
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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Mary Beal (1878-1964), 
Botanist of the Mojave Desert
by Nancy Nies

PART TWO 
Contribution to Mojave Desert Botany

I T IS LIKELY THAT MARY BEAL AND WILLIS JEPSON MET 
 through a mutual friend in nearby 
Barstow, which was Jepson’s desert 
“retreat” and base for desert botaniz-
ing. They became friends, sharing 
botanical expeditions and keeping up 
a regular correspondence. She would 
send him plant specimens and photo-
graphs, taken with the three different 
cameras she always carried, each for a 
different purpose. As this was before 
the advent of color film, she colored 
many of her photographs by hand. 

For his part, Jepson would identify the 
plants Mary sent, or confirm her iden-
tifications, and would also instruct her in proper methods of collection 
and tagging. In a letter dated May 5, 1932, he wrote that he enjoyed receiv-
ing the fresh plants, which still retained their smells — and which Mary 
called “desert whiffs.” On February 9, 1939, Jepson wrote her this advice on 
finding new species: “It is often the obscure things that are new species, not the 

showy things that everyone sees.” Whenever 
anyone asked Mary about her training in 
botany, writes Sizak, she would always 
reply that “she had learned everything she 
knew about plants from none other than Willis 
Linn Jepson.” 

Mary was to earn Jepson’s praise for 
her excellent botanical specimens, and 
referred to her in his 1930s notebooks 
as “my botanical collector in the Mohave 
Desert.” This, Julia Sizak writes, “hints at 
the important role that she played in collecting 
and sending him more than 2,000 specimens 
. . . between 1930 and 1951, 1,041 of which 
continue to be in the collection today.” (The 

Mojavea confertiflora  
(ghost flower), Nelson Canyon, 
NV, March 2005.
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Diplacus mohavensis (Mojave monkey-
flower) Near Daggett, San Bernardino Co., 
Calif. April 2, 2011.
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rest — duplicates — were sent to 
herbaria around the world.) Several 
of Mary’s findings are now listed as 
rare species: Mentzelia tridentata 
(dentate blazing star), Diplacus 
mohavensis (Mojave monkeyflower) 
and Xylorhiza cognata (Mecca 
aster). 

Today, some of Mary’s papers and 
plant specimens (“Mary Beal Papers, 
1937-1943”) are held at UC Berke-
ley’s University and Jepson Her-
baria Archives. Others are held at 

the Mojave Desert Heritage and 
Cultural Association. The Mojave 
River Valley Museum in Barstow 
has some of Mary’s paintings of 

Mojave Desert wildflowers.

Contribution to The Desert Magazine
From 1937 
to 1985, 
The Desert 
Magazine 
“managed, 
impressively, 
to publish 
lively, intel-

ligent writing about a very dry place, month after month,” 
writes Dan Piepenbring (“The Magazine of the 
Southwest,” The Paris Review, July 17, 2015). In 1939, 
Mary began writing a botany column for the magazine. 
Over the next fourteen years, she would contribute 56 
plant profiles to the publication, accompanied by her 
photographs. Nowadays, back-issues of the publication 
may be obtained online.

A letter from reader Althea Hill, who had made 
Mary’s acquaintance by chance in Daggett, was pub-
lished in the January 1940 issue. Hill writes: “Her next 
botany article was sticking out 
of the little red typewriter. She 
writes with such authority, and 
her articles are spiced with a 
sense of humor that attracts even 
a novice in the field of botany.” 

Mary’s articles featured not 
only detailed descriptions 
of the plant’s identifying 
characteristics and where it 
occurred, says Sizak, but also 
folklore concerning it. She 
noted, for example, that Salvia 
columbariae (chia) — today 

recognized as a “superfood”--was used as food by the 
local Native Americans. According to Mojave National 
Preserve’s website, Mary herself spent long days in the 
desert, sustained by little more than chia-seed cake.

Her plant descriptions were sometimes poetic, such as 
when she likened the blooms of Mohavea confertiflora 
(ghost flower) to “a swarm of butterflies settled down to 
rest.” (The Desert Magazine, April 1948); and some-
times joyful, such as when she excitedly shared with 
readers a discovery, in the same issue: “I well remem-
ber my delight when I first came upon [the Mohaveas] in 
considerable numbers . . . But a deeper thrill was kindled 
when I encountered a superlative colony . . . in the Bullion 
mountains, where I was in quest of Mentzelia involucrata, 
which had eluded me for ten years. Along with an amazingly 
exuberant assemblage of them I found my old friend Mo-
havea in equal abundance.”

Legacy
In “A scarlet bloom: Following the path of the women who 
saved the California deserts” (Angelus News, May 10, 
2018), Heather King writes: “Unlike many better-known 
female desert rats of her day, [Mary Beal] was unmarried 
and lived far from any city. . . She was self-taught, had a 
sense of humor and was indefatigable in her search for, and 
lively descriptions of, unknown native species. . . She forged 
her own way, pursued her passion as a labor of love . . . and 
left the world a more beautiful and better place.” 

In 1952, Jack and Ida Mitchell dedicated a monu-
ment and trail to Mary Beal near their remote resort 
at Mitchell Caverns, in what is today the Providence 
Mountains State Recreation Area. The self-guided, 
half-mile Mary Beal Nature Trail loop features many 
diverse plants. In the Mojave Desert Interpretive 
Association newsletter, state park interpreter Andy 
Fitzpatrick writes that the trail is to have new interpre-
tive signage and a new trail brochure in the spring of 
2021 (Trail Tracks, December 2020).

Mary Beal’s collections, photographs, drawings, paint-
ings, and writings all served 
to increase the public’s aware-
ness of the value of the desert, 
and thus played an important 
role in eventual protection 
of the Mojave. In 1980, a vast 
area was designated the East 
Mojave Scenic Area, to be 
administered by the Bureau 
of Land Management (BLM). 
When the US Congress passed 
the California Desert Protec-
tion Act in 1994, the area’s 1.6 
million acres became the Mo-
jave National Preserve, with 

Willis Linn Jepson in the 
Sierra Nevada, 1911
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Forest of Yucca brevifolia (Joshua trees), Mojave 
National Preserve, 6 April 2014
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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 ZOOM Meetings

upcoming TOPICS
June 20, 2021 — 4 pm 

Presenter: Christina Varnava, 
California Botanical Gardens 
Topic: Flora of the Sespe Watershed

June 24, 2021 — 4 pm 
Presenter: Ryan O’Dell, 
BLM Central Coast Field Office 
Topic: Flora of the San Joaquin Desert

REGISTER for these events:  
E-mail Paul Gipe (pgipe@igc.org)
Security Notes: 
1. Please arrive early. Late arrivals 
admitted at discretion of host. 
2. Use your real name, NOT a screen 
name, alias or name of your device. 
3. Do NOT share the link to meeting 
with anyone. 

almost half the land designated as wilderness, and it 
was placed under the jurisdiction of the National Park 
Service (NPS). 

The preserve’s website points out that its seeps, 
springs, varying soil types and differing elevations 
make it home to a great diversity of plant and animal 
life. Wilderness Connect’s website offers this description 
of the place that captured Mary’s heart:

“Here is a meeting place for the Mojave, Sonoran and Great 
Basin deserts, where you’ll see strange volcanic features: 
cinder cones and dramatic lava beds, saw-toothed mountains 
rising in at least seven named ranges, flat-topped mesas, 
towering sand dunes, dry lake beds, and unique plant com-
munities including the largest Joshua tree forest in the world. 
Most of the wildlife sensibly remains hidden during the 
daylight hours, but you may spot bighorn sheep, mule deer, 
bobcats and cougars in the rugged mountains, and rabbit, 
coyotes, foxes, ground squirrels, pack rats, desert tortoises, 
lizards and snakes in the washes and canyons. Raptors soar 
throughout the park. Much of this area is a desert wonder-
land, seldom visited by humans, and most of it is amenable 
to foot travel if you carry maps and plenty of water.”

Mary Beal’s legacy lives on! ✿

Thank You to:
... Nina House, for sharing her study of the flora of the Manter and Salmon Creek Watersheds.

... Don Turkal for being part of the sometimes daunting planning for the Adobe House Project and  sharing progress with us.
... Yvonne Turkal for her humorous, light-hearted columns on an aspect of native plants we seldom think of — eating them. 

... Greg Warrick for sharing the little-known Sand Ridge Wildflower Preserve Natl. Natural Landmark with us.

...  Bryant Baker for introducing us to places and plants of NE Los Padres Natl. Forest including Mt. Pinos
... Zach Principe for bringing us up to date on restoration progress at Toll House Ranch, plus some new aquisitions.✿
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