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Mary Foster DeDecker (1909-2000):
Botanist, Environmentalist, Author,  
Mentor, Mother...and More
by Nancy Nies

Part One

I F YOU’VE TAKEN THE SPECTACULAR DRIVE  
 up Highway 395 along the east side of California’s 
Sierra Nevada, you may have stopped in the little town 
of Independence to visit the Eastern Sierra Museum. 
While there you may have strolled through the Mary 
DeDecker Native Plant Garden, named for a remark-
able woman who became, according to the Bristlecone 
chapter of CNPS, “the undisputed authority on the flora of 
the eastern Sierra and northern Mojave.”

Paul and I had visited the garden and learned some-
thing about Mary from the informational panels at its 
entrance. We found that she had, in the course of a half-
century, collected 6,500 plant specimens; that she had 
pressed, dried and mounted thousands of them; and 
that she had assembled an outstanding private herbar-
ium. We discovered that her name is now associated 
with two rare native plants, Dedeckera eurekensis (“July 
gold,” as Mary named the yellow-flowered shrub she 
discovered in the foothills east of the Eureka Dunes, its 
type locality later given the name DeDeckera Canyon) 
and Lupinus padre-crowleyi (DeDecker’s lupine), found 
in the mountains west of Big Pine. We also learned that 
Mary and her daughters had given many local wild-
flowers their common names.

The Bristlecone chapter’s memorial tribute to Mary 

mentions a third plant named for her, Trifolium macilen-
tum var. dedeckerae, also known as DeDecker’s clover. 
It also credits her with the first discoveries of the 
endangered Astragalus lentiginosus var. piscinensis (Fish 
Slough milk-vetch), endemic to a desert wetland north 

DeDeckera eurekensis (July gold), 13 June 2011
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of Bishop, as well as the 
plants then known as 
Astragalus ravenii and 
Lomatium inyoense.

Mary’s Daughters 
Remember

In June 2017 we par-
ticipated in a CNPS field 
trip in the Inyo Moun-
tains, organized by the 
Bristlecone chapter. As 
the group gathered that 
morning at the meet-
ing place, we struck up 
a conversation with a 
couple that had come all 
the way from their home 
in Idaho for the occasion, Del and Carol Wiens. Del, 
we learned, was an expert on mistletoes, and would 
be educating us on the subject that day, in the Whip-
poorwill Flat area. We also learned that Carol was one 
of Mary DeDecker’s two daughters, and that she and 
her sister Joan had just written a memoir about grow-
ing up in the Owens Valley. At the time we spoke with 
Carol, the book was at the editing stage.
 
In August 2018 I was excited to find the finished prod-
uct (Sage & Sierra: Growing Up in the Owens Valley 
by Joan DeDecker Busby and Carol DeDecker Wiens, 
2017) for sale at both the Eastern Sierra InterAgency 
Visitor Center in Lone Pine and the Eastern Sierra 
Museum in Independence. I purchased a copy and 
began reading, immediately transported to the small 
town of Independence as it was in the 1930s. There, I 
would meet the DeDecker family and accompany Joan 
and Carol on their journey from early childhood to 
young adulthood.

Germination

The Bristlecone chapter’s tribute offers some details on 
Mary’s childhood and youth. Her family had moved 
from Oklahoma to California when she was eight years 
old. Mary’s father encouraged her interest in botany 
when she was young, helping her to grow and iden-
tify plants. In high school, her favorite subjects were 
math and science, and she was put in charge of student 
plant-collecting for term projects. Though for a time 
she attended UCLA as an art major, the Depression 
brought an end to her formal education. In 1929 she 
married Paul DeDecker, and the couple began their 
life together in the San Fernando Valley, where their 
daughters were born . . . and where Mary began to 
study the local native plants.

Mary’s daughters’ memoir,  
published in 2017
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Putting Down Roots

In 1935, when jobs were scarce, Paul found work in 
Independence, precipitating the DeDeckers’ move to 
the remote eastern Sierra town. Employed as a truck 
driver for the Los Angeles Department of Water and 
Power, Paul hauled materials and transported work-
ers for the construction of the Mono Basin Aqueduct. 
Mary and Paul anticipated staying just a couple of 
years in Independence, but ended up spending the 
rest of their lives there. The move was to prove life-
changing for the whole family. Mary and Paul, as well 
as their daughters, would develop a connection with 
nature that would give them an unusual and enduring 
perspective on the world.

When the DeDecker family arrived in Independence, 
daughter Joan was three years old and her sister Carol, 
two. It was not until many years later that the DeDeck-
er daughters would realize how fortunate they had 
been to grow up when and where they did, with par-
ents who allowed them to explore. As Carol writes in 
Sage & Sierra’s preface, “Home extended from the valley 
floor to the snow-capped peaks of the Sierra and to the crest 
of the Inyo Mountains. Home was the morning sun on Mt. 
Williamson, the smell of rain on sagebrush, and the murmur 

of Independence 
Creek as it 
flowed through 
our back yard.” 

We learn from 
Joan and 
Carol that their 
mother, from 
her first days 
in Indepen-
dence, was 
enthralled by 
the beauty of 
the nearby 
mountains and 
by the plants 
that grew in 

the eastern Sierra and northern Mojave. Daughter 
Joan shares what her mother wrote in her diary on the 
family’s first night in Independence: “Expect to stay 
two or three years and hope to gain much in health, pleasure 
and experience.” Joan adds that Mary’s life with Paul in 
Independence over the next 65 years would far exceed 
her expectations. ✿
To be continued in the March issue . . .  
(In Part Two: Budding Botanist; In Full Flower; A 
Perennial Legacy)

Rich Spjut Lauded  
for Contributions to Calflora
by Paul Gipe

K ERN CNPS PRESIDENT RICH SPJUT HAS  
 been lauded by Calflora, the state-wide botanical 
website and database, for his contributions. Calflora’s 
executive director Cynthia 
Powell says Spjut is a “prolific 
photographer” of native plants 
who has donated his expertise 
by uploading photos and their 
scientific descriptions to the 
web-site.
 
Calflora is used by both bota-
nists and amateurs to identify 
plants in the state. Photographs 
are particularly helpful to ama-
teurs who find scientific keys difficult to use.
 
Spjut, a professional botanist, has been collecting 
plants used for pharmacological screening in cancer 
research since 1972.
 
He has posted entries for 30 different species to the 
Calflora database. For most of these, Spjut’s photos 
appear on the title page describing the species’ key 
characteristics. Spjut’s photo of Psorothamnus arbores-
cens var. minutifolius (little-leaved Mojave indigo bush) 
was taken on a Kern CNPS field trip he led to Short 
Canyon in the spring of 2016. ✿

Psorothamnus arborescens 
var. minutifolius (little-leaved 
Mojave indigo bush)
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Paul and Mary DeDecker, 1929
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Thank You to:
...  Kathryn Prince, for her engaging and informative presentation on attracting pollinators in our southern valley area.... Cynthia Powell, from Calflora for teach-ing us about new Calflora tools and how to get the most out of old ones.... Denis Kearns, for not only an overview of New Mexico vegetation, but also for information on the history and demo-graphics of that state.

--- Elyse Goin, for creatng our chapter’s Facebook page and making it beautiful, informational and relevant.✿


