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Raising caterpillars with Dr. 
Doug Taron 

 
Dr. Doug Taron is our chief curator and oversees our Illinois Butterfly Monitoring 
Network community science program. But this summer, he’s had a very special 
project. He’s been taking care of Baltimore checkerspot caterpillars on his 
porch! We caught up with him to see how much work goes into caring for tiny caterpillars! 
 
 
Q: Why are you taking care of Baltimore checkerspot 
caterpillars?  
 
A: I’m rearing Baltimore checkerspot butterflies in the lab as 
part of an effort to release them and re-establish a 
population of this species at Bluff Spring Fen. 
 
In June, I went just over the border in Wisconsin and, with 
permission of the land owner, collected five female Baltimore 
checkerspots. I set them up in cages, where three of them laid 
eggs. I’d usually do this in the Butterfly Conservation Lab at 
the Nature Museum. Because the Museum is closed, this summer 
I’m doing the work on my screened porch. 
 
 
Q: How many eggs and caterpillars have you been caring 
for?  
 
A: Baltimore checkerspots lay eggs in clusters of 50-300 eggs. 
The eggs start out yellow, and turn red as they get ready to 
hatch. After about a week and a half, the eggs hatch. The 
caterpillars are tiny – smaller than a sesame seed. Within a 
couple of days of hatching, I transfer them to caterpillar 
feeding cages. This year, I placed 457 caterpillars into feeding 
cages and each cage contains 10 caterpillars. 
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Q: What are the feeding cages like? 
 
A: The feeding cages are paper cups with a hole pinched in the 
bottom. I cut a leaf of penstemon, one of the few plants that the 
caterpillars can eat, and thread the stem through the bottom of 
the cup. I place the cup into a second cup that has water in it, so 
that the stem sits in the water and the leaf stays fresh. I also 
stuff a small amount of cotton into the hole around the leaf stem 
so that the caterpillars can’t fall into the bottom cup and drown. 
About once a week, I make new cages with fresh leaves and 
move the caterpillars into the new cages. 
 
 
Q: How long will you have to prepare food for the 
caterpillars? 
 
A: Sometime late this summer, the caterpillars will stop eating. They are getting ready for their winter hibernation. 
In October, I will move the caterpillars from their feeding cages into small, lidded plastic cups. The cups will be 
placed in an environmental chamber in the lab at the Nature Museum. This chamber mimics the changes of day 
length and temperature that the caterpillars would experience as they went into winter and on into spring.   
 
 
Q: When will you be able to release the caterpillars? 
 
A: Next April, I’ll take the caterpillars out of the environmental chamber and put them into fresh feeding cages. 
They will spend most of the spring eating. In late May 2021, they will form their chrysalises for metamorphosis into 
adult butterflies. In June 2021, the adults will emerge and I’ll release them at Bluff Spring Fen. 


