
The story begins on a plant growing in your local  
wildlife reserve, or a nearby park. If you are very lucky,  

it might even begin in your own backyard.

When you first look at the plant, you will see lots of 
lovely leaves and flowers. But when you look closer,  

you might see some have little holes, and some have big. 
Why do you think this is?

That’s right, someone is eating them.



The answer is ants.

We might think that ants  
are small, but they are giants  

compared with Blue.

Each ant will become Blue’s protector and guide.

They even have a special name – attendants.  
What a great name. Attend and ants. Attendants.

The attendants came from a nest in the ground beneath the plant 
where Blue hatched. They created the nest so they could be close  

to Blue and protect him. He even sleeps in there with them.

Blue does not sleep at night like you or me. During the day,  
when we are awake and busy playing, learning and eating,  

Blue is asleep in the ants’ nest, safe from birds and reptiles.  
When night falls, the attendants guide him out. Sometimes  

they even carry him. Together, they climb nearby plants.



When he has eaten enough,  
Blue climbs back down.  

He looks a bit different though.  
Can you guess why?

Blue has eaten so many leaves,  
he has turned green!

Sometimes Blue chooses to eat flowers instead of leaves.

Can you guess what happens?

That’s right, Blue turns pink!

Or purple.

Or orange.

Or yellow.



Each stage of insect growth is called an instar.  
Can you count how many instars Blue has on these pages?

Blue has grown so much, he is now bigger than his  
attendants! He is now in the sixth, or final, instar.

What do you think will happen now?



From the outside, things don’t look very exciting.  
Inside, though, amazing things are happening.  

Blue is changing. The word for this is  
metamorphosis (meh-tah-more-FOH-siss).  

But what is actually happening in there?

First, nearly all of Blue’s cells dissolve into goo.  
This caterpillar goo is like a lovely nutritious soup 

made with one ingredient – Blue. 

Who will eat Blue soup? Blue will!  
This might sound gross, but it’s quite clever. 

Small clumps of cells, called imaginal discs, have 
been waiting inside Blue since the day he hatched, 

doing nothing. Now, powered by the soup, they grow 
into things. What sorts of things? Butterfly things!

This disc might grow into a wing.

And this one might become a leg.

This disc might grow into an antenna.

Finally, Blue the caterpillar is gone, and Blue the butterfly 
is folded up neatly inside the chrysalis.



Next is one of nature’s everyday miracles.

For one last time, Blue’s exoskeleton splits.  
Slowly but surely, he manages to clamber out.

Blue is glistening and crumpled.  
While he rests, his tiny heart beats blood along  

his wings. They begin to unfold and dry out.  
Blue gently opens and closes his wings,  

revealing a beautiful pattern and . . .



Blue. The loveliest shades of blue that  
shimmer and glisten in the sunlight.



Blue is not the only thing that looks different.  
To him, the world around has completely changed.

It is not night anymore.

The sun is shining.

The sky is blue and the air is warm.

Caterpillar Blue had basic eyes, which could only  
sense light and dark. Butterfly Blue can see all the colours  

of the rainbow and more. He can see colours and patterns we can 
only imagine – the secret language of the pollinator world.

Blue is hungry. He flies to a flower and  
takes his first sip of nectar.



As Blue flies from flower to flower,  
the plants help him by providing nectar, and he helps 

them by spreading their pollen to make seeds.  
The seeds will grow into food for the next  

generation of caterpillars. In turn, these caterpillars 
will make honey for the ants who protect them,  
so they can grow into butterflies just like Blue.

The whole interwoven cycle will repeat again  
and again, just the way it should, whether we are 

watching or not. It’s just one of the millions  
of amazing cycles that happen in nature  

every minute of every day.

 



This story was first inspired by the Eltham copper 

butterfly (Paralucia pyrodiscus lucida), a species found  

in the suburb I grew up in, as well as three more –  

the silver-studded blue (Plebejus argus), found in Europe 

and Asia; the silvery blue (Glaucopsyche lygdamus), 

found in the United States and Canada; and the 

two-spotted (or double-spotted) line blue (Nacaduba 

biocellata), found in Australia and Asia. The character  

of Blue is based on the males of these species (as they 

are bright blue, whereas the females only have a small 

touch of blue on their upper wings).

Many hundreds of other butterfly species and 

subspecies also look and behave like Blue – too many  

to list in this book. All of these species belong to a 

butterfly family called Lycaenidae (lie-SEEN-ih-dee). 

Members of this family are found across the world –  

in Australia, Europe, Africa, the Americas and Asia.  

More commonly known as the gossamer-winged 

butterflies, the Lycaenidae family contains the copper, 

blue and hairstreak butterflies.

Almost one-quarter of our planet’s 20 000  

butterfly species are Lycaenidae that have some sort  

of relationship with ant species. Many could not survive 

at all without ants to look after their eggs, caterpillars  

or chrysalises.

Many Lycaenid (lie-SEEN-id) butterflies make 

honey, which is sometimes called honeydew or nectar.  

It is a little different from bee’s honey, and contains lots 

of sugar and amino acids.

Some Lycaenid caterpillars make clicking noises, 

vibrations and low sounds to communicate with their 

attendants.

Caterpillars of this family sometimes eat their 

attendants’ larvae (babies). The attendants don’t 

seem to mind. We are not sure if this is because the 

caterpillars send out a chemical that tricks the ants,  

or if the ants just think it’s fair to exchange their babies 

for honey.

Some of these caterpillars form their chrysalis 

inside their attendants’ nest, which is a safe, climate-

controlled location. But once a butterfly emerges from 

its chrysalis, the ants do not recognise it, and will 

attack! To protect itself, the emerging butterfly is 

covered in loose scales. These scales fall off and distract 

the ants when they attack, allowing the butterfly to 

make a safe getaway from the nest.

While already beautiful, many Lycaenid butterflies 

have extra markings on their wings that we cannot see, 

but that become visible under ultraviolet light.

A little more about Blue and  
the butterflies he is related to . . . 


