
Monarchs, Milkweed, 
and Migration 



Migration Map for Spring and Fall 



Spring Migration = A Relay Race 

 In SPRING, the migration of monarch 
butterflies from Mexico to Canada takes a few 
generations. 
 

 Butterflies leave Mexico in March, fly north a 
bit, laying eggs, then die. Their descendants 
do the same. 
 

 The ones we see here in May or June are 
great-grandchildren of the ones that came 
from Mexico. 



Fall Migration = A Marathon 

 In FALL, the migration from Canada to 
Mexico occurs in one generation. 

 

 This means that a butterfly can start off 
from as far north as Canada and fly all the 
way to Mexico.  

 

 Yes, REALLY. 



How Do They Do That? 

 The final generation of monarch butterflies is different from 
the rest. 
 

 The caterpillar picks up on seasonal cues, makes a genetic 
change.  
 

 Called “the Methuselah generation” because they can live 
several months as butterflies ─ not several weeks.  
 

 Built larger and tougher, with aerodynamic wings and extra 
scales to help regulate body temperature. 
 

 In diapause, which means they can’t reproduce until the 
spring migration begins. 



Migrators vs. Nonmigrators 



Migrating Monarchs in Hyde Park 
This Fall 



What Do Monarchs Do in Mexico? 

 They roost together in oyamel fir trees. 

 They flutter when it’s warmer, and 
sometimes drink from streams. 

 Mostly, they rest. Click here to see: video 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=41HExqwwgT0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=41HExqwwgT0


We Are in an Important Region! 

 On the migration map, the yellow 
SUMMER area means this is where 
monarchs breed all summer long. 

 

 So, multiple generations are produced 
here – not just a pass-through area. 



What Can We Do in Our City? 



Why Do Cities Matter? 



Small Patches = Big Difference! 

 "We think that cities could support 15 to 30 percent of the 
milkweed that's needed to save monarchs” ─ Mark Johnston, 
conservation ecologist at the Field Museum. 

 

 Big fields are great, but little clumps of milkweed and flowers 
here and there help, too! 

 

 Less of a “lawn culture” than in the suburbs. 

 

 Less risk of pesticide drift from farm fields.  

 

 



Look What My Neighbor Is Doing! 



Monarchs Need Milkweed 

 Milkweed (many different species) is the only* food 
that monarch caterpillars can eat. (Monarch 
butterflies drink nectar from many different flowers.) 
 

 For that reason, it’s the only** plant where a mother 
monarch will lay her eggs. 
 

 Milkweed sap contains a toxin that causes monarchs 
to taste bad and upset predators’ stomachs.*** 
 

 The milkweed that a caterpillar eats provides enough 
toxin to protect it even as a butterfly.**** 
 



What Those Asterisks Were About 

 People who raise monarch caterpillars sometimes use substitute 
foods. 
 

 Monarchs lay eggs on swallow-wort, which is related to milkweed. 
It kills caterpillars. (Can we learn from Somerville, Mass.?) 
 

 Many predators don’t mind the toxin at all. 
 

 A caterpillar or butterfly is still pretty vulnerable. 



Anyone Can Plant Milkweed 

 Many species available, with a range of 
light/shade preferences. 
 

 If not in full sun, a sun-loving variety may 
not flower well, but it will still attract 
monarch mothers and feed caterpillars. 
 

 Any variety can be grown in a pot (just 
some more happily than others). 



All the Bad Things in One Slide 

 Only about 2-5% of butterfly eggs make it to 
adulthood. That’s just nature. 
 

 Habitat and milkweed are lost each day. 
 

 Pesticides don’t just target “bad” bugs. 
 

 Storms made more intense by climate change affect 
migration, kill butterflies. 
 

 Impoverished people and drug cartels in Mexico 
illegally cut trees in the monarch reserves to plant 
agave, avocados. 
 

 Annual count in winter area fluctuates from year to 
year, but overall 20-year trend is steep decline. 
 
 
 



Top 3 Illinois Native Milkweeds for 
Most Gardeners 

Common Milkweed 
(Asclepias syriaca) 

Swamp Milkweed 
(Asclepias incarnata) 
with a great black wasp 

Butterflyweed 
(Asclepias tuberosa) 



Buy with Care! 

 You can safely buy milkweed seeds from a lot 
of places (but make sure to research cold 
stratification). 
 
 

  
 
 
 Plants are trickier. Many are treated with 

pesticide that doesn’t wash off.  
 

 Buying from “big box” stores = a gamble. 



Safer Places to Buy 

 Hyde Park Garden Fair each May (knock on wood) 
 

 Possibility Place (native-focused nursery in Monee): 
(708) 534-3988, www.possibilityplace.com 
 

 The Growing Place (nursery in Aurora and 
Naperville): (630) 820-8088, 
www.thegrowingplace.com 
 

 The Joyful Butterfly (online nursery based in South 
Carolina ─ order for delivery in May or later, because 
the plants often have eggs or caterpillars on them): 
www.joyfulbutterfly.com 
 
 

http://www.possibilityplace.com/
http://www.thegrowingplace.com/
http://www.joyfulbutterfly.com/


Especially Helpful Nectar Sources 

 Native (mostly perennial) plants, e.g., 
echinacea/coneflower, liatris/blazing star, 
goldenrod, and rudbeckia/black-eyed Susan. 
 

 Non-native annuals from seed, e.g., 
tithonia/Mexican sunflowers, zinnias, African 
marigolds. 
 

 Can buy seeds anywhere; be careful with plants. 
 

 More hybridized = less nectar. Fluffy/double = 
harder for butterfly to sit on.  
 



There’s Milkweed in Hyde Park … 
But Are There Monarch Eggs, 
Caterpillars, and Butterflies?  

 The wildflower meadow at Nichols Park 
 

 Jackson Park 
 

 Washington Park 
 

 Many places on campus 
 

 Amanda’s Garden at Ray Elementary 
 

 Garden at Shoesmith Elementary 
 

 Along METRA embankments 
 

 HPNC (both in the gated area and facing 55th) 
 



YES. 



From ‘J’ to Chrysalis 

Click here to see: video 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G8hQU-Zj99g
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G8hQU-Zj99g


From Chrysalis to Butterfly 

Click here to see: video 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r67ztw43f1E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r67ztw43f1E


A Special Connection Between 
Chicago and Michoacán, Mexico  



A Special Time of Year 



Thank You! 



Questions?  

 marilyn.cavicchia@gmail.com 

 

 Facebook group: The Beautiful Monarch, 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/TheBe
autifulMonarch 

 

mailto:marilyn.cavicchia@gmail.com
https://www.facebook.com/groups/TheBeautifulMonarch
https://www.facebook.com/groups/TheBeautifulMonarch
https://www.facebook.com/groups/TheBeautifulMonarch

