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Ornithoptera euphorion

The Cairns Birdwing is the largest of our butterflies.

The males are iridescent green and black and the females are black, white and
yellow.  All Australian Birdwings feed on native Aristolochia/Pararistolochia
vines.  If you live in an area where Birdwings occur, you should never plant the
introduced Aristolochia species (Dutchman's Pipe) as it kills the Birdwing larvae.
The females will lay on the introduced vines, but the leaves are toxic to the
caterpillars.

Throughout the world, butterflies that feed on Aristolochia plants have a bright red patch on their thorax. This
is a warning to predators - these butterflies contain toxins obtained from the plant.



The Cairns Birdwing is long-lived - two to
four months - and can survive dry or cold
periods in the pupal stage for six months or
more.  The larvae are black or brown with
soft, fleshy spines and a pair of red or orange,
retractable horns behind their head.  This
device is a defence mechanism and emits an
odour if they are disturbed.

The pupa is attached to a leaf or twig with a
central girdle and a pad of silk at the base.

Some males are distinctly blue on the
underside but often this is just old age,
they always tend to become more blue as
they get older.



Unlike most other species of butterflies, the
Birdwings are rarely ever attacked by
parasites.  Their numbers are controlled by
predation, on the eggs and very small larvae,
or by starvation when the larvae eat a vine
right down to the ground.

The huge caterpillars consume very large
amounts of host plant, and it is a mistake to
plant only one vine to attract this species.
Think only in multiples of ten when planting
host plants for this species.

When you plant Aristolochia vines you
should always plant them so they can climb
over a tree or amongst the foliage of another
plant.  This is essential if planting the vines
on a trellis or fence.  The females prefer to
lay their eggs near the vine rather than on it.
This is a survival technique because if the
eggs are laid on the younger leaves of
Aristolochia acuminata the vine fights back!
The glue that sticks the egg to the leaf causes
the leaf to exude sap which covers the egg
and sends it mouldy.  Also, if the eggs are
not on the Aristolochia leaves they cannot be
accidentally eaten by the larvae.

Planting more Aristolochia vines anywhere
within the range of this butterfly will most
certainly increase the population in these
areas. Aristolochia acuminata will produce
the best results in the shortest time.



All butterflies in the Swallowtail
(Palilionidae) family keep their fore-
wings flapping while feeding.  This
makes them more difficult to
photograph - this female was shot at
1/1000 of a second but still the wings
are blurry.

At a certain angle to the sun the male
wings have a gold tint.  Very rarely a
male appears with actual gold
markings on the top of the forewing.



This extreme aberration was produced
at out Butterfly Farm on Mt
Tamborine.  This beautiful golden
Birdwing was selectively bred from a
male that had a few small patches of
gold on the forewing and a female that
was noticeably paler than the usual
females.

It took only three generations to
produce this brood but we were not
successful in maintaining this strain.

The male below is one from the last
brood as were the ones on the left.

This golden aberration was officially
described by K. Okano in a Japanese
publication.  The official name is:

Ornithoptera priamus ssp. euphorion
ab. kogane K. Okano.



Birdwing butterflies breed on vines in the Aristolochia family (Aristolochiaceae).  These vines are
split into two different genera - Aristolochia (with basket-like fruit and dry seed) and
Pararistolochia (with fleshy fruit).

Aristolochia acuminata is a medium-
sized vine that should be planted in the shade
near the base of a tree over which it can climb.
The vine will hang out of the foliage of the tree
so most of its foliage is in the sun.

If you live within the range of any of Australia's
Birdwing butterflies, this is the vine to grow to
attract them.  All other species of Australian
Aristolochias are far too small to support the
huge Birdwing larvae.  I recently heard a news
report that suggested Aristolochia meridionalis
(which grows in south east Queensland) could
provide a suitable host.  This is complete
nonsense and whoever put this forward knows
nothing about Birdwings.

Birdwing butterflies usually lay their eggs on
the leaves of the tree over which the vine is
growing.  There are two main reasons for this;
the eggs will not be eaten by caterpillars already
on the vine, and the vine reacts to the egg and
weeps sap over it causing fungi to develop and
kill the egg - the vine fighting back!.  This is
why the vine should be grown over a tree.  If
you grow it on a trellis you should plant at least
one other non-Aristolochia species of vine with
it so there will be leaves of another species
available for laying, and a safe place for the
pupae to hang.

If the vine is grown in the full sun over a trellis
it will attract the Big Greasy butterfly and be
wiped out.  Big Greasy butterflies do not lay
eggs more than two metres above the ground, or
in the shade, but they lay them in large numbers
and are relentless in their attack.

The only natural host plants for the Cairns
Birdwing are Aristolochia acuminata,
Pararistolochia deltantha, Pararistolochia
australopithecurus, Pararistolochia
sparusifolia and Pararistolochia sp. aff.
praevenosa. They will however feed on the
larger species from south Queensland, Cape
York Peninsula and most species from the
Indo-Australian region but NOT species
from south America.

Natural Distribution

Torres Strait to Proserpine, in lowland or monsoonal
rainforest.



Pararistolochia deltantha is a
slow-growing plant. It becomes quite hardy
because it develops large tubers on the roots.

It must be planted in the shade where it can
climb so that the leaves will eventually reach
the sun.

The underside of the leaves are covered in
fine hooked hairs that grab onto fabric rather
like Velcro.

It is the major host plant for the Cairns
Birdwing butterfly  and in places is
extremely abundant.  It is also a host plant
for the Red-bodied Swallowtail butterfly.

Natural Distribution

McIlwraith Range, and from Cooktown to Mackay, in moist to
very wet rainforest, in both lowlands and uplands.



Pararistolochia
australopithecurus is the most
impressive of the Australian
Pararistolochias. The leaves can be quite
large and the flowers, which are usually
found at the base of the plant in large
clusters, are the biggest of our native
Dutchman's Pipes.

It is a rather delicate species which must
have shade and high humidity.

It is a suitable host plant for all
Australian Birdwing butterflies and the
Red-bodied Swallowtail butterfly.

Natural Distribution

Mt Bartle Frere to Millaa Millaa, and
east to the coast, in very wet rainforest.



Pararistolochia sparusifolia
is an extremely difficult plant to grow,
and unless you live in a very high
rainfall area it is best grown as a potted
plant in a bush-house.  Even then it will
often die if the humidity drops too low.

It is restricted to the mountain rainforest
on the Main Coast Range of the Wet
Tropics.

The flowers are very unusual while the
glossy foliage is quite attractive.

Natural Distribution

Known only from the Main Coast
Range, west of Mossman, including
Mt. Lewis.



Pararistolochia sp. aff.
praevenosa is a rare vine found
only on the eastern edge of the
Atherton Tableland and in Tully
Gorge.  It grows very large and
compared to A. praevenosa is quite
fast-growing.  The flowers are bright
yellow on the inside and white with
red stripes on the outside. The leaves
are larger than Pararistolochia
praevenosa.
It is an excellent host plant for the
Cairns Birdwing butterfly as well as
for the Red-bodied Swallowtail.
It is not yet in the nursery trade, but
should be in the near future.
We highly recommend growing this
vine as a long term solution for
feeding the Birdwing larvae. It grows
very large and a mature vine can
support numerous larvae.

Natural Distribution

Atherton Tableland near the top of the
Gilles Highway and Tully Gorge in
very wet rainforest.



Aristolochia indica is an
extremely hardy vine which is
slow-growing in the first year, but
after that it speeds up.  Being cold
sensitive it will not survive in
areas where frost occurs.  It is best
planted at the base of a tree and
allowed to climb through the
foliage.  If planted on a fence it
will be heavily attacked by the
Big Greasy butterfly and have
continual setbacks.

As well as being an extremely
good host plant for the Birdwing
butterflies, it is a host plant for the
Red-bodied Swallowtail, and for
the Big Greasy.

There is little doubt that this plant was introduced to
Darwin from India.  It has been included in this
publication to clear up any confusion over its status.
Aristolochia acuminata was once listed as Aristolochia
indica.

Even though it is not native it is an excellent host for the
Cairns Birdwing - the foliage is much more nutritious
than Aristolochia acuminata as the larvae can grow to full
size by eating only about a quarter of the foliage than
when they are on Aristolochia acuminata.

Around Darwin the Big Greasy butterfly thrives on this
vine.

This is an exotic plant



Pararistolochia linearifolia
can sprawl across the ground or climb
small shrubs.  It is very hardy and
develops large tubers which are out of all
proportion to the size of the plant.  It can
be kept in a hanging basket, but be sure
to use a deep basket to accommodate the
tubers.

It is a favoured host plant for the Red-
bodied Swallowtail butterfly.  Although
it is sometimes used by Birdwings, it is
really too small for their huge larvae and
can get completely demolished.

While this vine mostly grows in open
Eucalypt forest it is sometimes found on
the edge of the rainforest.  On Cape York
Peninsula this plant enables the Red
Bodied Swallowtail to breed outside of
the rainforest.

We have never found Cape York
Birdwing larvae on this vine near Weipa
but the butterflies have been seen there
and it is likely they sometimes use it as a
host if the plant is large enough.

In our garden the Cairns Birdwing lay
readily on it.

Natural Distribution

Cape York to the Nesbit River, in vine
thickets, edges of rainforest, heath and
open forest.



Pararistolochia peninsulensis
is very slow-growing in the beginning, but
after a couple of years is capable of
producing large spurts of new growth.

It is a suitable host plant for all Australian
Birdwing butterflies and the Red-bodied
Swallowtail. Unfortunately it is rarely
available from native plant nurseries.

After having it growing in our garden for
about 30 years it is now starting to
propagate naturally and has proven an
excellent host for the Cairns Birdwing.

Natural Distribution

Pascoe River to Rocky River, in
lowland rainforest.


