
Monarch
Butterflies

S A V I N G  T H E  K I N G  O F  
T H E  N E W  W O R L D

Phil Schappert
Stengl “Lost Pines” Biological Station,

Integrative Biology, University of Texas at Austin

Butterflies/Prelims  24/6/04  3:00 PM  Page ii



Monarch
Butterflies

S A V I N G  T H E  K I N G  O F  
T H E  N E W  W O R L D

Phil Schappert
Stengl “Lost Pines” Biological Station,

Integrative Biology, University of Texas at Austin

Butterflies/Prelims  24/6/04  3:00 PM  Page ii



To Pat,
for her forbearance and support,

above and beyond the call of marital duty,

and

To Don Davis,
for his long service and dedication to the Monarch

Copyright © 2004 by Phil Schappert

All rights reserved. No part of this work covered by the copyrights hereon may be reproduced or used in any
form or by any means—graphic, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, taping or
information storage and retrieval systems—without the prior written permission of the publisher, or, in case
of photocopying or other reprographic copying, a licence from Access Copyright, the Canadian Copyright
Licensing Agency, One Yonge Street, Suite 1900, Toronto, Ontario, M6B 3A9.

National Library of Canada Cataloguing in Publication Data

Schappert, Phillip Joseph, 1956–
Monarch butterflies : saving the king of the New World / Phil Schappert.

Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 1-55263-405-1

1. Monarch butterfly. I. Title.

QL561.D3S33 2004                                595.78’9                           C2004-903086-8

The publisher gratefully acknowledges the support of the Canada Council for the Arts and the Ontario Arts
Council for its publishing program. We acknowledge the support of the Government of Ontario through
the Ontario Media Development Corporation’s Ontario Book Initiative.

We acknowledge the financial support of the Government of Canada through the Book Publishing Industry
Development Program (BPIDP) for our publishing activities.

Key Porter Books Limited
70 The Esplanade
Toronto, Ontario
Canada  M5E 1R2

www.keyporter.com

Cover design: Peter Maher
Electronic formatting: Jack Steiner

Printed and bound in Canada

04 05 06 07 08 09 6 5 4 3 2 1

Butterflies/Prelims  24/6/04  3:00 PM  Page iv



To Pat,
for her forbearance and support,

above and beyond the call of marital duty,

and

To Don Davis,
for his long service and dedication to the Monarch

Copyright © 2004 by Phil Schappert

All rights reserved. No part of this work covered by the copyrights hereon may be reproduced or used in any
form or by any means—graphic, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, taping or
information storage and retrieval systems—without the prior written permission of the publisher, or, in case
of photocopying or other reprographic copying, a licence from Access Copyright, the Canadian Copyright
Licensing Agency, One Yonge Street, Suite 1900, Toronto, Ontario, M6B 3A9.

National Library of Canada Cataloguing in Publication Data

Schappert, Phillip Joseph, 1956–
Monarch butterflies : saving the king of the New World / Phil Schappert.

Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 1-55263-405-1

1. Monarch butterfly. I. Title.

QL561.D3S33 2004                                595.78’9                           C2004-903086-8

The publisher gratefully acknowledges the support of the Canada Council for the Arts and the Ontario Arts
Council for its publishing program. We acknowledge the support of the Government of Ontario through
the Ontario Media Development Corporation’s Ontario Book Initiative.

We acknowledge the financial support of the Government of Canada through the Book Publishing Industry
Development Program (BPIDP) for our publishing activities.

Key Porter Books Limited
70 The Esplanade
Toronto, Ontario
Canada  M5E 1R2

www.keyporter.com

Cover design: Peter Maher
Electronic formatting: Jack Steiner

Printed and bound in Canada

04 05 06 07 08 09 6 5 4 3 2 1

Butterflies/Prelims  24/6/04  3:00 PM  Page iv



Acknowledgments    IX

Preface    XI

1. The King of North America    1

2. Living Cathedrals    21

3. North by Northeast    37

4. Living in America    53

5. South by Southwest    77

Glossary    91

Bibliography    97

Index    110

Photo Credits    113

Contents

Butterflies/Prelims  24/6/04  3:00 PM  Page vi



Acknowledgments    IX

Preface    XI

1. The King of North America    1

2. Living Cathedrals    21

3. North by Northeast    37

4. Living in America    53

5. South by Southwest    77

Glossary    91

Bibliography    97

Index    110

Photo Credits    113

Contents

Butterflies/Prelims  24/6/04  3:00 PM  Page vi



Acknowledgments
Like my previous book, A World for Butterflies, this book would not have been

possible without the support of a great many friends and colleagues. Larry

Gilbert, Dr. Loraine I. “Casey” Stengl and Lorraine Wyer deserve special men-

tion for fostering our stay at the Stengl “Lost Pines” Biological Station of the

University of Texas at Austin. The station remains one of the best places I can

think of to write a book (or two). My thanks also to John Abbott and Dan Petr

for leading a truly satisfying and enjoyable trip to the Monarch sanctuaries and

Mexico City—Pat and I will always remember this trip with joy.

Since 1995, when I first became involved with the Commission for

Environmental Cooperation (the environmental arm of NAFTA, the North

American Free Trade Act) to write a status report on the distribution and 

conservation of the Monarch butterfly in Canada, I have met many of the

“movers and shakers” among Monarch researchers. My thanks and gratitude to

all of them—you know who you are—for discussions, arguments, thoughts and

guidance about understanding the problems Monarchs face today. I am also

indebted, once again, to Don Davis, one of Monarch biologist Fred Urquhart’s

cadre of taggers, the Monarch’s best friends in Canada.

My gratitude to Don Davis, Andrew Jones, David McCallum and Mike

Quinn for taking the time to read and provide their comments on the manu-

script—their help has truly enhanced the readability of the text. Thanks are due

also to the additional photographers whose images help to make this a more

useful book, and to Steven Price and the World Wildlife Fund (Canada) for pro-

viding both the opportunity and their confidence in my ability. Finally, to Anna

Porter, Clare McKeon and Michael Mouland, and all of the folks at Key Porter

Books, my thanks for once again supporting me, despite considerable delay,

while I got this off my chest.

Butterflies/Prelims  24/6/04  3:00 PM  Page viii



Acknowledgments
Like my previous book, A World for Butterflies, this book would not have been

possible without the support of a great many friends and colleagues. Larry

Gilbert, Dr. Loraine I. “Casey” Stengl and Lorraine Wyer deserve special men-

tion for fostering our stay at the Stengl “Lost Pines” Biological Station of the

University of Texas at Austin. The station remains one of the best places I can

think of to write a book (or two). My thanks also to John Abbott and Dan Petr

for leading a truly satisfying and enjoyable trip to the Monarch sanctuaries and

Mexico City—Pat and I will always remember this trip with joy.

Since 1995, when I first became involved with the Commission for

Environmental Cooperation (the environmental arm of NAFTA, the North

American Free Trade Act) to write a status report on the distribution and 

conservation of the Monarch butterfly in Canada, I have met many of the

“movers and shakers” among Monarch researchers. My thanks and gratitude to

all of them—you know who you are—for discussions, arguments, thoughts and

guidance about understanding the problems Monarchs face today. I am also

indebted, once again, to Don Davis, one of Monarch biologist Fred Urquhart’s

cadre of taggers, the Monarch’s best friends in Canada.

My gratitude to Don Davis, Andrew Jones, David McCallum and Mike

Quinn for taking the time to read and provide their comments on the manu-

script—their help has truly enhanced the readability of the text. Thanks are due

also to the additional photographers whose images help to make this a more

useful book, and to Steven Price and the World Wildlife Fund (Canada) for pro-

viding both the opportunity and their confidence in my ability. Finally, to Anna

Porter, Clare McKeon and Michael Mouland, and all of the folks at Key Porter

Books, my thanks for once again supporting me, despite considerable delay,

while I got this off my chest.

Butterflies/Prelims  24/6/04  3:00 PM  Page viii



The Monarch is an unusual butterfly by almost any measure.

Imagine, if you can, an entire generation of butterflies that under-

take a journey en masse covering up to 4,500 km (2,800 mi) or

more—to a place they’ve never been—in a last-ditch effort to avoid the travails

of winter. Imagine also a generation that, on the whole, lives five to seven times

longer than the generation that preceded it and waits all of that time to fulfill its

one and only purpose—to reproduce—only to barely begin the journey back to

where they came from before the vast majority of them die. Consider that com-

pared to even its closest relatives, never mind butterflies in general, the Monarch

has a very unusual sex life: it eagerly partakes of the chemical precursors of

needed sex pheromones but rarely, if ever, uses them, preferring instead to

aggressively coerce its mates rather than lure them with perfumes, overtures and

courtship rituals. Imagine a single butterfly that accomplishes all of this and

survives, storing potentially noxious chemicals it acquires from its milkweed

host plants for its own protection, only to succumb to the predators that await

it at its only safe haven.

A most unusual butterfly, indeed…

In this book, I will take you on a virtual journey through the seasons and

across North America from central Mexico to Canada and then back again. We

begin in the overwintering grounds of the Monarch, in a living cathedral of trees

where millions upon millions of butterflies wait for spring, and then travel

north by northeast with the breakup of the colonies as the butterflies move to

begin recolonizing their former range.

We’ll follow them as they seek out their obligate caterpillar host plants, the

milkweeds, then spend some time in their breeding range with the generations

that follow, shifting north and then south again with the seasons and the avail-

xi

Preface

Early European settlers of North America were impressed by the magnificence of the Monarch’s

striking colors and called them “King Billys” after William of Orange, a Dutch prince who became

king of England in 1689.
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amazing and unusual creature, and its phenomenal migration—amongst other

things—make it absolutely unique, and, in my view, completely deserving of its

royalty. While it appears to be secure and unthreatened—after all, since

Monarchs can now be found in a number of places all over the world it is doubt-

ful that they will ever truly go extinct—the Monarch is actually in far more danger

here in North America than we might think.

P R E F A C E

xiii

ability of host plants, learning how the Monarch copes with the trials and tribu-

lations of everyday life as well as the pressures we exert on their lives. Finally,

we’ll follow the last generation of these butterflies as they delay their natural

reproductive cycle, and journey with them, south by southwest, as they make

their way back to their overwintering range.

While a plethora of books, articles and papers have been written about

Monarch butterfly migration and the need to protect this endangered phenom-

enon, most—if not all—of them have focused on the overwintering roost sites

in Mexico and California and virtually ignore what might be going on in the

breeding range. Throughout my education (as an undergraduate at Trent

University in Peterborough, conducting doctoral work at York University in

Toronto and continuing well into my post-doctoral work and research here at

the University of Texas), I have been consistently challenged to see all sides of a

problem. I continually ask myself: is the glass half empty or half full? There 

are always two sides to every story and the conservation of the Monarch is no

exception. My purpose with this book is to tackle and grapple with the other side

of the Monarch story.

As we will learn, the entire eastern North American Monarch population

does take refuge in only a few small areas of central Mexico. This, I think, gives

entirely new meaning to the old adage about the danger of having all of one’s

eggs in a single basket. What worries me most, however, is that Monarchs are

not secure—not by any stretch of the imagination—in their breeding range

either. They are threatened in a surprising number of ways, and I will argue that

those threats have a dramatic impact on just how many “eggs” are in those over-

wintering “baskets.”

Yes, the survival of Monarch butterflies at the winter roosts impacts the

potential size of the breeding population in any given year, but the reproductive

success or failure of the subsequent generations of non-migrants also has 

dramatic effects on the number of butterflies that make it to the winter roosts.

My central thesis is that you can’t save one without the other.

Given that forewarned is forearmed, I hope that this book will open your

eyes to these threats and thereby offer us a means of countering them. Lincoln

Brower, acknowledged to be one of the leading Monarch researchers in the

world, believes that the North American Monarch actually has a very poor

chance of surviving through the next 20 years. The thought of losing this famil-

iar but wondrous creature is sobering, to say the least. The Monarch is an 

P R E F A C E

xii
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