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T hirteen years ago, my 
husband and I moved to 
Wilmington from Miami, 

Fla., with our toddler and new 
baby in tow. Having lived amid 
the hustle and bustle of South 
Florida, the prospect of a smaller 
university town at the beach 
with friendly people was very 
enticing. We fell in love with the 
beautiful white sand beaches 
and gorgeous coastal waters for 
fishing, swimming, and surfing. 

The Cape Fear region has been 
attracting an increasing number 
of folks, whether they are escap-
ing the cold northern weather or 
looking for a smaller town feel, 
population growth is booming. 
Pender County has been ranked 
among the fastest growing coun-
ties in North Carolina increasing 
its population by over 15% since 
1990. New Hanover County 
went from a sleepy beach county 
of 50,000 residents in 1950 to 
over 230,000 today. Brunswick 
County has consistently topped 
the chart as the fastest growing 
NC county with an estimated 
32% growth rate from 2010-2019. 
With rampant growth and devel-
opment comes many challenges.

Impermeable surfaces are 

increasing, natural habitats are 
shrinking and there is a larger 
strain on our infrastructure and 
natural resources. The question 
is: How do we balance growth 
and economic prosperity while 
maintaining the quality of the 
environment that draws us all to 
live here? 

As the new Area Natural 
Resources Agent for Pender, 
Brunswick, and New Hanover 
counties, my program will focus 
water quality issues and environ-
mental sustainability, bringing 
research-based solutions from 

NC State to our county residents. 
The concept of sustainability is 
based on the fact that everything 
humans need to survive is based 
either directly or indirectly on our 
natural environment. Sustain-
ability looks to the future and 
asks; how do we fulfill our needs 
now and ensure that the needs of 
our children and grandchildren 
will be met? The United States 
committed to sustainability with 
the National Environmental 
Policy Act of 1969, declaring it 
a national policy “to create and 
maintain conditions under which 

humans and nature can exist in 
productive harmony, that permit 
fulfilling the social, economic and 
other requirements of present 
and future generations.” This is a 
laudable and ultimately essential 
goal to work towards.

Here on the coast, we want 
to ensure that our descendants 
have clean water to drink, 
healthy waterways for fishing 
and recreation, habitat for birds 
and other animals, and pol-
linators to support agriculture. 
There are wonderful examples 
of communities collaborating to 

improve and protect our natu-
ral environment. For example, 
the NC Wildlife Federation, in 
partnership with the Town of 
Carolina Beach, NC Cooperative 
Extension, Plastic Ocean Project, 
and the Island Wildlife Chapter 
have undertaken restoration of 
a portion of the Carolina Beach 
Lake shoreline. The addition 
of coir matting to stabilize the 
bank along with new native trees 
and grasses will improve water 
quality by filtering stormwater 
runoff and have the co-benefit of 
providing habitat for our native 
birds and insects.

If you are interested to learn 
how you can make a difference, 
the NC Cooperative Extension 
will host a Backyard Sustain-
ability Series this spring. These 
classes will cover stormwater 
solutions for homeowners, native 
plants for wildlife, planting trees 
for resiliency, composting and 
recycling, urban wildlife, pol-
linators and more. These classes 
will help residents learn skills to 
live in harmony with their natural 
environment and help to preserve 
our natural resources for future 
generations to enjoy.  

The Arboretum is free and open 
to the public every day from 8 
a.m. to 5 p.m. It is located at 6206 
Oleander Drive in Wilmington. 

 Amy Mead is the NC Cooperative 
Extension Area Natural Resources 
Agent for the Brunswick, Pender, 
and New Hanover counties.  Reach 
her at afmead@ncsu.edu.
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Blue Moon on Halloween, 
Northern Lights creeping south, 
and now Jupiter and Saturn 
snuggling close for the first 
time since the Middle Ages. 
So goes the year 2020 and all 
of its memories. To The Gar-
den Guy, all of these “Twilight 
Zone” moments may pale in 
comparison to the Halley’s 
Comet-type events that have 
been happening in the butterfly 
world thanks to the Helico-
nian or longwing butterflies.

Even though the zebra long-
wing is the state butterfly of 
Florida, I assure you it is tropi-
cal in nature and like its cousins 
I’ll be mentioning, are much 
more common in Central and 
South America. So, imagine 
looking out your Georgia win-
dow in the summer of 2020 and 
seeing three at a time feeding 
on your Truffula Pink gom-
phrena and swirls of multiples 
feeding on Luscious lantanas.

This has been going on at The 
Garden Guy’s house for the last 
125 days. Zebra longwing but-
terflies have taken up residence 
in Georgia and we don’t know 
why. The theory or best guess 
is they came in with a hurri-
cane that blew across Florida 
a few years ago. Of course, we 
have been on a semi-weekly 
hurricane schedule in 2020. 
The Zebras are even proliferat-
ing as far north as Atlanta and 
gardeners in the Thomasville 
area have counted 26 at a time.

Passionflower vines tie all 
Heliconian butterflies together, 
as that is the mandatory host 
plant for their larvae. As the 
Monarch needs milkweed, the 
Heliconian must have a passion 
vine. Just on the other side of 
my privacy fence, in the woods 
so to speak, native passion-
flower vines grew two stories 
tall. The female Zebras work 
tirelessly every day laying eggs 
on the undersides of leaves and 
tendrils. This means the lady 
inverts in flight to lay this egg 
in its most protected location.

The vines have had a trea-
sure trove of white caterpillars 
feeding with such a voracious 
appetite the leaves became 
scarce. Happily, new growth 
appeared. Halley’s Comet 
comes around every 76 years 
but having multiple genera-
tions or broods of a Zebra long-
wing butterfly in your yard has 
been a never event for most of 
us. We all hope it won’t be 76 
years before it happens again.

In Texas, they too have had 
unbelievably shocking moments 
when it comes to the longwing 
butterfly. The flashy orange 
Julia Heliconian, native to Brazil 
but also seen in South Florida 
and South Texas was seen this 
August in Brazos County, home 
to Texas A&M. But the rarest 
of all happened on the same 
day at the National Butterfly 
Center in Mission, Texas. The 
National Butterfly Center is 
home to the rare and wonder-
ful lifer events, but this even 
had them shaking their heads.

Just a few days ago, not 
one but two Isabella’s Heli-
conian butterflies were seen. 
This incredibly beautiful but-
terfly sports orange, yellow 
and black tiger stripes. That 
is a horticulturist’s descrip-
tion versus a professional 
lepidopterist. Believe me it 
will bring out the camera 
faster than a Hollywood star.

That sighting alone, a lifetime 
event in the wild, in the United 

States, would cause butterfly 
enthusiasts to do more than 
a happy dance. But on that 
day, there was another sight-
ing, of an Erato Heliconian.

This butterfly is described as 
black forewing with red band 
and hindwing black with yellow 
stripe. I had the opportunity 
to be in a group that spotted 
one in the wild once and those 
gathered jumped into an area 
of potential vipers just to get a 

photograph. Embarrassingly, 
I admit, I got my photo, too!

Here we are at Thanksgiv-
ing and my Zebra Heliconians 
are still here in Midland, Geor-
gia, and in a feeding frenzy as I 
write this. Oddly they are still 
feeding on those same Truf-
fula Pink gomphrena and Lus-
cious lantanas planted in April. 
While 2020 has been most 
challenging, my little corner of 
nature has brought great joy.

Butterfl ies create Halley’s Comet-type moments

Isabella’s Heliconian made a rare November appearance at the National Butterfl y Center in Mission, Texas. 
[PHOTO COURTESY OF THE NATIONAL BUTTERFLY CENTER/TRIBUNE NEWS SERVICE]

Environmental sustainability in your backyard

Smooth Cordgrass sporobolus alternifl orus provides habitat for birds and fi sh and acts as a living buffer to 
protect shorelines from erosion. [CONTRIBUTED PHOTO]
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This year with all of its chal-
lenges, many gardeners have 
experienced a “Call of the Wild” 
type moment. It’s not a call to 
plant a jungle, or a xeriscape, 
but to plant with an eye toward 
the environment and nature. 
If you find yourself in this cat-
egory then I would like to give a 
shout out to Sugar Shack. With 
the country under a big chill, 
now is a great time to plan.

Sugar Shack is a com-
pact or behaved form of the 
native buttonbush. It is known 
botanically as Cephalanthus 
occidentalis and is native to most 
of the lower 48 states. It is also 
native to much of Canada.

The buttonbush is so incredibly 
designed and beautiful in bloom 

that people are always send-
ing it to me to identify. There is 
something special when natives 
catch the eye and inquiring minds 
want to know: Can I grow it at my 
house? The answer for the most 
part, is always yes, yes do it.

Well you know how it is finding 
natives, you need a cross between 
Sherlock Holmes and Indiana 
Jones. Sugar Shack will change 
that thanks to Proven Winners. Go 
to their website to help you source 
plants. In fact, there are other 
incredible natives I’ll be telling you 
about over the coming months.

So, Sugar Shack offers you 
the opportunity to grow this 
plant in a designed landscape 
size that will reach 48 inches tall 
and as wide. You don’t have to 
incorporate a 20-foot mono-
lithic specimen. Best of all you 
don’t have to have perfect soil.

Buttonbush can actually grow 
in water and in boggy areas or 
soils that stay wet. Every week, 
I remind you in this column that 
this plant or that must have good 
drainage, especially to sur-
vive the winter. Sugar Shack is 
deciduous and very cold hardy, 
recommended for zones 4-10.

At the Coastal Georgia Botani-
cal Gardens, we had a problem 
area that always stayed wet 

next to the new visitor center. 
This area became an asset as 
visitors would walk an elevated 
ramp right next to the blooms 
of about four buttonbushes.

Once you grow it you will see 
why it fulfills your dreams and 
desires for a back-to-nature 
environment. The buttonbush 
will bring in bees and butterflies. 
I could stop there and we could 
do the happy dance. According 

to Texas A&M there are 28 spe-
cies of birds that will eat the 
seeds. Can I get a “holy wow”?

Now let me qualify that not 
all 28 species are songbirds. Illi-
nois Wildflowers list wood duck, 
northern pintail, mallard, teals and
greater prairie chicken to name a 
few. Can you believe as the seeds 
float on the water they are eaten 
by waterfowl? Obviously, you 
don’t have to have a lake or pond 
to grow Sugar Shack, but if you 
do, you have a rare opportunity.

As you might expect with the 
native DNA the disease pressures 
are low and the fragrant blooms 
are produced most of the sum-
mer. Those looking for additional 
plants for honey bees will also find 
the buttonbush to be highly rated.

I challenge you to look at a 
bloom through binoculars or 
a telephoto lens and see if you 
aren’t totally mesmerized. You’ll 
agree it is awesome when a native 
shrub produces fragrant exotic 
blossoms and yet feeds bees, 
birds and butterflies too. That 
makes it a winner in my book!

Sugar Shack answers 
heart’s call for nature
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