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Caring for Silkworms
Silkworms are the larva of a moth (Bombyx mori) native to Asia that spins a cocoon of fine, strong, lustrous fiber that is the source of commercial silk. The culture of silkworms is called sericulture. The various species of silkworms raised today are distinguished by the quality of the silk they produce. Silkworms feed on the leaves of the mulberries (genus Morus).                                                                                                                                         Silkworms go through four stages of development, as do most insects: egg, larva, pupa and adult. The adult (imago) stage is the silkworm moth. The larva is the silkworm caterpillar. The pupa is what the silkworm changes into after spinning its cocoon before emerging as a moth. Since the silkworm grows so much, it must shed its skin four times while it is growing. These stages-within-a-stage are called instars.                                                                                                                                         
From Cocoon to Moth: Silkworm moths emerge from their cocoons after spending about two to three weeks metamorphosing. As moths, they do not eat or fly. They will usually mate, lay eggs and die within a week. Fertile eggs turn from yellow to grey or purple in a week or so. If the eggs don't hatch within 3 weeks, they usually will not hatch until the following year (see above-from egg to larva).                                                                                                                                                                      
Enclosure: In order for your worms to stay healthy for many weeks, you'll need to keep the silkworms as dry as possible. If condensation builds up during feeding, vent the container lid to prevent excess humidity. Be sure to wash your hands thoroughly before handling the worms or their food. Silkworms can be susceptible to bacteria if you don't properly handle them. As long as the container environment remains dry, your worms will be fine.                                    
Feeding: Silkworms only eat fresh mulberry leaves. Leaves will keep fresh in a zip lock bag in the refrigerator for about 5 days. Silkworms don’t drink water they get their moisture from the leaves so they must be fresh, not dried out. Place new leaves in the enclosure twice a day.                                    
The Larva Stage: Newborn worms look like small black strings approximately half a centimetre. They are initially too weak to crawl from the old leaf to the new one so you may need to directly place to new old on top of the old one or carefully hand pick them off. After five days the new worms will have the strength to crawl from the old leaves to the new ones. The silkworms will shed their skin three times while growing. The shed skin is usually beige and will roll into a ball. Sometimes the tiny silkworms will eat their own skin.                                                        
Spinning Silk: The caterpillars take about one month before they are big enough to spin a cocoon. The caterpillar like to spin cocoons in the bottom of egg cartons. You can tell they are ready to spin when they stop eating and turn yellowish. The cocoon spinning process takes about three days. When they are spinning try not to disturb their threads or they will start all over again! Once the cocoons are all spun remove the dry leaves to prevent mold forming.           

The moth stage: Inside the cocoon, the silkworm sheds its skin and turns into a brown shelled pupa. Inside the shell the pupa turns into a moth. This process takes about three weeks and then the moth emerges from the cocoon. After emerging from the cocoon they look for a mate. Females are significantly larger than males. The moths stay mated for about a day. After separation the female lays eggs and the male looks for another female. Each female will lay approximately 200-500 eggs. Put paper on the bottom of the container and remove empty cocoons as the moths emerge.                                                                            Eggs: When first laid, all eggs are lemon yellow, after three days they will turn white if they are infertile or black if they are fertile. Fertile eggs might hatch a week or two after being laid in the middle of Summer. If in Winter you can refrigerate them for several weeks. Wait until they turn black before putting them in a zip lock bag in the refrigerator. Once you take the eggs out of the refrigerator they will hatch in 7-20 days or maybe not at all. Direct sunlight in the morning for a few hours hastens hatching. 
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