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Mansion with a Mission
Charter board members and city leaders reflect on Quinta Mazatlán’s founding

By: Benjamin Treviño

O
n a cool, spring 
morning in 1973, 
years before the 
term “ecotourism” 
had even been 

conceptualized, a group of Dallas 
County Audubon Society members 
boarded a chartered bus, and 
headed to the Rio Grande Valley 
for a weekend birding trip. Among 
the group was Dallas school teacher, 
Jane Kittleman, a young birder who 
had become disheartened by the 
dearth of birding opportunities near 
her home.

“In Dallas, you had to go 45 minutes 
to an hour or longer to get to where 

you could see the birds,” Kittleman 
recalled. “So, I came down here for 
my first trip with that group, and I 
just could not believe it. I saw like 
50 new birds that I had never seen 
before!”

Kittleman became so captivated 
by the Valley’s natural habitat and 
birding sites that in 1983, she made 
McAllen her permanent home. 
By sheer chance, she struck up a 
friendship with a local couple who 
owned an adobe mansion in the 
middle of an isolated thicket near 
her home.

“I would take my golf cart and ride 
over to their house,” said Kittleman. 

“They had this fabulous piece of 
property, and they would let me 
come over to their house and bird 
watch, and I did that quite a bit.”

When the house and eight-acre 
estate were put up for auction in 
1998, developers had their eyes 
on the property’s commercial 
potential, but Kittleman and others 
lobbied the city of McAllen to 
pursue ownership and turn it into a 
nature conservancy.

“I had also become involved in 
the Valley Land Fund,” Kittleman 
explained. “And everybody (in the 
group) started talking to their city 
friends, the officials, telling them 

we really need this property. As 
an educator, my main thing was 
how it could be used to teach the 
people in the Valley, mainly the 
children, about our environment.”

The idea drew widespread 
community support, but not 
everyone agreed with the thought 
of spending public funds on a 
property that could potentially 
generate a lot of tax money for the 
city.

“I was adamantly against it,” 
said McAllen hotelier and 
restauranteur, Rick Guerra.
It was a surprising revelation 

The recent Moon over Mazatlan event celebrated the urban sanctuaries 15th Anniversary.
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coming from someone who would 
later become Quinta Mazatlán’s first 
board chairman, and who continues 
to serve as a board member emeritus 
with the organization.

“I was concerned about the 
expenditure,” Guerra explained. “I 
wanted to be a good steward and 
be sure that it would be money 
well spent. Once I met the people 
who knew about nature and bird 
watching, and I took the tours, and 
saw the possibilities I said, ‘Yeah, 
this is something I want to be 
involved in.’”

The estate auction drew interest 
from investors as far away as Dallas, 
but as the selloff progressed, it came 
down to just two bidders – a local 
surgeon who wanted to develop 
the property for commercial use, 
and the city of McAllen, which 
had decided to pursue the estate 
as a sanctuary for environmental 

education, and ecotourism.
Mayor Leo Montalvo and 
Commissioner John Shrock were 
sent to do the actual bidding, but 
they were authorized to offer no 
more than $1.2 million.

“John was the one raising his hand 
as the bidding went on,” Montalvo 
recalled. “When it got to 1.2 million, 
John says, ‘That was our limit.’ I 
said, ‘That’s alright. Let’s go to 1.3. 
If you and I can’t raise $100,000, we 
shouldn’t be on the commission.’ 
So, we went to 1.3, and it froze 
there, and the rest is history.”

The city had the property, but it 
would take another eight years 
to convert the 1930s house and 
grounds into a functional public 
space. The mansion’s floor plan 
had to be reconfigured. Cantera 
stone and other materials had 
to be brought in from Mexico 
to match the mansion’s original 

architecture. Outbuildings had to 
be demolished. Walking trails had 
to be cut into the landscape with 
minimal environmental impact, and 
everything, inside and out, had to be 
handicap-accessible.

Financed through a mix of private 
donations, grants, and city funding, 
McAllen’s “Mansion with a 
Mission” opened to the public in 
2006 as Quinta Mazatlán. Quinta 
is the Portuguese word for villa, and 
Mazatlán is a Nahuatl word meaning 
“place of deer.” Its mission was 
threefold: to conserve native habitat, 
to educate children and adults, and 
to inspire sustainable development 
throughout the Rio Grande Valley 
“one back yard at a time.”

The board, known as Friends of 
Quinta Mazatlán, immediately set 
out to expand and improve the 
urban oasis. Within six years, the 
city added another 12 acres to the 
property, and Quinta Mazatlán’s 
first major capital campaign 
culminated in 2012 with the 
opening of Discovery Center – a 
LEED-certified education building 
recognized for its environmental 
sustainability.

 “We wanted to make Quinta 
Mazatlán a real special 
destination,” said Hidalgo County 
Judge Richard Cortez, who was 
McAllen mayor during Quinta’s 
nascent years. “We felt that Quinta 
Mazatlán had all of the intangibles 
that would make it a really super 
place. We wanted to make sure 
that our children had a wholesome 
environment that was conducive to 
learning, and at the same time, we 
wanted to have a landmark that 

was attractive and special enough to 
where people would want to come 
see it from all over.”

Another five acres of land were 
subsequently added under the 
city’s current administration – an 
indication that Quinta Mazatlán 
will continue to enjoy community 
support for generations to come.

“Quinta Mazatlán was one asset that 
we all could agree on,” said Mayor 
Jim Darling. “It turned out to be a 
gem for our city, and something we 
could be proud of. It has turned 
into not only a World Birding 
Center, but an event center, too. It 
has surpassed all our expectations. 
Whoever takes over as mayor from 
me in the coming days is going to 
have the same feelings, I’m sure.”

Even as Quinta Mazatlán celebrates 
its 15th anniversary, the board has 
even more ambitious plans for the 
next 15 years. In the pages that 
follow, we will explore those plans 
and how they will further enhance 
the effort to promote environmental 
stewardship, education, and 
ecotourism.

“When you see what they’ve 
come up with, it’s just unbelievably 
fascinating,” said Kittleman. “We 
chose a really outstanding group 
of people to make the plans. 
The whole thing will be about 
education. We didn’t want it to be 
a Disneyland. It will be a realistic, 
informative feature about this 
wonderful natural resource that we 
have here. We want to continuously 
add new features and programming 
that keep people coming back. I’m 
extremely excited!”

City leadership has made a long-time commitment to Quinta Mazatlan.
L to R:  Judge Richard Cortez, Mayor Jim Darling, Former Mayor Leo Montalvo



6



7



8



9



10

Partners in Learning
            Academic Alliances Are Built into Quinta Mazatlán’s DNA

By: Benjamin Treviño

E ducation has always 
been a primary 
component of Quinta 

Mazatlán’s mission, “by sharing 
knowledge about birds, plants, 
and environmental stewardship 
in South Texas.” On average, the 
urban sanctuary hosts 
more than 10,000 
school students 
annually. These are 
just the students who 
participate in district-
organized visits, so 
the number does 
not include summer 
camps, families with 
kids, and other visits 
by children who 
come separately from 
their school.

When Quinta 
Mazatlán opened in 
2006, it immediately 
struck formal 
partnerships with 
many school districts 
in South Texas, 
the first being the 
McAllen School 
District. 

“McAllen ISD has been an 
important education partner since 
day one,” said Quinta Mazatlán 
Manager, Colleen Hook. “We 
started with a 3rd grade contract, 
and today every 3rd, 5th, 7th 
grader, and High School AP 
Science students come to Quinta 
Mazatlán for a four-hour, hands-on 
driven curriculum about science, 
biology, and sustainability.”

Under this staggered system of 
organized student visits, every 
McAllen elementary school 
student visits Quinta Mazatlán at 
least once every two years. The 
symbiotic relationship helps fulfill 
Quinta Mazatlán’s education 
commitment to the community, 
and in return, the McAllen 

School District gains access to an 
ecological classroom unlike any 
other.

“It’s a big lab for us,” said 
McAllen ISD Superintendent, 
Dr. JA Gonzalez. “There is no 
real substitute for a beautiful 
ecosystem in which our students 
can look at every aspect of how 
an environment works. We’re 

blessed to have Quinta Mazatlán 
as a partner.”

Quinta Mazatlán’s educational 
outreach extends beyond McAllen 
ISD. There are 38 school districts 
and 10 charter school systems in 
South Texas, and the sanctuary 
hosts student field trips from all 

across the region. Students have 
even come from Mexico, Corpus 
Christi, San Antonio, and beyond, 
so the entire region benefits!

Additionally, the refuge 
continuously develops new 
and innovative educational 
programming for the 
enlightenment of children and 
adults alike. Over the years, Quinta 

Mazatlán’s educational outreach 
has given rise to the term “Quinta 
Kids,” a reference to children who 
have been transformed and grown 
healthier and happier through 
their time spent in nature.

Quinta Mazatlán’s formal 
education partnerships don’t end 

at the public school 
level either. On 
May 25, 2016, The 
University of Texas-
Rio Grande Valley 
(UTRGV) and the 
City of McAllen/
Quinta Mazatlán 
announced a formal 
partnership between 
the two entities. 
The Memorandum 
of Understanding 
outlined four key 
goals:

•Develop intellectual 
capital in students 
through applied 
experiential learning 
( s t u d e n t - d r i v e n 
research).
•Increase access for 
local area students 
to STEM (Science, 

Technology, Engineering, and 
Mathematics) related content and 
careers.
•Address a critical need for 
scientific capital in urban ecology 
to inform sustainable urban 
development.
•Embody UTRGV/McAllen 
Partnership as a premier research 
lab on urban ecological sciences 
and its application towards 
sustainable urban development.

Interactive course for college  students learning about the migration habits of avians.
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That final goal is coming to fruition with the 
planned construction of the Center for Urban 
Ecology at Quinta Mazatlán – a 3,400 square 
foot research facility which will contain labs for 
UTRGV graduate and undergraduate students.

“We have a $5 million commitment to the 
project,” said UTRGV President, Dr. Guy 
Bailey. “We’re still working on some of the 
details of the partnership, but our commitment 
is five million to get that built. This is the first 
monetary investment in Quinta on the part of 
UTRGV as an institution, though individual 
faculty and staff have supported Quinta 
Mazatlán before with time, and other in-kind 
contributions.”

UTRGV was established in 2013, and its 
2016 partnership with Quinta Mazatlán is 
the university’s oldest and longest-running 
community partnership. According to Dr. 
Bailey, the CUE will serve as both a teaching 
site, and as a research facility.

“We have researchers looking at sustainability 
and urban ecology there,” said Dr. Bailey. “In 
addition to that, it’s our way of partnering to 
create something valuable for the community, 
and anything that enhances the quality of life 
for our citizens, enhances the quality of life for 
employees, faculty, and staff at the university.”

Dr. Parwinder Grewal, Executive Vice 
President for Research, Graduate Studies, and 
New Program Development at UTRGV has 

overseen the 

establishment of a number of new bachelor, 
master’s and doctoral programs as well as the 
establishment of the CUE. Dr. Grewal says the 
facility will benefit students across an array of 
disciplines, including biology, environmental 
sciences, social and behavioral sciences, human 
ecology, civil engineering, and much more.

“It will be an excellent teaching tool for 
multiple reasons,” Dr. Grewal noted. “The 
building itself will qualify to be LEED-Platinum 
certified by the Green Building Association. It 
will have components that people can observe 
and study in terms of the building design itself, 
and its various components, from energy-use 
efficiency, water-use efficiency, openness to 
the community and community programming, 
and its overall mission of education about the 
environment and sustainable development. All 
of these are components that people will come 
to learn and study.”

Creation of the CUE is part of UTRGV’s 
commitment toward community engagement, 
and both Grewal and Bailey are excited about 
what it will mean for the future of education in 
the Rio Grande Valley as a whole.

“It’s absolutely invaluable,” said Dr. Grewal. 
“Having real, hands-on learning experiences 
is a key component in CUE’s mission of 
preserving our natural biodiversity and the 
many benefits it provides to the society. This 
is an invaluable resource for hands-on learning 
and research from K to 12 to doctoral level.”

“The city would tell you that we (UTRGV) are 
a key in helping them financially in developing 
this,” Dr. Bailey added. “But they’ll also tell 
you that the educational piece of this is crucial 

and mutually beneficial. We look forward 
to a long-term relationship there, and to the 
continuing development of Quinta Mazatlán 
and we look forward to a grand opening at 
the new expansion facility sometime in the 

near future.”

Students involved in a  plant survey at Quinta Mazatlan.

7th graders observing living things at Ebony Grove

College students involved in random plant sampling done by 
plotting squares using a Hula-Hoop.
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By: Benjamin Treviño

A ny season is a good season to visit Quinta 
Mazatlán, but the winter of 2020-21 turned 
out to be an especially robust birding season at 

the “Mansion with a Mission.” Five rare bird sightings 
were reported at the refuge last winter, and with each 
new sighting, the word quickly spread around the 
country.

“We had a blue bunting, a crimson-collared grosbeak, 
a dusky-capped flycatcher, a Pacific-slope flycatcher, 
and the rose-throated becard,” said Quinta Mazatlan 
Urban Ecologist, John Brush. “We had visitors from 
over 30 different states come down over the course of 
a two-month period just to see these rare birds.”

The latest study conducted by Texas A&M University 
in 2011 estimated ecotourism had an annual economic 
impact of $463 million on the Rio Grande Valley’s 
four-county region. This total contribution includes 
a $110.1 million contribution to labor income across 
the region. Local taxes generated from nature tourism 

“That’s one of our key concepts here at Quinta 
Mazatlán,” Brush noted. “It’s our ‘one back yard at a 
time’ mission. There are a lot of back yards and a lot 
of places like Quinta Mazatlan, relatively small patches 
of land, but when you put them together, it makes up 
a big area. So, by encouraging people, and by working 
with groups to make these small impactful differences 
one at a time it will slowly add up to being a really big 
impact as a whole.”

The future success of the Valley’s ecotourism industry 
will depend in part on the cooperation of different 
stakeholders. One such cooperative effort is the union 
of the Valley’s World Birding Centers (WBC), which 
pools the resources of nine local nature sites, including 
Quinta Mazatlán. In this way, it amplifies the message 
that McAllen and the Rio Grande Valley have a lot to 
offer for nature lovers around the world.

“Bird watching is often the most-popular aspect of 
ecotourism, but it’s certainly not the only aspect to 
it,” Brush said. “People also come down for butterfly 
watching, or looking for dragonflies and damsel flies. 
WBC is great because people will come down for a 
week or two, because there are so many birding sites 
and ecotourism destinations. They end up extending 
their stay in order to explore all the different places 
that the Valley has to offer.”

Ecotourism 
at Quinta Mazatlán
How tourist dollars make 
environmental sense for the RGV

expenditures for 2011 
was $2,595,600 for sales 
tax, and $7,262,700 for 
hotel tax, according to 
the report.

Quinta Mazatlán was 
actually born out of 
ecotourism dating 
back to 1973 when 
Jane Kittleman, the 
“Mother of Birding,” 
made her first birding 
trip to the Rio Grande 
Valley with the Dallas 
County Audubon 
Society.

“I started out leading 
birding trips for small 
book clubs, and things 
like that,” Kittleman 
recalled. “After I 
moved here, I still had 
friends in Dallas, so they would bring a bus load of 
people down for two or three days, and they spent 
money on hotels and restaurants, and since I was 
all about education, I enjoyed teaching them about 
this wonderful place that we have in McAllen. I did 
this for a number of years and they just loved it, and 
we’re still doing it, bringing in group, after group, after 

group.”

Generating tourist dollars from outside the region is 
good for local taxpayers, for two reasons.

“Quinta Mazatlán certainly makes some revenue 
for the City of McAllen, but it’s more the collateral 
benefits that we’re most interested in,” said McAllen 
City Manager Roel Rodriguez. “People come in from 
outside the region, and stay in our hotels, and they 
go dining and shopping, but they also learn about 
our community, environment, and culture. Some 
economic development projects bring you revenue 
and some are going to enhance your quality of life, 
and in Quinta Mazatlán’s case, it’s both.”

Ecotourism is often misinterpreted as any form of 
tourism that involves nature, but true ecotourism 
must, above all, sensitize people to the beauty and the 
fragility of local habitats. Ecotourism not only facilitates 
job creation for local people, it also makes them 
more likely to conserve wildlife, as it becomes part of 
their livelihood. Ecotourism encourages responsible, 
sustainable development throughout the community. 

Mother of Birding Jane Kittleman with another founding 
board member—Bob Simpson

Birders again Crimson-collared Grosbeak
One of the rarities seen at QM

Birders from all over the world visit QM
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By: Benjamin Treviño

A s Quinta Mazatlán marks 
its 15th anniversary, it is 
not only celebrating the 
past, it is also moving 
forward with a renewed 

determination to help conserve the Rio 
Grande Valley’s native habitat. In this 
4-county region alone, 95% of the native 
Tamaulipan thornscrub is already gone.

“As areas develop, it’s really important 
to make sure that we are conserving 
as many of the green spaces that still 
exist in our towns and cities,” said 
Quinta Mazatlán Urban Ecologist, 
John Brush. “Having green space, like 
trees for instance, provides a variety 
of what we call ‘ecosystem services,’ 
including cooling our cities, mitigating 
flooding, providing aesthetic beauty, 
and attracting the birds and wildlife 
that help keep our ecosystem healthy.”

“We’re not apart from nature. We’re 
a part of nature,” said McAllen 
orthodontist and Quinta Mazatlán 
board member, John Gerling. 

“Somehow the human race is going 
to have to figure out how to interact 
with nature in a more-constructive, less 
destructive manner.”

Teaching humans how to better interact 
with nature is a key tenet of Quinta 
Mazatlán’s mission. The Texas Parks 
and Wildlife Department (TPWD), 
which manages several native 
sanctuaries outside the city of McAllen, 

views Quinta Mazatlán as a nexus 
linking urban dwellers with natural 
habitats they might not otherwise 
have access to.

“It is absolutely imperative that we 
reach people with important messages 
about stewardship and conservation 
in and around where people live,” 
said Texas Parks and Wildlife 
Department Director, Carter Smith. 
“It’s an oasis, literally a stone’s throw 
from the McAllen airport. The setting 
itself is a wonderful juxtaposition of 
architecture and nature that offers 
immense opportunities for learning 
and exploration.”

Smith says the important role 
that Quinta Mazatlan plays in 
environmental stewardship is what 
influenced TPWD to donate the first 
five million dollars to the ongoing 
capital campaign for the refuge’s new 
Center for Urban Ecology (CUE).

“We’re immensely proud of TPWD’s 
investment in Quinta Mazatlán,” 
Smith said. “And we have gotten 
back more in terms of conservation, 
stewardship, and outdoor education 
than we ever could have imagined. 
It’s imperative that we invest in places 
where people can readily access it, 
and there’s hardly a better place in all 
of South Texas to do that than within 
the beautiful confines of Quinta 
Mazatlán.”

A Thornscrub Sentinel Quinta Mazatlán encourages 
humans to live in harmony 
with nature

The Night Blooming Cereus is found in the wild brush habitat.  If you are lucky to be out on a summers 

eve or early morn, you’ll see this magnificent fragrant white flower.

The RGV’s thorn forest is an ecosystem unlike any other in the United States.  Its home to an incredibly 
diverse group of plants and animals with less than 5 percent of thorn forests left.

More native plants mean more choices of food and shelter for birds and wildlife 
as shown with this Curve-billed Thrasher.

“We’re not apart from nature.    
We’re a part of nature”
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