
There are approximately 750 species of butterflies in North America and Georgia boasts over 160 species.  Butterfly gardens are a wonderful way to attract these beautiful creatures to your surroundings.

The Oxbow Environmental Center provides a native area for butterflies.  The many grasses and trees afford shelter to all phases of a butterfly’s life and are the larval host plants for quite a few. Butterflies are dependent upon plants to provide nourishment for their young and nectar for their adult food.

Previous Valley Master Gardeners originally started the butterfly gardens at Oxbow, but they have not maintained them over the last few years.  There is a beautiful tiled bird bath that has a plaque designating the area. In early spring, Jody Stockton and I pruned the butterfly bushes, weeded, and cleaned the areas of debris. We discussed our plans to reclaim three of the six areas, the other areas were so overgrown and infested with numerous ant hills that we felt would be too great a challenge for the two of us. As time passed we decided the other areas needed that Master Gardener’s touch, so with Carol Greer’s help we have reclaimed all areas.  We used Roundup on the weeds, newspaper as weed barrier, and pine straw as mulch.  The newspaper has worked great to help with weeds. 

There were many plants already in the gardens -- Gaura, bronze fennel, bee balm, Russian sage, yarrow, and Mexican sunflowers.  In addition, we planted butterfly bushes, chaste trees, lantana, milkweed, marigolds, petunias, blue sage, day lilies, iris, parsley, and sowed cosmos seeds.  Columbus Tech, Callaway Gardens, and Oxbow donated most of these plants, and we provided the labor.  

We maintain the areas weekly, mainly weeding, dead heading, fertilizing and applying new mulch as needed.  The staff at Oxbow has tried unsuccessfully for a long time to have a sprinkler system installed. This summer a sprinkler system was approved and we were told it was because of our volunteer work in the gardens.

For maintaining a beautiful butterfly garden, you need three ingredients: 1. Nectar plants which provide food for the adults.  These should be sweet fragrant, colorful open flowers; 2.  Larval food plants such as fennel in undisturbed areas and sunny areas; and 3. Provide a shallow water source such as a birdbath.

As we work in the gardens at Oxbow a bicyclists or someone out for their morning stroll will stop to thank us for our work and say how much they enjoy the fruits of our labor.  This is our reward for the volunteer hours we give back to our community. It’s such a peaceful place to work, surrounded by nature.

There is a helpful publication “Backyard Butterflies” that can answer your questions and assist you in attracting specific butterflies to your garden.  
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