
Fabulous Facts About Monarchs 
 

• Monarchs are found in North America, but also 
Australia, New Zealand, Hawaii and other Pacific 
islands. 

• Monarchs are found statewide in Illinois.  They are 
found in weedy areas, prairies, roadsides, 
pastures, marshes and farm field borders. 

• The Monarch was named the official state insect of Illinois in 1975.  Six other 
states have also named the monarch as their state insect. 

• The name “monarch” was given to the butterflies by European colonists in the 
United States and Canada in honor of King William III, Prince of Orange and King 
of England. 

• The scientific name for the monarch butterfly is Danaus plexippus, which in 
Greek means “sleepy transformation.”  This refers to the butterfly’s ability to go 
through the process of metamorphosis and to also hibernate. 

• A group of monarchs is called a congregation. 

• The adult monarch feeds on flower nectar.  The larvae eat milkweed plant.  
There are four stages in the monarch life cycle: egg; larva; pupa; and adult. 

• Milkweed is the only plant that monarchs will lay their eggs on.  This is because 
milkweed is the only source of food for the emerging larva.  The monarch larva 
eats a lot and grows rapidly.  When it is ready to pupate, it will weigh about 3,000 
times more than when it hatched from an egg. 

• The first pair of legs on adult monarchs is very small and is held next to the body.  
These legs are used for tasting. 

• Experiments have shown that monarch adults prefer orange flowers to those of 
other colors when searching for nectar. 

• Monarchs ingest poisons from milkweeds that they eat during the larval stage.  
These toxins stay in the insect’s body through the larval, pupal and adult stages 
and are known to have a bitter taste and can induce vomiting in predators.  Few 
animals can eat monarchs without getting sick. 

• The bright orange and black colors of the monarch warn predators that they are 
inedible, due to their diet of toxic milkweed. Other nontoxic butterfly species, 



such as the viceroy butterfly, take advantage of the monarch’s defenses and 
have evolved to look exactly like them.  This fools predators into thinking they are 
also toxic and should not be eaten. This is called mimicry. 

• Male monarchs are slightly bigger than females and have black dots along the 
veins of their wings. 

• Monarchs are pollinators and play a huge role in the health of our food system by 
fertilizing flowering plants. Without them, many fruits and vegetables that people 
and animals rely upon would decrease in quantity and quality. 

• Monarchs produce several generations each year.  Each generation lives only a 
few weeks except for the generation produced in late summer or early fall.  This 
generation migrates to Mexico and can live for about six months. 

• Monarchs know when it’s time to migrate south for the winter based on signals 
from the environment that indicate the seasons are changing. When it’s time, the 
butterflies will lift up on air currents high into the sky and embark on their journey.  

• Migrating monarch butterflies are guided by the sun’s orbit as they travel through 
North America. Even on cloudy days, they’re able to stay on track thanks to an 
internal biological compass that functions based on the movement of the sun. 

• Monarchs can fly at speed reaching about 20 miles per hour. 

• They travel from 40 to 100 miles per day when migrating.  It can take up to two 
months to complete their journey. 

• Monarchs in North America are the only butterflies with a predictable, annual 
migration.  Depending on their location, they migrate between 1,200 and 2,800 
miles to a special type of high-altitude forest in Mexico.  

• Millions of monarch butterflies share a single acre of forest at their hibernation 
site in the Monarch Butterfly Biosphere Reserve in Mexico. 

 


