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Caterpillars 

There was a time when the circus came to town with a parade of the unusual, the unlikely, and 

the outright absurd.   The colors were bright, garish, and easily attracted attention of anyone who 

happened to be in the proximity. 

Even the most oblivious resident knew something unusual was occurring, which likely justified 

more than just a casual glance.  Clearly, a transformative event was underway. 

Today circus parades occur only in movies which resurrect the spectacle of days gone by. 

Luckily, for Wakulla County residents, there is still a transformative event which combines the 

garish colors and absurd appearance of a circus parade, but on a much smaller scale. 

2013 has proven to be a good year for caterpillars.  Last winter was relatively mild so a 

minimum of eggs were lost and the spring has been sufficiently moist to promote the growth of 

plants necessary to feed the plethora  of these soon-to-be moths and butterflies. 

It is important to understand most caterpillars feed on a specific and narrow range of plants, in 

some cases only one type of plant.  With few exceptions, they are not the Biblical plague which 

strips the landscape bare of all plants and trees. 

The exceptions, such as armyworm and cutworms, quickly attract the attention of farmers, 

ranchers and flocks of birds which react accordingly.  These multitudes of nascent moths and 

butterflies are a nuisance because they are attracted to vast quantities of a crop monoculture and 

they can reproduce quickly. 

Fortunately there are other caterpillars with much better reputations, at least in Wakulla County.  

One is the orange dog caterpillar which can be a 

problem in Florida’s orange producing region given its 

exclusive diet of citrus leaves. 

As a means of camouflage the mature caterpillar 

resembles bird droppings, dingy brown and olive green 

with large white small purple patches.  They also have 

red osmeterium or horns which they project when 

threatened, emitting a foul odor.   

From this incongruous appearance, this caterpillar 
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transforms into a giant swallowtail butterfly.  Its wingspan reaches four inches with a distinctive 

black and yellow pattern. 

The saddleback caterpillars are mainly green with a brown area 

at both ends, and a prominent, white-ringed brown dot in the 

center which resembles a saddle.  To add a bit of freakishness to 

their appearance, they have well place defensive spine which 

can inflict painful stings.   

This “punk rock” appearing caterpillar can be found in variety 

of foliage as they feed on a large selection of plants.  The moth 

produced are a non-descript dark brown and stout-bodied.  

The white-marked tussock caterpillar favors the area’s oak trees.  

Its four white tufts are carried on its back and offset the black horns and tail. 

The bright red bulbous head is located just below the black horns and is in stark contrast to the 

remainder of the body.  Their hairs are a noted allergen for any unlucky person who contacts 

them. 

All of these and many more caterpillars are active in Wakulla County in June.  Caution is 

advised because some do produce a sting. 

To learn more about caterpillars in Wakulla County, contact your UF/IFAS Wakulla Extension 

Office at 850-926-3931 or http://wakulla.ifas.ufl.edu/ 
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