
 
 
 

BUTTERFLY GARDEN  
 

 
1. Rue, Ruta graveolens 
2. Chinese silver grass, Miscanthus sinensis 
3. Blue Fescue, Festuca 
4. Tall Garden Phlox, Phlox paniculata 'Uptown Girl' 
5. Butterfly milkweed,  Asclepias tuberosa 
6. Blazing star, Liatris spicata 
7. Fernleaf dill, Anethum graveolens 
8. Stiff goldenrod, Solidago rigida 

9. Fennel, Foeniculum vulgare 
10. Spotted Joe-Pye weed, Eutrochium maculatum 
11. Curly parsley, Petroselinum crispum var. Crispum 
12. Swamp milkweed, Asclepias incarnata 
13. Common milkweed, Asclepias syriaca 
14. Blue mistflower, Conoclinium coelestinum 
15. Butterfly weed, Asclepias tuberosa ‘Hello Yellow’

 
Many flowering plants will attract butterflies to your location, but not all 
flowers are created equally in the eyes of a butterfly.  Selecting plants 
that will feed butterflies while encouraging them to stick around for a 
while, laying eggs, and creating a new generation of butterflies, is your 
goal.  To do this, you will need to choose plants that fall into two groups:  

● nectar-rich plants that provide adult butterflies with energy 
● caterpillar food plants that will feed growing caterpillars 

With a careful selection from these two groups, your garden will provide 
for the entire life cycle of butterflies. The relationship between butterflies, 
caterpillars, and the plants they use for food is not a casual one.  
Caterpillars will use only certain plants for food.  Additionally, butterflies 
are equally picky about what plants they will select to lay their eggs.  To 
encourage caterpillars in the garden, gardeners need only choose the 
plants that caterpillars prefer that grow in their USDA zone.  Nature and 
chemistry will take care of the rest.   Avoid using pesticides and 
herbicides in the vicinity of your butterfly garden. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 1. Rue, Ruta graveolens, in Rutaceae family, perennial, grown for ornamental, and host 
for several swallowtail butterflies, glabrous blue-green foliage, dull yellow flowers, 
entire petals, flattened corymb/cyme clusters, held above the foliage, in June-July 

○ 2-3' x 2-3', erect to mounding, moderate growth 
○ Well-drained, clay, loam, sand, shallowly rocky soil, moderately fertile, acidic 

to alkaline pH  
○ Full sun, part sun  
○ Low, moderate water, drought tolerant once established 
○ USDA 4-8 
○ Attracts: swallowtail butterflies (Black, Anise, Giant), pollinators 
○ Short-lived, self-sowing, shelter with winter mulch 
○ High severity poison characteristics, toxic leaves if ingested by humans, handling can cause dermatitis 

 
2. Chinese silver grass, Miscanthus sinensis, in Poaceae family, perennial, grown for 

ornamental, form, cut flower/foliage, medicinal uses, pink to red flowers, on feathery 
lose 8-10" terminal panicles, in summer-early fall  

○ 4-9' x 3-6'. short rhizomes, tight clump, fast growth 
○ Full sun, part sun, part shade 
○ Well-drained, sandy, loam, and clay soil, moist, 5.5-7.5 pH 
○ Moderate to high water during the growing season (more than corn) 
○ USDA 4-9 
○ Attracts birds 
○ Yellow-orange fall color fades to tan  
○ Can be invasive in some regions, mulch to reduce reseeding, warm-season 

grass, sheer in spring to tidy up and allow space for new growth 
 

3. Blue Fescue, Festuca glauca, in Poaceae family, perennial, grown for foliage color, 
and habit, blue-gray greenish to yellow flowers on 10-14” terminal panicles, held 
above the foliage, in early summer, fades to tan 

○ ¾-1' x 1½', short clumping habit, moderately-fast growth  
○ Full sun, part sun, light-shade (no flowers) 
○ Well-drained, average soil, dry to moist, bi-monthly fertilizer, 5.5-75 pH 
○ Low water once established, moderate in extreme heat or containers, avoid 

overwatering 
○ USDA 4-10 
○ Trim to 3-4" in early spring to make  room for emerging leaves  
○ Short-lived for 3-5 years, cut back if declining in hot, humid conditions, self-sowing 

 
 4. Tall Garden Phlox, Phlox paniculata 'Uptown Girl' PP32287, in Polemoniaceae family, 

perennial, grown for ornamental uses, Pink, dark pink eye flowers, in mid-summer-
late summer, reblooms 

○ 2⅔-3' x 2-2⅔', erect, moderate growth 
○ Full sun, part sun 
○ Well-drained, average, sandy, clay soil, fertile, well-fertilized, consistently 

moist, 5.8-6.5 pH 
○ Moderate water, no overhead watering 
○ USDA 3-8 
○ Attracts bees, butterflies, hummingbirds 
○ Deadhead to promote blooming and reduce self-sowing 
○ Does not get powdery mildew; allow room around the plant for air circulation 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 5. Butterfly milkweed,  Asclepias tuberosa, in Apocynaceae family, perennial grown for 

Monarch butterfly host, and ornamental uses, yellow, orange, red flowers, on cymes, 
in mid-spring, persists into fall 

○ 3-5' x 2-3', erect, clumping, medium growth  
○ Full sun, part sun 
○ Well-drained, organic, clay, loam soil, moist to drier, occasionally wet, acidic 

to neutral pH, adaptable to alkaline pH 
○ Low water, drought tolerant once established 
○ USDA 3-9 
○ Attracts butterflies, pollinators  
○ Wound sap has low severity poison characteristics, to humans, cats, dogs, horses, from all parts  

 
 6. Blazing star, Liatris spicata, in Compositae family, perennial corm, grown for 

ornamental, vertical accent, Monarch nectar, Butterflies, pollinators use, crowded 
rosy-purple flowers, blooms top-down, in mid-summer, for a month 

○ 3-4'+ x 1-2', variable height, erect, moderate growth, from rounded corm 
○ Full sun 
○ Humus rich sandy loam soil, moist, tolerant of heavier loam, clay, gravelly, 

and calcareous soil, 5.5-7.5 pH 
○ Moderate to high water, 1"/week during hottest months 
○ USDA 3-9 
○ Attracts butterflies, bees, hummingbirds, songbirds, pollinators 
○ Tolerant of heat, humidity, drought, salt 

 
 7. Fernleaf dill, Anethum graveolens, in Apiaceae family, an annual grown for culinary, 

and ornamental uses, aromatic leaves, seed, and host for black swallowtail butterfly 
larva, yellow flowers, in late August-September or earlier 

○ 3-5' x 2-3', stiff hollow stems 
○ Full sun 
○ Well-drained, rich, light soil, consistent moisture, 5.3-7.8 pH 
○ Moderate water 
○ USDA 2-11 
○ Attracts beneficial insects, bees, lacewings, tachinid flies, wasps, hoverflies, 

lady beetles 
○ Best in cool summer zones, bolts when dry, difficult to transplant, plant 

seeds, deep-rooted 
 

 8. Stiff goldenrod, Solidago rigida, in Compositae family, perennial, grown for 
pollinators, adaptability, and medicinal uses, tiny bright yellow ⅜-½" flowers, in a dense, 
erect, flat-topped terminal cluster, in late summer-early fall, deadhead to promote blooming 

○ 3-5' x 1½-2½', erect, clumping, from a rhizome, fast growth 
○ Full sun, part sun, part shade 
○ Well-drained, sandy, loam, clay soil, moist, 5.7-6-7 pH 
○ Moderate water, avoid overwatering 
○ USDA 3-9 
○ Attracts butterflies, bees, Monarch butterflies, songbirds 
○ Coarse texture 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
9. Fennel, Foeniculum vulgare, in Apiaceae family, perennial grown as an annual, for 

culinary, medicinal uses, and host to Swallowtail butterflies caterpillars, small bright 
yellow flowers, terminal compound umbels, 20-50 flower, short pedicels 

○ 3-6' x 1-2’, erect, fine texture, fast growth  
○ Full sun 
○ Well-drained, dry or moist soil, acidic, neutral, and alkaline pH 
○ Low water, drought tolerant once established 
○ USDA 3-10, short-lived 
○ Attracts bees, beneficial insects, Swallowtail butterfly caterpillar host 
○ Sow seeds in the ground due to the large white taproot 
○ sap can cause skin irritation in sensitive individuals, especially when 

exposed to the sun 
 
10. Spotted Joe-Pye weed, Eutrochium maculatum, in Compositae family, perennial, 

grown for Swallowtail butterfly host, and ornamental uses, tiny, vanilla-scented, dull 
pinkish-purple blooms, 5-7 florets, in terminal domed corymbs, in mid-summer-early 
fall 

○ 2-7' x 2-4', erect, clump-forming, fast growth 
○ Full sun, part sun, conditions 
○ Average, fertile, humus soil, prefers moist, occasionally wet, 6.1-7.8 pH 
○ Moderate water 
○ USDA 4-9 
○ Attracts butterflies, pollinators, songbirds, bees 

 
11. Curly parsley, Petroselinum crispum var. Crispum, in Apiaceae family, biennial, grown 

as an annual for culinary, garnish, and aromatic uses, greenish-yellow showy flowers 
on a compound umbel in summer of the second year 

○ 9-12" x 9-12", clumping rosette, best growth in cool summer regions  
○ Full sun, part sun, light shade 
○ Well-drained, rich organic, moist soil, do not let the soil dry out  
○ Moderate water, 5.6-7.5 pH 
○ USDA 7-9 
○ Transplant early after last spring frost, slow to germinate, take indoors 

before the first frost to overwinter in a cool sunny interior space, place in a container  
○ Host to Black swallowtail butterfly caterpillar  

 
12. Swamp milkweed, Asclepias incarnata, in Apocynaceae family, perennial, grown for 

Monarch butterfly host, and ornamental uses, white, pink, rose-purple flowers, in mid-
spring persist into fall, 

○ 3-5' x 2-3', erect, clumping, medium growth, slow to emerge  
○ Full sun, part sun 
○ Well-drained, moist, clay, loam, to drier to occasionally wet, organic, acidic to 

neutral pH, adapts to alkaline pH  
○ Moderate, high water, evenly moist 
○ USDA 3-6 
○ Deep taproot, best left undisturbed once established 
○ Wound sap has low severity poison characteristics to humans, cats, dogs, 

horses, from all parts (roots, stems, leaves, flowers, fruits, seeds) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
13. Common milkweed, Asclepias syriaca, in Apocynaceae family, perennial, grown for 

Monarch butterfly use, fragrant, pink to reddish-purple ¼" flowers, in 2½-4" clusters 
on umbels, in upper leaves axils, in summer 

○ 3-5’, upright, fast growth  
○ Full sun, part sun, part shade, conditions 
○ Well-drained, moist, clay soil, dry, 4.8-7.2 pH 
○ No additional water than rainwater, apply water in droughts 
○ USDA 3-9 
○ Attracts butterflies, host for Monarch butterfly eggs and caterpillars 
○ Spreads by underground runners, self-sowing 
○ Avoid pesticide use around this plant to encourage butterflies to use it 

 
14. Blue mistflower, Conoclinium coelestinum, in Compositae family, perennial, grown 

for butterflies use, fluffy long staminate tubular, blue-purple ½" flowers of 35-70 
florets on discoid heads (no petals), in dense flat-topped corymbs, terminal  or 
axillary, held above the foliage, in summer-fall, 

○ 1½-3' x 1½-3', upright to rounded, moderate growth 
○ Full sun, part sun in the afternoon, part shade-in extremely hot climates 
○ Well-drained, loamy, sandy or clay soil, moderate to wet, prefers moist, 

fertile, humus soil, acidic-neutral pH, avoid drying out, mulch to retain 
moisture 

○ Moderate water 
○ USDA 5-10 
○ Attracts butterflies 
○ spread aggressively by rhizomes, self-sowing, divide clump in early spring, cut back taller plants in 

summer to prevent flopping, deadhead to reduce self-sowing 
 

15. Butterfly weed, Asclepias tuberosa ‘Hello Yellow’, in Apocynaceae family, perennial, 
grown for cut flower, dry arrangements, medicinal, butterfly host, tiny bright yellow to 
orange flowers, floral cluster, in summer 

○ 1½-3’ x 1-2’, mound, slow growth, 2-3 years to flower from seed 
○ Full sun 
○ Well-drained any soil, dry to medium moist, 5.8-6.2 pH 
○ Low, moderate water, drought tolerant once established 
○ USDA 3-9               https://ecommons.cornell.edu/handle/1813/1429 
○ Attracts hummingbirds, butterflies, bees, beneficial insects https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ 
○ Remove unopened fruit to reduce self-sowing, deadhead to promote blooms 
○ Sear cut stem ends with a flame to stop the flow of milky sap 
○ Mulch for overwintering outdoors, cut back last year’s growth in spring 

 


