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Greenville, ME – They are here now in full, glorious force....the monarch butterflies.  Their appearance was sudden, and most welcome.  It is as if nature has forced us to endure two painful weeks of black flies in order to be worthy to have these flirtatious winged creatures join us for the summer....as in, “eat your spinach, and then you can have dessert.”
I say “flirtatious” because these beautiful orange, yellow, and black friends seem to dance about our bodies in a teasing, sinuous manner similar, in a curious way, to the hand and body undulations of an Egyptian belly dancer.  
What is most remarkable about the Monarchs is the journey these insects have just completed.   Although none are sporting luggage tags stating from whence they have come to Maine, their general travel paths are well-known.   Most have wintered in central Mexico, or possibly in Florida, prior to beginning the long journey north.  The butterflies that I see here are several generations removed from those which began the flight in early January.  After leaving their southern quarters, the overwintering Monarchs start to head north.  They are now sexually mature and quickly mate.  The females then search for, and find, milkweed plants where they lay their eggs....milkweed is the only plant they will choose, because when the eggs hatch in 3 to 5 days, the caterpillars feed exclusively on milkweed.  Over the next two weeks, they pass through several molts before forming a chrysalis to undergo metamorphosis into adult butterflies.  The new butterflies now continue north.  These are not the same creatures which headed south in the fall, and it is a complete mystery as to how they navigate to a distant location where they have never been.  Because these Monarchs live only a few weeks, they have to search for flower nectar and mates as they fly north.  There is no way of knowing how many such cycles the monarchs I saw today completed before arriving here in northern Maine.  
The southern migration in the fall is even more puzzling.  That generation of butterflies  somehow delay their sexual maturity and make the entire trip south without re-generation.  And through an absolutely mysterious process, they also know where to go for their winter holiday - a very long, over one thousand, mile journey!  “Experts” have declared that the Monarch has an “internal compass” which enables them to head in the correct direction - no one knows for certain, except the Monarchs, and they are not divulging their trade secrets.
Unfortunately, the number of Monarchs has decreased considerably over recent years due to loss of habitat having milkweed, the only food which the caterpillars will eat.   It is estimated that there are now only 10% of the number of Monarchs as in the 1990’s.  Butterfly enthusiasts advocate planting milkweed in your garden to assist the butterflies during their arduous journeys.   There are many types of milkweed available, but those experts recommend using only “native” milkweed, although Monarchs seem to have no preference.  If it is any form of milkweed, they are all in.
Although there are scores of YouTube videos showing millions of monarchs congregating in the mountains of Mexico during their winter “holidays,” I prefer to watch them in person so that I can congratulate them on completing that incredible journey.  The last one I spoke to said, “Thanks, but you really should be congratulating my Mom and Dad, my grandparents, and my great grandparents.   They are the ones who got me here!”
 I thought you might like to know.
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