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Recalling Famous Arizona Botanists John Gill Lemmon
Victor Miller
2555 N. Price Road #170
Chandler, Arizona 85224
(The following two columns first appeared in the Valley of
the Sun Mens' Gardening newsletter. They are reprinted with
Dr. Miller's permission.)

David Douglas

Plants not only have therapeutic value as drugs for physical
ailments, but also therapy for the mind. The largest example
of this in Arizona is undoubtedly Mount Lemmon, 9,150 feet
high. What does this mountain have to do with plants and
therapy? Let me explain the intricate relationship.

John Gill Lemmon was born in 1832 in Michigan and had
some university education prior to enlisting in the Fourth
Michigan Cavalry and participating in 36 engagements of
the Civil War before being captured August 26, 1864. He
was in the infamous Andersonville Prison Camp at least part
of the time and was reported to be one of the 135 who could
stand out of 5,000 men when release came.

Many of you may have had a Douglas fir as a Christmas
tree. Few trees are as beautiful. You may have also encountered one as you climbed upward through pinyon pine and

then ponderosa pine forests. Perhaps as you trimmed the
Christmas tree you didn't realize that this was the largest
native tree of Arizona. Here it grows at elevations from 6500

to 10,000 feet.

Our trees are not much in size compared to those seen by
David Douglas when he sailed into the Columbia River on
April 7, 1825 and saw these trees. Twigs had been collected
previously, and the tree named Pseudotaxifolia menziesii,
but Douglas later collected seed for the first time.
This Scotch botanist made the most interesting discoveries
and had some of the most arduous adventures in his short
35 -year life. At age 11 he was apprenticed to the gardens of
the Earl of Mansfield. He then went to the Botanical Garden

Those of you who were never prisoners of war may not
realize the trauma; I volunteer each Wednesday in the VA
Hospital in a program for such men, being one myself. John
was a physical and mental wreck and his mother took him to
California where she hoped the weather would help him or at
least make his last days peaceful and comfortable.
Accounts vary as to his activities for the next few years.
Some say he wrote bitter letters to editors of papers about
the war. Others say he was physically capable of little. Yet,
one day as he looked at an odd little clover in the yard and
his interest was aroused. He looked at others, and they were
strange. Having studied botany, he now boxed up several of
these and sent them to Dr. Asa Gray at Harvard University. (I
still have Gray's Manual of Botany on my shelf.) Dr. Gray
wrote back, "You have discovered seven new plants - new
to science. Good! Send more!"

in Glasgow for three years, following which he was employed

by the Horticultural Society of London. They sent him on
collecting expeditions.
After one trip to eastern America, he was sent to northwest
America via Cape Horn. He collected birds in the Galapagos.
He explored the Columbia River area for two years, leaving
from Hudson's Bay. He made astronomical observations.
On a later trip, he spent 19 months in California, mostly waiting for a ship, and ultimately took one to the Sandwich Islands (Hawaii) in hopes of getting to the Columbia from
there. He did, and explored further. He introduced a total of
217 species of plants to England.

Sailing again to the Sandwich Islands, he ended up on the
island of Hawaii and started to hike to Hilo. His body was
later found on the trail, trampled and gored to death by a
bullock in a bullock pit dug and covered with branches and
grass to trap wild cattle. Since the last man to have seen him
alive was Ned Gurney, a cattle hunter and escaped convict
from Botany Bay, the death was suspicious. So ended the
life in its prime of one of our foremost plant explorers. Next
time you see a Douglas fir, think of the hardships encountered by those early men searching for new and better plants.

His interest aroused, he became a real botanist and even
established a school. He married Sara Allen Plummer at
Thanksgiving in 1880 and the two saved money for a botanizing trip in Arizona. They came to Tucson and set up camp
in a cave in the Santa Catalina Mountains. He was especially
looking for a wild potato. He wanted to get to the top where
it might be. After great hardships, he and his wife were foiled
in their climbing attempt. At the suggestion he try the north
side, they took the stage to Oracle.
Emerson Oliver Stratton had a ranch where the two arrived
with Dr. Lemmon riding a donkey and Mrs. Lemmon walking
behind. He outfitted them with horses and a pack animal and

they climbed the mountain with several adventures on the
way. He christened this highest mountain "Mount Lemmon"
in honor of wife Sara, the first white woman to reach the top.

Of the many plants discovered by John Lemmon, we grow
only one commercially that I know of. This is the marigold,
Tagetes lemmonii. A few others he discovered are Dalea
lemmonii, Stevia lemmonii, and Birckellia lemmonii. Never
underestimate the power of plants..

Errata
Volume 14, No.2
Adams and Adams, How does Our Agave Grow?
Metric measurements are correct throughout the text. English equivalents are occasionally in error.
Plate 2A caption should read: In September, an unusual miniature flowering stalk in
branch #3 had both a main stalk and four lateral branches.
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