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Planning a Butterfly Garden as the Snow Falls 
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One of my favorite things to watch fluttering in the summer breeze are butterflies. I keep my identification books handy, 

just in case I don’t recognize one of the many visitors to my flower gardens. I want to add some sort of bench to my 

butterfly garden this year so that I can relax as I enjoy watching the various nectar-sippers dining in the heat of the day. 

  

What do butterflies want? The survival of their species depends on attaining the warmth of the sun, food to eat, shelter 

from the elements, and a safe place to raise their kids. Butterflies need protection from the wind. You can accommodate 

them by enclosing part of the garden with walls or hedges, or sheltering it with plantings of evergreen or deciduous trees 

and shrubs. 

  

Butterflies feed on nectar. But before these insects become the fluttery nectar-sippers that visit our gardens, they exist as 

eggs, caterpillars, and chrysalises. Don’t stop at adding nectar plants to beds and borders. It’s also important to include 

host or larval food plants, which beckon to egg-laying females and the males that court them. Once the eggs hatch into 

caterpillars, they eat the host plants on which they were laid. Keep in mind that insecticides designed to kill ravenous 

caterpillars also destroy the butterflies you want to attract. An example would be the Green-and-black-striped parsley 

worms, which eat parsley, carrots, and dill, but hatch into glorious swallowtail butterflies! Sacrifice a few plants for 

caterpillar consumption in your garden. You won’t regret the outcome! 

  

Most gardeners create their butterfly gardens by selecting flowers, but many trees and shrubs also make outstanding 

butterfly plants. Many common shade trees are important plants for butterflies and their larvae, including aspens and 

poplars, willows, buckeyes, serviceberries, birches, apples and crab apples, cherries and plums, and oaks. 

  

There is a very informative Fact Sheet (W-12-2002) you can find at ohioline.ag.osu.edu that lists many of the plant 

species that attract butterflies including: Asters, Bee Balm, Wild Bergamot, Black-eyed Susan, Blazing star, Butterfly 

weed, Cardinal flower, Columbine, Goldenrod, Ironweed, Joe-Pye weed, Sunflowers, Phlox, Spicebush, Violets, Virginia 

bluebell and Yarrow. 

  

Only a small amount of space is needed to provide butterfly habitat. The Butterfly Gardens Fact Sheet provides a check 

list that includes: 

 

 Before you start, plan ahead. 

 Map your yard and determine what environmental conditions you have, such as soil type and amount of sun. 

 Locate gardens near areas that are sheltered from wind. 

 Select areas that receive at least six hours of direct sunlight each day. 

 Plant flowers in large diverse groups. 

 Choose plants that vary in color, season of bloom, and height to provide different foraging opportunities and 

maximum year-round habitat for butterflies. 

 Choose flowers with different structures. Butterflies have different length proboscises (tongues) that determine 

which flowers they can feed from. 

 Provide cover and shelter such as broad-leaved trees, shrubs, and log piles. 

 



 
 

 Provide several landing pads or sunbathing perches in open and sunny areas throughout the garden. Butterflies 

rely to a large degree on thermal heating and sunbathe in these open spots. 

 Provide a water source or puddle for butterflies. Bury a bucket or shallow lid in the ground and fill it with equal 

ratios of sand and soil, then periodically saturate the sand/soil mixture with water. 

 Provide access to the water puddle by placing a few large rocks around the bucket or lid. 

 

Other resources you can find at ohioline.ag.osu.edu include: Native Plants of Ohio (Bulletin 865), and Backyard 

Enhancement for Wildlife (Fact Sheet W-10-2001). 

What at the benefits from planting a Butterfly Garden? Not only will you attract beautiful butterflies, but your yard also 

will be filled with colorful flowers throughout spring, summer and fall. 

  

I can’t think of anything better to do on a cold, snowy day than plan a garden that will bring more butterfly visitors! Get 

your graph paper and garden journal out and sharpen that pencil! 

 

 


