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Eben & Gladys McMillan:
The Rancher-Conservationists
Who Inspired Ernest Twisselmann
by Nancy Nies

Part One ~

I F THERE IS ONE BOOK COMMON TO THE BOOK- 
 shelves and backpacks of Kern CNPS members, it 
is Ernest Twisselmann’s Flora of Kern County, Cali-
fornia, first published by the University of San Fran-
cisco in 1967, and again, jointly with Maynard Moe’s 
Key to Vascular Plant Species of Kern County, Cali-
fornia, by CNPS in 1995. On the cover, underneath 

Twisselmann’s name, 
appear those of the 
book’s illustrators, Eben 
and Gladys McMillan. 
Dozens of the couple’s 
photographs accompany 
the detailed discourse 
on the natural history 
of Kern County plants 
with which Twisselmann 
begins his Flora. The 
back cover features Eben 
McMillan’s photo of Er-
nest Twisselmann. From 
the author’s acknowl-
edgments, we learn 
something about the 

McMillans. However, there is much more to know 
and appreciate about this accomplished pair.

Early Years

Eben Louis McMillan (1907-1998) was born on his 
parents’ ranch near Cholame, in San Luis Obispo 
County. In 1885, his grandparents and their seven 
children had homesteaded in the hills near what 
is now Shandon, in what would become known as 
McMillan Canyon. Eben’s father married the local 
schoolteacher, and they raised a family of five boys 
and two girls. It was as children, taking nature walks 
with their mother — described by family sources as 
“a person of artistic talent with a sensitive awareness of 
nature” — and as adolescents, exploring the remote 
hills with a local who sold birds’ eggs to museums, 
that Eben and his brother Ian began to acquire a vast 
knowledge of the plants and animals of the Shandon 
Hills, Carrizo Plain and southern San Joaquin Valley.  

Gladys Martha Smith (1912-2010) and her twin 
sister Grace were born in Arkansas, into a family 
that would include eight children. When Gladys was 

seven years old, the Smith family began a series of 
moves, finally relocating in California in 1929. The 
Smiths lived briefly in Corcoran before settling in 
Creston, and Gladys’s father worked on ranches in 
the area. After Gladys graduated from Paso Robles 
High School in 1932, she began work as a cook — first 
at the Union Oil pumping station in Shandon, and 
later at the Camatta Ranch and the Avenal Ranch, on 
Shell Creek.

By that time, young Eben McMillan was working as 
a cowboy on the Avenal Ranch, and it was here that 
Eben’s and Gladys’s paths crossed. They were mar-
ried in San Luis Obispo in 1935. For the rest of their 
lives they would work as a team, first on the San 
Juan Ranch, south of Shandon. In 1937 they moved 
to the north end of the Carizzo Plain to manage the 
Pinole, a cattle and grain ranch, with Eben handling 
the ranch operations, and Gladys, the bookkeeping 
and cooking. In 1942 they bought a place of their own 
in Choice Valley, moving there in 1944 so that their 
children would be closer to schools. 
  
Influence on Others

Sharing an interest in both natural history and pho-
tography, Eben and Gladys in the 1950s began a new 
venture — making and presenting wildlife films un-
der the auspices of the Audubon Society, with the goal 
of instilling what Eben called “a sense of responsibility” 
in their audiences. This gave them the opportunity 

Eben and Gladys McMillan on Jack Ranch in 1995, posing in 
front of a huge valley oak that had just fallen. According to Greg 
McMillan, sixteen people had been able to link hands around 
the oak’s perimeter, and the fallen tree was more than 100 yards 
long from end to end.
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to travel extensively throughout the United States, 
the South Pacific, Australia, and Great Britain. News-
paper-archive websites abound with articles, from 
papers all over the U.S., publicizing the McMillans’ 
lecture series. The Sept. 16, 1976 issue of The Bakers-
field Californian announced that the McMillans were 
to present a color film entitled “How to Bring Wildlife 
to a Homestead in the Shandon Hills,” and reported that 
the previous year had seen the screening of their film 
“Outback Australia.” Both showings were sponsored 
by the Kern Audubon Society. 

On their travels, as well as at home on their ranch, 
Eben and Gladys forged strong friendships with other 
naturalists, both professional and amateur. The Mc-
Millans’ son Greg fondly remembers his “childhood 
days of spending time with biological luminaries that often 

stumbled into the place,” and 
who frequently occupied the 
guest cabin. The McMillans 
were generous hosts, Eben 
taking visitors on tours of the 
area, and Gladys welcoming 
a constant stream of guests. 
Interviewed in 1983, John 
Taft — president, then and 
now, of the Conservation 
Endowment Fund — stated, 

“Everyone was treated like somebody special — everything 
was dropped and the visitor became the focus.” Taft had met 
Eben in 1952 at the age of eighteen. Eben opened up 
the natural world to him, Taft said, and taught him to 
see beauty in the smallest, most delicate forms, such as 
grasses. “If all the things I’ve learned from Eben vanished 
from my mind,” he said, “I’d be a mental pauper.” 

Greg McMillan was born in 1946, the youngest of 
Eben and Gladys’s three sons, and still lives on the 
land where he grew up. He describes his parents as 
“a perfect match for a rugged life in agriculture and re-
mote areas.” Philosophically, though, says Greg, they 
were “miles apart” — Eben was a confirmed atheist/
agnostic, while Gladys was deeply religious. Where 
their sons were concerned, however, they negotiated 
a compromise. One Sunday, the boys would attend 
church and Sunday school with their mother; the 
next, they would be with their dad in the out-of-
doors, getting exercise and an education in nature.  
Greg remains grateful to his parents for this arrange-
ment, through which he “absorbed a deep respect for 
the natural world.” It was “a pivotal point in my philo-
sophical development,” says Greg, who has followed in 
the conservationist footsteps of his father and uncle. 
These days, Greg is a building contractor special-
izing in energy efficiency and resource conservation; 
he’s also a rancher who raises grass-fed cattle and 
grows olives.

“If all the things I’ve 
learned from Eben 
vanished from my 
mind, I’d be a mental 
pauper.”  — John Taft

In his blog of May 23, 2008, the Camera Trap Codger 
— a biologist and wildlife conservation consultant 
— recalls that in 1965 as a San Francisco State gradu-
ate student, he attended the annual meeting of the 
American Society of Mammalogists. There he saw 
Eben McMillan’s presentation, a slide show about 
a bobcat who hung around the McMillans’ house, 
finding rabbits to be plentiful in the yard. The Codger 
describes Eben as “a gray-haired rancher from the grassy 
hills of San Luis Obispo County,” who, with “his charm 
and down-home manner” captivated scientists and 
students alike. Richard Krejsa, a professor of biologi-
cal sciences at Cal Poly San Luis Obispo, evidently 
agreed, often inviting Eben McMillan to come to his 
classes and speak on ecology and conservation. Eben 
and his brother Ian were, writes the Codger, “intel-
lectually stimulating and informed sources of first-hand 
information about ecology.” ✿
To be continued in the June issue . . . 
(In Part Two: Eben on the California condor; Twis-
selmann on Eben and Gladys; and thoughts on the 
McMillans’ long, productive life together)
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