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Among the many wonders of Mexico are the Monarch butter-

flies which, like Canadian and American snowbirds, spend the 

winter in M®xico. But the Monarchs donŚt fly to the resort 

towns and cities or locate themselves close to a beautiful gold-

en beach to enjoy the ocean.  

 

Instead, they fly 3,000 miles each year from southeast Canada 

and the northeast United States to reproduce at their home, 

over 9,000 feet above sea level in the Mexican state of Michoa-

cán and adjacent areas, in the forests of the Sierra Madre 

mountains.  

 

In February, a five-day/four -night tour took our group to see 

the butterflies at their winter quarters. It was a spectacle that 

lived up to expectations, but the Monarchs were only part of 

the tour. In travelling through several hundred kilometers of 

great scenery, the itinerary included seeing colonial towns and 

cities, great architecture, monuments, an ancient archeological 

site and markets where it is impossible to resist buying the col-

orful products of Mexican art and culture.  

 

However, it is the butterflies that are the feature attraction and 

the incentive to take the trip! Our journey from the Manzanillo 

area was in a luxury coach equipped with tv and a baño.  

 

About an hour after leaving the coast, we drove past the twin 

volcanoes near the city of Colima, then continued on to More-

lia for our first night on the road.  

 

June 2020  

 

ON THE ROAD 

From Manzanillo to Morelia and the Monarch Butterflies  

story and photos by John Chalmers  

On a tour to see the city of Morelia and Monarch butterflies, the  

twin volcanoes near Colima are a great sight, visible for several miles of travel.  

hǳǊ ŀŎŎƻƳƳƻŘŀǝƻƴ ƛƴ aƻǊŜƭƛŀ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ IƻǘŜƭ aƛǎƛƽƴ /ŀǘŜŘǊŀƭΣ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ  
ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ŜƴǘǊƻ IƛǎǘƽǊƛŎƻΣ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜŜǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊƪ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭΦ 

²Ŝ ƘŀŘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ ǎǘŜǇ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǘŜƭ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǊǘ ŜƴƧƻȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŎƻƭƻǊ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ 
ǇŜŘŜǎǘǊƛŀƴ ǿŀƭƪǿŀȅ ŀƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΦ 
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As well as a walking tour led by our guide, Ofelia, we had time 

on our own to browse the historic downtown area before 

meeting up for a fine dinner.  

 

Prior to that, I wandered through the park right across the 

street from the hotel and had to marvel at the Catedral de Mo-

relia, a massive cathedral with twin towers in a structure that 

took 84 years to build, from 1660 -1744. The size and construc-

tion of the cathedral is similar to many I have seen in Europe.  

 

The next morning, we eagerly boarded the bus for the four -

hour drive in the very capable hands of our driver, Omar, to 

see the butterflies at the El Rosario Butterfly Sanctuary, the 

most popular of the sanctuaries in the state of Michoacán, two 

of which are open to the public.  

 

Comfort stops along the way provided opportunity to get out 

of the bus, stretch our legs and buy a drink or snack at the 

convenience stores. From 6,400 feet above sea level at Morelia, 

a city of just under 700,000, the capital and largest city of Mi-

choacán, we continued the climb through mountain scenery to 

our destination some 3,000 feet higher.  

 

The beauty of the butterflies and the sight of millions of them 

are not the only amazing things that impress the visitor. I was 

amazed to learn that three generations of the Monarchs with a 

life span of about four weeks, and reproducing en route, are 

needed to fly from Mexico back to their northern habitats. That 

means that the Monarchs are born with the instinctive 

knowledge of the route, where and when to fly.  

 

But then, on the return trip back to Mexico, arriving about the 

end of October, the long route is flown by only one generation 

of butterflies, with a lifespan about four times as long until it 

reproduces! 

 

The mystery of how the butterflies know how to migrate has 

yet to be solved. My own unproven theory is that they hold 

dual Canadian-American citizenship and are born with Mexican 

passports. Or maybe they carry tiny maps! Studies have shown 

that when some butterflies are captured in the north and relo-

cated away from the normal route, they still find their way to 

home in Mexico. Could they possibly be flying with miniature 

GPS units? 

 

Upon arrival at the El Rosario Sanctuary, visitors have the op-

tion of either hiking for about an hour up the trail to see the 

butterflies or they can take a horse for 100 pesos on a 20 -

minute ride led or followed by its owner. An option is to hike 

one way and ride another. I hadnŚt been on a horse for more 

years than I can remember and get in lots of hiking around 

Manzanillo, so I rode both ways. Obviously, the horsemen on 

foot get plenty of hiking exercise in making multiple trips each 

day. They earn their tips!  

 

The Monarchs have to be seen to be believed! They were eve-

rywhere ŕ in the air, on the flowers, on the ground and clus-

tered by the thousands in the fir trees. We had a perfect sunny 

day for this wonderful experience and great opportunities for 

photography. As the day warms up, the butterflies become ac-

tive and we were fortunate in seeing them airborne all around 

us.  
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...From Manzanillo to Morelia and the Monarch Butterflies  

hǳǊ ƎǳƛŘŜΣ hŦŜƭƛŀΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƳŜǊŀΣ ƭŜŘ ŀƴ ŀƊŜǊƴƻƻƴ  
ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎ ǘƻǳǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ŀƊŜǊ ƻǳǊ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ƛƴ aƻǊŜƭƛŀΦ 

hƴ ŀ ŎƻǊƴŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊƪΣ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜŜǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǘŜƭΣ  
ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƭŜǾŜǊ ǎƛƎƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƭŜǧŜǊǎ ǎǇŜƭƭƛƴƎ !ahw ahw9[L!Σ  
ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ŦƻǊ Ŧƻƭƪǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΦ 

 

ON THE ROAD 
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Visitors are told to be quiet and not do anything to disturb 

those amazing insects. Mostly, we just watched in awe at some-

thing we had never seen before.  

 

After spending time to enjoy the Monarchs, we returned by 

foot or horseback to the plaza at the sanctuary entrance where 

we had time to sit and enjoy a meal prepared for us at one of 

the little restaurants there. Shops in the plaza, as well as ven-

dors on foot, offered diversion in selling butterfly -themed 

products. I knew about that in advance and brought a back-

pack so I would be sure to have something to carry anything I 

bought!  

 

On the walk back to our bus, we passed several shops offering 

merchandise that ranged from hand -made items to manufac-

tured products to take home as mementoes. My purchases in-

cluded shawls of a butterfly theme for gifts, hand -painted cof-

fee mugs and, of course, I had to have a spectacular Monarch 

butterfly T -shirt. Prices were all very reasonable and there is no 

need or reason to haggle over the cost. I was happy to pay the 

asking price. 

 

 

During the tour, Ofelia kept us well informed and, as we drove 

from Morelia to see the butterflies, an excellent video was 

shown to help prepare us for the visit. Several companies offer 

tours to see the butterflies. If you plan on making your own 

trip by bus or car, you can brief yourself and help prepare by 

visiting a number of good sites on the internet. Recommenda-

tions for travel and accommodation, as well as tips to help you 

enjoy the experience, are easy to find.  

 

In the Manzanillo area, two companies that offer very similar 

tours and itineraries are Mex-Eco Tours, with which I took the 

tour, and Flip Flop Nomad Tours , both with offices located in 

Melaque. My experience with operators of both has been total-

ly satisfactory. Each company offers several tours to help you 

enjoy this fascinating country.  

 

Our rewarding day of sight -seeing concluded with a return 

drive to Morelia, another evening to dine out, to walk the 

streets and to enjoy the sights. The next day, we would contin-

ue our tour of this beautiful, charming and amazing country. 

But thatŚs another story! Meanwhile, you can see my 90-second 

video on YouTube about the butterflies when you click here. 
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!ƴȅ ƘƛƪŜ ƻũŜǊǎ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƘƛƪŜ ǿŀǎ ŬƴŘƛƴƎ ŎŀǧƭŜ  
ŀƴŘ ŎŀƭǾŜǎ ƛƴ ǳƴŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ŀƭƻƴƎ ƻǳǊ ǊƻǳǘŜΦ 

hƴŜ ǊŜǿŀǊŘ ƻŦ ǊǳǊŀƭ ƘƛƪŜǎ ƛǎ ƎŜǩƴƎ ŀ ŎƭƻǎŜ-ǳǇ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ŎǊƻǇǎ ƻŦ  
Ƴŀƴȅ ǘȅǇŜǎ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƻƴŜΣ ƛǎ ƛǊǊƛƎŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ Ƙƛƭƭ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΦ 

 

ON THE ROAD 

é more pics follow 

you can reach John at john.chalmers@manzanillosun.com 

!ŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜŜǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ōƭƻŎƪ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǘŜƭΣ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƎƴƛŬŎŜƴǘ 
ŀƴŘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ Ǉƛƴƪ ǎǘƻƴŜ /ŀǘŜŘǊŀƭ ŘŜ aƻǊŜƭƛŀΣ ŀƴ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ǎƛƎƘǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴȅ  
ŀƴƎƭŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭ ŦŀŎŜǎ ƴƻǊǘƘΦ Lǘǎ ǘǿƛƴ ōŜƭƭ ǘƻǿŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ тл ƳŜǘŜǊǎ ƘƛƎƘΦ  
Lǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŀǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wƻƳŀƴ /ŀǘƘƻƭƛŎ !ǊŎƘŘƛƻŎŜǎŜ ƻŦ aƻǊŜƭƛŀ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ  
ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ōȅ ǎƻƳŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ōŜŀǳǝŦǳƭ ŎŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭ ƛƴ aŞȄƛŎƻΦ  

! ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƛƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭΣ ŘŀǝƴƎ ōŀŎƪ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ плл 
ȅŜŀǊǎ ǿƘŜƴ aƻǊŜƭƛŀ ǿŀǎ ŬǊǎǘ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ±ŀƭƭŀŘƻƭƛŘΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǊŜƴŀƳŜŘ aƻǊŜƭƛŀ ƛƴ 
ƘƻƴƻǊ ƻŦ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǝƻƴŀǊȅ ƭŜŀŘŜǊΣ WƻǎŞ aŀǊƝŀ aƻǊŜƭƻǎΣ ŀƊŜǊ ǘƘŜ aŜȄƛŎŀƴ ²ŀǊ ƻŦ 

LƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƴŘŜŘ ƛƴ мунмΦ IŜ ǿŀǎ ōƻǊƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ƻƴ  
{ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ олΣ мтсрΣ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀŎŜ ƛǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Ϸрл ǇŜǎƻ aŜȄƛŎŀƴ ōƛƭƭΦ 

https://mex-ecotours.com/
https://flipflopnomads.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_o7mtQbUplo
mailto:john.chalmers@manzanillosun.com
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¢ƘŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŎŀƴŘȅ ǎƘƻǇǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aŜǊŎŀŘƻ ŘŜ 5ǳƭŎŜǎ ȅ  
!ǊǘŜǎŀƴƝŀǎ ŀǊŜ ŬƭƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘŜƳǇǘŀǝƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǎŀǝǎŦȅ ŀƴȅƻƴŜΩǎ ǎǿŜŜǘ ǘƻƻǘƘΦ 

!ǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ƛƳǇƭƛŜǎΣ ƛǘ ƘƻǳǎŜǎ ŀǊǝǎŀƴ ǿƻǊƪǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ŎŀƴŘȅΣ 
ŀǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƭƻǊŦǳƭ ŀǊŜŀ ƻŦ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘǊŀŘƛǝƻƴŀƭ aŜȄƛŎŀƴ ǎǘȅƭŜΦ 

hǳǊ ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎ ǘƻǳǊ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŀ ǎǘƻǇ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŀ ŎƘŀƴŎŜ 
ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ŘǊŀƳŀǝŎ ƳǳǊŀƭǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƻǊǘǊŀȅ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ aŜȄƛŎŀƴ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΦ  

!ǎ ŀ ƪƛŘΣ ǘƘŜ ŬǊǎǘ ōƛƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ L ŜǾŜǊ ǊŜŀŘ ǿŀǎ ŀōƻǳǘ .Ŝƴƛǘƻ WǳłǊŜȊΦ  
L ƘŀŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǎŜƭŬŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎǘŀǘǳŜ ƻŦ ƘƛƳΦ  
Iƛǎ ŦŀŎŜ ƛǎ ƻƴ aŞȄƛŎƻΩǎ Ϸнл ǇŜǎƻ ŀƴŘ Ϸрлл ǇŜǎƻ ōƛƭƭǎΦ 

¢ƘŜ ǊŜǎǘŀǳǊŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ ōŀǊ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇ ƅƻƻǊ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ƘƻǘŜƭ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƭƻŎŀǝƻƴ ǘƻ ǾƛŜǿ  
ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊƪ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜŜǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǳƴǘŀƛƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΦ 
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{ƻƳŜ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ǾƛǎƛǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƊŜǊƴƻƻƴ ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎ ǘƻǳǊΣ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ  
DƻǾŜǊƴƻǊΩǎ tŀƭŀŎŜ ǎŜŜƴ ƘŜǊŜΣ ŀǊŜ ǿƻǊǘƘ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ŀƎŀƛƴ ŀǘ ƴƛƎƘǘΣ  

ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƘŀƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŘƛũŜǊŜƴǘ ǇƘƻǘƻΦ 

LƭƭǳƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ŀǘ ƴƛƎƘǘΣ ǘƘŜ /ŀǘŜŘǊŀƭ ŘŜ aƻǊŜƭƛŀ ƛǎ ŀǎ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ  
ŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƴ ŘŀȅƭƛƎƘǘΣ ŘǊŀƳŀǝŎŀƭƭȅ ƭƛǘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ōƭŀŎƪ ǎƪȅΦ 

aŀƴȅ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ ǎǘǊŜŜǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘŜǊ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ aƻǊŜƭƛŀ ŀǊŜ ǎŜǊǾŜŘ ōȅ  
Ƴƛƴƛ-ōǳǎŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ Ǝƻ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƭŀǊƎŜ ōǳǎŜǎ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜΦ 

wŜǎǘ ǎǘƻǇǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǳǊ ŀũƻǊŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ŘƛǎƳƻǳƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǳǊ ŎƻŀŎƘΣ  
ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ǊŜŦǊŜǎƘƳŜƴǘ ōǊŜŀƪ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŦŜƭƭƻǿ ǘǊŀǾŜƭŜǊǎΦ 

hǳǊ ŜȄŎƛǘŜƳŜƴǘ ōǳƛƭǘ ŀǎ ǿŜ ŀǊǊƛǾŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘǊŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ  
aŀǊƛǇƻǎŀ aƻƴŀǊŎŀ {ŀƴǘǳŀǊƛƻ 9ƭ wƻǎŀǊƛƻΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ  
Ǿƛǎƛǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōǳǧŜǊƅƛŜǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŀȅΦ 

¢ƘŜ ŜƴǘǊŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ōŜƎƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƪŜ ƻǊ ŀ ƘƻǊǎŜ ǊƛŘŜ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ  
ƭƻŎŀǝƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳǧŜǊƅƛŜǎ ƛǎ ŀǎ ŎƻƭƻǊŦǳƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ōǳǧŜǊƅƛŜǎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΦ 


