
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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EVENTS
MARCH

16 - Field Trip: Desert Tortoise 
Research Natural Area

16-17 - 6th Annual Spring Nature 
Festival Wind Wolves Preserve

21 – Chapter Meeting, 6 pm 
Program, 7 pm

30 - Field Trip, Kern National 
Wildlife Refuge

APRIL

10 — Field Trip: Carrizo Plain
13 - Local Garden Tours

18 – Chapter Meeting, 6 pm 
Program, 7 pm

27 - BC Garden Fest: Plant Sale &  
Wildflower Exhibit 
Bakersfield College

MAY

16 – Chapter Meeting, 6 pm 
Program, 7 pm

18  — Windmill-Wildflower Hike

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

Budding Botanist  

I NTERSPERSED AMONG THE  
 memories that Mary’s daugh-
ters share in Sage & Sierra are 
vignettes of their mother, as her 
passion for the eastern Sierra’s 
native plants grew and as she 
taught herself botany. Here are 
my favorite images: Mary on 
her hands and knees, holding 
her hand lens and teaching her 
young daughters the names of 
wildflowers; Mary delightedly 
discovering and studying al-
pine plants new to her, on family pack trips into the Sierra, making notes 
and taking pictures; Mary being thrilled with her 1940s purchase of Wil-
lis L. Jepson’s A Manual of the Flowering Plants of California, at the 
exorbitant price of eleven dollars; Mary sitting at the dining room table, 
in the evening after an outing, sneezing again and again as she identi-
fied plants, using her lens and tweezers; and Mary’s supportive husband 
Paul making her a plant press, as well as cupboards in the garage to 
house her extensive specimen collection.
 

I particularly enjoyed Carol Wiens’ 
account of a chance meeting with the 
legendary mountain-climber Norman 
Clyde. In the course of the DeDeckers’ 
many trips into the Sierra, they would 
sometimes encounter him. On one of 
these occasions, Clyde said, “Mary, I 
have a plant to show you. Maybe you can 
tell me what it is.” Carol goes on to say, 
“Joan and I watched with fascination as he 
held his enormous pack upside down and 
gave it a good shake. Out came sooty pots, 
bags of food, books, extra boots, and dirty 
socks. And finally he found the flower that Ph
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DeDecker family, 1940s.

Mary DeDecker Native Plant Garden, Indepen-
dence, CA — 10 August 2018.

Ph
ot

o 
by

 N
an

cy
 N

ies



Mimulus  Memo — March 20192

had caught his attention. It was 
a new one for Mama, and she 
made some notes for its identifi-
cation at home.”

In Full Flower

Mary’s daughter Joan Busby 
writes that when she and her 
sister were growing up, her 
mother’s primary concerns 
were her family and commu-
nity, but that next came her 
focus on botany. According 
to Joan, her mother would 
correspond with botanists at 
academic institutions around 
the country, sending them 
specimens from the remote 
eastern Sierra, and would 

eventually donate, to the herbarium of the Rancho 
Santa Ana Botanical Garden in Claremont, her col-
lection of over six thousand specimens. Joan goes on 
to say that Mary also studied the history, geology, and 
birds of the Owens Valley and the eastern Sierra, and 
speculates that it was her mother’s interrelated inter-
ests that led to Mary’s becoming an environmentalist. 

In Joan’s words, Mary “worked tirelessly to protect the 
land she so cherished.” The LADWP, which had in the 
1930s employed Mary’s husband Paul in the construc-
tion of the Mono Basin Aqueduct, was responsible 
for Mono Lake’s loss of 45 vertical feet between 1941 
and 1990, and for the resulting disappearance of 
meadows, ponds, trees and shrubs. In the 1970s Mary 
helped found the Owens Valley Committee, a local 
citizens’ group formed to bring legal action against 
the LADWP. Mary testified at hearings and wrote 
articles on the importance of protecting the area’s 
rare plants. Today species like Sidalcea covillei (Owens 
Valley checkerbloom), a rare alkali meadow endemic, 
are recovering, and “there is little doubt that Mary’s 
constant vigilance, knowledge and professional expertise 
had a positive influence,” writes Mary’s longtime friend 
Betty Gilchrist.

Mary DeDecker founded the Bristlecone chapter of 
CNPS in 1982. The chapter’s memorial tribute calls 
her “an outspoken conservationist” who worked not 
only to protect the Owens Valley from the environ-
mental damage of water exports, but also to protect 
the Eureka Dunes from off-road vehicle use. She was 
especially concerned about the harm ORVs could do 
to a rare butterfly bush found there, Buddleja utahensis. 
Betty Gilchrist describes Mary as “a fiery little lady with 
[a] soft, firm voice [who] was able to stand up to all manner 
of bureaucrats and politicians. Using her knowledge and 

experience to exert her influence, she made a difference.”

In addition to her botanical and conservation work, 
Mary worked outside the home for a total of 25 years, 
first as a school secretary and later at the Title Insur-
ance and Trust Company. Also an author, Mary had in 
1966 published Mines of the Eastern Sierra, in 2000 
reissued by Spotted Dog Press as Death Valley to 
Yosemite: Frontier Mining Camps & Ghost Towns. 
In 1984, CNPS published her Flora of the Northern 
Mojave Desert, California. This was an expanded 
version of the northern Mojave plant inventory that 
the  BLM had asked Mary to contribute to its Desert 
Study Program, begun in 1970. “I found more plants 
here than they thought they had in the entire desert,” said 
Mary.

For her work in botany and conservation, Mary re-
ceived numerous awards. Of particular interest here is 
the fact that she was named a CNPS Fellow in 1977, 
and that she received the CNPS Rare Plant Conserva-
tion Award in 1988. She was also recognized by the 
local Sierra Club chapter, which gave her its Andrea 
Lawrence Lifetime Achievement Award in 1999. It 
can be said that, like a rare plant thriving in the arid 
Owens Valley, Mary exemplified the concept “bloom 
where you are planted.”

A Perennial Legacy

When Mary DeDecker died in 2000, having led a 
full life, she left a lasting, living legacy. In studying 
plants and creating an extensive private herbarium, 
she had contributed a great deal to knowledge of the 
botany of the eastern Sierra and northern Mojave. In 
speaking out on behalf of the area’s native plants and 
environment, she had made a difference in their pro-
tection. In authoring two books, she had shared her 
beloved eastern California with the public at large.

Mary had, in the course of her 91 years, also touched 
many lives. The Bristlecone chapter’s tribute explains 
that through teaching courses and leading field trips, 
she had become “an inspirational mentor for many 
aspiring botanists and conservationists.” Of Mary’s trips, 
Betty Gilchrist writes: “One of Mary’s natural talents 
and great interests was sharing her specialized knowledge, 
most often on well-planned and researched field trips . . . 
and her simple, charming manner drew many of us into a 
consuming interest in botany just for the joy of it.” 

The Eastern Sierra Museum’s Mary DeDecker Na-
tive Plant Garden, set against a backdrop of Sierra 
peaks and planted with over a hundred plants native 
to the Owens Valley, is a living tribute to Mary. As 
visitors enter the garden, they see a plaque, mounted 
on a piece of Sierra granite. Placed in 2002 by the 

Mary DeDecker — 1993.
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Chapter Meetings 

upcoming TOPICS
Thursday, March 21, 2019 - 7 pm * 

Presenter: Rich Spjut, President  
Kern CNPS 
Topic: What does Kern’s flora have in 
common with Patagonia’s?

Thursday, April 18, 2019 - 7 pm 
Presenter: Camdilla Wirth, biologist 
Sequoia Riverlands Trust 
Topic: The Carrizo Plain

Thursday, May 16, 2019 - 7 pm 
Presenter: Jean-Philippe (JP) Marie, 
manager, UC Davis Putah Creek 
Riparian Reserve 
Topic: Native Grasses

All chapter meetings are held the 3rd 
Thursday of each month, usually 
at 1300 17th Street, Room 1A or 1B, 
Bakersfield, CA. Check website for 
any change of venue.

Meeting times:  
6 pm — Discussion groups on plant 
identification and native plant gar-
dening 
7 pm — Program presentation 

* This meeting will be held at the Larry  
Reider Bldg., 2000 K St., Rm. 204 
Bakersfield, CA

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 pub-
lic policy for native plant protection.

Bristlecone chapter, its wording briefly but beauti-
fully describes the life and legacy of this exceptional 
woman:

“A pioneering self-taught botanist, her botanical discover-
ies and ardent commitment catalyzed protection of this 
region’s unique flora. As wife, mother, grandmother, friend 
and community leader, she taught us to follow dreams and 
work to protect the beauty and diversity of our natural 
world. May her memory inspire us to continue the work 
she began.” The plaque’s inscription ends with Mary’s 
words: “Oh, just let’s go around the next corner to see 
what we can find!”

Author’s note: Many thanks to Joan DeDecker Busby 
and Carol DeDecker Wiens for their wonderful mem-
oir, and to Stephen Ingram, Anne Halford and Betty 
Gilchrist of the Bristlecone chapter, for their thought-
ful tribute to Mary DeDecker. ✿

33rd Annual Sierra Club 
Windmill-Wildflower Hike
May 18
by Paul Gipe

T HE SIERRA CLUB’S WINDMILL-WILDFLOWER 
 hike meets at the Pacific Crest Trail (PCT) trail-
head kiosk at the junction of the Tehachapi-Willow 
Springs Road and Cameron Road. It’s a six-mile hike 
with a car shuttle on the PCT from Cameron Road-
North. 

Dress appropriately and bring a lunch and water. 
Contact Paul Gipe (661-325-9590) for details and to 
arrange carpooling from Bakersfield. Note: this is a 
hike and not a CNPS 
function. Botanists are 
welcome as there is 
little time for keying 
plants. ✿


