
Monarchs and Milkweed in Spring 
 
It’s spring, and the Monarchs are migrating. Wait . . . migrating now? Yes, Monarchs migrate in the spring. 
And spring migration may be even more important than autumn migration in determining the success of 
the Monarch population. 
 
Most gardeners are familiar with the autumn migration of Monarchs. We note the passage of these 
beloved butterflies through our gardens as they funnel south from Canada and the northern states through 
the central states. Then, they flood through Texas and into their wintering grounds in the mountains near 
Mexico City.  
 
From Tulsa, that’s a distance of some 1,350 miles. Quite a trek for such a delicate-seeming creature! 
 
Even more astounding, though, that same generation of Monarchs that made the journey to Mexico some 
4-5 months ago, now begins its northward migration. Beginning late February to mid-March, this additional 
600-1,000 mile journey is timed to match the succession of spring-blooming nectar plants (mostly native 
wildflowers and trees) that feed the Monarchs, and the growth of milkweed on which they lay their eggs.  
 
 

The leading edge of the migration spreads through Texas 
and Oklahoma and the Southern states where eggs are laid 
on the spring crop of milkweed.  In the Tulsa area, 
gardeners can expect Monarchs to arrive from late March 
through June. Some will be part of the migration 
generation while others will be first generation from the 
eggs laid in southern Texas by the migration generation. 
After laying eggs, the migration generation die. The first 
generation offspring mature and continue the migration 
north and east from late April through May, feasting on 
nectar, following the growth of successive species of 
milkweed. The second generation pushes further into the 
Midwest and Mid-Atlantic and a third or fourth generation 
reaches the most northerly range of the Monarch. 
 

 
Here is why the spring migration may be even more 

important than autumn migration for increasing the Monarch population. During the 5 months of wintering 
in Mexico, Monarchs remain virtually inactive, hanging out on their trees hour after hour, day after day.  
They survive on stored lipids (fats, mostly) that they gained as caterpillars and during their autumn 
migration. As they begin their northern migration, they become active, but are low on lipids. So, naturally 
they need food.  Successful breeding of each generation depends primarily on availability of food sources, 
nectar for adults and milkweed caterpillars. 
 
The more abundant these food sources, the more Monarchs will re-populate their spring and summer 
habitats. And, the more will migrate south during the fall migration.  If the Monarch population is to grow, 
it needs to grow during both migrations. 
 

Green arrows show spring migration of Monarchs. 
See full map at Monarch Watch 



So how can gardeners help? Nectar plants and milkweeds are the easy answers.  
 
But not many plants are blooming in late March and early April. Here’s where the 
wildflowers come in. Henbit and dandelion are some of the best nectar plants for 
early Monarch arrivals. Many people regard these as weeds, but henbit will 
complete its lifecycle when warm weather arrives and is easily mowed later. And 
early dandelions provide bright spots of color in otherwise dull lawns. They, too, 
can be kept under control later after other flowers start blooming. 
 

More acceptable plants, perhaps, are Phlox, 
Indian Paintbrush, Violets, Vervain (Verbena 
halei) and Prairie Clovers (Dalea ssp). And, once 
the last frost date (April 15 in Tulsa area) has passed, any flower that 
produces nectar will be a haven for hungry Monarchs. Careful, though, 
some of the newer varieties of blooming plants are bred for color or 
bloom size and much of the nectar production has been bred     out of 
the plant to enhance other characteristics. 

 
For milkweed (Asclepius ssp.), most native varieties are perennial, returning year after dedicated year to 

provide both nectar for adult Monarchs and tasty leaves for 
hungry caterpillars. One of the earliest natives is Green 
Antelope Horn (A. viridis) which blooms April-September. 
Another native, Short Green Milkweed (A. viridiflora), is an 
early bloomer from April-September. 
 
One of the showiest and most beautiful of the native 
milkweeds is the Butterfly Milkweed (A. tuberosa). Blooming 
from May-September, it would be an excellent addition to any 
garden, feeding both spring and fall migrating Monarchs. 

 
Since tropical milkweed (A. curassavica) dies back in winter in 
Northeast Oklahoma, it has been shown to harbor the protozoan 

parasite that weakens Monarchs. Further studies are being conducted on tropical milkweed to see if it 
might be having other affects.  At this point, it’s a gardeners choice, but you can’t go wrong with one of the 
Oklahoma native milkweeds instead.  
 
See the links below for more information on Monarch migrations and for pictures and descriptions of both 
nectar plants and milkweeds. Planting these will not only fill your garden with the graceful fluttering of 
Monarchs but will help their population grow for your children and grandchildren to enjoy. 
 
Journey North--Tracking the Monarch Migration 
Okies for Monarchs, What to Plant for Monarchs 
Monarch Watch 
Kerr Center, Native Milkweeds of Oklahoma 
Xerces Society, Monarch Conservation 
 
 

A.viridis--Green 
Antelope Horn 

A.tuberosa--Butterfly 
Milkweed 

Indian Paintbrush (Castilleja indivisa) 

Henbit 

https://journeynorth.org/monarchs
http://www.okiesformonarchs.org/what-to-plant-where-to-buy/
https://monarchwatch.org/
http://kerrcenter.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/milkweed-guidebook-for-web.pdf
https://xerces.org/monarchs/
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=imgres&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjGj_uNtqXhAhWLrVQKHVsJCB4QjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://www.ediblewildfood.com/henbit.aspx&psig=AOvVaw2syHIeiksVyPpzPWxZqF4_&ust=1553882651920541

