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@O Every autumn, millions of monarch butterflies leave Canada and the northern United
States and fly south. Some of them travel more than four thousand kilometers to a
small area of forest in the mountains of Mexico. They arrive in November, and they
hang from the trees in such large numbers that the branches sometimes break under
their weight.

@ What makes this journey remarkable is not only the distance. ®No single butterfly

makes the whole trip twice. A monarch lives for only a few weeks in summer. The

butterflies that fly south in autumn are the great-grandchildren of the ones that flew
north in spring. They have never seen the Mexican forest, and no older butterfly is
there to guide them. Yet they arrive at the same few hectares of trees, year after year.

® For a long time nobody knew ( 7 ) they did it. In the 1970s, a Canadian scientist
and his wife spent almost forty years putting tiny paper tags on butterflies' wings.
Each tag had a number and an address. Thousands of volunteers joined them. Finally,
in 1975, a tagged butterfly from Canada was found in Mexico, and the mystery of the
winter home was solved.

@ The mystery of the map, however, remained. Later studies showed that monarchs use
the position of the sun. But the sun moves across the sky during the day, so a simple
“fly toward the sun” rule would send them in circles. Scientists discovered that the
butterflies also have a kind of clock in their antennae. @By comparing the time with

the position of the sun, they can always find south. When researchers covered the

antennae with black paint, the butterflies still flew, but they lost their direction.

® Today the monarch is in danger. The plant that monarch caterpillars eat, called
milkweed, is disappearing from American farmland. In Mexico, some of the forest has
been cut down. The number of monarchs has fallen by about eighty percent since the
1990s.

® Some people ask why we should care about one kind of insect. The answer may be this.
The monarch does something that no single monarch can understand. Each butterfly
carries only one part of a journey that takes four lives to finish. ®If we lose them, we

lose one of the clearest proofs that a small life can be part of something much larger
than itself.
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(1) When do the monarch butterflies
arrive in Mexico?
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