
The California Native Plant Society is a non-profit organization dedicated to the conservation of California native plants and 
their natural habitats, and to increasing the understanding, appreciation, and horticultural use of native plants.
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19 – Chapter Meeting, 6 pm 
Program, 7 pm

26 – “Ditch Your Lawn”  
Bakersfield College, Levan Center 

28 – Native Garden Tour 
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2 – “Ditch Your Lawn” 

Bakersfield College, Levan Center 
16 – Chapter Meeting, 6 pm 

Program, 7 pm
25 – Field Trip: Kern Canyon
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2 – Field Trip: Blue Rock Spring

9 – Field Trip: Tomo-Kahni  
State  Historic Park 

21 – Chapter Meeting, 6 pm 
Program, 7 pm

Annie Montague Alexander (1867-1950): 
A Multifaceted Life
Part I: A Woman Ahead of Her Time
by Nancy Nies

A YOUNG WOMAN IN TURN-OF-THE-CENTURY ATTIRE — LONG 
 -sleeved blouse, ankle-length skirt, hobnailed 
boots — wears a large, holstered pistol on a bullet-
studded ammunition belt at her waist. Sitting on 
ground strewn with pine needles and the occasional 
pine cone, she leans against a large boulder to 
steady her shotgun, and takes aim. 

That photo graces the cover of On Her Own 
Terms: Annie Montague Alexander and 
the Rise of Science in the American West, 
by Barbara R. Stein (2001), an excellent 
book detailing the life of a remarkable 
woman. The first sentence of the book-
jacket blurb is enough to show how 
extraordinary she would be even 
today, not to mention more than 
a century ago: “At a time when women 
could not vote and very few were involved in the 
world outside the home, Annie Montague Alexander 
was an intrepid explorer, amateur naturalist, skilled marks-
woman, philanthropist, farmer and patron of two natural history 
museums at the University of California, Berkeley.” 

On the “Women You Should Know” website, Dale Debakcsy writes that 
though field scientists may be well known in one discipline, Alexander’s 
work — “so substantial in so many different fields for so long” — made her 
“central to the development of evolutionary biology and paleontology in the early 
years of the twentieth century.”

A Naturalist by Nature and by Nurture

Born in 1867 in Honolulu, Annie Alexander was the second of five chil-
dren and the granddaughter of missionaries. Her childhood, spent on the 
Hawaiian island of Maui, was filled with hiking, swimming, and horse-
back riding. Young Annie took an early interest in nature, fascinated by 
the variety and colors of the native plants, trees, and land-snail shells. “On 
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Samuel and Martha Alexander with children Wallace, Martha, 
Juliette and Annie (far right), circa 1882

the cool, damp slopes of Haleakala,” writes Stein, “the 
Alexander children . . . spent countless hours playing on 
the mountain in its wet tangle of ferns and trees.”

Samuel Alexander, Annie’s father, worked briefly 
as a teacher before he started growing bananas 
and sugar cane on Maui. In 1883 he and his busi-
ness partner, Henry Baldwin, founded what was to 
become the California and Hawaiian Sugar Refin-
ing Company, known nowadays as C&H Sugar. The 

wealth her father amassed in this venture assured that 
Annie would be financially independent and free to 
pursue whatever interested her. What’s more, Samuel 
Alexander, being rather unconventional for his time—
what Debakcsy calls “uniquely possessed of no gen-
der expectations for his daughter”—encouraged her 
in pursuits outside the traditional women’s sphere.  

When Annie was fourteen, the family moved to 
Oakland, California, where she attended high school. 
In 1887, she began two years’ study in Massachusetts 
at the Lassell Seminary for Young Women, a school 
founded on the radical idea that women, like men, 
could benefit from advanced studies.  

A Taste for Travel and a Penchant for Paleontology

Annie Alexander had inherited not only her father’s 
love of nature, but also his love of travel and adven-
ture. After an 1889 trip to Europe with her family, 
she remained in Paris to study French and art. The 
1890s were a decade of international travel for An-
nie: a 1,500-mile bicycle tour of England, France and 
Spain with her father and sister in 1893; a trip to the 
South Pacific and Southeast Asia with her father and 
uncle in 1896; and a ten-week camping adventure in 
Oregon and California with a friend in 1899, taking 
photos, studying birds, and collecting plants. In Dale 
Debakcsy’s words, Annie “had a planet-sized spirit of 
adventure, and a profound curiosity to match.” 

It was in 1901 that Annie began auditing John C. Mer-
riam’s lectures on paleontology at the University of 
California in Berkeley, and, captivated by the subject, 
began the field work that would become her raison 
d’être for as long as she lived. That summer she 
funded and organized her own three-month expedi-
tion, accompanied by a female acquaintance, two of 
Merriam’s male assistants and a wagon driver, to the 
Fossil Lake area of southern Oregon. During the ardu-
ous but successful trip, Annie collected over a hun-
dred fossil bones—miniature horse, camel, elephant, 
rodent and bird—to be donated to the university. 

Annie would never have guessed—or approved of 
the fact—that a photo taken of her on the 1901 trip 
would find its way onto the cover of her biography, 
published exactly a hundred years later. She did not 
like publicity, preferring anonymity whenever pos-
sible. (Notes on the photo: Annie’s brother had lent 
her his shotgun so that she could hunt geese, ducks 
and rabbits to supplement the expedition party’s diet 
of grains and canned food; and knickers would soon 
replace skirts as her field wear.)

The next two summers, Annie was both sponsor and 
participant on fossil-hunting expeditions to Shasta 

Cibotium menziesii (Hapuu ii or Hawaiian tree fern),  
Maui, — 20 November 2009. 
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CNPS is the leader for providing reliable 
information on California native plants and 
plant conservation. Comprehensive infor-
mation about California’s flora and vegeta-
tion communities is available throughout 
the state for conservation and educational 
purposes. CNPS’s leadership influences 
personal ethics and actions, as well as  
public policy for native plant protection.

Chapter Meetings

upcoming TOPICS
Thursday, March 19, 2020 - 7 pm 

Presenter: John Kalk 
Topic: Ecosystem Recovery in the Cher-
nobyl Exclusion Zone

Thursday, April 16, 2020 - 7 pm 
Presenter: Richard Spjut 
Topic: Phylogeography of Baja California 
Plants and Lichens

Thursday, May 21, 2020 - 7 pm 
Presenter: Ken Owen 
Topic: Channel Islands Restoration

Thursday, June 18, 2020 - 7 pm 
Presenter: Tim Thomas 
Topic: Flora of the Golden Trout Wilder-
ness

Suggestions for presenters and topics? 
Contact Paul Gipe pgipe@igc.org or  
Richard Spjut richspjut@gmail.com

All chapter meetings are held the  
3rd Thursday of each month usually 
at 1300 17th Street, Room 1A or 1B, 
Bakersfield, CA. Check website for 
any change of venue.

Meeting times:  
6 pm — Discussion groups on plant 
identification and native plant 
gardening 
7 pm — Program presentation 

County. Since it would have been unacceptable for 
her to be the only woman on these trips, a woman 
companion—a student or graduate student in paleon-
tology—was found for her. On those trips, Alexander 
was to make significant finds, the first of nine that 
would eventually be named in her honor. 

In 1904 Annie Alexander accompanied her father on 
a safari in Africa, hunting big game and traveling 800 
miles on foot before tragedy struck. Samuel Alexan-
der was critically injured in a rock fall, and died a day 
later. Annie would later write that her father’s death 
had made her consider her future, and decide to take 
up collecting West Coast fauna for study, to divert her 
mind and give meaning to her life. She had started 
down a path that would eventually lead her to botany 
. . . and, at least briefly, to Kern County. ✿
(To be continued in the June issue.)
In Part II: “The Partnership of Alexander and Kellogg”

Annie Montague Alexander, 1901
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