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When it came to doing a “Butterfly Big Year”, I admit that I was planning for it since about October of last 
year.  The impetus was my frantic search at the end of the 2016 year for a sighting of Pipevine 
Swallowtail.  Had I found it, it would have marked my 100

th
 species for the 2016 season.  Falling short of 

the century mark with 99 species chafed me.  Now, truth be told, I didn’t actually realize how many 
species I had seen that year until a friend asked me late in July if I was doing a big year and where I 
stood?  It wasn’t until that point that I actually added up the species count within the state and set a goal 
to get to 100.  Having fallen so close, I began to plan during that winter for the 2017 season and set my 
goal on finding and photographing 100 species.  Any higher number, beyond 100, would be a secondary 
goal. 
 
Having a career that provides opportunities to travel regularly throughout the state gave me a full view of 
the possibilities to finding as many, or perhaps even “all”, of the species that can regularly be found in the 
state. 
 
I knew from online and NABA regional group resources where and when specific species might be flying, 
but for some species, it would be a matter of seeking and finding purely on my own.  It was expected that 
skill and luck would play a role in my yearly achievements.  And it did. 
 
From the beginning of the year, I viewed my butterflying year as being primarily a “Century Run”, and a 
true pursuit of a “Big Year” only unfolded as I had success with certain key species that I knew would be 
the most challenging to find.  Certain species, such as Hessel’s Hairstreak in April, Cobweb Skipper in 
May or Two-spotted Skipper in June could be “make or break” species when doing a true run at a total 
yearly species pursuit.  Many other rare or seldom-seen species would also be important to a full run.  For 
me, early success with all of the keys species told me that I was probably on to something larger than the 
“Century Run” I set as an immediate goal. 
 

       
 
Another key to my pursuit would be to not only find and see each species, but I also wanted to confirm 
every species seen with a photograph.  This concept might have been a limitation to anything beyond a 
“Century Run”, but I wanted to set a high bar for my year and have photo documentation along the way.  I 
would document each species with a photo and post a regular tweet on my Twitter account for those who 
follow me.  I soon had followers contacting me and enjoying my pursuits, often providing encouragement 
and private messages of support.  To this end, I was proud to have photographed 110 of my 111 species.  
The only species I was not able to photograph, but was fortunate to have seen and confirmed with fellow 
butterflying enthusiasts Jack Miller and Harvey Tomlinson, was the very elusive Brazilian Skipper that 
raced through Beth Polvino’s wondergarden on the morning we were all there hoping to get a glimpse.  A 
glimpse was all she wrote though, and it remains my biggest “grrrrrrr” moment, and blemish on my 
photographic record. 
 
Heading into the year, I knew that the amount of travel would be sizable, as my timing to be in a place 
might not coalesce with the butterfly I might be chasing at that point and time.  Living in deep South 
Jersey, the number of trips all the way up to Sussex County in North Jersey could be daunting, to speak 
nothing of the expense.  But any effort would insist on such travel and at several different times of the 
year.  Want to find Common Roadside-Skipper or Pepper and Salt Skipper?  Be ready to go north in May.  
Want to find Aphrodite Fritillary?  Be on the road in August.  Leonard’s Skipper too?  Head back up in 
September.  And any of these trips could provide a great opportunity to find none of the species.  It was 



also possible, if not probable, that some species would be flying early in a given month, but another 
regional specialty may not appear until a couple of weeks later.  This is and was the case.  In total, I think 
I made about 12 day-trips from my home in Millville, up to and through the counties of Northwestern NJ.  
When you add in the additional mid-state trips for pine barrens specialties like GA Satyr, Two-spotted 
Skipper, Hoary Elfin and Dotted Skipper, the travel requirements do become rather daunting.  A key to 
any of this was knowledge about the month to month expectations for species’ emergence and effective 
scheduling for the necessary travel.  The excitement of the pursuit is one thing, and each species find 
keeps you in the game, but there come moments during the year that you really question yourself and 
have your doubts.  I’m ever mindful of how blessed I am to pursue such an endeavor, but it’s not lost on 
me how frivolous some might view this, so it’s not something I’d herald or deem appropriate for an every 
year attempt. 
 

       
 
As with any such endeavor, planning and seeking advice or direct assistance is always useful to meeting 
the goal.  For me, my success was augmented with help from fellow butterfliers and the kindness of 
private land owners who opened their properties up for my searches.  Though I did the vast majority of 
my searches on my own and under my own planning, I did reach out to the North Jersey NABA Group 
and Jim Springer particularly, for field tips on some butterflies that I had no prior NJ experience with.  
These NJ Lifers were a satisfying highlight to the year.  I count amongst them my finding of Appalachian 
Azure, Pepper and Salt Skipper, Dreamy Duskywing, Indian Skipper, Long Dash, Black Dash, Aphrodite 
Fritillary and Milbert’s Tortoiseshell. 
 

       
 
The big take-away from my “Big Year” pursuits would be how beautiful, but fragile butterfly colonies are 
and how easy it is to imagine how the habitat can be destroyed or altered enough to cause colonies to 
fail.  In preparation for the year, reading about New Jersey butterflying is left to a very limited selection of 
now outdated materials and some online field note sightings.  For many species, the numbers are simply 
not what they once were and the places have changed through succession and development, so I cannot 
imagine doing a state-wide pursuit without a good foundation of knowledge about the state of butterflies 
as represented today.  The database of sightings we do for the South Jersey Butterfly Blog and the 
embedded notes we provide within our sightings is perhaps the very best information for anyone who 
might be seeking to find the most species.  Our blog plays a very big role in providing current and 
valuable information.  Though we must be cautious to guard the endangered species, we still provide 
guidance for the relative timing for those who seek these species and know the care that must be taken in 
their pursuits. 
 
The 2017 year for me will hold special meaning for my “Big Year” pursuits, but within my year was the 
special honor of working with The New Jersey Division of Fish & Wildlife on land management within Dix 
WMA for the augmentation and safe guarding of a Sleepy Orange colony I discovered and monitored 
throughout the year.  The potential for this colony to exist began with my 2016 discovery of one male and 
two female Sleepy Oranges flying within a field that had a good amount of Senna marilandica, the 



butterfly’s host plant, growing within it.  Perhaps with only blind optimism to go on, I had thoughts that 
perhaps these three individuals, within a field of host plant, might just be the outliers to support a future 
colony.  Seeing them flying in this field throughout most of the 2016 summer flight season, I was very 
eager to see if 2017 would bring my wish to fruition.   
 
Beginning in the spring, I contacted the regional NJF&W office and presented my notes on the potential 
for the Sleepy Oranges to emerge in this spot within Dix WMA.  I was pleased to find willingness and 
cooperation to do special caretaking for the fields that held the host plant.  Time would tell at that point.  
Then, in June, the first overwintering adults emerged in the same field!  By July, breeding was noted and 
female ovipositing was occurring.  In late August, an emergence was witnessed and field counted. 
 

       
 
To my knowledge, this colony may be the first documented record of breeding Sleepy Oranges for the 
State of New Jersey.  The colony emerged during the late summer and had a high count of 33 counted 
individuals flying.  I grew very fond of this species and was proud to spend time visiting and monitoring 
the area in my loose attempt to protect the colony and the special fields that supported the butterflies.  As 
the year nears its end, I continued to find Sleepy’s flying into November and have great hopes that the 
2018 season will see a renewal of this colony, and I will work to protect the area for future seasons to 
come. 
 
Looking back now, I think of the fortunate finds I had and how few misses I endured.  Any season will see 
some butterflies in relative abundance or scarcity.  In 2017, that held to form.  A very strong flight season 
for American Snout was heralded with the early February record sighting that Harvey Tomlinson and I 
had in Cumberland County, my first butterfly of the year.  Unlike 2016, this year finding Painted Ladies 
proved to be no problem.  But secretive and scarce species like Harvester and Hickory Hairstreak proved 
to be my toughest challenges, with great success with the former, but no success with a confirmation of 
the latter.  Many other scarce or endangered species held their own challenges for me, and seeing land 
use changes for the Bronze Copper colony I’ve monitored in Salem County for several years was a 
particularly negative circumstance I witnessed. 
 

  
 
I’m delighted with the number of species I found.  I regret not chasing the Common Roadside-Skipper, but 
had to make a business choice on the date I planned for and never reconsidered another attempt for it.  
My biggest miss was the several attempts I made for Compton Tortoiseshell.  This would have been a NJ 



and personal lifetime sighting for me, but to my knowledge no Compton Tortoiseshell sightings were 
recorded within the state this year from any butterfly enthusiasts.  Beyond the exceptional rarity, such as 
Beth Polvino’s amazing Great Purple Hairstreak that graced her gardens, I found everything else I tried 
for.  I saw almost 99% of the expected or probable species found in the state during my year.  I was also 
able to re-find Southern Broken-Dash, a species first found last year by Harvey Tomlinson and was new 
state record then.  Additionally, Harvey and I were able to find a “probable” Zarucco Duskywing during our 
Cape May NABA 4

th
 of July count.  This species account cannot be verified without the taking of a 

specimen for inspection, but still marked yet another possible, yet remarkable butterfly seen during my 
year. 
 

    
 
My “Big Year” provided a lot of memories, but I am equally grateful for the friends and connections I made 
on my journey and the many moments that I could share my joy of butterflying with others. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


