
In the Summer 2013 issue of American 
Butterflies, we looked at eastern cloudywings 
in the genus Thorybes.  I noticed that a few 
people had a copy of that article with them 
at the NABA Biennial Members Meeting in 
Chattanooga, Tennessee, and so I assume that 
at least some of you are actively trying to peer 
through the clouds.

Here, we will try to tackle the four species 
of Thorybes cloudywings in the West — 
Northern, Mexican, Western and Drusius.  
Luckily for western butterfliers who are into 
self-flagellation, the separation of the western 
species is at least as murky as is the separation 
of the eastern species.  Tackling them is sort of 
like trying to get your arms around a cloud!

As with the cloudywing species in the 
East, it’s pretty much a guarantee that you 
won’t be able to confidently identify every 
individual that you see.  This is especially true 
of worn individuals and individuals that you 
don’t get to see well, but it will also be true 
of some pristine individuals that you get great 
looks at — some individuals just fall between 
the cracks.

Let’s start with size, a feature that is 
useful, but limited, both because being able 
to accurately judge absolute size in the field 
is difficult for most people and, because, 
although the average sizes of different species 
do differ, there is usually overlap, especially 
with runt individuals of the larger species.  
That being said, Mexican Cloudywings 
are usually noticeably smaller than the 

other species, while Westerns are normally 
intermediate between Mexican and Northern.

Extremely helpful is being able to see 
both the upperside and the underside of the 
same individual — something that is not 
always so easy to do. There are usually clues 
to cloudywing identification on the upperside 
of the wings, however in most cases your best 
shot at an ID is by getting a good look at the 
underside of the hindwing (HW). 

As you can see on the opposite page, 
Western and Mexican Cloudywings have 
weaker and less well-defined median, and 
especially post-median (pm), bands on the 
undersides of the HW than do Northern and 
Drusius Cloudywings.  Normally, Northern 
and Drusius Cloudywings have a gray pm 
band with the inner and outer edges of 
the band lined with black.  Occasionally, 
the outer side lacks the black edging. In 
contrast, the weaker bands of Western and 
Mexican Cloudywings normally appear to 
be relatively solid.  In addition, Mexican 
Cloudywings usually have the outer quarter 
of the HW below somewhat “frosted” 
with vertically oriented, wavy striations. 
‘Suffused’ Northern Cloudywings (see photo 
4), and rarely other Northerns (see photo 17) 
also have some “frosting,” but they lack the 
vertical striations.

Please see the individual species pages, 
pages 6-15, for more details and the range of 
variation to be expected.

Go, 
Get Set, 
On Your 
Marks:

Cloudywings 
in the genus 

Thorybes
Part 2: 
The West

by Jeffrey Glassberg

Undersides of the Four Western 
Thorybes Cloudywings 

1. Western Cloudywing
 June 8, 2012. Fresno Dome, Madera 
Co., CA.

2. Mexican Cloudywing
June 2, 2011. Greens Peak Rd., Apache 
Co., AZ.  

3. Northern Cloudywing
July 27, 1999.  Pena Blanca Canyon, 
Santa Cruz Co., AZ.

4. ‘Suffused’ Northern 
Cloudywing. July 27, 2010. Harshaw 
Creek, Santa Cruz Co., AZ.  

5. Drusius Cloudywing
July 9, 2013. Jeff Davis Co., TX.
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