
The Massachusetts coast, including Parker River

 NWR, is considered “a super-highway” for migrating

 Monarchs because of the abundance of food and

 places to stop and regroup. Monarchs occasionally

 travel in large congregate groups. This means, if you

 see one, you’re likely to see several.They remain in 

clusters to stay warm.They also support one 

another in finding their way south.

What makes the Monarch unique is that it is our 

only “two-way migrant butterfly.”  The adults 

migrate out of our area in the fall and return in the

 spring. Monarchs are not present in Massachusetts 

during the winter, since neither the adults nor

 larvae can survive our severe winters.

Unlike birds where the same individuals make round-trip migrations, the Monarchs we see in the spring as

not the same individuals we saw in the fall. In fact, the butterflies are several generations apart.  In the fall,

Monarch from our area migrate 3,000 miles to central Mexico where they winter. These butterflies can live

for up to 8 months. In the spring, Monarchs moving out of Mexico take four or five generations – most of

them short-lived – to make it back to Massachusetts. 

      Monarch Butterfly

Butterflies are magical, and it’s always a delight to see the

flutter and various shapes and colors as they light on

flowers and trees.

The Monarch Butterfly (Danaus plexippus) is a common

visitor to Massachusetts. They arrive in early spring to

breed or to pass through our area on their long trips

farther north.

From mid-August through early October as the weather

cools and the days shorten, the fall migration begins of the

beautiful Monarch Butterflies. With their beautiful orange

and black wings with a hint of blue, they become a

common sight.



Because Monarch migration is completed by butterflies that have never made the trip before, scientists have

wondered how they know the migration routes. It’s amazing to think that generations of Monarchs are

carrying genetic information (i.e., migration clues and routes) that they will not use but are critical to the

survival of future generation.

Researchers are expanding their understanding of the “directional aids” monarchs use to find their way.

Scientists believe it may be a combination of factors from the Earth’s magnetic fields to the position of the sun.

Like so many issues with climate change, the Monarch Butterfly is in danger. Its summer breeding grounds

 and the Mexican forests where it winters are in flux as their habitats are changing. The butterfly’s main 

food source, milkweed, is also being destroyed at an  alarming rate, making their survival perilous.

 Milkweed itself is an interesting plant. It produces  a glycoside toxin that deters most animals from

 eating it; but the Monarchs have an immunity to it, and they feed happily on the plant.

They say if a butterfly lands on you it’s good luck.Here’s hoping a traveling Monarch surprises you this fall

with a personal visit on your shirt or hat.

-Peg Gould


