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Content This booklet was produced as part of the in-
augural Brisbane’s Big Butterfly Count 
2020/2021, an initiative of Brisbane Catch-
ments Network (BCN) in cooperation with 
its member groups.  

The butterfly project was chosen as these in-
sects are representative for many other fauna 
species and have the potential to  gauge the 
health status of our environment. They react 
to changes in their surrounds such as frag-
mentation of habitat, loss of host plants, pro-
longed lack of rain, and changing tempera-
tures.  

BCN aims to create awareness of the beauty 
and importance of Brisbane’s rich natural 
environment and to engage the community 
in its protection.  

Butterflies are loved by young and old. Their 
extraordinary life cycle intrigues, their col-
ours and lightness bring joy. A garden, park 
or schoolyard will have butterflies, even a 
small flower box on the balcony of a city 
unit will likely be visited by them.  

Environmental education can never start ear-
ly enough. If encouraged, children are in-
quisitive. They value the environment more 
when they understand  how it works.   

This booklet endeavours to offer information 
and some age appropriate activities for vari-
ous learning stages. They range from fun 
filled role play for young children to transect 
investigations for the older, and offer indoor 
and outdoor engagement including hands 
on support  of butterflies through planting. 
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Butterflies in Brisbane 

Brisbane is the most biodiverse capital city 
of Australia. As Brisbanites we are proud of 
our local natural wealth. It creates much of 
our wonderful city’s character and is inval-
uable for our wellbeing. It contributes 
greatly to how we live our social life, and it 
allows Brisbane to prosper.  

While much of our natural landscape exists 
in public spaces like parks and reserves, ri-
parian areas, wetlands, in mangroves lining 
the Brisbane River or our city’s coastline,  a 
significant part of Brisbane’s biodiversity 
can be found on private properties. Even a 
small backyard or a balcony can contrib-
ute, especially  if native plants are consid-
ered.  

All local catchment and bushcare groups 
work to create and enhance habitat, to 
build connectivity to allow for wildlife 
movement, and to conserve our biodiversi-
ty.  They engage Brisbane’s community and 
endeavour to make understood the value of 
native vegetation and how precious our 
natural assets are. Monitoring native spe-
cies is part of rehabilitation activities and 
beneficial to overall efforts.  

Around 160 different butterfly species 
have been recorded in the Brisbane area. 
They have the potential to be indicators 
of environmental health, not least 
thanks to their close relationship with 
plants.   

In our fast growing city butterflies’ habitat 
can become sparse and fragmented as once 
large properties make way to housing de-
velopments, usually leaving small plots 
with barely any valuable native plants.  

Plumbago Blue and Zebra Blue (Leptotes plinius); 
Bottom: Tailed Emperor (Charaxes sempronius) 

SA 

Riparian areas are too often reduced to a 
minimum. In addition to immense rehabil-
itation efforts by volunteers working with 
support of BCC’s Community Conserva-
tion Partnerships Program,  all Brisbanites 
can help to bring native larval host plants 
back to all these areas. To realise that but-
terflies are important pollinators and part 
of the food chain may support those 
efforts.  
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An abundance of butterfly numbers and 
species signals that ecosystems are healthy.  

For many plants insects are important pol-
linators.  In their pursuit of sugar-rich nec-
tar butterflies visit flower after flower. 
While not feeding on pollen, they carry it 
on their bodies, ensuring the reproduction 
of plants and their genetic health. While 
bees may be considered the more efficient 
pollinators, butterflies achieve significant 
results by visiting more flowers.  

Butterflies are a vital part of the food 
chain. Their caterpillars are gourmet food 
for a variety of predators. Juicy larvae are a 
favourite of birds. Most insectivorous birds 
need caterpillars to sustain themselves, es-
pecially breeding and feeding their off-
spring. Spiders, wasps and others have 
them on their menu too. Flower spiders 
love to camouflage and wait for nectar 
drinking adult butterflies like the skipper 
butterfly above right. A jumping frog may 
catch them, and a dragonfly is likely to at-
tack if the opportunity arises. Moths, but-
terflies’ close nocturnal relatives, are a 
much sought after food source for echolo-
cating bats.   

Looking after lepidoptera provides benefits 
for the wider natural world. A 
decrease in butterfly  and moth 
numbers will interfere with the 
food chain and lead to a de-
cline  in the number of other 
species. 

Butterflies’ role as important 
environmental indicators is  

also based on their sensitivity and their 
prompt response to habitat changes as 
well as to climatic variations.  

Because of their role as bioindicators, butter-
flies are well placed to represent other fauna 
species. They can indicate changes in envi-
ronmental health.  

We all want our butterflies to thrive. To un-
derstand how Brisbane’s species are faring, 
let’s count them and plant for them.  

Why are butterflies important? 

Flower Spider (Thomisus spectabilis) with its catch, a 
skipper butterfly 

Wanderer or Monarch(Danaus petilia) 
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Butterfly beauty 

Butterflies and their close relatives moths  
are insects belonging to the order Lepi-
doptera. This name is derived from Greek 
and means scaly winged. 

The adult butterfly has four wings which 
are covered in thousands of overlapping 
colourful scales, visible under a micro-
scope.  These scales and their colours on 
the upper as well as underside of the wings 
create patterns that allow us to identify but-
terfly species.  

The underside tends to blend into the back-
ground, while the upper side often serves 
to attract a mating partner.   

Wing patterns may  also differ between sex-
es or according to season.    

The different looks of one species. Male (left) and 
female Common Eggfly (Hypolimnas bolina).  
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Depending on the time of the year the Evening 
Brown appears in dry (on left) and wet season wing 
patterns, all created by scales.  

Scales create different patterns on upper and under-
side of  species. Top row: Chequered Swallowtail 
(Papilio demoleus). Middle row: Bordered Rustic 
(Cupha prosope). Bottom row: Indigo Flash (Rapala 
varuna). 
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Tiny scales on a butterfly wing, magnified approxi-
mately 200 times  
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                                      The Butterfly Life Cycle    

                       Egg—Larvae—Chrysalis—Adult Butterfly     

 

The metamorphosis of the 

Orchard Swallowtail (Papilio aegeus) 

they undergo four different stages and 
completely change their appearance every 
time. This transformation is called meta-
morphosis.  

After mating the female butterfly deposits 
her eggs on the larval host plant. The Or-
chard swallowtail  places single eggs on 
leaves, others like the Caper white lay them 
in clusters. Some butterflies choose the un-
derside of leaves, others like the Orchard 
swallowtail deposit her eggs on the upper 

surface. Each egg is ca. 0.5mm in diameter. 

From each egg a tiny caterpillar (larva) 
emerges. The one of the Orchard Swallow-
tail looks like a brown-white bird dropping 

Insects develop in two different ways to 
reach their adult form.  Some, like stick 
insects and grasshoppers,  undergo three 
stages during their life cycle. Nymphs 
hatching from the eggs already resemble 
the adult version. As they grow, the ‘only’ 
thing they do to become an adult is to shed 
their exoskeleton and emerge with a new 
skin, a process that is repeated until they 
have reached adulthood. Others like drag-
onflies and damselflies spend their larval 
stage under water only to emerge when 
ready to shed their skin for the last time 
and take on their adult shape. 

The life cycle of butterflies and moths is 
different. Just like bees, flies and beetles  

Insects develop in two different ways to 
reach their adult form.  Some, like stick 
insects and grasshoppers,  undergo three 
stages during their life cycle. Nymphs 
hatching from the eggs already resemble 
the adult version. As they grow, the ‘only’ 
thing they do to become an adult is to shed 
their exoskeleton and emerge with a new 
skin, a process that is repeated until they 
have reached adulthood. Others like drag-
onflies and damselflies spend their larval 
stage under water only to emerge when 
ready to shed their skin for the last time 
and take on their adult shape. 

The life cycle of butterflies and moths is 
different. Just like bees, flies and beetles  
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Hibiscus Harlequin Bug (Tectocoris di-
ophthalmus) in its three life cycle stages: 
egg, nymph, adult. 

 
The aquatic larval stage of a dragonfly is very different look-
ing from the  terrestrial adult stage. Unknown larva above 
and Australian Tiger (Ictinogomphus australis). 

At the end of the fifth instar stage, when fully 
grown,  the caterpillar stops feeding. It at-
taches itself to a branch or branchlet of the 
larval host plant, sometimes also to the un-
derside of a leaf via a stem-like appendage, 
supported by a girdle spun from silk. It then 
pupates. While in the chrysalis and without it 
being visible from the outside. body tissues 
are being rebuilt until the caterpillar has 
been transformed into an adult butterfly, 
ready to emerge and to open its wings, to dry 
them and to then start the life cycle again by 
finding a mating partner.   

at first, which may well be excellent camou-
flage. The caterpillar uses the eggshell as its 
first food source. The chewing mouth parts 
(mandibles) of the larva are subsequently 
used to feed on leaves of the larval host 
plant. The weight of any caterpillar multi-
plies many times after it emerges from the 
egg. Each time it outgrows its skin, it 
moults by splitting it and emerging with a 
new one.  Moulting happens four times for 
the Orchard Swallowtail. The stages  be-
tween these molts are called instars. As can 
be seen here, larvae may change colour over 
time.  
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What about moths? 
Is there a difference between moths and butterflies? 

Both have antennae. Those 
of butterflies are clubbed at 
the tip while the antennae 
of male moths tend to be 
feathered whereas those of 
the female moths are slen-
der and thin.  

When resting, butterflies 
tend to hold their wings 

vertically and folded together unless they 
use the sun to warm themselves. They then 
spread their wings out sideways and flat just 
like moths usually do.  

Please note, not all lepidoptera you see dur-
ing daytime are necessarily butterflies, and 
by far not all moths are dull and grey or 
brown at first sight.  Some lepidoptera you 
encounter may be day-flying moths. They 
may be brightly coloured and therefore easi-
ly  mistaken. One of these day-flying moths 
is the Joseph’s Coat Moth (Agarista agricola, 
depicted below). The larva feeds on the Slen-
der Grapevine (Cayratia clematidea), a local 
native.  

Butterflies and moths belong to the Lepi-
doptera which means ’scaly winged’. Both 
types have much in common. They have 
two pairs of wings, and each wing is covered 
in tiny overlapping scales. They are insects 
and their adults have three pairs of legs. But-
terflies and moths have large compound 
eyes with thousands of small eyes enhancing 
their vision and colour vision, even allowing 
them to see the ultraviolet spectrum. During 
their feeding stage (as larvae) both use man-
dibles to chew their food, while as adults 
both can only use the proboscis to suck in 
fluid to obtain their fuel.  

Which is which? 

There are always exceptions to the rule, but 
moths are nocturnal while butterflies use 
the day to fly and feed. While you may think 
of moths as tiny fluttering creatures heading 
for the light, think again. North Queens-
land’s Hercules Moth (Coscinocera hercu-
les) has a wingspan of 27cm while the 
Cairns Birdwing  (butterfly) can reach 
16.5cm and South-east Queensland’s Rich-
mond Birdwing “only” 14.5cm, if female.  

The moth Bizarre Looper (Eucyclodes pieroides—fleft ) and  the butterfly 
Blue Triangle (Graphium choredon) in their different resting positions. 
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Did you know?

For the production of raw silk, the larvae of the 
domesticated Silk Moth (Bombyx mori), have 
been farmed for around 5000 years.  Silkworms 
can increase their own body weight up to 10,000 
times within their growth period of 28 to 30 
days shedding its skin four times in the process.  
When they are ready to pupate they create their 
cocoon by spinning a fine thread at the rate of 
approximately 30cm per minute.  One cocoon is 
made of a single silk thread which may be a km 
long before the spinning process is complete.  
The metamorphosis inside the cocoon takes 
place until the moth is ready to start the life cy-
cle again, find a partner, lay eggs, have them 
turn into silkworms.  To harvest the cocoon’s 
single silk thread a machine unwinds it, for it 
then to be twisted together with other silk 
threads. Unfortunately, the production of silk 
doesn’t include the survival of the pupa.  

Do moths have short and stocky 
bodies and butterflies slender 
ones? 

No, it isn’t that simple. While many moths 
have plump appearing bodies, skippers 
among the butterflies have them too. Unlike 
those vibrant colours of many  butterflies, 
the usually brown colours of skippers can 
look plain, just like we perceive the looks of 
many moths to be. 

While skippers have the clubbed antennae of 
butterflies, the way they hold their wings is 
very much  their own. They are neither flat 
nor completely upright, but held  at an angle 
in such a way that forewings and hindwings 
remain separated.  

Is this a moth or a butterfly?

Splendid Ochre (Trapezites symmomus) - a butterfly 

JG JG 

It’s the Common grass-dart (Ocybadistes walkeri), a 
butterfly belonging to the Skippers. The larvae feed on 
various native and introduced grasses.  

Answer: 

JG 
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More to know... 

According to the Queensland Museum,  416 
butterflies call Australia home, and over 22 000 
moths do too. It is estimated that around half of 
all moths still need to be described and named.  
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can fly another few hundred kilometres to 
repeat the process. It  takes several genera-
tions to reach the point where the migration 
started, only to be repeated once the tem-
peratures drop again.  

Long distance travellers 

Blue Tiger (Tirumala hamata) 

Caper White (Belenois java) 

Wanderer/Monarch (Danaus plexippus) 

Every few years we see an abundance of  
Australian butterflies migrate. Blue Tigers 
(Tirumala hamata) and Caper Whites 
(Belenois java) are among them. Some of  
our butterflies travel long distances.  

During Spring and Summer Blue Tigers 
come from northern Queensland to our ar-
ea, and may continue their journey further 
south, even reach Victoria.  Especially in sea-
sons with increased rainfall, when Corky 
milk vine (Secamone elliptica) and Mangrove 
wax flower vine (Cynanchum carnosum) 
thrive and provide abundant food for larvae,  
you can’t miss the sheer number of blue pat-
terned butterflies travelling through, only to 
return north when temperatures start drop-
ping.  

Timing is everything, even for butterflies. 
Combine good rainfall benefiting larval host 
plants with the warmer season, and you may 
see large, if not vast numbers of Caper 
Whites come from the Toowoomba Range 
and descend on Brisbane in pursuit of their 
larval host plants, Capparis spp. Again, at the 
end of the season adult butterflies return to 
protected gullies near Toowoomba.  They 
put their life on hold and overwinter in clus-
ters until conditions are ripe to move again.  

World famous is another butterfly with its 
migration taking place outside of Australia. 
When temperatures drop, Monarch  butter-
flies (we call them Wanderer) travel in their 
millions from north eastern Canada and the 
United States to south-western Mexico to 
overwinter. In the northern hemisphere 
spring they return first to Texas where they 
breed and their larvae feed on milkweed  
until a new generation of adult butterflies  

8 
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Immigrants to Australia 

became widespread when Milkweed arrived, 
the butterfly’s common host plant. Today 
the butterfly is well established and one of 
the most recognized species in Australia. 

We have a new arrival in Brisbane. During 
the inaugural Brisbane’s Big Butterfly Count 
2020/2021 volunteers surveyed a section of 
Boondall Wetlands  and sighted a Tawny 
Coster (Acraea terpsicore), an exciting first 
record of this species for Brisbane.  

The Tawny Coster is a relatively new arrival 
in Australia. The butterfly originates in In-
dia and Sri Lanka. It made its way through 
Asia in the 1990s, traversed the Malaysian 
Archipelago in the 2000s, arrived in the 
North of Western Australia and the North-
ern Territories in 2012. By 2017 it had 
reached Cairns, and in 2021 it appeared in 
Brisbane, and has since continued to move 
further south.  

It shares habitat and food plants with the 
Glasswing butterfly (Acraea andromacha), 
namely a variety of passion flower vines 
(Passiflora spp).  

The Cabbage White butterfly (Pieris ra-
pae) arrived earlier, likely introduced to this 
country by accident. Place of origin is Eura-
sia. It was first recorded in Melbourne in 
1929. Since then the butterfly has been able 
to establish itself in large parts of Australia.  

The Cabbage White is feared by all vegeta-
ble growers, whether in the home garden or 
in commercial settings. The caterpillars 
(larvae) feed on cabbages and other vegeta-
bles. Two biological control agents (wasps) 
were introduced to Australia in the 1940s. 
They appear to have had an impact. 

Coming from North America, the Monarch 
or Wanderer (Danaus plexippus) was first 
recorded in Australia as early as ca. 1870, but 

Tawny Coster (Acraea terpsicore) 
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Cabbage White (Pieris rapae) 

Monarch/Wanderer (Danaus plexippus) 
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its own weight every single day, and will 
have increased its body size 1000 times, pos-
sibly more, before it pupates.  It needs the 
quantity  and the nutrition to get through 
the pupal (chrysalis) phase and reach adult-
hood.  

What happens if the female butterfly 
can’t find the right host plant?  The answer 
is simple. The caterpillars will not survive. 
Not enough people know that, and don’t 
realise how few food plants some of butter-
fly larvae have available.  

Australian butterflies have evolved to co-
exist with and depend on native host 
plants.  

Urbanisation has led to habitat loss and the 
disappearance of native flora.  Exotic garden 
plants have replaced indigenous provenance. 
Some butterfly larvae have been able to 
adopt alternative plants, most have not.  

If we want to see butterflies in our lives, it is 
of the utmost importance to ensure that na-
tive host plants remain in our environment 
and are introduced back into our gardens, 
school yards and bushland. 

We all have our food preferences. For but-
terflies the situation is a little more compli-
cated. Their survival depends on choosing 
the right larval host plants.  

The task for the adult butterfly is to find 
a mating partner, to produce offspring, and 
to give the next generation the best start in 
life. During this period sugar rich nectar is 
taken in, provided by many flowers. Usually, 
butterflies are opportunistic when choosing 
those flowers.  

Once mating has occurred, the female 
spends about half her time searching for 
nectar locations, pollinating plants in the 
process, and the other half finding the right 
host plant(s) to lay her eggs on.   

How does she know it is the right plant? She 
tastes. The future mum has taste receptors 
on the  underside of her feet which enable 
her to find the plant(s) that will feed her off-
spring.  

Once the plant has been located, eggs are 
deposited on the leaves.  When the caterpil-
lar emerges, a period of constant feeding 
starts. The larva consumes around five times 

Butterflies are picky eaters 

Looking for native groundcovers, shrubs and trees that feed 
butterfly larvae, here is an extensive list to work with. The 
fourth edition of this publication has proven to be of great 
help to those planning to create habitat for local butterflies. 

Native nurseries will help to source indigenous larval food 
plants for special plantings. If you need advice, contact your 
local catchment group. Advice will be freely given, and some 
of the community nurseries may even have some of the plants 
for you planting events. 
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Legend has it that the Richmond Birdwing 
butterfly was once so abundant that it 
‘painted’ King George Square green and was 
common all across Brisbane. Since then 
once existing rainforest habitat has almost 
entirely disappeared. Habitat loss and frag-
mentation as well as lack of connection to 
still existing communities have led to a dis-
appearance of Richmond Birdwings from 
our city. Remnant populations in adjacent 
areas are largely isolated and have led to in-
breeding with effects on the health of exist-
ing populations. Changes in climate condi-
tions with increasing drought periods add to 
the problem as the butterfly larvae are de-
pendent on the young leaf growth of the 
Richmond birdwing vine (Pararistolochia 
praevenosa), the local larval host plants.  Un-
fortunately, the butterfly also lays eggs on 
Dutchman’s pipe (Aristolochia ringens).  

However, larvae will not survive on this 
plant. The Richmond Birdwing Conserva-
tion Network in cooperation with the the 
Department of Environment and many 
catchment and other community groups are 
working on the recovery of Brisbane’s once 
largest butterfly. Why not support the effort 
with your own plantings?  

A threatened species 
The Richmond Birdwing butterfly  

From top: Richmond birdwing (Ornithoptera rich-
mondia); butterfly host plant Pararistolochia prae-
venosa with flowers and seed pods.—On right: Dutch-
man’s Pipe (Aristolochia ringens) 
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Why not?  What better way to engage other-
wise predatory ants than to occupy them 
with your offspring.  

That is exactly what many members of the 
butterfly Lycaenid family do. Those species 
have formed a mutually beneficial rela-
tionship with ants. The latter guard butter-
fly larvae against potential predators and 
parasites, often shelter the caterpillars in 
their own nests. In return, the larvae provide 
substances from little glands on their bodies. 
These substances may attract ants and pro-
vide rewards. They appear to neutralize ants’ 
otherwise predatory behaviour.  

Butterflies like the local Imperial Blue 
(Jalmenus evagoras) are entirely dependent 
on this arrangement. It is said that their lar-
vae and pupae would not survive without 
the attending ants.  

Free Childcare for Butterflies? 

Larva and pupae of the Imperial Blue (Jalmenus evago-
ras). Both are being attended by the ant Iridomyrmex 
mayri. 
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Did you know?
Butterflies are solar-powered. They are cold
-blooded and take on the temperatures of
their surrounds. Not being able to regulate
their own body temperature, they require
external help to warm up their flying mus-
cles. The sun does the trick on a colder day
or first thing in the morning. That is when
you can observe butterflies basking in a sun-
ny spot with their wings spread out until
they have reached the temperature that al-
lows them to fly again.



I can be a butterfly 

Using the proboscis 

Adult butterflies need a lot of nectar to keep 
their energy levels up. They don’t have 
mouth parts to chew, they only drink. To sip 
nectar they uncoil their long feeding tube, 
the proboscis, to reach into a flower’s nectar 
source.   

What better way to investigate the technique 
than by using party blowers. The paper vari-
ety is the preferred one as the ’proboscis’ can 
be disposed of  sustainably, once used. Avoid 
the ones with any noise making imple-
ments. Your nerves will thank you for it.  

Choose an area with flowering plants. The 
children will explore their surrounds and 
find their favourite flowers.   

The following activities are for kindergarten 
to early primary school age. They allow chil-
dren to explore by taking on the role of but-
terflies. They will find out how butterflies 
develop, how and what they feed on, and 
how they see the world. 

Caterpillars shedding 
their exoskeleton 

A caterpillar, also called a larva, undergoes 
growth stages before it can become a chrysa-
lis (pupa). Each of these mostly five stages is 
called an instar, and at the end of each stage 
the caterpillar needs to molt. That means it 
sheds its ‘skin’ (or better its exoskeleton) and 
emerges with a new one. This activity is a 
fun way to experience what happens when 
the larvae have completed a growth stage. 
Wrap your budding ‘butterflies’ into kitchen 
or toilet paper (sticky tape helps to keep it 
all together), or let them wrap their friends.   
Once done, they’ll love splitting their exo-
skeleton and emerge as a new instar. The 
paper will be collected and reused for other 
purposes.  

13 
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The world through butterfly eyes 

Butterflies have big round compound eyes, 
each made up of many tiny optical units, all 
used in unison. With these eyes they have a 
much larger field of vision which allows 
them to more easily recognize food sources 
and water, and be alerted to predators.  

For this very enjoyable activity kaleido-
scopes with multiple facets are needed. They 
will help children to understand the concept  
of compound eyes. You may have to go 
online to find a source. Your ‘butterflies’ 
will have fun exploring the world around 
them.   

The vision of butterflies is extraordinary and 
very different from ours. The colour we see 
when looking at a flower is quite different 
from what butterflies looks at. Their com-
pound eyes work with special photorecep-
tors which allow them to see ultraviolet 
light. As flowers have evolved to show ultra-
violet patterns, the path to nectar rich 
blooms is made easier.  

Take flowers into a completely dark room 
(or create a smaller dark space), use a torch 
which emits ultraviolet light and shine it on 
the flowers. The effect is dazzling.  

The flower of a wild strawberry under natural  light (left) 
and exposed to ultraviolet light.  
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The compound eye of a skipper butterfly providing vision 
into many directions and allowing to see food sources and 
predators more easily.  
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Where do Ms Butterfly  
and Mr Butterfly meet? 

Many butterflies find their mating partners 
by hilltopping, a behaviour that sees male 
butterflies instinctively seek out ridges and 
the top of hills where they patrol while look-
ing out for females who have flown up the 
slopes to seek a partner. Movement, colour 
and shape as well as scents (pheromones)
disseminated by the butterflies allow for 
recognition of suitable partners and a success-
ful conclusion of the courtship. Once mating 
has occurred, the females fly back to the low-
er lying areas in search of larval host plants.  

The Butterfly Wedding 

A delightful way to explain how pheromones 
work is to prepare little containers for every 
child, fill them with cotton wool from the 
supermarket and add drops of fragrant oils. 
The scents have to differ strongly to avoid 
confusion especially among younger chil-
dren. Don’t choose too many different fra-
grances as that will confuse too. Easy ones are 
lavender, citrus, vanilla,  mint, eucalyptus or 
tea tree.  

The containers need to have a little netting 
cover made from old curtain material or fly 

Dianna Hutts Aston and Sylvia Lang have 
teamed up again to create this gorgeous and 
informative introduction to the world of 
butterflies. From iridescent blue swallowtails 
and brilliant orange monarchs to the worlds 
tiniest butterfly (Western Pygmy Blue) and 
the largest (Queen Alexandra's Birdwing), an 
incredible variety of butterflies are celebrated 
here in all of their beauty and wonder. Per-
fect for a child's bedroom bookshelf or for a 
classroom reading circle!  (goodreads.com) 

Chronicle Books, 2015 

Age: 5-8 years old 

mesh, secured with a rubber band. It is rec-
ommended to add the scent before you cov-
er the container with netting.  

Prepare the small containers in pairs ac-
cording to ‘pheromones’,  mix them before 
distributing them among the children. Let 
them find their butterfly partner with the 
matching scent.  

Be prepared for being a partner if numbers 
are not even and for supporting the search 
with your nose.  Also, don’t prepare too ear-
ly. Scents may fade.  
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Dreamtime Story 
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The Birth of the Butterflies 

A Story from the Murray River, New South 
Wales. Retold by June E. Barker for Gadi Mir-
rabooka, Australian Aboriginal Tales from 
the Dreaming 

A long time ago, back in the Dreamtime, all 
the creatures of the land could talk with one 
another. They lived happily together and had 
no experience of death. 

Throughout  the summer months, it was the 
custom of the different tribes—the animals, 
the birds, and the reptiles—to gather together 
on the Tongala River (Murray) and enjoy the 
cool water and the shade of the big, red river 
gum trees. The wise old men of the tribes 
would sit and talk, while the younger mem-
bers enjoyed themselves, swimming and play-
ing. 

One day Ghingee, the cockatoo, fell off his 
perch in a high tree and broke his neck. He 
lay on the ground, quite dead.  

All the animals gathered around to try to 
wake him. They touched him with a spear, 

but he could not feel. They opened his eyes, 
but he could not see. The animals were 
completely mystified, for they did not un-
derstand death.  

Then all the medicine men tried to awaken 
the cockatoo, but without success.  

A general meeting was called to discuss the 
matter of the dead bird.  

Youreil, the owl, was called on to speak. 
Because he had huge round eyes, which 
could see everything, the owl was supposed 
to be very wise. But Youreil, the owl, re-
mained silent.  

Next the great chief of all the birds, Mulli-
an, the eaglehawk, was asked to explain this 
mystery of death. Mullian took a pebble 
and threw it into the river. All the onlook-
ers saw the pebble hit the water and disap-
pear from sight.  

The ‘Rebirth Butterfly Spirits’ design was created by Heather Kennedy, Victoria, 
and the fabric produced by M&S Textiles  Australia. Reproduced with permission 



33 stories including  

The Birth of the Butterflies 

www.gadimirrabooka.com 
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Turning to the tribes, Mullian said, “There is 
the explanation of the mystery. As the pebble 
has entered on another existence, so has the 
cockatoo.” 

This explanation did not satisfy the gather-
ing, so they next asked Whan, the crow, to 
speak. Although everyone knew that the 
crow was a trickster—a very wicked bird—
they also knew he possessed great knowledge. 
The crow stepped forward and took up a wit 
wit and threw the spear far out into the river. 
The weapon sank beneath the water. Soon 
afterward, it gradually rose to the surface.  

“There,” Whan declared, “is the great mystery 
explained. We all go through another world 
of experience and then return.” 

Although this explanation impressed all the 
tribes, Mullian, the eaglehawk, asked, “Who 
will volunteer to go through this experience 
and test it, to see if it is possible to return?” 

Certain of the animals and the reptile tribes 
offered to make the test. “Very well,” said 
Mullian, “but you must go through the expe-
rience of not being sensible to sight, taste, 
smell, touch, or hearing, and then return to 
us in another form.” 

When winter arrived, all the creatures that go 
into holes and hollow logs to sleep during 
the winter months went away. Among this 
group were the goanna, the opossum, the 
wombat, and Dhuran the snake.  

The following spring, all the tribes gathered 
together again to await the return of those 
who were trying to solve the mystery. At last 
the goanna, the opossum, the wombat, and 
the snake returned, all looking half-starved. 

When they showed themselves to the gather-
ing, Mullian, the eaglehawk, said, “You have 
all returned in the same form as you went 
out, although Dhurran, the snake, has half 
changed his skin.” 

Still, the gathering was anxious to solve 
the mystery of death . At last, the insect 
tribe—the moths, waterbugs, and caterpil-
lars—volunteered to try to find a solution 
to the mystery.  

The kookaburra—or laughing kookaburra 
as he’s often known—laughed out loud, 
“Kaw-hahahaha! Kaw-hahahaha!” 

All the others ridiculed this offer, as the 
insects had always been looked upon as 
ignorant and stupid. The insects persisted, 
so Mullian, the eaglehawk, gave them per-
mission to try.  

Now the insects did not crawl away out of 
sight. The water bugs asked to be wrapped 
in fine treatree bark and thrown into the 
river. Other insects asked to be placed in 
the bark of trees, while others asked to be 
buried under the ground.  
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The different bugs and caterpillars prom-
ised, “When we return in the springtime, in 
another form, we will meet you in the 
mountains.” 

The tribes dispersed until the following 
spring. All the creatures knew when spring-
time was approaching, by the position of the 
stars in the night sky. As it grew near time, 
there was a feeling of great excitement every-
where. Everyone felt that the mystery was 
about to be solved.  

The day before the time fixed for the return 
of the insects, Mullian sent out message 
sticks to all the animals, birds, and reptiles. 
All the creatures of the land travelled to a 
place in the mountains to await the great 
event. 

That night, the dragonflies, gnats, and fire-
flies flew around the campfires as heralds of 
the wonderful pageant that was to take place 
on the morrow. The dragonflies darted from 
camp to camp and from tribe to tribe, tell-
ing everyone what a marvelous sight it 
would be to see all the insects returning 
from the dead in their new bodies.  

Already the trees, the shrubs, and the wild-
flowers had offered to lend themselves for 
the occasion. The wattle put forth all of its 
wonderful yellow and green, the waratah its 
brilliant red, and all the shrubs and wild-
flowers showed their glorious blossoms in 
all the colours of the rainbow.  

At daybreak the tribes of animals, birds, and 
reptiles were waiting to witness the arrival 
of a pageant, the likes of which they had 
never seen before.  

Just as Yhi, the sun, rose over the tops of the 
hills, the dragonflies came up through the 
entrance of the mountains leading an array 
of the most beautiful butterflies. Each spe-
cies and colour came in order.  

First the yellow butterflies fluttered up and 
presented themselves. They fluttered about, 
finally coming to rest upon the trees, 
shrubs, and wildflowers. They were fol-
lowed by butterflies and moths of all the 
colours of the rainbow: the red butterflies, 
the blue, the green, and so on, right 
through all the families of butterflies and 
moths.  

All the creatures of the land were delighted. 
They gave great cries of admiration as each 
species arrived. The birds were so pleased 
that, for the first time ever, they broke forth 
into song, creating melodious sounds un-
like anything known before. 

When the last of the butterflies and moths 
came before the great gathering, they asked, 
“Have we solved the mystery of death for 
you? Have we returned in another form?” 
And all nature answered back, “You have!”  

This sight we still see today at the return of 
every springtime as did all the creatures in 
the land, way back in the Dreamtime.   

June E. Barker was an indigenous storyteller, cul-
tural educator and Elder in north-western New 
South Wales. She was a cultural advisor to the peo-
ple in her area. Her interest was in preserving and 
passing on stories, containing the life lessons and 
values, which are embedded in them, before they 
are lost. She passed away in 2012.  

This story has been reproduced with permission. 



Making butterflies 
Craft activities for butterfly friends of all ages 

Cut soft drink bottles a few inches from the 
neck and into petal shape. Paint them, they 
work perfectly as flowers in need of pollina-
tion. Cardboard (or a paperplate), paper, a 
pair of scissors, colour pencils and a bit of 
glue are perfect for illustrating the life cycle 
of a butterfly.  

Learning about butterflies is so much easier 
when you can combine it with having fun 
and by being creative.  

While exploring nature in the outdoors is 
perfect, there are many ways to engage chil-
dren with the topic of butterflies. Craft ac-
tivities are among them. Materials don’t nec-
essarily have to cost you anything. 
How about  picking up sticks and 
collecting matching leaves in  your 
garden, school yard or your local 
park. They make beautiful butter-
flies, especially when you consider 
texture, colour and the different 
shapes of leaves.  

Recycling is a perfect alternative. 
Collect and reuse old gift wrapping 
paper or pages from newspapers or 
magazines, fold them and tie them 
together with string or pipe cleaners. 
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Cut soft drink bottles a few inches from the 
neck and into petal shape. Paint them, they 
work perfectly as flowers in need of pollina-
tion. Cardboard (or a paperplate), paper, a 
pair of scissors, colour pencils and a bit of 
glue are perfect for illustrating the life cycle 
of a butterfly.  
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These and more craft ideas and instructions  can be found on         
www.brisbanecatchments.org.au/brisbanes-big-butterfly-count/ 



Observing butterflies  
Easy learning in the outdoors 

The warmer season is butterfly (and other 
invertebrates) exploration time. There is am-
ple opportunity for outdoor education tai-
lored to the ages of children.  

While it’s nice to know butterflies by name, 
younger children will already delight in ob-
serving colours, wing patterns, sizes, move-
ment, and will find the connection between 
butterfly and host plant. Every life cycle 
stage can be observed in nature. Children  
may discover an egg or egg clusters, caterpil-
lars feeding on leaves, and see a chrysalis 
(pupa) attached to a stem.  

Older children can investigate 1m transects 
or larger areas and find all of the above, dis-
tinguish between native plants and weeds 
(the educator may want to invite the local 
catchment group to help), seek out larval 
food and nectar rich plants, and discuss the 
effect of exotic flora taking over from native 
plants.  

Investigating a school yard and planning for 
and creating habitat by clearing exotics and 
planting native provenance is a great way of 
actively helping our butterflies.  

Using the illustrated flyer from Brisbane’s 
Big Butterfly Count will encourage children 
(and entire families) to find 31 common lo-
cal species.  

Brisbane Catchments Network and individ-
ual member groups organize multiple pub-
lic events including surveys during which 
butterflies are caught, identified and re-
leased. Why not encourage participation?  

Eggs of the Jezebel Nymph (Mynes geoffroyi) on a 
leaf of the Native Mulberry (Pipturus argenteus). 

Chrysalises (Pupae) of Common Crow (Euploea 
core) on left and of Tailed Emperor (Charaxes 
sempronius) 
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The fascinating larva of the Common Crow 
(Euploea core) 



Being an adult butterfly in pursuit of a mat-
ing partner can be exhausting. Nectar rich 
flowers like those of the Pavetta (on right)
provide butterflies with the sugars they need 
to sustain their ’lifestyle’.  While adult but-
terflies are opportunistic when it comes to 
food supplies and don’t mind nectar from 
exotic plants, for caterpillars it’s an entirely 
different story.  

Larvae have evolved together with native 
plants and, apart from the odd excep-
tion, require their host plant(s)  for sur-
vival. Some can choose from quite a few, 
others are extremely limited in what they 
can feed on.   

Healthy populations can only exist if  food 
supply is sufficient, and as long as habitat 
fragmentation doesn’t hinder their move-
ments and genetic mixing.   

Educational activities should culminate in 
planting for butterflies. Children will love 
such events and will be happy to look after 
their host plants until they are established 
and can look after themselves.  Adopt a 
plant, adopt a butterfly approaches work 
well.   

JG 

Attracting Butterflies  

Flowers of the ‘Butterfly Bush’ (Pavetta australiensis), 
an excellent nectar source for butterflies. 

Above: Round Lime (Citrus australis) feeds a variety 
of native swallowtails such as the Dainty Swallowtail 
(Papilio anactus) below. - The larvae feed on all na-
tive limes (Citrus australis and C. australasica) in 
open eucalypt forests and woodlands, and on culti-
vated Citrus trees in gardens. Why not try this fruit 
yourself. Round Lime is a native bushtucker plants.  
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Top Image: Emu Foot (Cullen tenax)  is  the host 
plant for the depicted  larva of the Chequered swal-
lowtail (Papilio demoleus).  

Above: The host plants of the  Speckled Line-blue 
(Catopyrops florinda) are Tulipwood (Harpullia pendu-
la), Poison Peach (Trema tomentosa), Native Mulberry 
(Pipturus argenteus).—Below: The Love or Pastel 
Flower (Pseuderanthemum variable) feeding multiple 
larva species.  

Caper Gull (Cepora perimale) - This butterfly is wide-
spread in dry rainforest, open eucalypt forest, and 
deciduous vine thickets. The larvae feed on Caper 
bush varieties (Capparis spp). 

Bordered Rustic (Cupha prosope) - In our region the 
larvae feed on the new leaves of the native Flintwood 
(Scolopia braunii). The butterfly is often found in sun-
ny openings at the edge of rainforests.  

The larvae of the  small White-banded Line-blue 
(Nacaduba kurava) feed on Muttonwood (Myrsine 
variabilis) as well as  Tuckeroo (Cupianopsis anarcar-
dioides).  
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Butterflies are insects. Their body during 
adult and larval stages is made up of three 
segments consisting of  head, thorax and 
abdomen.  

The head of the adult butterfly has a pair of 
antennae (feelers), a pair of compound eyes 
with multiple facets and the tubular probos-
cis used for taking in nectar. The caterpil-
lar’s head contains strong mandibles (jaw 
like structures) which allow for chewing the 
host plant leaves. It also bears a spinneret 
through which silk is drawn from special 
glands for the anchoring of its 
chrysalis (pupa) .  

The thorax holds pairs of forewings 
and hindwings and three pairs of 
segmented legs allowing the adult 
butterfly to be stable on all surfaces.  
Apart from internal organs, the 
thorax contains strong muscles al-
lowing wings and legs to function.  

All insects have six articulated legs. 
That also applies to the larval stage 
of a butterfly. However, larvae also 
have false legs (prolegs) on the un-
derside of the abdomen which are 
used as anchors  and support. The  

Butterfly bodies are cool!  

abdomen itself contains internal organs in-
cluding the digestive tract and the repro-
ductive system.  

Butterflies are invertebrates. Instead of hav-
ing a backbone they have an external skele-
ton, an exoskeleton.  This outer skin is 
strong and supports and protects the body. 
It is made of chitin which can’t grow with 
the feeding habit of ever hungry caterpil-
lars. That is why larvae moult by splitting 
their skin and emerging with a new one.  

The larval stage of the Tailed Emperor (Charaxes sempronius) 

Dingy grass skipper (Toxidia peron) 

SA 
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Insecticides and hungry caterpillars 

 

Did you know? 
“An ecosystem is a geographic area 
where plants, animals and other organ-
isms, as well as weather and landscape, 
work together to form a bubble of life. 
Ecosystems contain biotic or living parts, 
as well as abiotic factors, or non-living 
parts. Biotic factors include plants, ani-
mals, and other organisms. Abiotic fac-
tors include rocks, temperature and hu-
midity. Every factor in an ecosystem de-
pends on every other factor, either di-
rectly or indirectly.”   

(www.nationalgeographic.org) 

Bushland remnants, riparian areas, public 
parks, reserves and wetlands provide im-
portant habitat for our butterflies in Bris-
bane. This is where the majority of native 
larval host plants are found, and where 
Council supported catchment and bush care 
groups work on enhancement of habitat and 
connectivity. Native vegetation on many 
large private properties across our city con-
tributes significantly to the overall health of 
butterfly communities. Not underestimated 
in their importance should be the many gar-
dens of Brisbane. While native provenance 
may in many cases have been replaced with 
introduced plant species, they will neverthe-
less attract butterflies, not least because they 
offer nectar sources.  

Every home  gardener loves seeing butter-
flies visit flowers and obtain nectar. It be-
comes more difficult when those butterflies 
have offspring and start chewing the leaves 
of the home gardener’s pride and joy. Often 
treatment with insecticides will follow and 
may have unintentional consequences.  

Eliminating the next generation of butter-
flies is only one of the effects. Insecticides 
are likely to reach other invertebrate species 
which were not meant to be targeted, 
among them many important pollinators, 
and affect an entire ecosystem, however 
large or small.  

As explained before, butterflies are indica-
tors of environmental health. Rather than 
removing them in all their growth stages, 
we should celebrate them. Caterpillars  tem-
porarily ‘prune’ a shrub, but the leaves will 
grow back, and by avoiding insecticides a 
patch of nature will have been preserved.  

The very interesting and different looks of the 
White-banded plane (Phaedyma shepherdi) cater-
pillar feeding on the leaves of the native Khoda 
(Ehretia acuminata) 

SA 
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For children and adults alike . . . 
Odair, one of the Designers of 
All Things and grandson of the 
esteemed inventor of the rain-
bow, has been banished to the 
insect laboratory as punishment 
for his overactive imagination. 
But he still dreams of one day 
creating a cross between a bird 
and a flower. Then, after a help-
ful chat with a dog . . . 
(Booktopia) 

 This is a delightful book ap-
pealing to children’s creativity 
and allowing them to learn 
about morphology. There are 
opportunities for role play. 
Why not stop reading at key 
places and let the children de-
velop the story?   

AGES: 4 to 8 and anyone believ-
ing in dreams and wanting to 
give beauty to the world.  

This book is currently out of print, but 
many school libraries may still have a 
copy. 

Bugs, of all kinds, were consid-
ered to be "born of mud" and 
to be "beasts of the devil." Why 
would anyone, let alone a girl, 
want to study and observe 
them?  

One of the first naturalists to 
observe live insects directly, 
Maria Sibylla Merian was also 
one of the first to document 
the metamorphosis of the but-
terfly.  

In this visual nonfiction biog-
raphy, richly illustrated 
throughout with full-color 
original paintings by Merian 
herself, the Newbery Honor  
winning author Joyce Sidman 
paints her own picture of one 
of the first female entomolo-
gists and a woman who flouted 
convention in the pursuit of 
knowledge and her passion for 
insects. (amazon.au) 

AGES: 10 to 12    

These titles are all time classics among 
butterfly literature for children. The 
Very hungry caterpillar appeals to chil-
dren as young as two, while My, oh my—a butterfly is loved by 
four to seven year old children who adore their summer friends. 

Three excellent reference 
books for anyone wanting 
to learn more about butter-
flies and get to know species 
and the host plants they 
require for survival. 

All books are highly recom-
mended. While the first two 
are field guides, the format 
and the beautiful illustra-
tions of the third book 
make it an ideal and enjoya-
ble read any time.  
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This booklet was developed to 
provide information and inspi-
ration for environmental edu-
cators at kindergarten, prep 
and primary school, or parents 
who are keen to let their chil-
dren explore and value nature.   

If you need support or have 
questions, please contact Bris-
bane Catchments Network or 
your local catchment group.  

Everyone can learn about the 
importance of  Brisbane’s beau-
tiful environment. Understand-
ing intricacies and connections 
helps to look after nature.  
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