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WOMEN BOTANISTS AND  
BOTANICAL ARTISTS 

B y  B r i a n  R .  T h o m p s o n

This is the seventh article in my series about women botanists and botanical illustrators of 
the 19th and early 20th centuries. The previous six can be found in the Winter 2019–2024 
issues of the “Bulletin.” This article focuses on women who had a deep interest in the native 
flora of their chosen regions.

Kate Furbish—Exploring Maine
In most of the sciences, major research is 
restricted to those who have earned higher-level 
academic degrees. However in botany, especially 
in the 19th and the early 20th centuries, there 
were still opportunities for keen and devoted 
amateurs to make major scientific contributions 
that advanced the science.

Catherine “Kate” Furbish (1834–1931) was one 
such botanist. She did not have a college degree, 
but nonetheless was a careful observer of plants 
and their component parts. She also recognized 
the need for a more comprehensive flora of her 
home state of Maine.

An avid reader of works by professional 
botanists, she learned many of their techniques, 
including the practice of creating herbarium 
specimens. During her long life, she developed a 
collection of more than eight thousand specimens, 
which are now preserved at various institutions 
in New England.

Furbish brought other important talents to 
the study of native plants: She was a skilled illus-
trator and a stickler for accuracy, creating more 
than 13 hundred detailed and meticulous water-
color illustrations of the Maine flora. These were 
donated to Bowdoin College in her hometown of 
Brunswick, Maine and were beautifully repro-
duced at full scale in the 2016 two-volume set 
“Plants and Flowers of Maine.” This work includes 
an extensive biographical introduction by Melissa 

Dow Cullina, at the time director of education for 
the Coastal Maine Botanical Gardens.

Furbish’s life is also profiled in a 1995 book by 
Ada Graham and Frank Graham, Jr., “Kate Furbish 
and the Flora of Maine.” This is a fascinating read 
since, in addition to botanical work, Furbish was 
an avid traveler and had many other interests—
challenging for a single woman during this period, 
but telling of her strong sense of purpose.  

An example of this drive can be found in 
a speech (quoted in the Grahams’ book) that 
Furbish gave in 1883. In it, she describes an experi-
ence she had along a wet ravine in what is now 
Acadia National Park, telling how “the earth gave 
way, burying me to my waist.” She felt fortunate, 
however, because the alternative would have been 
falling into the ravine. She continued her narra-
tive with, “I rested, planned and finally extricated 
myself, secured the tools, climbed the bank, went 
on my way, found the pond, brought away a new 
Sedge, and after eleven hours’ absence reached 
home in safety.”

Caroline Dormon—Exploring Louisiana
“Natives Preferred” would be an appropri-
ate title for many of the recent publications 
advocating for the use of native plants in our 
gardens. However, the book that actually carries 
the title came out 60 years ago, near the end of 
the very productive and wide-ranging life of 
author and illustrator Caroline “Carrie” Dormon 
(1888–1971).



Winter 2025  `  27 

While Dormon’s book provides useful 
suggestions for native plantings across the 
United States, it is clear that she especially loves 
the plants of her native Louisiana. These include 
trees such as the longleaf pine (Pinus palustris), 
of which she says “nothing is more beautiful,” 
and Magnolia grandiflora, which “should be 
crowned queen of trees.”

Although Dormon had other strong interests, 
most of her work focused in some way on plants, 
especially in their conservation or promotion to 
gardeners. She was instrumental in establishing 
the Kisatchie National Forest and was effec-
tive at educating the public, especially children, 
on the value of forest ecosystems. She accom-
plished these goals in part as the first woman to 
work in the Forestry Division in Louisiana, an 
achievement that reflected her determination 
and considerable political savvy.

She was also an adept botanical illustrator. 
According to her biographer, Fran Holman, in 
“The Gift of the Wild Things,” she could be fanat-
ical. She insisted on painting from nature, and if 

the condition and lighting of her subjects were 
ideal, she would remain at her work, mindless of 
anything else. Holman writes, “the majority of 
Carrie’s paintings were of flowers and shrubs and 
trees…a skillful combination of correct botany 
and colored charm.” Many examples of this skill-
ful combination can be found in Dormon’s 1934 
book, “Wild Flowers of Louisiana.”

Louisiana irises were a special interest. This 
complex of several species is native through 
much of the U.S. Southeast but has its greatest 
concentration in the wetlands of its eponymous 
state.  Hybrids between the species have one of 
the widest range of colors of any iris group, but 
the plants were essentially unknown in horticul-
ture before the work of Dormon and a few others.

She planted many irises at her garden in 
northern Louisiana and distributed them to 
friends elsewhere, in an effort to understand their 
best growing conditions. She also introduced 
hybrids, winning six Mary Swords DeBaillon 
Awards between 1948 and 1958—the top honor of 
the Society of Louisiana Irises at that time. 
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Lester Rowntree—Exploring California
Most books on native plants are in the style of a 
field guide. These are very practical, with entries 
for each plant in similar formats. While useful 
in the field, they are not especially enjoyable for 
reading cover-to-cover.

Lester Rowntree (1879–1979) wrote two 
books on California native plants from the 1930s 
that are very different: They are fun to read! The 
author had a lively and dry sense of humor and is 
excellent at pointing out the distinctive features 
of each plant. “Hardy Californians” (published 
in 1936) and “Flowering Shrubs of California” 
(1939) successfully introduced readers to plants 
from all parts of the state, especially emphasiz-
ing their potential as garden subjects.

The author said it the best herself in the 
first of these publications: “This is not ‘another 
garden book.’ Nor is it a handbook of California 
wild flowers. What I have tried to do is to convey 
to those who garden, as well as those who don’t, 
something of the loveliness and the garden 
possibilities of certain less familiar hardy native 
plants of California.”

Rowntree was born in England, but moved 
with her family as a child to the United States. She 
had a marriage and child, and a not very success-
ful native seed business, but ultimately settled in 
Carmel, California, on her own at age 52. For the 
next 20 years, she would spend most of the year 
traveling throughout the state, timing her visits 
for the best blooms and weather prospects. She 
removed all the seats from her car, except the 
driver’s seat, to allow room for sleeping and all 
of her gear. At higher elevations, she traveled by 
burro. She would spend weeks at a time in one 
location to acquire a more thorough understand-
ing of each plant she studied.

In addition to her native plant books, 
Rowntree wrote four children’s books and 
published more than seven hundred articles, 
some on topics such as her peripatetic life style. 
Her story is well-described in “About Lester,” 
a chapter added to the 2006 edition of “Hardy 
Californians” and written by two of her grand-
sons. As Lester lived a few days past her 100th 
birthday, she was a considerable inspiration to 

all her descendants, and was described by her 
grandsons as “good company until the end, with 
a deep interest in current events, a keen wit, and 
quick laugh.”

Marianne North—Exploring the World
Marianne North (1830–1890) was one of the 
most famous women botanical illustrators 
of any era. Born in Britain, she traveled the 
world, visiting every continent to paint the 
native plants, many unknown to European 
science at the time. She worked in situ with 
oil paints and often recorded both humans 
and animals associated with her subject.

She didn’t rush her visits, but rather remained 
for extended periods in many locations, includ-
ing a year or more each in Brazil, India and 
Australasia. She came near our region in 1875 
while painting the coast redwoods (Sequoia 
sempervirens) in northern California.

North’s most famous legacy is the gallery 
at Kew Gardens near London that is devoted 
exclusively to her work and contains more than 
eight hundred of her paintings. This collec-
tion was beautifully captured in the 2019 
book “Marianne North: The Kew Collection,” 
which includes captions written about the paint-
ings by the artist herself.

I have not seen the gallery, but the book 
is similarly organized by geographical areas. 
This allows the viewer to appreciate the diver-
sity of the plants and landscapes on a global 
scale. As noted by Christopher Mills in the 
introduction, the paintings are “an increas-
ingly important visual record of where many, 
now rare, plants grew in the past and how 
landscapes have changed.”

A most interesting book in the Miller 
Library is “Chilean Flora Through the Eyes 
of Marianne North 1884.” Published in Chile 
in 1999 and originally written in Spanish (we 
have the English translation), it is an account 
of the artist’s visit to that country—the last of 
her journeys. As authors Antonia Echenique (a 
Chilean historian) and María Victoria Legassa 
(a Chilean sociologist) explain, North’s work 
was not previously well-known there but, 
upon her visit, she “attracted the attention of 
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a number of contemporary Chilean intellec-
tuals and scientists.”

An 1884 article by a Chilean official captures 
the local impact of North’s work, as do her own 
journal entries from that year. Essays, written 
for the book in 1999 by a British art critic and a 
Chilean botanist, discuss both the artistic value 
(“its uniqueness that needs to be first recognized 
and celebrated”) and scientific merit (“once 

again, art and science unite in the work of a 
single person”) of her work.

North’s main interest in going to Chile was 
to see the forests of Araucaria araucana, a conif-
erous tree known in Chile as pehuén. The tree 
grows in Britain (and Seattle), but not with the 
same splendor as it does in its native land. Even 
North recognized how inappropriate was the use 
of the common name of “Monkey Puzzle” as it 
grows “where there are no monkeys.”

HORTICULTURAL HEROINE
My research for this series on women botanists and botanical illustrators has 
drawn on many resources in the Miller Library, but these books are typically 
focused on one individual. A new compendium that will be an important tool 
going forward is “Heroines of Horticulture,” by Stefan White.

This work profiles one hundred women in the United States and Canada 
who have had especially important roles in gardening. Their birthdates range 
from 1702 to 1945, but most flourished during the period of my focus, the late 
19th and early 20th centuries. Several have been included in my articles.

One of the last (based on date of birth) is Elisabeth Carey Miller. In addition 
to describing her garden, the plants she introduced, and the organizations she founded or championed, 
the author tells how “along with her husband, Pendleton, Elisabeth established her namesake ornamental 
plant library.” Indeed she did! ❦

Brian R. Thompson is the manager and curator of the Elisabeth C. Miller Library of the University 
of Washington Botanic Gardens. He is also a member of the “Bulletin” Editorial Board.
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