WHAT   IS   IT ?

Last week I received a phone call from a gentleman at Newbern Hardware who’d found a strange worm and wanted help in identifying it.  I dropped by the store later that afternoon to have a look at the odd creature and found what is no doubt the strangest caterpillar native to the state of Tennessee.  It is also one of the largest of the moth larvae and some specimens can grow up to 6 inches long and be as big around as your thumb!


What he had found was a “Hickory Horned Devil” also know as the Royal Walnut Moth or Regal Moth (Citheronia regalis).  As you can see from its picture it is indeed a frightening creature.  This caterpillar, like the rest of the members of its order, Lepidoptera, must undergo metamorphosis to assume its final adult form.  Though many moths and butterflies form cocoons or chrysalis within which they pupate, not so the Royal Walnut Moth.  Instead, this species, like many of the Sphinx moths, burrows into the ground and forms a cell within which it overwinters, pupates and emerges as an adult winged moth in the spring.  


The very next day I received another phone call, this time from a former student.  She had found this “awful wormy monster thing with horns and black spines all over it.”  It turned out to be a really large Regal Moth caterpillar also.  I put both specimens in a terrarium well stocked with both Pecan and Walnut leaves for fodder.  As with most Lepidopterans, the Regal Moth will only eat certain plant species.  In this case Walnut is the preferred entrée but other accepted items on the menu include Pecan and other hickories, ash, sweetgum, persimmon, sycamore, sumac, lilacs and even cotton.  Fortunately none of the so-called “giant moths” are very common so they never prove to be a pest for most trees or crops.


Like all insects, a caterpillar must molt, or shed its skin before it can grow.  Each time a caterpillar sheds its skin, besides getting bigger, it also changes its appearance.  Called “instars” these stages of caterpillar growth may look totally different from one another.  The Regal Moth caterpillar starts out as a very small, black, ordinary looking worm and goes through 5 instars before it attains its final impressive appearance.


The three sets of horns and many spines on this caterpillar’s body most likely serve as armament against birds and other potential predators.  I know I’d certainly think twice before putting something that looked that horrendous into my mouth.  Though many caterpillars can sting, and very painfully so, this one does not.  Perhaps its appearance suggests or reminds potential predators of other past, unpleasant encounters.


According to Roger Tory Peterson, “Of the nearly 94,000 known species of insects in America north of Mexico, the Order Lepidoptera includes over 11,230 species.  Only about 760 of these are butterflies; the rest are moths.”  And many more species of moths are surely yet to be discovered, though I doubt any will have larvae quite as spectacular as that of the Hickory Horned Devil.

http://www.cse.unl.edu/~scotth/samantha/moths-butterflies.html?page=royal-walnut
go here if you can’t pull pics. off floppy

