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

Part Two ~
Work with Condors

W HILE PREPARING THIS ARTICLE, I LEARNED OF DAVID  
 Darlington’s book, In Condor Country (Hough-
ton-Mifflin, 1987). I checked out a library copy, and can 
report that it’s a fascinating read. In his Washington 
Post review (“On the Trail of the Lonesome Bird,” April 26, 
1987), Dennis Drabelle describes it as a book about the 
condor’s habitat, arid south-central California, as seen 
through the eyes of Eben McMillan, who had ranched 
there throughout his then nearly 80 years. The book 
opens with Eben’s almost daily condor sightings of the 
1930s, and Gladys’s observation, one day in the 1960s, of 

nine condors feeding on a cat carcass. 
The author had spent much time with 
the McMillans over a five-year period, 
and Drabelle calls the result “an affec-
tionate portrait of a man living in harmo-
ny with an environment most of his peers 
regard as begging to be tamed.” Drabelle 
goes on to say that the McMillans seem to devote as 
much time to “making their property hospitable to wildlife 
and writing about ecology as they do [to] farming.”

Longtime environmental activists, Eben McMillan and 
his brother Ian were best known for their work with the 
California condors. Ian was to write a book on the sub-
ject, Man and the California Condor. (Dutton, 1968). In 
“Ranchers Put Environmental Ideals to Work” (Los Angeles 
Times, March 27, 1988), Miles Corwin mentions that 
the McMillan brothers helped with condor research in 
the 1940s, and were asked by the Audubon Society in 
1963 to conduct a condor survey. After 18 months they 
concluded that most condor fatalities were due either to 
the birds being shot or to their ingesting poisoned coy-
otes and rodents. The brothers made recommendations, 
which “weren’t taken seriously by the scientific community . 
. . because we weren’t professional scientists,” said Eben. 

Eben McMillan 
in an undated 
photo from an 
article (Oxnard 
Press-Courier, 
February 15, 1969) 
announcing that 
his film, “The 
Shandon Hills,” 
would be part 
of an upcoming 
Audubon lecture 
series.
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At a 1980 meeting on condor preservation, David 
Darlington saw Eben as “the most reasoned, forceful, and 
far-sighted voice” to argue against the captive breed-
ing program. In Eben’s words, “The condor is just a 
warning signal — if you’re driving your car and the oil 
light comes on, you know you better stop her right there an 
not go any farther until you know what’s wrong. Well, the 
condor is our shining red light.” It was Eben’s conviction 
that we couldn’t just work to save the condor. “We 
have to work on what’s causing the condor’s extinction,” 
he said, “and that’s the deterioration of the environment. If 
we don’t do anything about that, other species — including 
man — will be in line to suffer a similar fate.” 

Work with Twisselmann
In Condor Country also features Ernest Twissel-
mann, who, like Eben McMillan, was born into a 
ranching family near Cholame, though ten years later 
than Eben. If you’re interested in more details on 
Twisselmann’s life, or curious about his somewhat 
complex relationship with the McMillans, I highly 
recommend the book.

As it happens, Eben McMillan played a major role in 
Ernest Twisselmann’s becoming a respected Califor-
nia botanist. In 1952, following an outbreak of nitrate 
poisoning in his family’s cattle, Twisselmann wanted 
to determine which plants contained high concentra-
tions of nitrates. At Eben’s urging, he consulted bota-
nist John Thomas Howell at the California Academy 
of Sciences. Howell told him to collect plants on his 
family’s land and record their locations. As Darling-
ton points out, Twisselmann “followed this advice be-
yond any and all expectations,” analyzing no fewer than 
1,875 species and varieties of vascular plants “in one 

of the most floristically diverse regions 
of one of the most floristically diverse 
states in the union.”

Eben McMillan described Ernest 
Twisselmann to Darlington as be-
ing “kind of a genius.” Twisselmann, 
in recognizing those who contrib-
uted to his Flora, mentions Eben 
McMillan as being “an accomplished 
naturalist, photographer, and rancher,” 
and one of the many people who 
assisted him in collecting mate-
rial. He also calls Eben “a constant 
source of inspiration, information, and 
advice,” comments on his extensive 
knowledge of the flora, fauna, and 
people of Kern County, and writes 
that his frequent company turned 
collecting trips into adventures.

In his “Note on the Illustrations,” Ernest Twisselmann 
acknowledges the McMillans’ involvement in his 
Flora project from the very beginning, and credits 
them with helping him develop many of the book’s 
concepts. He describes how Eben and Gladys care-
fully read the manuscript and planned the photos, 
so as to represent Kern County as comprehensively 
as possible. “The author and illustrators hope the reader 
correlates the pictures and the narrative in order to have 
the best understanding of the plants and the places where 
they grow,” says Twisselmann. He writes of his debt 
to Eben and Gladys McMillan, whose photography 
he calls “an unusual demonstration of art in the service of 
science.” 

A Long and Productive Partnership
Eben and Gladys shared certain traits that equipped 
them for a demanding life in a remote part of the 
world — they were both frugal and hard-working, for 
example, with a strong sense of responsibility — but 
in other ways they complemented each other. Eben 
was talkative and outspoken — “opinionated but well-
informed, stubborn but thoughtful,” 
in the words of Dennis Drabelle. 
Gladys was quiet, described in her 
obituary as kind, gentle and empa-
thetic, and in Darlington’s book as a 
“tireless archivist” who would have 
made an excellent librarian. Eben 
and Gladys were well-suited — 
thanks to the right mix of character-
istics, both shared and complemen-
tary — for a long life together.

Throughout their 63-year mar-
riage, Eben and Gladys McMillan 
were partners who collaborated 
in a number of successful endeav-
ors — ranching, raising a family, 
making films, taking photographs, 
lecturing, traveling, making friends, 
hosting visitors, conducting research, caring for the 
environment, pioneering the conservation movement 
in central California, and — last, but not least for 
Kern CNPS members — inspiring and advising Er-
nest Twisselmann, and illustrating his Flora of Kern 
County, California with 68 dramatic black-and-white 
photographs capturing the remarkable diversity of 
our county’s landscape and flora.  ✿
Author’s note: Many thanks to Greg McMillan, as well 
as to all others whose words found their way into this 
article.

Gladys Mc-
Millan in an 
undated photo 
accompanying 
her obituary 
(San Luis Obispo 
County Tribune, 
February 2, 2010)

Above: Ernest Twissel-
man, 1971
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