes there 
must be nectaring plants as well as 
milkweeds for each generation of 
Monarch caterpillars.

Welcome some weeds into 
your field edges or meadows. 
Red Admirals feed upon False-
Nettle, Painted Ladies need Pearly 
Everlasting plants, and Plantains 
are hosts for Buckeye caterpil-
lars. Outside your meadow will 
be various grasses, shrubs, and 
trees that are host plants for some 

Bobwhite Quail
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caterpillars, such as Spring Azures, 
Eastern Tiger Swallowtails, Eastern 
Tailed Blues, Hackberry Emperors, 
and Spicebush and Pipevine 
Swallowtails. When all these cater-
pillars change into butterflies, they 
will visit your garden to seek nectar 
from your flowering plants.

Gardens with cultivated plants 
near your house will provide more 
nectar. Although Zinnias, Garden 
Phlox, Lilies, and other nonnatives 
will not host the caterpillars, the 
adult butterflies will visit these 
flowers to sip nectar and delight chil-
dren of all ages! This is your reward 
for establishing your butterfly 
garden. When the Bobwhites move 
in and start calling, you know you 
have established great habitat.

Some Personal Musings
Most songbirds depend upon 

caterpillars to feed their young, so 
by supporting butterflies, you are 
supporting birds.

I have learned to enjoy hot, 
muggy, July days because those are 
the days when most butterflies are 
in flight. Mid-July is the time of the 
national butterfly count. Choose a 
sunny day in early July and list all the 
butterfly species you see. 

I hope I have interested you in 
providing native plants for butter-
flies, even if you only incorporate a 
few into your existing home garden.

If you want to pursue butterflying, 
I have two recommendations:

First, buy a good butterfly 
book. I recommend Butterflies 
through Binoculars: the East by Jeffrey 
Glassburg. This book has excellent 
pictures of butterflies so you can 
identify them, plus it lists the various 
food plants for the caterpillars.

Second, buy a pair of close-focus 
(butterfly) binoculars so you can 
see details of the butterflies. Mine 
are the Eagle Optics Ranger 8 X 32, 
fully armored and waterproof (www.
eagleoptics.com).

Buckeye

Monarch

Spicebush Swallowtail

Sleepy Orange Sulphur

Pipevine Swallowtail
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Choose plants that flower at different times so nectar is  

available whenever the weather is warm enough for butterfly flight. 

Among the plants in my garden, other than the ones I mention 

elsewhere, are Purple Coneflower, Cosmos, Bee Balm, Coreopsis, 

Black-eyed Susans and Sunflowers.

Turkey Nest

Painted Lady

Great Spangled Fritillary
on Butterfly Milkweed 
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If you want to learn more, here 
are some helpful websites:
www.naba.org—North American 
Butterfly Association. This has 
information on butterfly gardening 
plus many interesting articles in its 
magazine and blog.

www.vnps.org—Virginia Native Plant 
Society. This is all about growing 
native plants. You can search for 
“VNPS Native Plant Nurseries List”
www.ernstseed.com—native wild-
flower seed and mixtures for various 
habitats

www.dgif.virginia.gov/habitat—click 
on “Creating a Butterfly Garden.”
www.butterflysocietyofva.org—lists 
butterflies of Tidewater Virginia and 
their host plants.

I recommend Douglas W. 
Tallamy’s book, Bringing Nature Home: 
How You Can Sustain Wildlife with 
Native Plants. He makes the case for 
using native plants in our home land-
scaping in order to prevent extinction 
of many species of plants and animals 
as our wild, natural places become 
developed.

Gardens with cultivated  

plants near your house  

will provide more nectar. 

Although Zinnias, Garden  

Phlox, Lilies, and other  

nonnatives will not host the  

caterpillars, the adult butterflies 

will visit these flowers to  

sip nectar and delight  

children of all ages! 

A lice Wellford is an active steward of the marshes, woodlands and farmland 
of Kendale Farm, her family’s farm on the Rappahannock River in Essex 

County. She and her husband Hill work to create and maintain Northern Bobwhite 
Quail habitat as well as to protect against invasive species such as Ailanthus and 
Japanese Stiltgrass. Alice’s particular concern is the invasive form of Phragmites 
which threatens the marshes and wetlands of the East Coast. She was the founder 
of the Rappahannock Phragmites Action Committee which addressed this threat to 
the Rappahannock River marshes and wetlands. For this work, in 2002 The U.S. 
Fish & Wildlife Service gave her the National Wetlands Conservation Award to the 
Private Sector for Region Five. The Wellford family has conservation easements on 
their riverfront property and stays vigilant about threats to the river ecosystem from 
inappropriate development and activities. 
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