
The Possible 
Impossible

2012 NABA Meeting in 
Sierra Vista, Arizona, Part 1:

by Rita Venable

The photo cowboys were able to 
round up about 100 of the 167 

people who attended the NABA 
Members Meeting — pretty good 

for butterfliers
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Impossible.
I would go to Garden Canyon at 7:00 a.m., 
walk up Garden Canyon Road, and hike 
straight to the mouth of Sawmill Canyon and 
not stop for any butterflies. Then, I’d look for 
Chiricahua Whites floating in the pine trees 
near the summit and ramble leisurely back 
to the canyon bottom enjoying hundreds of 
butterflies along the way.

Bart Jones said no one could walk up 
Garden Canyon Road without looking at 
butterflies. Still, I’d love to go back to Sierra 
Vista, Arizona, and try — it’s a place you want 
to explore again. 

The North American Butterfly Association 
(NABA) did just that when the 10th biennial 
members’ meeting was held in Arizona 
September 6–9, 2012. NABA celebrated 
twenty years of member meetings, and it was 
the second meeting held in Sierra Vista. (The 

first gathering was held there in 1996.) One 
hundred and sixty-seven butterfliers from 
across the United States, Canada, and the 
United Kingdom convened for three days of 
butterfly-focused field trips, workshops, and 
presentations. 

Southeastern Arizona, where we were, 
has a blessed mixture of natural habitat — the 
Sonoran and Chihuahuan Deserts, Madrean 
Sky Islands (mountains), and the San Pedro 
River. Because of the abrupt changes of 
elevations, however, smooth transitions from 
one life zone to another are few. Rather, 
the individual mountains and canyons “do 
their own thing” forming loose associations 
in general areas, hence the moniker “Sky 
Islands.” This topographical patchwork 
of thornscrub, desert grassland, Madrean 
woodland, temperate forests, and pine-fir 
forests is home to a huge variety of plant 

species which in turn provide for a vast variety 
of butterfly species. If rains were plentiful in 
July and August, which they were in 2012, 
the nectaring and hostplants are verdant, and 
both resident and immigrant butterfly species 
feast on the abundant food. With over 300 
species of butterflies documented for the state, 
everyone was excited to be there.

September 5, Wednesday
Takeoff and Landing
As my friend Nancy Garden and I poured 
over the conference checklist and butterfly 
field guides when flying from Nashville to 
Tucson, we decided that the Red-bordered 
Satyr was one of the butterfly species that we 
most wanted to see. (The fact that Sachems 
are uncommon in the Sierra Vista area was not 
at all disturbing to either of us.) A rental car 
awaited us at the Tucson airport and we, along 

with Bart, drove about an hour southeast to 
Sierra Vista. The elevation ranged from 2,350 
feet in Tucson to about 4,600 feet in Sierra 
Vista, dubbed the “Hummingbird capital of the 
United States.”

NABA members spent the first evening 
greeting familiar friends and meeting new 
ones at the Windemere Hotel and Conference 
Center, the headquarters for the meeting.

September 6 Thursday, Pre-conference trips
Sycamore Canyon
Alana Edwards had been advised that 
Sycamore Canyon was a primo place to visit, 
so she led our party of 9 there for a pre-
conference field trip the day after our arrival. 
This canyon (elevation 3,500–5,000 ft.) is in 
the southern flank of the Atascosa Mountains, 
called the Pajaritos Mountains, in the Pajarita 
Wilderness, a part of the Nogales Ranger 

The road through the lower portion of Garden Canyon.  Inset: A Bordered Patch, one of 
the many color and pattern types seen here.

More color variants of Bordered Patches seen in Garden Canyon during the NABA 
Biennial Members Meeting in September, 2012.
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District of Coronado National Forest. The 
canyon is a short two hours west of Sierra 
Vista in Santa Cruz County and not far from 
the city of Nogales on the Mexican border. 
With over 625 plant species, 130 birds, and 
100 butterflies recorded for Sycamore Canyon, 
we looked forward to what we would see.

The first thing we saw, however, was 
ourselves getting stuck in Sycamore Creek. 
Everyone but the driver got out of the van to 
lighten the load, and after a hearty push by 
several members of the party, we were on our 
way again.

Top: A view of Sycamore Canyon. Sept. 5, 2012.
Bottom: Butterfliers stuck in the mud of Sycamore Creek, then getting unstuck. Sept. 5. 

Top left: A Tiny Checkerspot. Sept. 5. Sycamore Canyon.  Top right: A number of Elfs 
were seen during the meeting.  This one was at Sonoita Creek Sanctuary in Patagonia 
on Sept. 5.  Middle: A view of Sycamore Canyon. Sept. 5. Bottom: Puddling Cloudless 
Sulphurs, and other butterfly species, in Sycamore Canyon, Sept. 5. 
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We meandered along the perennial stream 
with adjacent gravel bars for a quarter mile 
or so. There were, not surprisingly, sycamore 
trees along the stream and other vegetation 
since the water there is reliably present. There 
were signs that other visitors had been there 
recently — I found three full sports drink 
bottles in one spot and a wet, woven blanket 
on a boulder in another.

The verdant vegetation supports lots of 
butterflies at Sycamore Canyon. Along with 
the proverbial Pipevine Swallowtail, we also 
saw Mexican Yellow, Tailed Orange, Arizona 
Metalmark, Tiny Checkerspot, Red Satyr, 
and Orange Skipperling. I loved meeting the 
charming Golden-headed Scallopwing, which 
is common there. Two members of our party 
saw an Elf — a rare, thornscrub-dwelling, 
monsoon-following, stray — just before 
leaving.

After returning to Sierra Vista, we 
were welcomed that evening by Priscilla 
Brodkin who captivated us with her program, 
“An Introduction to Southeastern Arizona 
Butterflies.”  

September 7 Friday
Garden Canyon and Parker Canyon
The first day of official field trips brought 
sunny, blue skies and the usual “NABA 
Scramble” in the parking lot to find field 
trip groups, lost lunches, and forgotten field 
guides, while trying to listen to instructions 
and arrange car pooling. All our field trips 
were roughly east of I-19 and south of I-10.
Our local field guides for the day were 
Sharon Overstreet and Karen Nickey. We 
headed for Garden Canyon, located in the 
Huachuca Mountains on the southern portion 
of Fort Huachuca Military Reservation. All 
participants needed photo identification, and 
all drivers needed vehicle registration to be 
allowed through the gates. My GPS went 
totally blank courtesy of Fort Huachuca.

We drove Garden Canyon Road with its 
splendid mountain views and stopped at the 
Gravel Pit Pond area around 8:00 a.m. I saw 
my first Mournful Duskywings and Toltec 
Roadside-Skippers. We also saw a horny 
toad, walking stick, and lots of prairie clover 
that many butterflies, especially blues, were 
nectaring on. Some people were attempting to 

train Southern Dogfaces to “sit” on command 
but were not having much luck. Inevitable 
puns popped up like the ever-present 
grasshoppers with someone remarking,  “With 
all these Marines (Marine Blues) around, it is 
surprising we do not hear more gunfire.”

After an hour or so, we moved on to 
Garden Canyon (elevation 4775 ft.), where 
we explored the area around a pond near 
the parking lot and picnic area. An Arizona 
Giant-Skipper landed on Karen’s boot while 
a California Sister perched on her hand. 
Bordered Patch variations were evident and 
fascinating to me. Within this small area, there 

were small bands, orange bands, white bands, 
and almost no bands on the hindwings above.

We trekked the Garden Canyon Road 
where roadside flowers were profuse and 
were surrounded by oak-pine woodlands. 
A handsome Two-tailed Swallowtail, state 
butterfly of Arizona, nectared at Rothrock’s 
Knapweed.

Clouds began to gather, and our field trip 
leaders’ concern was evident. One does not 
simply haul out the poncho and go on as we 
often do in the Appalachians. A few clouds 
gathering in these Arizona mountains may 
rapidly progress to torrential rain with roads 

Flowers blooming in Garden Canyon on Sept. 8. The purple flowers are Rothrock’s 
knapweed, and are quite attractive to larger butterflies. They are one of only three species 
of knapweeds native to the United States — thirty species are non-native.

Most butterfliers are eager to see giant-skippers, perhaps because none are found where 
the preponderance of the U.S. populations lives.  Here, a group in Garden Canyon is 
watching and photographing the Arizona Giant-Skipper shown in the bottom photograph.
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becoming impassible, gullies washing out 
deeply and quickly, and large boulders moving 
downstream. These chubascos can be deadly.

Locals have great respect and healthy fear 
of their monsoons. Monsoons bring water and 
life to the plants, which in turn nourish the 
butterflies, but they can also bring disaster 
to those who underestimate them. The North 
American monsoon season is roughly July 
through early September and covers many 
areas of the southwestern United States and 
northwestern Mexico. This is the season in 
which this area receives most of its annual 
rainfall with the rest of the year being dry. 
During our visit, it rained almost every 
afternoon but often cleared within hours.

Because of the potential threat of a 
washout, we quickly ate our boxed lunches 
underneath the picnic shelter in the rain! We 
soon departed for Sierra Vista.

Back at the Windemere, we gathered 
around a computer in the lobby to hold the 
first “Toltec Convention” where we strived 
to list knowns and unknowns from the 
morning field trip. David Southby, dubbed 
the European Skipper, and Nancy Garden, 
the Great Spangled Fritillary, wanted their 
roadside-skipper to be an Elissa but it was 
a Toltec, hence the name of the convention. 
We all wanted at least one of the Nabokov’s 
Satyrs to be a Canyonland Satyr, but it 
wasn’t. Carol Southby, Karner 1, made sure 
we did not forget to mention the Queens and 
Monarchs that we had seen. Jim Springer (yet 
to be named) presided over the newly formed 
convention while I, the Old Juniper Hairstreak, 
mostly listened and nodded.

My conference roommate, Kathy Malone, 
had quite a different adventure on this day — 
here is her account “Our Trek to the Sunrise”.

Intrepid butterfliers saw a colorful sunrise 
— a Sunrise Skipper! Our “pied piper” field 
trip leader, Gary Jue, led the way over a 
1.5 mile strenuous hike, negotiating a lake 

edge, mud pits, streams, steep rock slides, 
overhanging vegetation, and grassy meadows 
to our prize near Parker Canyon Lake. This 
rare skipper inhabiting upland marshes and 
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A view of Parker Canyon Lake. Sept. 7. It was a long, but interesting, walk to the area 
with Sunsrise Skipper; participants unanimously felt that the effort was worth it.

Top: The shores of Parker Canyon Lake harbor many butterflies, including this Dull 
Firetip nectaring over the lake shore.  Midlle left: Gary Jue (at right, in turquoise), a 
fantastic trip leader, led groups to see Sunrise Skippers.  Middle right: A Bill Benner 
photographing a Sunrise Skipper. Bottom: A mating pair of Sunrise Skippers probably 
would have gone viral, if anyone had taken video footage!
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springs is known from only a few reliable sites 
in southern Arizona, southwest Texas, and 
Mexico. 

The first Sunrise Skipper was spotted 
on a blade of grass. This less-than-one-inch 
skipper, was the target of 30 oculars and 
scores more ooohs and aaahs! A second 
Sunrise landed on a flower and another flew 

in to join it — a mating pair right before our 
eyes. It wasn’t long before both marsh and this 
incredibly handsome skipper sucked us in — 
literally! We soon found ourselves up to our 
knees in water, angling for the perfect photo. 
We emptied our shoes and wrung out our 
socks, however, happy with memories of our 
spectacular Sunrise!

Late that afternoon at the Windemere there 
were 3 concurrent workshops: “Identification” 
led by Priscilla Brodkin, “Photography” led by 
Bob Herrmann, and “Gardening” led by Doug 
and Arlene Ripley.

We ate barbecue and listened to Key 
Note Speaker Jeff Babson who informed 
and entertained us with his topic “Southeast 
Arizona’s Sky Islands: Hot Spots of 
Biodiversity.”

September 8 Saturday
Coronado National Memorial and Ramsey 
Canyon Preserve
Our field trip leader, Marceline VandeWater, 
led us down Forest Service Road 61. It was 
8:30 a.m. and coolish — as the sun rose higher 

so did the butterflies. The desert grasslands 
greeted us with bright yellow sunflowers, 
prairie clover, and tiny orange and white Elada 
Checkerspots.

We were visiting the Coronado National 
Memorial which is on the Mexican border just 
west of the San Pedro River.  The visitor’s 
center (elevation 5,230 ft.) parking lot was 
cold and so windy I had to tie my hat on my 
head or lose it.

We moved on to Copper Canyon in the 
Sierra Vista Ranger District of Coronado 
National Forest. Coronado National Forest 
is disjointed and huge — 1.78 million acres 
(the 28th largest in the US) with land in both 
Arizona and New Mexico. Here we found a 
cobble and gravel creekbed and a rattlesnake. I 
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Not quite a butterfly — but fascinating none-the-less — this black-tailed rattlesnake, 
Crotalus molossus, was seen by many meeting participants at Coronado National 
Monument, Cochise Co., AZ. Sept. 7, 2012.  

Red-bordered Satyrs were high on many butterfliers most wanted list.  This one was 
photographed in Madera Canyon, Pima Co., AZ. Sept. 12, 2012.
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saw my first ‘Dark’ Tropical Buckeye. (What? 
No Arizona Buckeye?) Mournful, Funereal, 
and Pacuvius Duskywings appeared, and 
someone actually photographed an Eastern 
Tailed-Blue. (Yes, it was Eastern.)

After this field trip ended in mid 
afternoon, Nancy, Bart, and I returned to 
Forest Service Road 61 and saw an Acacia 
Skipper nectaring on prairie clover.

Nancy just had to get her photo of a 
Red-Bordered Satyr before leaving Arizona, 
and she got her chance at Ramsey Canyon 
Preserve that day. In her words, “Being that 
close, on the same level, eye to eye, with such 
a beautiful butterfly was definitely worth it!”

The 3 concurrent workshops were held 
again that afternoon: “Identification” led by 
Priscilla Brodkin, “Photography” led by Bob 

Herrmann, and “Gardening” led by Karen 
LeMay. First time attendee Linda Johnston 
from the North Bay Chapter in Santa Rosa, 
CA, said, “My husband and I had a great time. 
Our best experience was the afternoon session 
with the master gardener.”

After dinner, our featured speaker was 
Leslie Ries whose interesting topic, “Tracking 
Butterfly Responses to a Human-altered World 
through Citizen-science,” was about how the 
Fourth of July Count data are being used.

September 9 Sunday
Patagonia and Nate’s garden
The blend of the Patagonia community garden, 
Nate’s garden (with Nate himself and friends), 
and Harshaw Road made this a one-of-a-kind, 
locally-flavored field trip. Our leaders were 
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Dave Powell and Marceline VandeWater who 
quickly showed us Painted Crescents in the 
place to see them, the community garden.

Harshaw Road was unforgettable. 
Mesquite grassland joined oak woodland 
with many wet areas. Palmer’s Metalmarks, 
with their lime-green eyes, formed bouquets 
on the seep willow (in the aster family, not 
the willow) and a Leda Ministreak joined 
them. Just before leaving we spotted a Bronze 
Firetip — sorry, I mean Dull Firetip — which 
was definitely not dull! Acmon Blues and an 
Arizona Giant-Skipper appeared as if on cue.

Rain began falling again around noon, 
so we returned to Sierra Vista for the post-
meeting wrap-up.

After the conference, Bart and I returned 
to Patagonia on Monday. When we can see 

45+ species in a morning, we know we’re in 
a good place. We could stand near one damp 
area in a dry riverbed spot for 15 minutes and 
easily see 6 sulphur species and dozens of 
Bordered Patches. Walk that same riverbed 
and also find Mexican Fritillaries, Orange 
Skipperlings, Fatal Metalmarks, and Dotted 
Roadside-Skippers. What a place!

We returned to Garden Canyon the 
following day and walked up Garden Canyon 
Road passing the petroglyphs along the way. 
Rain ensued and we hiked back down, but 
not before seeing the sought-after Huachuca 
Giant-Skipper. “Of all the places that we went 
in Arizona,” Bart said, “you can’t beat the 
sheer numbers and the beauty of the Garden 
Canyon — the flowers and everything, it’s 
spectacular.” 

Kathy Malone photographs an Arizona Giant-Skipper near Harshaw Road, as trip leader 
Dave Powell looks on.

Palmer’s Metalmarks were seen in a number of different areas, but nowhere were they as 
common as along portions of Harshaw Road. Sept. 9.
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At some canyons, it was difficult to see 
the sky because of the steep mountainsides. 
By the time clouds appeared, they were almost 
directly overhead. Butterflies reacted speedily 
to weather changes — a temperature drop of 
5 degrees and they disappeared. Bordered 
Patches, California Sisters, and Dainty 
Sulphurs, however, resolutely flew even 
in the rain. Conversely, as soon as the sun 
reappeared, butterflies returned.

We arrived at Miller Canyon about 3:30 
p.m. The elevation was about 6,000 feet and 
the area was lush with trees, prairie clover, 
and grasses. The mostly dry creek bed was 
sandy and Tailed Oranges, puddling in mixed 
groups of 20+, was the butterfly species du jour. 
Three hounds trotted down a dirt road near 
us “probably hunting mountain lions” a local 
told us. We were okay with that until the dogs 
started baying signaling a “find.”

Home again in Franklin, I pondered the 
many new butterflies and people that I had 

 order from
www.sunstreakbooks.com

Now! A Swift Guide to North   
	 		American	Butterflies

met in southeastern Arizona. Many thanks are 
due to NABA-Southeast Arizona Butterfly 
Association for hosting us. The field trips and 
leaders were great, the afternoon workshops 
and evening speakers were informative and 
interesting, and lunches and dinners were 
tasty. Thanks also for the free butterfly photo 
notecards, prizes, and the free book, Butterflies 
of Southeastern Arizona.

So, perhaps I will return to southeastern 
Arizona some day to attempt the impossible 
— hiking up Garden Canyon without looking 
at butterflies on the way up. Maybe there is a 
Chiricahua White, a female, near the top that 
will come floating down from the pine forest 
and land on a yellow flower right in front of 
me at eye level. I will get numerous perfect 
photos and spend the rest of the day happily 
watching California Sisters and pondering the 
variations of Bordered Patch hindwings.
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California Sisters in flagrante delicto at Coronado National Monument on Sept. 6, 2012.

Sunstreak
Books

Unsolicited praise for the Swift Guide:
“It is fantastic; I like everything about it.” 
     Jan Dauphin, Mission, TX
“fabulous photographic butterfly field guide” 
     Urs Geiser, Woodridge,IL
“it’s really fantastic!” Paula Cannon, 
     Big Pine Key, FL
“Fantastic job – beautifully done, with a lot of 
     info packed into a small space.” 
     Berry Nall, Falcon, TX
“ Wow!!!!! What a masterpiece.” 
     Pat Sutton, Cape May, NJ

All photographs this article by 
Jeffrey Glassberg, except as indicated.

Visit www.nababutterfly.com to learn 
how you can join the growing group 
of gardeners who are sharing their 
love of gardening and concern for 
the environment by certifying their 

butterfly gardens and habitats.

CERTIFY 
YOUR LOVE 

OF 
BUTTERFLY 
GARDENING
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