
The Davis Mountains rise high above the 
hot, dry Chihuahuan Desert floor in far west 
Texas. In the mountains, steep canyons hold 
biological treasures — plants, birds, insects, 
and other animals not commonly associated 
with a desert.

On May 27, I observed one of those 
treasures. John Karges and Rich Kostecke 
(Associate Director of Conservation — 
Research and Planning with The Nature 
Conservancy) had directed me to one of these 
canyons that seemed especially interesting, 
located high in The Nature Conservancy’s 
Davis Mountains Preserve. While surveying 
it for rare plants, I kept seeing a bright orange 
butterfly moving from the trees down to 
the wet ground of a seep spring. I quickly 
determined that it was an anglewing, but didn’t 
think much of it, because Question Marks are a 
common inhabitant of canyons in west Texas.

But there was something different about 
this butterfly.  The bright upper wings and 
movement down to the spring were unusual 
for a Question Mark, so after three days of 
simply admiring the butterfly, I took a few 
photographs.  Upon processing the images, 
my hunch that “something was different” 
proved to be true.  The bright color and lack 
of markings on the upperwings  indicated 
that this wasn’t a Question Mark, but rather a 
butterfly that I was unfamiliar with. 

A quick Google search of Mexican 
Polygonia quickly brought up a matching 
image: Polygonia haroldii or Spotless Comma.  
I posted a request for confirmation on a Texas 
butterfly listserv and photographs of the 
butterfly were uploaded to the Chihuahuan 
Desert Research Institute’s Facebook page and 

to NABA’s Recent Sightings page.  Almost 
immediately, Dale Clark of Dallas contacted 
me, saying that, in his opinion, the butterfly 
was a Spotless Comma.

According to Jeffrey Glassberg’s Swift 
Guide to the Butterflies of Mexico, Spotless 
Commas occur in the pine/oak forests of 
the Sierra Madre Occidental, the Transverse 
Neovolcanic Belt, and the southern part of 
the Sierra Madre Oriental in Mexico. The 
questions came hard and fast: what was that 
butterfly doing in the Davis Mountains? Was 
it a vagrant that somehow made its way north? 
Or was there an established population that 
had never been discovered because of the 
remote location of the canyon?

I observed the butterfly for about 10 days 
before it quit coming to the spring. After 
about two weeks, the answer to the question 
seemed pretty clear. The Spotless Comma was 
a fleeting treasure of the Davis Mountains. Or 
so I thought. Then, on June 25, Rich Kostecke 
visited the area where I had seen the first 
individual and obtained  a photograph of a 
very fresh Spotless Comma. He also saw a 
possible second Spotless Comma “booking it 
down the canyon.”

A quick trip up the canyon the next day 
revealed two Spotless Commas, landing at 
the spring and  spiraling upwards through 
the trees.  All of a sudden, our initial, single, 
vagrant appears to be a member of a breeding 
population.  More were seen in early July.

The search is on for host plants and other 
Spotless Commas in other high-elevation 
canyons. Who knows what these mountains 
hold?  For more information, about butterfly 
monitoring in the region, visit www.cdri.org.

Spotless Comma: 
A New Species 
for the United States

by Cathryn Hoyt

The first Spotless Comma 
seen in the United States was 
first seen on May 27, 2013 at 
about 8,000 ft. in the Davis 

Mountains of Jeff Davis 
County, Texas.

Above: This individual was 
seen and photographed on 
July 4, 2013 at the same 

location as May 27 individual.

Left: The underside of the 
same individual.
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