
EASTERN TENT CATERPILLAR 

 

Host Plants and Description 

Wild black cherry is the favorite food of this pest, but caterpillars also feed on apple, ornamental cherry, 

crabapple, birch, hawthorn, maple, oak, peach, plum and willow.  The Eastern Tent caterpillar is fuzzy 

and black, with a white line down its back.  It has a yellowish stripe and a row of blue dots on either side 

of this line. Adults are reddish brown moths with a wingspread of 1 ½ to 2 inches.  Eggs are laid in 

masses wrapped around twigs, and they hatch as the wild black cherry leaves unfold in the spring.  Cat-

erpillars form a triangular, silky nest in the crotch of tree limbs, where they gather in masses at night.  

During the day they feed voraciously on the leaves of the host tree.  At maturity, larvae spin yellowish 

white cocoons, which may be found anywhere from the sides of a building to debris on the ground.  

Adults emerge two weeks later. 

 

Plant Damage / Symptoms 

The most noticeable sign of Eastern Tent Caterpillars is the silken nests they form in tree branches in 

the spring.  On sunny spring days, the caterpillars can be seen leaving the nest and feeding out in the 

tree.  They may temporarily defoliate a tree, but healthy trees will recover. 

 

Controls 

The easiest way to control this pest is to remove the nests and destroy the caterpillars.  Do this during 

cloudy or rainy weather, or at night, when the caterpillars are gathered in the nest.  Egg masses can 

also be removed and destroyed.  Look for the shiny, dark brown masses encircling pencil-sized twigs 

from June to March.  Chemical control, if necessary, can be achieved by spraying with acephate, Bacil-

lus thuringiensis kurstaki, or carbaryl ( Sevin )  when larvae are newly hatched.  This occurs at the 

same time that Saucer Magnolia is in pink bud to early bloom and Serviceberry is blooming. Use chemi-

cal control only as a last resort, however, as the caterpillars are a favorite food of many birds.  


