
 

 

Butterfly's Visit Starts Year-Long Quest 
 
By Tom Palmer 
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It started when I was sitting in my front yard in late January and a large, orange sulfur butterfly came by. 
I had just read a short piece about a guy from California who had set off across the country the year before 
to see how many butterflies he could see in a year. 
 
I decided on a more modest goal. 
 
I would confine myself to Florida, mostly in Polk County but with a few trips farther afield to see how I'd 
do. 
 
According to my unofficial tally - I have not seen a comprehensive checklist for Florida - 167 species of 
butterflies have been seen somewhere in Florida sometime in recent years.  I was hoping to find at least 120 
species. 
 
I ended up with 125. 
 
I probably could have done a bit better if I had planned this year instead of launching off in February, 
following a few tips, but mostly just hitting likely locations and hoping I'd have good luck.  At the end of 
the year, I might have snagged two more, but ran out of vacation days. 
 
Getting leads on the locations of specific butterfly species is hit and miss. 
Just about all of the species I missed are rare to uncommon. 
 
Unlike the birding world, where computer list serves flash news of unusual sightings quickly, the butterfly 
world is smaller and less communicative.  I'd say fewer than 100 (probably fewer than 50) people in Florida 
are actively looking for butterflies. Few report the results of their field trips publicly, partly out of fear of 
tipping off collectors. 
 
Serious butterfly watching is a relatively new pursuit for amateurs in Florida, dating from about the mid-
1990s.  What made it even conceivable was the publication of good field guides, the "Butterflies Through 
Binoculars" series. 
 
My first major trip outside of Polk took me all the way to a park near the Georgia line in search of frosted 
elfins, which are attracted to the lupine there during their short flight period in late winter. 
 
I didn't find them. 
 
That's the way it is with elfins. I missed another elfin in Levy County by about a week, but picked up 
several other species I'd be unlikely to find in Polk County, such as Seminole Texas crescent and juniper 
hairstreak. 
 
Another thing about doing a big year is that it probably would help to have fewer work responsibilities. 
I got a tip on a Sunday afternoon from some friends who had just found three species of butterflies I needed 
somewhere near Tallahassee. 
I couldn't get up there until the following Saturday.  Only one of the species was still present. 



 
I was at a butterfly meeting in Lake Wales and heard about a report of a stray from the West Indies on Big 
Pine Key. Since I had to get back to work Monday, I had to pass. 
 
I waited until summer to head to South Florida to pick up what I could in the Everglades and the Keys. 
Some things had changed since I was there last.  One area was no longer accessible and some species 
simply weren't there at that time.  I had fun exploring, nevertheless. 
 
I returned to South Florida twice in the fall and picked up species I'd missed on earlier trips. 
In the meantime, I'd been to the Panhandle to fatten my list. 
 
On one of my South Florida trips, I discovered a previously unreported population of Cuban crescents, one 
of the nine species I found for the first time during my travels and one of the rare species biologists are 
trying to gather data on. 
 
That was part of the quest: to see species I'd never seen. 
 
The first new species for me was a coral hairstreak near Tallahassee. The last was a mallow scrub 
hairstreak near Fort Lauderdale. 
 
In the meantime, I also saw some species I hadn't seen in a few years, such as the beautiful malachites and 
atalas from South Florida, and a great purple hairstreak and red-spotted purple from farther north in the 
state that was flitting through the woods along a trail at Tenoroc-South. 
 
By the way, I did OK closer to home. I found 79 of the 95 species that appear possible in Polk County. 
My project for next year is to add to my Florida list by finding new species. 
 
One of the species on my wish list is the brown elfin, a species that was documented for the first time last 
winter in the Panhandle. 
 
It was a closely held secret. I heard nothing about it until I read an article in the summer issue of "American 
Butterflies" magazine. 
 
Who knows what else is out there? 
 
To see some of the butterflies I saw this year, go to www.theledger.com/floridabutterflies. 
 
[ Tom Palmer can be reached at tom.palmer@theledger.com or 863-802-7535. Read more views on the 
environment at environment/blogs/theledger.com. ] 
 


