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conditions, the trials of flood and 
fire, and much serious illness, the 
three Nash women would work 
hard and accomplish much. 

Charlotte attended the schools 
where her mother taught, and 
in the spring of 1917 entered 
high school in Bakersfield. After 
graduation, on the urging of 
her mother and sister — and  at 
a time when few women went 
to college — Charlotte went to 
Berkeley to study at the Univer-
sity of California. Following in her mother’s and sis-
ter’s footsteps, Charlotte taught for a number of years 
in Kern and Tulare Counties. In 1935 she married 
Hugh Smith, from a neighbor ranching family, who 
ran his own ranch. In 1955 Charlotte and Hester pur-
chased from their mother what Charlotte called “the 
ranch that had been our life and our love,”—by then 4,300 
acres in size. They operated it until 1971, when they 
in turn sold it. Charlotte would later write of those 
who had meant so much to her: her mother, whom 
she called her “morning star” . . . her sister Hester, as 
“unswervingly good as she was beautiful”. . . and her 
husband Hugh, “one of the finest, whose complete love of 
the mountains and outdoors opened a whole new world of 
treasured years to me.”

It is difficult to imagine how Charlotte, busy with 
teaching and ranching, also found time for all her 
work with native plants. According to Calflora, she 
“collected extensively in the Southern Sierra Nevada and 
the Mojave Desert in the 1930s for Willis Linn Jepson, and 
throughout Kern County for several decades thereafter, 

H AVING GROWN UP IN THE HILLY, RURAL  
 area around Woody, to the northeast of Ba-
kersfield, Charlotte Eden Nash Smith would later 
remember how excitedly the country children would 
spot the first wildflowers each spring, discovering 
new blossoms each day, until eventually there would 
be “a luxury of flowering, a profusion and variety never 
found elsewhere.” Throughout Charlotte’s life, her 
home would remain “those beautiful, beautiful hills,” 
as she called them. And Charlotte’s early interest 
in local native plants would eventually lead her to 
make a detailed and comprehensive study of the 
area’s native flora. Ernest Twisselmann, in Leaflets 
of Western Botany, Oct. 1962, would credit Charlotte 
with possessing “an intimate knowledge of the botany of 
the Greenhorn Range.”

Charlotte was born in 1899 in Minnesota, to Edward 
and Thea Nash, both children of Norwegian immi-
grant parents. Charlotte’s parents separated in 1901, 
and her mother left, taking Charlotte and her older 
sister Hester to Tennessee. There, Thea began work 
on a teacher’s certificate, but fell ill. Told that she and 
Charlotte both had tuberculosis, and that their only 
chance of recovery lay in moving to California, she 
headed west with her daughters. After a brief stay in 
Los Angeles, they went to San Francisco, where Thea 
obtained her teacher’s certificate, and on to San Luis 
Obispo, where she taught school.

Hearing that teachers in Kern County were better 
paid, Thea hired a man with a wagon and team to 
take the family and their possessions to Bakersfield. 
There, she went to see Robert L. Stockton, then 
Superintendent of Schools for Kern County, to ask for 
a teaching job. Stockton convinced her to take the one-
room Joiner School, about thirty miles northeast of 
Bakersfield in the hills above Woody. And thus began, 
in 1904, a new life for Thea and her daughters.

During Thea’s first year at Joiner, a neighboring 
rancher wanted to sell a few head of young cattle. 
Thea bought them, pastured and fattened them, and, 
after some months, sold them at a good price. It was 
then that she saw the opportunity that the cattle busi-
ness held for her and her family. That year, she was 
able to purchase the homestead of 160 acres where 
they had been living. Thea would eventually teach at 
a number of schools and acquire more land and cattle 
over the years. Despite starting with very little, and 
in the course of their lives enduring difficult living 

Charlotte Eden Nash Smith (1899-1982)
Notable Rancher, Teacher, and Botanist
by Nancy Nies

Charlotte Nash Smith
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Charlotte’s phacelia (Phacelia nashiana), Short Canyon,  
March 2015
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Chapter Meetings

upcoming  TOPICS
Thursday, June 18, 2015 - 7 pm: 

James André, Director of the Univer-
sity of California Granite Mountains 
Desert Research Center — “Desert 
Flora, the status of floristic inventory, 
rate of new taxonomic discoveries and 
conservation amid looming impacts”  

July and August: No meetings

Thursday, September 17, 2015 - 7 pm:  
Naomi Fraga, research scientist at 
Rancho Santa Ana Botanic Garden 
— “Flora of Owens Peak”

Thursday, October 15, 2015 - 7 pm:  
Topic — TBA

Thursday, November 19, 2015 - 7 pm:  
J. Travis Columbus, research sci-
entist at Rancho Santa Ana Botanic 
Garden and Professor of Botany at 
the Claremont Graduate University  
 — “Grass Systematics”

Thursday, December 17, 2015  
— No meeting

 
All chapter meetings are held the  
3rd Thursday of each month at the 
Hall Ambulance Community Room 
1031 21st Street (21st & N St.), Ba-
kersfield, CA. 

Meeting times:  
6 pm — Plant identification 
7 pm — Program presentation

and [her] collections are noteworthy for the precise and 
complete ecological notes that accompanied her specimens.” 
This is all the more impressive, given that Charlotte’s 
eyesight failed, and she was blind in one eye by the 
late 1950s. Longtime neighbor Mona Carver remem-
bers that Charlotte then had to use a microscope to 
study plants. Too busy to get together, Mona and 
Charlotte would leave messages in each other’s mail-
boxes—Mona leaving an envelope containing flowers, 
and Charlotte replying with a detailed letter describ-
ing and identifying them.

The rare and beautiful phacelia named in honor of 
Charlotte, P. nashiana (Charlotte’s phacelia), is de-
scribed by Twisselmann as having “stunning deep blue 
flowers with white throats.” It is endemic to California, 
and known only to grow where the lower Sierra 
Nevada and the Tehachapi Mountains transition to 
the Mojave Desert — in Joshua-tree scrub or pinyon/
juniper woodland, on sandy or granitic slopes. On 24 
March 2015, on a Kern CNPS field trip to Short Can-
yon, participants sighted a colony of P. nashiana in and 
around a rock outcropping, on a south-facing slope of 
decomposed granite. Twisselmann states that the type 
specimen was collected by Charlotte Nash Smith on 5 
May 1940, and quotes a personal communication from 
her: “In 1935, Mr. V. L. Haynes, who was road foreman, 
found a plant of this in Jawbone Canyon, and brought it 
to me at Cantil. As it was so lovely, I pressed it and kept 
it. (I had never heard or dreamed of such a thing as col-
lecting, that there could be any desire by the botanists for 
specimens, or had I any idea how to press and dry them.) 
I didn’t see the plant again until 1940, when I found the 
Nine Mile colony, the only one I ever saw on the desert,” 
wrote Charlotte.

Twisselmann wrote, in his 1967 A Flora of Kern County, 
“In recent years, happily for both California botany and for 
Mrs. Smith, she has resumed collecting. In co-operation 
with Dr. Rimo Bacigalupi, she has furnished me lists of all 
her more than 1,400 collections and duplicates of many of 
those of special significance. She and her husband Hugh 
(whose family first settled in the region in 1853) have an 
encyclopedic knowledge of the natural and human history 
of the Greenhorn Range; it has been both a privilege and a 
joy to share in it.”

And that is the story of how a little girl from Min-
nesota came to feel that “. . . the golden hills of the cattle 
country . . . were [her] true home and love,” and came to 
find there her true callings as rancher, teacher, and 
botanist. ✿
Author’s note: My sincere thanks go to Mona Carver, 
Charlotte’s longtime neighbor, who provided me 

Charlotte Eden Nash Smith (Continued) with Charlotte’s 36-page, typewritten autobiographi-
cal account, as well as personal details, newspaper 
clippings and photographs. I am also grateful to 
Lucy Clark, Clyde Golden, Jean Piercy, and Glenda 
Johnson for their assistance, and to Paul Gipe for his 
photograph of Phacelia nashiana.


