
Beginnings are not easy for Monarchs. 
Although an egg laid upon a leaf or flower 
may seem simple, within that egg is a highly 
specialized insect. The insect is very picky, 
typically eating only milkweeds in the genus 
Asclepias (named by Carl Linnaeus after 
the Greek god of medicine). The milkweeds 
are a plant group, comprising some 140 
species, the bulk of which are native to North 
America, although a 
few species do occur 
in South America (see 
opposite page for a 
collage of milkweed 
flowers).  Monarchs and 
milkweeds share a long 
evolutionary history and 
thus might be assumed 
to be well-adapted to 
each other. Indeed they 
are well matched, and 
so, each year when 
Monarchs colonize 
milkweeds, a war, of 
sorts, plays out in our 
backyards and in fields. 

The war begins as soon as the Monarch 
caterpillar hatches from its egg. But, well 
before this happens, an adult female Monarch 
is able to detect high quality food for her 
offspring through several cues, the most 
important of which are the detection of certain 
chemicals (quercetin glycosides) produced 
in milkweed leaves and known to stimulate 
egg-laying. The lion’s share of Monarch eggs, 
at least in eastern North America, are laid 
on Common Milkweeds.  Linnaeus named 
this species Asclepias syriaca because he 

had read that the plant was collected from 
Syria.  Common Milkweed is a close relative 
of Showy Milkweed, a host plant found 
throughout the mid-west and western United 
States.  It is on these plants that the arms race 
is played out each and every season.

By any account, many milkweeds have 
velvety leaves, thanks to a dense layer of plant 
hairs, or trichomes.  These trichomes don’t 

produce toxins, but are 
nonetheless a barrier to 
feeding, much as sand 
in your spinach would 
make eating your spinach 
salad more difficult.  
These trichomes are 
painstakingly shaved 
away by Monarch 
caterpillars before 
feeding can start (see 
middle photo, page 28 
— shaving trichomes on 
Woollypod Milkweed).  
This cleaning of the 
leafscape comes at a cost: 

at a sensitive time — when they have eaten 
only the egg’s yolk — the Monarchs are quite 
busy with leaf cleaning, yet gain no nutrition. 

The next hindrance to feeding is an 
ingenious milkweed strategy — a pressurized 
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Some milkweeds used by 
Monarchs: 

Top left: Pineland Milkweed.  
   Greenhouse specimen.
Top right: Common Milkweed.  
   July 2011, Ithaca, NY.
Middle left: Mexican Whirled  
   Milkweed. Greenhouse 
   specimen.  
Middle right: Bloodflower 
   (tropical milkweed). 
   Greenhouse specimen. 
Bottom left: Green Milkweed. 
   Greenhouse specimen. 
Bottom right: Butterfly 
   Milkweed. July, 2011. Ithaca, 
   NY.
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This page: A Monarch caterpillar begins 
to inactivate the milkweed’s noxious latex 
by cutting off the supply at the midrib and 

then wiping it away.
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