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Butterflies and moths bring a mysterious, magical, and 
ethereal energy to gardens. These enchanting creatures 
fill gardens with their beauty, but they are also critical 
pollinators for plants, and they are an integral part of 
the ecosystem - their young caterpillars make up the vast majority of the diet for baby 
birds.  
 
Scientists group butterflies and moths together as “Lepidoptera”. While adult 
butterflies and moths can use a variety of plants for food, they require specific plants 
called host plants in order to complete their lifecycles - they lay their eggs, the eggs 
hatch into caterpillars, the caterpillars gobble down the host plants as they shift 
through a variety of life stages. In one of the most astonishing transformations in 
nature, they undergo metamorphosis where they create cocoons, literally melt their 
bodies, and somehow form a new body with wings, becoming the adult butterflies and 
moths we know and appreciate.  
 
These host plant and insect relationships go back for millions of years. Sadly, these 
insects are in trouble, with their populations in steep decline. However, gardeners can 
be an important part of the solution. If you would like to help save butterflies and 
moths, planting their host plants is a fantastic way to help!  

 
Be prepared! Hungry caterpillars can be voracious 
plant-eaters. You may need to be flexible with your 
aesthetic vision, or to place these plants near the backs 
of beds. Avoid spraying these plants with pesticides, 
even organic ones.  
 
Caterpillars also are ideal baby bird food, so be on 
the look out for more birds - they might decide that 
your garden is the perfect place to raise their families, 
too - the ultimate complement from nature! 



NC Butterflies and Moths - By the Numbers: 
●​ North Carolina has ~3100 known species of moths 
●​ North Carolina has ~180 known species of butterflies 
●​ Buncombe county has ~113 sighted species of butterflies 
●​ Madison county has ~103 sighted species of butterflies 
●​ Henderson county has ~73 sighted species of butterflies 
●​ Yancey county has ~84 sighted species of butterflies 

 
Planting a diversity of native plants is key! To help you plan for your garden and help 
you learn what great plants you may already have, see our charts below. 
 
🦋Selected Host Plants for WNC: Trees & Shrubs               
*= keystone plants that support many Lepidoptera (and other) species 

Acer spp.* Native Maples 238+ species of Lepidoptera, including 
Banded Hairstreak, Eastern Tiger 
Swallowtail, Mourning Cloak 

Aesculus spp. Native Buckeyes 30+ species, no butterflies seen yet 

Amelanchier spp. Serviceberry 90+ species, including Eastern Tiger 
Swallowtail, Red-spotted Purple, Striped 
Hairstreak, Viceroy 

Aronia spp.  30+ species, Coral Hairstreak, Striped 
Hairstreak 

Asimina triloba  Pawpaw Zebra Swallowtail 

Betula nigra* River Birch 280+ species, including Mourning Cloak, 
Luna Moth 

Carpinus 
caroliniana 

Ironwood 70+ species, including Eastern Tiger 
Swallowtail, Red-spotted Purple 

Ceanothus 
americanus 

New Jersey Tea 34 species, plus Brown Elfin, Mottled 
Duskywing, Spring Azure, Summer Azure 

Celtis occidentalis  Hackberry 50+ species, including: Question Mark, 
Mourning Cloak, Hackberry Emperor, 



Tawny Emperor, American Snout, 
Hackberry Emperors 

Cephalanthus 
occidentalis 

Buttonbush 18+ species, including Sphinx moths 

Cercis canadensis Eastern Redbud 39 species, plus Henry’s Elfin, Spicebush 
Swallowtail 

Clethra spp. Native Clethra 13+ species 

Cornus florida Dogwood 14 species, plus Spring Azure 

Corylus americana*  American 
Hazelnut 

108+ species, plus Early Hairstreak, Eastern 
Tiger Swallowtail, Juvenal’s Duskywing 

Craetagus spp.* Native 
Hawthorn 

At least 162 species, plus Edwards’ 
Hairstreak, Gray Hairstreak, Hickory 
Hairstreak, Red-Spotted Purple, Viceroy  

Diervilla sp. (Native) Bush 
Honeysuckle 

7 known moth species, including the 
amazing Hummingbird Clearwing moth 

Diospyros 
virginiana 

American 
Persimmon 

66 species, including Luna Moth. Plus 
American Lady and Henry’s Elfin  

Fagus grandifolia* American Beech At least 150 species, plus Compton 
Tortoiseshell, Early Hairstreak, Harvester 

Hamamelis 
virginiana 

American Witch 
Hazel 

~85 species, plus Striped Hairstreak 

Ilex spp. Native Hollies 49+ species, plus Henry’s Elfin, Striped 
Hairstreak 

Itea virginica Virginia 
Sweetspire 

2 species, plus Holly Azure 

Juglans* American 
Walnut 

125+ species, plus various Hairstreaks 

Juniperus spp. Native Junipers ~50 species, plus Eastern Pine Elfin, Juniper 
Hairstreak 



Kalmia latifolia Mountain 
Laurel 

~18 species, plus Brown Elfin 

Lindera benzoin Spicebush 17 species, plus Eastern Tiger Swallowtail, 
Palamedes Swallowtail, Spicebush 
Swallowtail 

Liquidambar  Sweetgum 50+ species, plus King’s Hairstreak and 
Striped Hairstreak 

Liriodendron 
tulipifera 

Yellow Poplar 27 species, plus Eastern Tiger Swallowtail, 
Spicebush Swallowtail 

Magnolia spp. American 
Magnolias 

~15 species, plus Swallowtails: Black, Eastern 
Tiger, Palamedes, Spicebush 

Myrica cerifera, M. 
pennsylvanica 

Bayberry Red-banded Hairstreak (and possibly 
Cenopis karacana though it is likely extinct) 

Nyssa sylvatica Black Tupelo 85 species, no clearly recorded butterflies yet 

Pinus strobus White Pine 200+ species, Eastern Pine Elfin 

Physocarpus 
opulifolius 

Ninebark ~30 species, no recorded butterflies yet 

Platanus 
occidentalis 

American 
Sycamore 

~55 species including Luna Moths 

Rhododendron spp. Native 
Rhododendrons 

~69 species, plus Brown Elfin, Gray Comma, 
Hairstreaks: Gray, King’s, Striped 

Quercus spp.* Native Oaks 400-500+ species! Banded Hairstreak, 
Edward’s Hairstreak, Gray Hairstreak, 
White-M Hairstreak, Horace’s Duskywing, 
Juvenal’s Duskywing, and many more 

Rhus spp. Native Sumac 78+ species, Red-banded Hairstreak 

Sambucus spp. Elderberry ~42 species, no known Butterflies yet 

Spiraea spp. Native Spireas ~68 species, plus Spring Azure, Summer 
Azure, and Mourning Cloak 



Tsuga spp. Native Hemlock 92 known species of moths, no known 
Butterflies yet 

Vaccinium 
corymbosum*  

Northern 
Highbush 
Blueberry 

200+ species, including Brown Elfin, Henry’s 
Elfin, and Striped Hairstreak 

Viburnum spp.* American 
Viburnums 

100+ species, including Baltimore 
Checkerspot, Spring Azure, Summer Azure 

 
🦋Selected Host Plants: Perennials, Grasses, Sedges, & Vines               
 *= keystone plants that support many Lepidoptera (and other) species 

Andropogon spp. Bluestem 10+ species, including Common 
Wood-Nymph, 9 different Skippers 

Aquilegia canadensis Eastern 
Columbine 

11 species, plus Wild Indigo 
Duskywing 

Aruncus dioicus Goatsbeard Dusky Azure 

Asclepias spp. Milkweeds 23 species, plus Gray Hairstreak, 
Monarch, Queen, & Soldier 
Butterflies 

Asarum spp. Wild (Native) 
Ginger 

1 species plus Pipevine Swallowtail 

Aster carolinianus Climbing Aster Pearl Crescent 

Aster novae-angliae New England 
Aster 

Pearl Crescent 

Aster spp.* Native Asters ~74 species, plus American Lady, 
Silvery Checkerspot, Tawny 
Crescent, and Texas Crescent (might 
now be extinct in NC) 

Baptisia spp. Eastern Baptisias At least 19 species, plus Clouded 
and Orange Sulphur, Eastern Tailed 
Blue, Frosted Elfin, Mottled & Wild 



Indigo Duskywing  

Carex spp.  Eastern Sedges ~33+ species, Various Satyrs and 
Skippers 

Chelone glabra Turtlehead 5+ species, Baltimore Checkerspot 

Coreopsis spp. Native Tickseed ~9 species, no known Butterflies yet 

Eupatorium spp. Native Bonesets 58 species, Summer Azure 

Eutrochium spp. Joe Pye 22 species, no known Butterflies yet 

Helianthus spp.* Sunflowers 92 species, American & Painted 
Lady, Gorgone & Silvery 
Checkerspot, Milbert’s Tortoiseshell 

Hibiscus moscheutos Swamp Rose 
Mallow 

22 species, Gray Hairstreak, Mimic 

Lonicera  ~34 species, unclear how many 
butterflies  

Monarda spp. American 
Beebalms 

~20 species, unclear how many 
butterflies 

Panicum spp. Panic Grasses 17 species, plus Common 
Wood-Nymph, Northern Broken 
Dash, Northern Pearly-eye, various 
Skippers 

Pentsemon digitalis Beardtongue 10 species, plus Baltimore 
Checkerspot 

Rudbeckia spp. Black eyed susan ~33 species, plus Silvery 
Checkerspot 

Ruellia spp. Prairie Petunia 1 species, plus Common Buckeye, 
Mimic (possibly extinct), Texas 
Crescent  

Schizachyrium scoparius Little Bluestem 1 species plus Common 
Wood-Nymph, 13 kinds of Skippers 



Solidago spp.* Goldenrod ~126 species, Baltimore Checkerspot 

Symphyatrichum spp.* Blue Wood Aster, 
Eastern 

~65 species, Crescent: Incognito, 
Pearl, Tawny & Silvery Checkerspot 

Vernonia spp. Ironweed ~33 species, plus American Lady 

Violas spp. Native Viola ~26 species, 6 different Spangled 
Fritillary butterflies 

Vitis spp.*  American Grapes  ~104 species, no Butterflies seen yet 

Wisteria spp. American 
Wisteria 

~14 species, plus Baltimore 
Checkerspot, 2 Skippers, 2 
Dustywings 

Zizia aurea Golden 
Alexander 

~6 species, plus Black Swallowtails 

 

A note on the species numbers above - different sources have conflicting information, 
what you see here is our best approximation based on current understanding.  
 

Ecologists need our help. There are many 
butterflies and moths that researchers don’t even 
know what plants they use as host plants!  
 
Taking clear pictures of insects, including adult 
butterflies, moths, caterpillars, eggs, etc., - and 
the plants that they are on - and sharing them 
via the iNaturalist app is an easy way to get 
involved and help out. Don’t worry if you don’t 
know what the insects of plants are - experts will 

help identify them. 
 
Sources: Butterflies and Moths of North America (BAMONA), Butterflies of North Carolina, 
Conserving Carolina, Moths of North Carolina, National Wildlife Federation, North American 
Butterfly Association, North Carolina Biodiversity Project 
Version 1, June 2026 
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