
What a difference a little 
more than a year makes. 
In October, 2010 the National Butterfly Center 
was poised for celebrating the completion 
of the new Visitors Pavilion and hosting the 
NABA Biennial Members Meeting. The 
butterfly population was very low and the Rio 

Progress 
at the National Butterfly Center

Grande River very high.
Drought plagued the 2010 summer 

growing season while Hurricane Alex pelted 
Mexico with torrential rains that had a severe 
impact on Texas, including the National 
Butterfly Center’s 70 acres south of the 
Mission main irrigation canal. 

The National Butterfly Center staff 
and volunteers had done yeomen’s work 
re-vegetating the rich sorghum farmland 
(2004-2006).  A Rio Grande Palmetto 
Woodland with an adjoining resaca had been 
created using large specimen trees. In addition, 
a Texas Ebony Resaca Forest was carefully 
created. Then, in 2006, a Barretal, a rare plant 
community found in western Hidalgo County, 
was created on the previous flat terrain. Loads 
of caliche were brought in to create the hill 
and then plants such as Anacahuita, Texas 
Lignum-vitae, Whitebrush, Texas Ebony, Don 
Quixote’s Yucca and various acacias were set 
in the ground.

As history will attest, butterflies showed 

This page: On January 18th, 2011, even 
before the Visitors Pavilion was officially 
opened to the public, the USFWS 
sponsored South Texas Endangered Plants 
Working Group met in The Margaret and 
Robert McAllen Conference Room in the 
new building.  

Opposite page: Planted in October, 2010, 
the retama trees at the entrance to the 
Visitors Pavilion now provide overnight 
roosting for Queens and Monarchs. N
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up in terrific numbers for the NABA meeting 
but the flooded river made visitation to the 
south side of the property impossible. This 
flood that almost reached the top of the levee 
also changed the landscape. Some shoreline 
along the river was lost to erosion. Most of the 
specimen plantings of Rio Grande Palmettos 
were lost, as well as the Texas Ebony 
trees along the resaca. Native thorn-scrub, 
however, has returned with a vengeance and is 
flourishing. 

For almost all of 2011, the Lower Rio 
Grande Valley was in the worse drought on 
record. In what might be considered a time 
of despair, however, there is great news from 
several standpoints. Trekking through the back 
70 acres has become thrilling. Though most of 
the specimen Rio Grande Palmettos were lost 
to flooding there are young ones now growing 
thoughout the property. In fact, the Rio Grande 
Palmetto population has almost tripled since 
the original planting. 

It seems that wherever you look there are 
Fetid Passionflowers (a terrible name for a 
beautiful plant!) growing and blooming and 
full of Gulf Fritillaries. To say that Talayotes 

(climbing milkweed vines) are flourishing is a 
gross understatement. 

But the greatest testimony to the National 
Butterfly Center’s re-vegetation success 
story is the Barretal. While the waters may 
have drowned or washed away some plant 
material, the caliche hill has thrived and rises 
like a Phoenix out of the parched flood plain. 
Every plant has become established and a visit 
now five years later and in the midst of such 
drought simply brings cause for celebration.

What about the butterflies? In February 
2011 the Lower Rio Grande Valley suffered 
from hours of a bone-chilling, below freezing 
temperature. When I came for an interview 
there was hardly a green leaf in sight and 
no butterflies. By mid-March, however, the 
growth was resuming and at a rapid pace. 

Many expected butterflies to be scarce 
because of the freeze and the drought that 
was now being tagged as “Extreme”. Oddly 
enough the butterfly population climbed 
rapidly and the National Butterfly Center 
would stand as the “flagship” of nature sites in 
the area. 

In late March Queens were in such 

numbers one would seriously doubt that 
a record freeze had occurred the previous 
month. By the first week in April visitors were 
guaranteed that they would be able to see 
coveted Mexican Bluewings. During May all 
butterfly populations continued to increase 
and everyone took on a wait until fall attitude 
when the really nice ones would arrive.

On June 15 that attitude took a dramatic 
shift as the first Red-bordered Pixies arrived 

like a fresh rain. Most admitted that they 
couldn’t remember pixies this early. But 
like many of you it is the rare ones that stir 
passion. The end of July brought the first rare 
one of the year and put the national Butterfly 
Center on an almost every two-week schedule 
for such events.

Out in the gardens in an area we tab 
as almost xeriscape, there are rare and 
endangered plants grown in caliche. One such 

A Shrubby Bullseye attracted many Queens, and eventually a Dark Kite-Swallowtail.

Fetid Passionflowers thrive at the National Butterfly Center. Oct. 24, 2011.
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plant is Shrubby Bullseye, or chomonque. 
This is a tall shrub that is in the aster family. 
On a very hot Sunday afternoon, someone 
noticed a large unusual butterfly hanging 
around the chomonque, perhaps seeking relief 
from the heat. It turned out to be a Dark Kite-
Swallowtail, one of the few ever reported from 
the United States. 

Then, a couple of weeks later, in early 
August, Florida Purplewings were seen and 
brought in a slew of visitors. Though the 
drought persisted one local butterfly expert 
had tallied 90 different species by mid-August, 
bringing a lot of optimism for a great fall.

Though September isn’t fall in South 
Texas there was certainly cause for 
celebration, as the pattern of spotting a rare 
butterfly every couple of weeks hit the big 
time. A large Tailed Cecropian was a first for 
the National Butterfly Center and one of the 
very few that have been spotted in the United 
States.  It was so unusual that TV crews came 
out to film the butterfly and the butterfliers.

A Day at the National Butterfly Center — 
October 22, 2011.

Opposite page top: Shooting an Osca 
Skipper.  

Opposite page bottom: A local film crew 
shoots video of the Tailed Cecropian.  Note 
that you can see the image of the Tailed 
Cecropian in the monitor of the video 
camera.  The actual butterfly was on the 
horizontal board in the distance, extending 
left of the tree. See page 94 for a close-up 
view.

This page:  A mix of experienced 
butterfliers and of family groups learning 
about butterflies both enjoy and benefit 
from the National Butterfly Center.
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Meanwhile we have grown accustomed 
to seeing Gray Crackers, Tropical Leafwings 
and Question Marks while a cloud of Red-
bordered Pixies swirl in the balloonvine. 

Though the National Butterfly Center is 
small compared to the adjacent federal Lower 
Rio Grande National Wildlife Refuge or the 
nearby Bentsen-Rio Grande Valley State Park, 
it has become a hotspot of nature of all sorts, 
not just for butterflies. Journalists from Seattle 
and St. Louis visited in May and while they 
loved the butterflies they also commented that 
the best bird watching in the Valley was at the 
National Butterfly Center. It wasn’t just me 
they told this to, but their audience on more 
than a dozen radio stations. 

This was reinforced in December 2011, 
when a Golden-crowned Warbler took up 
residence in the Hackberry Grove for about 
a month.  Birders from around the country 
flocked to the National Butterfly Center to 
see this bird, along with another rare visitor, a 
Crimson-collared Grosbeak.

Although creating habitat for butterflies 
and creating a world class education 
center about butterflies are the main 
focuses of the NBC, a side benefit is the 
creation of some great habitat for birds 
and a wonderful site for birders.  

Top left: A visitor photographing the 
Eastern Screech-Owl.  March 17, 2011. 

Top right: Eastern Screech-Owls nest at 
the NBC.. 

Opposite page top: A local family group 
enjoys the bird feeding area. March 17, 2011.

Opposite page bottom: A Golden-crowned 
Warbler, a very rare visitor from Mexico, 
showed up on Nov. 22 and stayed for 
about a month.  Birders came from around 
the U.S. to see this bird.  Dec. 3, 2011. 
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On October 27-28, 2011, NBC staff, volunteers and contracted workers planted almost 
11,000 plugs of native south Texas grasses and wildflowers — including some that are 
federally and state endangered, to start the Geoffrey McAllen Memorial Native Grassland 
and Wildflower Refugium. 

Top: A view from the NBC, looking across the Rio Grande. Oct. 24, 2011.

Bottom:  Eleven weeks after planting, the native grasses and wildflowers, grown for the 
NBC by the USFWS and the NRCS, are beginning to grow. Jan. 12, 2012.
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such as the Indian Blanket 
or gaillardia. The recent fall 
rains have already brought 
on an abundance of these 
flowers. 

The refugium was 
a cooperative effort of 
the United States Fish 
and Wildlife Service, 
the National Resource 
Conservation Service, the 
National Butterfly Center, 
Rhodes Enterprises and 
the Robert and Margaret 
McAllen Family. It is one of 
the most ambitious projects 
of its kind in the Lower Rio 
Grande Valley. As the plants get established in 
the landscape the Visitor Pavilion will indeed 
give the look of floating in a coastal prairie.

The tremendous fall visitation was also 
about the future, the future of the butterfly and 
the development of young conservationists. 
The National Butterfly Center has become 
‘Head Start Headquarters’, or at least it seems 
that way as Mission, La Joya and Hidalgo 
have made recent visits. 

If you think you get excited over 
butterflies you haven’t seen anything 
compared to a group of 3 and 4 year-olds. 
Mission IV Head Start made the first visit to 
the National Butterfly Center and were thrilled 
beyond expectations. When the three buses 
pulled up in front of the new Visitors Pavilion 
it was hard to tell who was the most excited, 
the staff or the students.

While all of the bird population seemed 
to have multiplied greatly during the nesting 
season so did the feline population. In early 
May a bobcat was first spotted hunting close to 
the old entrance to the garden. It wasn’t long 
after, and almost on a weekly schedule, that a 
female bobcat and two kittens were seen. The 
mom actually wandered the garden in broad 
daylight on several occasions and allowed the 
kittens to hang out in the propagation area of 
the nursery. We saw dad close by twice but he 
was much more leery.

Fall was also incredible with visitors. 
Over 2,100 visitors came representing 36 
states and 5 countries. Among those visitors 
were the Texas Travel Information Center 
executives, a part of the Texas Department of 
Transportation. These leaders generate much 
publicity about what there is to see and do in 
Texas. Dr. Jeff Glassberg was on hand to give 
them the tour and the feedback was nothing 
but wonderful.

At the end of October National Butterfly 
Center members and volunteers showed up for 
two days of hard labor, planting The Geoffrey 
McAllen Memorial Native Grassland and 
Wildflower Refugium.

Close to 11,000 plants were set in the 
landscape around the National Butterfly 
Center’s new Visitors Pavilion to create a 
habitat that few have ever seen. The plants 
represent 21 species of native grasses and 
wildflowers, some of which are on the Federal 
Endangered List. Though the work was hard 
the spirit and camaraderie of the members 
and volunteers was tremendous and packed 
with smiles. Chick-fil-A was on hand not only 
for planting, but also making the event extra 
special with their delicious sandwiches. 

A refugium is an isolated population of a 
plant community that was once widespread 
and the Slender Rush-pea with its 3 to 5 
salmon to orange colored flowers is one prime 
example. There are other wildflowers as well, 

Each school has had sixty plus children 
and sponsors who hiked down the Hackberry 
Trail to the gardens. Along the way they 
saw numerous butterflies, such as emperors 
and sulphurs flying among the trees. The 
dragonflies were also out in huge numbers 
making the stroll even more exciting. You 
could hear the students exclaim as they spotted 
the winged insects.

Once in the garden the children were 
divided into groups where they were handed 
magnifying glasses for a little butterfly 
identification followed by some colorful 
artwork. Then they were taught the lifecycle 
of the butterfly, from egg, to chrysalis and 
new adult butterfly. Each child learned by 
portraying the specific stages. 

Next, they had the opportunity to go 
exploring and see Queen butterflies and 
their caterpillars, as well as Gulf Fritillary 
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The National Butterfly Center provides habitat to myriad plants and animals.  Here, a 
Texas spiny lizard enjoys its own porch.  March 8, 2009. 

In 2011, A bobcat family 
successfully raised young 
at the NBC — right in the 
Education and Research 

Garden!   Aug. 14, 2011.
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butterflies and their caterpillars. Each trip 
was extra exciting as a new generation of 
Red-bordered Pixies had emerged and was 
feeding on various nectar plants. After the 
live butterfly and caterpillar exploration the 
young ecologists-to-be went to identify birds 
and watch them feed on peanut butter logs and 
drink from the bird baths and fountains.

Some good rain in December helped to 
ameliorate the drought. The new Visitors 
Pavilion is open, and the National Butterfly 
Center looks like the oasis in the desert. Birds, 
butterflies, moths and dragonflies abound. 
When you come for a visit just keep your 
eyes open for bobcats and the endangered 
eight foot long Texas indigo snake too!  And, 
whether you are visiting in person or through 
our website, www.nationalbutterflycenter.com 
or through this magazine, we would greatly 
appreciate your much needed donation so 
that we may continue to operate the National 
Butterfly Center for the benefit of butterflies, 
native plants, birds and other wildlife, and for 
you!

The number of visitors to the NBC is 
rapidly increasing!  

Above.  A group of Texas Dept. of 
Transportation managers, from around 
the state, visited on Oct. 26 and are now 
spreading the word about how wonderful 
a tourist destination the National Butterfly 
Center is.

Opposite page.  Thousands of children, 
from schools, head start groups, and as 
part of family groups visited the NBC in 
2011 to enjoy nature and to learn about 
the wonder and importance of butterflies 
and their habitats.  

Opposite top.  Mission Head Start. Oct. 6.

Opposite bottom.  Hidalgo Head Start. 
Nov. 9.
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