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Common Name: Forest Tent Caterpillar 
 

Scientific Name: Malacosoma disstria 
 

Order and Family: Lepidoptera: Lasiocampidae 
 

Size and Appearance:  
 Length (mm) Appearance 

Egg 12mm (egg mass) Eggs deposited around small twigs in dark 
brown shiny cylindrical masses with truncated 
ends.   

Larva/Nymph 3mm - 50mm Newly hatched larvae are black with 
conspicuous hairs.  Successive molts show the 
development of longer hairs, electric blue lines 
along the sides of the body and yellow-white 
“keyhole” shaped spots along the back.  
Caterpillars construct lightly spun silken mats 
on which early instars congregate to rest 
during molting. 

Adult  Stout bodied moth with buff colored to reddish 
brown wings, forewings are marked by two 
darkish oblique lines.   

Pupa (if applicable)  White solitary cocoons of pale yellow silk 
hidden in folded leaves or other protected 
areas. 

 
Type of feeder (Chewing, sucking, etc.): Chewing 

 
Host plant/s: Broadleaved trees varying by region. Aspen and sugar maple (Northeast); oak 
(Appalachia, Central States, and Texas); water tupelo (Southern States); red alder and willow 
(Northwest). Fruit trees, ash, and poplar can be infested, as well as others. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.insectimages.org/browse/detail.cfm?imgnum=1199026
https://www.insectimages.org/browse/detail.cfm?imgnum=5461483
https://www.insectimages.org/browse/detail.cfm?imgnum=5461483
https://www.insectimages.org/browse/detail.cfm?imgnum=1398237


Description of Damage (larvae and adults): Larvae are capable of defoliating large areas, with outbreaks 
approximately every ten years, typically lasting for three years. Light to moderate defoliation has 
minimal effect on tree health, but heavy defoliation can be fatal. Repeated defoliation may lead to 
dieback. New foliage emerging after defoliation is smaller, and defoliated trees have diminished food 
stores and wood production; maple sap flow and sugar content is decreased. Adults do not cause 
damage. 
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