
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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Book Review
The Forgotten Botanist: 
Sara Plummer Lemmon’s Life of Science and Art
by Nancy Nies

H ave you ever wondered wHo was responsible for tHe 
 California poppy being named our state flower? If 
you’re like me, you likely never thought much about it, 
and certainly never dreamed that the designation was 
once a political issue and that Eschscholzia californica 
became California’s official floral emblem in 1903 only 
after a decade of persistent effort on the part of one de-
termined woman. You’ll find that story and much more 
on this remarkably talented woman’s contribution to 
western botany in The Forgotten Botanist: Sara Plum-
mer Lemmon’s Life of Science and Art (university of 
Nebraska Press, 2021).

the author, independent scholar Wynne Brown, had, 
in the early 2000s, discovered that among the holdings 
of the University of California and Jepson Herbaria 
Archives in Berkeley there were six linear feet of field 
notes, correspondence, photographs, and artwork by Sara and husband 
John Gill Lemmon. When Brown was able to see Sara’s letters and 
paintings for herself a few years later, she immediately realized what a 

treasure they were and was inspired 
to write an account of Sara’s life. In 
the course of the seven-year project, 
Brown photographed all 1,200 of Sara 
lemmon’s letters and 276 pieces of her 
botanical artwork. Brown writes that 
her book proposal filled no fewer than 
one hundred pages.

the resulting biography of Sara Plum-
mer Lemmon (1836-1923), published 
nearly a century after her death, 
“restores an overlooked luminary of the 
Southwest to her proper place in history,” 
writes reviewer Francisco Cantú, 

Eschscholzia cali-
fornica (California 
poppy),Ring Mountain 
Preserve,Corte Madera, 
California    April 27, 2018
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Book cover featuring Sara Plummer Lemmon’s  
botanical artwork, mainly her watercolor of  
Ipomea coccinea (red morning glory)  
Painted at Igo Ranch on Sept. 9, 1883
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author of The Line Becomes 
the River. Quotes from Sara’s 
letters, as well as photographs 
of her beautiful watercolors of 
native California plants, enliven 
what Cantú calls “a vivid ac-
count of how one woman overcame 
great odds to help shape western 
botany.”

Sara once wrote her sister, “It is 
like death to me to be idle.” this 
statement is borne out by all 
she accomplished, in the face of 
adversity of one kind or an-
other. Despite suffering from a 

litany of illnesses and injuries both before and after 
her move to California, she in the course of her life-
time wore many hats — that of botanist, of course, 
but also those of teacher, nurse, librarian, artist, 
writer, lecturer, journalist, and activist. She estab-
lished Santa Barbara’s first library. She was the first 
woman to speak before the California Academy of 
Sciences, and became the second female member of 
that esteemed group. She made hundreds of botani-
cal paintings, most of which are missing--probably 
lost, Brown speculates, in the fire following the San 
Francisco earthquake of 1906. Moreover, Sara was a 
prolific writer of letters — without which The For-
gotten Botanist could never have been written, and 
Sara’s story could never have been told.

Born in 1836 in New Gloucester, Maine, Sara was 
sent by her father to the Ladies’ Collegiate Institute 
in Worcester, Massachusetts, where she studied alge-
bra and Latin and began her teacher training. From 
there she moved to Brooklyn, New York, where she 
earned a teaching certificate from Greenleaf Female 
Institute, and degrees in physics and chemistry from 
Cooper Union Institute for the Advancement of 
Science. At Cooper Union, Sara was the only woman 
of eight students to receive a “first grade award” in 
analytical and organic chemistry.

for years, she juggled studying science during the 
day, teaching art and physical education at night, 
and doing volunteer work nursing Civil War sol-
diers. In 1870, exhausted, plagued by ill health, 
and needing a warm, dry climate, she decided to 
leave friends, family, and all else that was familiar, 
to begin a new life in California. This fateful deci-
sion would bring Sara great challenges, such as 
homesickness, financial difficulties, and near-death 
experiences. It would also, however, lead her to 
discover herself — to develop the passion for plants 
which would become her life’s work and to meet 
the kindred spirit who would become her partner in 
both botany and life. 

Sara Plummer, 1865
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ten years after she moved to California, sara mar-
ried botanist John Gill Lemmon (known informally 
as “JG”). The couple spent their honeymoon in Ari-
zona, collecting plant specimens in the Santa Cata-
lina Mountains near Tucson. There, they climbed the 
highest peak, henceforth called Mount lemmon in 
honor of Sara, the first white woman to climb it. Sara 
and JG would travel and botanize widely in Arizona, 
California, Oregon, and Mexico. Wynne Brown tells 
us that “together the two discovered hundreds of new 
plant species, many of them illustrated by Sara, an accom-
plished artist.” Brown goes on to say that although 
Sara became a recognized botanical expert and lec-
turer in her own right, her many contributions to the 
science of botany were credited only to “J.G. Lemmon 
& wife.” sara had accepted this for some time, but 
finally decided she’d been “too silent for too long.”

On December 28, 1883, Sara wrote Harvard Univer-
sity botanist Asa Gray, often referred to as the father 
of American botany, that she was “deeply pained” and 
her heart “too heavy for words” when the Harvard 
experts gave her no credit for a species she and her 
husband had discovered together. Gray evidently 
“got the message,” since the following year he pub-
lished a huge book, Synoptic Flora of North Amer-
ica, which included the description of a tall daisy 
Sara had discovered two years earlier. He called it 
Plummera floribunda, its genus honoring her maiden 
name, and Sarah was delighted. Unfortunately, the 
plant would later be found to be of the genus Hy-
menoxys. Eventually, however, a number of species 
would bear Sara’s name: Allium plummerae, Baccharis 
plummerae, Calochortus plummerae, Ipomoea plummerae, 
Lomatium plummerae, Stevia plummerae, and Woodsia 
plummerae.

Asa Gray also wrote, “Whenever the name of Lemmon 
is cited for Arizonian plants, it, in fact, refers to this pair 

Calochortus plummerae (Plummer’s mariposa lily)
Franklin Canyon Park, Santa Monica Mountains  
national Recreation Area, California Jan. 4, 2007
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Eden, to write: “The history of botany is filled with 
intrepid, brilliant women, but few have gotten their due. 
Wynne Brown has written a lively life of Sara Plum-
mer Lemmon, a brave nineteenth-century botanist who 
explored the West. She earned the admiration of the great 
botanists of her day, and she deserves ours as well.” ✿

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.

of most enthusiastic botanists.” Wynne Brown calls 
sara “as much a field scientist as JG . . . in fact maybe 
more, as her field notes are much more decipherable and 
complete than his.” Also, says Brown, it was actually 
Sara who did most of the botanical work, since JG 
never completely recovered from the injuries and 
weakened condition brought on by his service as a 
Union soldier in the Civil War. John Gill Lemmon 
himself wrote in 1884, “I believe Mrs. Lemmon has 
twice the strength and determination that I have.” today, 
there is a long list of plants that carry the lem-
mon name — Trifolium lemmonii, Castilleja lemmonii, 
Asarum lemmonii, Salix lemmonii, Allium lemmonii, 
and Astragalus lemmonii, to name just a few. Profes-
sor and botanist Willis Jepson would later write, “In 
the [18]80s and 90s if you asked any chance person 
in California the name of a botanist . . . he would have 
known the name of Lemmon and only Lemmon.”

The Forgotten Botanist is a fascinating read, highly 
recommended for anyone with an interest in western 
botany and the women and men who have contrib-
uted to knowledge of it. “[Sara Plummer Lemmon’s] 
inspiring story,” says Brown, “is one of resilience, deter-
mination, and courage — and is as relevant to our nation 
today as it was in her own time.” On November 29, 
2021, Brown gave a 45-minute talk on The Forgotten 
Botanist as part of The Natural History Institute’s 
speaker series. Her presentation is available here:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q8YATboZ5UQ

Wynne Brown’s eloquent telling of Sara’s life story 
prompted Victoria Johnson, author of American 

Ph
ot

o 
by

 N
an

cy
 N

ies

Castilleja lemmonii (Lemmon’s paintbrush), tenaya 
Lake area, Yosemite national Park July 21, 2016

Chapter ZOOM Meetings

upcoming TOPICS
March 2022 

no scheduled program

April 2022 
no scheduled program

Currently we are in need of suggestions 
for topics and speakers. Ideas are wel-
come. Contact Paul Gipe  
(pgipe@igc.org). ✿

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q8YATboZ5UQ
mailto:pgipe@igc.org

