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June 20 to 26 has been designated National  Pollinator 
Week by the U.S. Department of Agriculture and the 
U.S. Department of the Interior.  Pollinator Week was 
started to remind us as to the valuable service that 
bees, birds, butterflies, bats and beetles provide to us 
free of charge.  About 75% of all flowering plants rely 
on animal pollinators.  Over 200,000 species of 
animals act as pollinators including hummingbirds, 
bats and some small mammals.  The rest are insects 
such as bees, wasps, ants, beetles, butterflies and 
moths.  Gardeners and homeowners can create 
pollinator-friendly habitats using native flowering plants that supply nectar, pollen and homes for 
pollinators. 
 
The monarch butterfly (Danaus plexippus) is likely the most recognized, studied and beloved of all of North 
America’s many insects.  The plight of the monarch butterfly has been in the news a lot as their numbers 
have drastically declined.  Many people are working on projects to conserve monarch habitat and their 
annual migration. 
 
During their lifetime, monarch butterflies require two types of plants - host plants for caterpillars to eat 
and nectar plants for adults to sip at.  Monarch butterflies lay their eggs exclusively on milkweed plants 
(Asclepias species).  The monarch caterpillars feed only on milkweed plants, whereas the adults visit many 
types of flowering plants feeding on nectar. 
 
Milkweed leaves contain toxins that monarch caterpillars accumulate in their bodies.  As they mature into 
adult butterflies, this accumulation of toxins gives them an unpleasant taste.  Predators learn not to eat 
them and this helps monarch butterflies to survive.  Milkweed flowers also produce nectar for the adult 
butterflies. 
 
The common milkweed (Asclepias syriaca) is the plant that most people associate with the word 
“milkweed.”  For eastern monarchs, it is the most important host plant in the north.  This herbaceous 
perennial is native to southern Canada and of much of the eastern U.S.  It usually grows 3 to 4 feet tall on 
stout, upright stems.  It has thick, broad, oblong, reddish-veined, light green leaves.  Stems and leaves 
exude a milky sap when cut or bruised.  The large flower can vary in color from nearly white to deep pink-
purple.  The fragrance is very delicate.  The flowers are very popular with many kinds of insects including a 
variety of butterflies, bumblebees, honeybees, beetles and hummingbird moths.  Seedpods are three to 
four inches long and covered with soft warty, prickles.  When mature, each seedpod will split open along 
one side to release many seeds that have large tufts of white silky hair.  The wind will send the fluffy seeds 
on their way. 
 
Common milkweed is known for colonizing disturbed sites.  It can be found in a number of habitats 



including croplands, pastures, ditches, vacant lots, and along roads, fence rows and railroads.  They prefer 
full sun and rich loamy soil, but milkweed can tolerate a variety of site conditions, including part sun and 
clay or sandy soils.  Common milkweed is not a good addition to a formal or small garden as it can be 
aggressive in the garden.  It is best used in a naturalized area.  Its long creeping rhizomes spread 
underground and it often forms extensive colonies in the wild.  It also spreads by wind-blown seed.  It does 
not transplant well because of a long taproot but it is drought tolerant once established.  Herbivores (deer 
included) tend not to eat this plant because the leaves are bitter and have toxic properties. 
 
Swamp milkweed (Asclepias incarnata) is widely distributed across the U.S. and Canada.  Its native habitat 
includes wetland edges, swamps, marshes, wet meadows and fields, floodplains, riverbanks, pond shores, 
stream banks and wet woods, hence its name.  Swamp milkweed forms clumps of upright stems that can 
grow two to six feet tall depending on site conditions.  The narrow, lance-shaped leaves are four to five 
inches long.  During the summer bright pink, white or purple clusters of upturned, fragrant flowers appear 
at the tops of the stems.  The showy flowers attract butterflies and hummingbirds.  Five-inch seed pods 
appear in the fall as flowering finishes. 
 
Swamp milkweed prefers full to part sun, wet to moist conditions and soil containing mucky clay, rich 
loam, or silt with rotting organic material.  It prefers neutral to slightly acidic soil.  It is not shade tolerant, 
nor does it compete well with heavy vegetation.  Swamp milkweed will thrive in average garden soil as 
long as it does not dry out completely, especially in the spring.  An attractive plant it is a beautiful addition 
to sunny perennial gardens, water features, or the butterfly garden.  It is also good for naturalizing in moist 
spots in the landscape.  It is considered to be very deer-resistant.  The cultivars ‘Ice Ballet’ and ‘Cinderella’ 
can be found for sale at many plant nurseries. 
 

Asclepias tuberosa, commonly called butterfly weed, is 
another milkweed that can be grown in the garden.  
Native to eastern North America, this perennial grows in 
dry, rocky, open woods, glades, prairies, fields and along 
roadsides.  This plant favors dry, sandy or gravel soil and 
it requires full sun.  This species of milkweed does not 
have the usual milky sap. 
 
Plants may be slow to emerge in spring, so remember 
where you planted them.  Older plants will send up 
multiple stems from a tap root.  Due to its deep taproot, 
butterfly weed does not transplant well.  Once 

established it is best left undisturbed.  From midsummer 
to autumn, flat-topped tangerine orange, yellow or reddish orange flower clusters bloom at the ends of 
one to two foot tall stems.  The long lasting, brightly colored flowers attract a variety of insects.  Flowers 
that were pollinated form showy seedpods from which silky tailed seeds are dispersed on the wind. 
 
Without milkweeds, we won’t be able to sustain monarch butterflies.  To learn more about milkweed, 
monarch butterflies, or creating a monarch waystation, visit the website “Bring Back the Monarchs 
Campaign” at Monarchwatch.org. 
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Butterfly milkweed (Asclepias tuberosa). Photo by T.G. Barnes. 


