A Closer Look

One of Ohio’s true wetland butterflies,
the range of the Baltimore Checkerspot
Butterfly is very local. This species prefers
wetland habitats and the loss and
degradation of these habitats is causing
significant declines in Checkerspot
populations.

The species is named for its black
wings with orange and white spots which
are said to match the coat of arms of
George Calvert, who was the first Lord
Baltimore and was involved in the settling
of Maryland. It consequently became
Maryland’s state insect in 1973. The bright
- colors found on the Baltimore

Checkerspot stand as a visual alarm of

Baltimore CheCkerSpOt their unpalatability to predators.
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Checkerspot caterpillars feed almost exclusively on white turtlehead, especially in the
summer when the caterpillars are small. This plant contains chemicals called iridoid
glycosides that deter animals from eating Checkerspot because it makes them taste
bad. As they become larger, they may use a variety of other host plants in addition to
white turtlehead, including arrowwood viburnum and false foxgloves. Adults obtain
nectar from a variety of flowering plants but they depend on white turtlehead to lay their
eggs on.

The Baltimore Checkerspot only has one brood per year. Females deposit clusters of
several hundred tiny yellow eggs on the undersides of host leaves. Newly hatched larvae
migrate to the tops of plants where they spin webs and feed communally. They gradually
increase the size of the web to include more and more plant material, wandering away
from the nest at times, but always returning to its safety. In late summer, they stop
feeding and reinforce the pre-hibernation web. Most caterpillars move out of it in fall
and descend into the leaf litter at the base of the plants where they overwinter.

In its southern range, the brood flies from May to June and in the northern range, the
brood flies from July to August. Species like Checkerspot Butterfly that evolve to
coincide their life cycles with a host plant are at a higher risk for population declines due
to their specific plant requirements.



The Plant
White turtlehead, Chelone glabra, is a clump-forming, native perennial. The plants
have deep green foliage of lance-shaped leaves on upright stems and grow to 5 feet
tall. Leaves are green and opposite with serrated margins.
The blooms appear on 6 to 8-inch stems in dense clusters that open from bottom to top
in late summer to fall. The flowers are irregular, two-lipped, and grow in dense spikes.
Turtlehead is named for its white blossoms which resemble a turtle head poking out
from its shell.

Turtlehead generally is found along stream banks, wetlands, and damp ground, and
usually grows to a height of 2-5 feet. Turtlehead works well in native pollinator gardens,
wet meadows, wetlands and rain gardens. Fall flowers attract many pollinators.

It is an important host plant providing larval food for the lovely orange and brown
Baltimore Checkerspot butterfly.

Cultural

Plant White turtlehead in moist soil conditions
from full sun to partially shaded areas. In shaded
areas the plant could become more spindly and
taller. This plant does best in rain gardens, riparian
zones, bogs and wetland areas.

Propagation

Plants may be divided in early spring or after
flowering in the fall. If propagating by seed, seeds
should be collected around the time of first frost.
Seeds require cold pretreatment or planting
outdoors in fall; germination is slow and seedlings
may not emerge until at least one year has passed.
Stem cuttings can also be done in early summer.
Newly rooted plants should be set in flatsorin a
cold frame and set out in place the following spring.

White turtlehead flower
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