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The West Virginia white (Pieris virginiensis) 

is a delicate and rare forest butterfly 

which flies for a brief period each spring, 

typically between mid-April and mid-May.  

It nectars on a variety of spring 

wildflowers and its caterpillars eat several 

native flowers in the mustard family, most 

notably two-leaved toothwort (Cardamine 

diphylla).  Because of its increasing rarity 

and its value as an indicator of high-quality 

habitats, this butterfly has been a target 

for PNHP surveys in recent years. 
 

The West Virginia white can be found in 

mature, rich, undisturbed forests with 

abundant spring wildflowers.  Its wings are 

white and translucent, with smudges of 

gray on the inner corners of the wings 

and the leading edges of the forewings.  

On the underside of the wings, scattered 

dark scales make faint gray or brown lines 

along the wing veins.  The only similar-

looking species in Pennsylvania is the 

cabbage white (Pieris rapae), a ubiquitous 

introduced species that eats a wide 

variety of plants in the mustard family.  

Cabbage whites have black dots on the 

upper surface of the wings, but sometimes 

the first generation of the year lacks these 

dots and can be confused with West 

Virginia whites.  The best way to 

distinguish between the two species is to 

get a good view of the lower surface of 

the wings: in cabbage whites, dark scales 

Tracking the West Virginia White Butterfly  

by 

Peter Woods and Christopher Tracey  
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A West Virginia white 

nectaring on marsh 

marigold. 
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Notice that the dark scales are concentrated along the wing veins of the West Virginia white (left) and evenly 

distributed on the cabbage white (right). 
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are spread evenly across the wings, rather than being in 

lines, and there is usually a yellowish wash across the 

lower surface. 

 

Warm sunny days in spring are the best time to see this 

butterfly.  Early in the morning, the butterflies arenõt 

warm enough to be active, but when the temperature 

rises into the 60s and the sun is shining, there will be a 

moment when the first one flutters up from where it 

has been basking in the sun, soon to be followed by 

others.  They are weak fliers, usually staying low to the 

ground. If you approach slowly you can get close enough 

to watch them nectar at a variety of spring wildflowers, 

such as spring beauties, violets, trilliums, geraniums, 

toothworts, and marsh marigolds.  Each adult flies for 

only a week or two, but a population will be on the 

wing for approximately one month.  During that time, 

the population relies on several successive waves of 

wildflowers, so both abundance and diversity of 

wildflowers are needed to guarantee a steady supply of 

nectar throughout the flight period. 

 

Most commonly, 

West Virginia white 

caterpillars will use 

two-leaved 

toothwort 

(Cardamine diphylla) 

as a host plant.  

Cut-leaved 

toothwort 

(Cardamine 

concatenata) has 

also been reported 

as a host, but the 

above ground 

portion of the plant 

dies back early in 

this species and 

there is speculation 

that caterpillars might not be able to reliably finish 

development on it.  Nonetheless, there is one 

population in Beaver County where cut-leaved 

toothwort appears to be the only host available.  

Narrow-leaved toothwort (Cardamine angustata) and 

smooth rock cress (Boechera laevigata) are known to be 

hosts in other parts of the range.  These two plant 

species are less abundant in Pennsylvania and we have 

assumed that they were not important to West Virginia 

whites here, but this spring PNHP staff found a 

population at Powdermill Nature Reserve in 

Westmoreland County that appears to be using narrow-

leaved toothwort as the main host plant. 

 

If you see a West Virginia white fluttering around 

patches of toothwort, it is a female looking for a plant 

on which to lay an egg.  If she lays an egg on a 

toothwort, all is well, but all too frequently she will 

place her egg on garlic mustard (Alliaria petiolata), a 

òtoxic decoyó which will kill any caterpillars on it.  This 

exotic invasive plant has spread through most of the 

range of the West Virginia white and the butterfly has 

not been able to adapt to its presence.     

 

Garlic mustard is not the only problem faced by West 

Virginia whites.  They only fly in forests, refusing to cross 

fields, wide roads, or rights-of-way.  This isolates 

populations from each other, which puts small 

populations at risk.  Because many habitat patches are 

small and support small populations of butterflies, they 

are at risk of being extirpated over time.  If those 

Two-leaved toothwort, the most common host 

plant for West Virginia white caterpillars. 

Two species of host plants growing side by side.  Two-leaved 

toothwort is on the left and cut-leaved toothwort is on the right. 

The West Virginia white caterpillar that hatches from this egg will 

not survive, because the egg was laid on garlic mustard. 
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