Front side of Meyer Medal. Courtesy of the San Diego Historical Society.
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WHEN DR. FAIRCHILD VISITED MISS SESSIONS:
SAN DIEGO 19191
■
By Nancy Carol Carter

I

n 1939, Kate Sessions received the prestigious Frank N. Meyer Medal for
distinguished services in plant introduction by the American Genetics Association.
She joined the ranks of previously recognized male botanists, including Louis
Charles Trabut, a French doctor teaching at the University of Algiers; Henry Nicholas
Ridley, an Englishman who learned to tap the rubber tree for latex; Palemon Howard
Dorsett, who spent the 1920s identifying plants in China and Japan; and wealthy
amateur plant explorers Barbour Lathrop and Allison V. Armour. It was thirty years
before another woman received the same honor.2
Sessions was nominated for the award by David Fairchild, plant explorer, botanist
and United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) official. A newly-explored archive
of letters, photographs and manuscripts at the Fairchild Tropical Botanical Garden
expands our knowledge of their relationship. Their seventeen-year-long correspondence suggests that he was the most enduring and influential of her professional
contacts.3 This article reveals both the professional and the personal nature of their
relationship, giving us a more nuanced understanding of Kate Sessions herself.
By the end of the nineteenth century, botany had moved almost entirely from its
Enlightenment origins as a proper and recommended activity for women and children
to a professionalized and almost exclusively male pursuit within the science culture.
Some exceptional women made a place for themselves in the field at this early date,
but had to overcome barriers. As botany became a scientific study, women in England
were excluded from research-based botanical gardens and the Linnean Society and
Royal Society where scientific papers were read and leaders in the field assembled. As
the century progressed, places for women in scientific societies slowly opened.4
In the United States, nineteenth-century women usually had to settle for
“negotiated” affiliations with science, rather than careers as scientists as the field
became increasing masculine. A few women found welcoming undergraduate programs
toward the end of the century, while others went abroad for advanced study. Emily
Lovira Gregory (1841-1897) was the first American woman to receive a Ph.D. in
botany, awarded in 1886 by the University of Zurich, one of the few institutions in the
world that would confer a Doctor of Philosophy degree on a woman. Most women,
however, could not gain entry to college science programs. Instead, they found work
as laboratory technicians, botanical artists, or in preparing herbarium specimens. A
few, such as Kate Sessions, persisted long enough to prove their merit and develop a
career in their chosen field.5
Nancy Carol Carter is Director of the Legal Research Center and a Professor of Law at the University of San
Diego. She holds the M.S. (History), M.L.S. and J.D. degrees. When not indulging her interest in horticultural history, she writes on American Indian law and its bibliography. Recent articles include: “Native
Hawaiians: History, Law and Research” and “The Special Case of Alaska: Native Law and Research.” She
created and maintains a Native American Web site chronicling events affecting the original inhabitants of San
Diego County (www.sandiego.edu/nativeamerican).
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When Kate Sessions left public
school teaching to establish a career in
horticulture, she stepped away from
“women’s work” and into a male
domain. She was the sole proprietor of
a nursery and garden design business
and became well known as an active
horticultural professional. She tested
plants for the Department of
Agriculture, introduced many of them
into the San Diego landscape and
taught others how to grow and
propagate these new species. She wrote
and read professional literature. She
participated in a plant exploration trip
that brought a new species of palm
An early photograph of Kate Sessions. ©SDHS #81:11358.
tree to the United States. She was the
preferred guide and interpreter of the
Southern California landscape for visiting scientists. She gathered plants for botanical
classification, commercialized and popularized wild plants, traded plants and seeds
with botanical gardens worldwide, and maintained an active correspondence with
scientists who were combining botany and agriculture into the new field of horticulture.6 Over the course of her 55-year career, she broke away from the prevailing notion
that a woman’s place in the field of horticulture was as a genteel hobbyist.
KATHERINE OLIVIA SESSIONS (1857-1940)
Kate Sessions’ parents were born in Connecticut, but had relocated to San
Francisco long before their only daughter was born on November 8, 1857. The family
moved across the bay to Oakland, settling near Lake Merritt, then a rural farming and
ranching area. Her mother encouraged her curiosity and indulged her propensity to
roam the countryside on horseback. Kate displayed an early interest in plants, working
in the family garden, and collecting and preserving specimens. Ferns were a special
interest. Her botanical horizons were expanded by a long trip to the Sandwich Islands
(Hawaii) after high school.7
Unlike many parents of the day, Josiah and Harriet Sessions encouraged their
daughter to further her education. Kate Sessions enrolled in the science curriculum at
the University of California, Berkeley, and majored in chemistry. She graduated in
1881. A serious and conscientious student, she hoped to work in banking, chemistry,
agriculture, or botany after graduation. However, teaching was the occupation most
easily open to women. Kate Sessions signed up with the Oakland School system. Two
years later a friend told her of an opening in San Diego for a school principal. She got
the job and moved south. School funding problems and personnel shuffles convinced
her to leave San Diego for a teaching job in San Gabriel.
Kate Sessions was soon lured back to San Diego. In 1885 she was presented the
opportunity to enter the nursery business. She was to supply the hands-on work and
know-how while her older partners financed the venture. In a short time, the
partnership was dissolved, and her own “Miss K.O. Sessions Nursery” was established.
Sessions quickly became an active force in San Diego civic affairs. She was a relentless
76

W H E N D R . FA I R C H I L D V I S I T E D M I S S S E S S I O N S
community booster and made the City Beautiful Movement her special crusade,
championing tree planting and the allotment and development of public land for a
city park. She never married and she never brought a partner into the business she
operated from 1885 until her death in 1940.
Along with the practical experience she gained every day through her active
participation in the work of her nursery, Sessions devoted herself to a life-time of
horticultural study.
DAVID GRANDISON FAIRCHILD (1869-1954)
David Fairchild worked for the Department of Agriculture for almost 30 years,
eventually specializing in plant exploration and importation. After college and graduate
study, he joined the USDA in 1889 at
age 19 as a plant pathologist. Eager to
continue his education and to travel,
Fairchild successfully applied for “the
Smithsonian working table” at a
research station in Naples. He
resigned from the USDA and
embarked in November 1893 on the
first of many ocean voyages.8
A chance meeting aboard the
ship with wealthy globe-trotter
Barbour Lathrop changed Fairchild’s
life. He was enthralled by Lathrop’s
travel tales, having fixed on the
notion of someday visiting Java.
Barbour Lathrop and David Fairchild on Western U.S. tour,
Lathrop later offered to pay for
1919. Courtesy of the Fairchild Tropical Botanic Garden
Archive.
Fairchild’s trip to Java, as “an investment in science.”After the Naples
appointment and additional botanical study in German universities, Fairchild accepted
Lathrop’s offer and sailed to Java in 1896.9
Fairchild happily pursued his own scientific research and relaxed into the slow
pace of life in Dutch colonial Java. After eight months, his benefactor showed up on
short notice and swept Fairchild off on an extended trip. While traveling, Lathrop
convinced Fairchild that he should use his knowledge of botany to identify and collect
useful plants as yet unknown in the United States–to travel around the world identifying vegetables, fruits, drug plants, grains, and other economic plants that could enrich
the American diet and expand the agricultural economy.10 Fairchild adopted the quest
for economically useful plants as his life’s work, but also developed an avid interest in
ornamental plants that could beautify home gardens and the American landscape.
Upon returning to the United States, Fairchild made his way back to Washington,
D.C., and won support at the Department of Agriculture for a new “Section of Foreign
Seed and Plant Introduction.” The idea dovetailed with the funding, ten years earlier,
of a federal agriculture experiment station in each state. Fairchild began his second
career at the USDA. After a brief interlude, Barbour Lathrop again stormed into
Fairchild’s life, convincing him that the plant introduction office could succeed only if
Fairchild developed a reliable international network of personal contacts. Lathrop
offered to pay all expenses to provide a “reconnaissance of the world.” A reluctant
77

T H E J O U R N A L O F S A N D I E G O H I S T O RY

Secretary of Agriculture released Fairchild from departmental office duties and
reassigned him as the department’s “Agricultural Explorer.”11
Fairchild immediately began sending foreign plant cuttings and seeds back to
Washington, D.C., including Tipuana tipu from the Botanic Gardens of Buenos Aires, a
tree Sessions later popularized in San Diego. Fairchild and Lathrop traveled the world
for the next five years, visiting botanical gardens and meeting plant scientists.12
Fairchild eventually became a link between Sessions and some of these international
contacts.
After the odyssey ended and Fairchild had returned to work in Washington,
D. C., he met Alexander Graham Bell and his younger daughter, Marian Hubbard Bell
(1880-1962). David Fairchild married Marian Bell in 1905 and took his place in the
remarkable Bell family. Marian Bell became a partner in Fairchild’s botanical
expeditions and she took up photography. They co-authored a book in 1914 and
eventually retired to Florida.13
SESSIONS

AND

FAIRCHILD CROSS PATHS

Exactly when and how Sessions and Fairchild first came into contact is still
unknown. One intriguing but purely speculative possibility is that they met at the
Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition in 1893. Fairchild tells of being assigned to
staff the Department of Agriculture exhibit for three months and meeting many
visitors. Kate Sessions traveled to Chicago for the exposition where she presumably
visited the grand Palace of Agriculture, as well as the extensive displays in the
horticulture building.14
It is also possible that they gradually become aware of each other through mutual
acquaintances. They both had a number of contacts in the relatively small circle of
plant scientists and professional growers of their time. Kate Sessions conducted a busy
wholesale trade and enjoyed a personal friendship with horticulturist Emanuele O.
Franceschi (also known as Francesco Franceschi) of Santa Barbara. She sometimes
stopped in Santa Barbara to see him when returning from visits to San Francisco on
the coastal steamer. Fairchild also visited Franceschi at his nursery. The Santa Barbara
nursery owner and plant importer knew both Sessions and Fairchild well before
1900.15 Among others with whom both corresponded were Luther Burbank, Charles S.
Sargent of Harvard’s Arnold Arboretum, Liberty Hyde Bailey of Cornell University, and
various heads of botanical gardens around the world.
It is very likely that Kate Sessions initiated a correspondence while Fairchild
headed the office charged with importing foreign seeds and plants at the Department
of Agriculture. Sessions was always seeking new plants to try in San Diego and
acquired many from the USDA.16 She surely welcomed the monthly publication
Fairchild started in 1908. It described new plant species brought to the United States
during the prior month. “Just write in for samples of the plants,” the publication
invited, with a first month choice of imports from Ceylon, Egypt, Formosa, India,
Russia, Spain, Sudan, the Transvaal, Tripoli and Baghdad. About 1911, Fairchild’s
office began to compile and send out “to all experimenters” an annual list of plants
available for distribution from the USDA.17
The USDA distributed seeds and cuttings from new species to growers in various
geographic locales and depended on them to nurture the plants, monitor their growth,
take the new introductions into a second generation, and adhere to a scientific method
of recording and reporting results. Kate Sessions was one of the active experimenters
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and she took seriously her part of the bargain by writing full reports on the fate of the
plants tried in San Diego, either by her personally or by the farmers she convinced to
plant USDA-supplied seeds. Sessions in turn benefited because she could propagate
and sell through her nursery any of the free plants she received.
David Fairchild and his government department used volunteers because the
USDA did not otherwise have the means to test and learn about the many foreign
plants being brought to the United States. The work of volunteer test growers was an
important supplement to that of the limited number of federal agriculture experiment
stations. Sessions gained Fairchild’s confidence as a reliable horticulturist who
enthusiastically accepted new plants for testing in Southern California. He particularly
prized her proficiency in establishing new plants from seeds and cuttings. Along the
way, she further rewarded Fairchild by introducing him to new species acquired from
her many other sources.18
Exactly when and how Sessions and Fairchild encountered each other may never
be known, but letters in the Fairchild Archive document a correspondence that began
no later than 1922 and continued into 1939. This same correspondence and Fairchild’s
travel records provide evidence of just one personal meeting between the two.
THE 1919 SAN DIEGO VISIT
The MacPhail biography of Sessions mentions a comment made by David
Fairchild when he toured Kate Sessions’ home garden in San Diego. MacPhail relied on
a second-hand account and provides no information about when or why David
Fairchild was in San Diego. Information in the Fairchild Archive provides details about
the date and circumstances of this visit, the only documented personal meeting
between Sessions and Fairchild. The occasion was a USDA business trip David and
Marian Fairchild made to the American West in 1919. While in San Diego, they spent
most of two days in the company of Kate Sessions.19
David Fairchild made several extended trips around the country for the
Department of Agriculture, visiting federal agricultural stations and surveying newly
established commercial crops. He talked to farmers growing new strains of wheat,
soybeans, citrus, and other varieties brought into the country by his plant importation
office. He also used these outings to meet the many nursery owners and other volunteers who tested shrubs and trees distributed by the USDA. These regional canvases
helped Fairchild expand and solidify his extensive domestic network of horticultural
contacts. It was quite natural that while in San Diego he would visit Kate Sessions, one
of his valued Southern California contacts.
While traveling, Fairchild recorded his observations in one of the small red notebooks he habitually carried. Hundreds of these notebooks are arranged by date at the
Fairchild Archive.20 He scribbled quick observations, horticultural notes, personal
business, and names and addresses of almost everyone he met. Fairchild later used
these notebooks to write up full reports of his field trips. His notebooks yield candid
comments on the San Diego region in 1919 from the perspective of an international
traveler. Driving from Los Angeles to San Diego by automobile, Fairchild was
unimpressed with Encinitas, noting that it was a “little poor village.”21 He stopped at
the Scripps Institute at La Jolla which had “a charming quiet about the place” and
reminded him of the Naples Zoological Station where he had worked. “The Biological
Station could be made the center of a great scientific development,” Fairchild
predicted, “but I was rather impressed by its isolation more than anything else.”22
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Upon arrival at the U.S. Grant Hotel, the Fairchilds were welcomed by a basket
of Belladona lilies and heather sent by Kate Sessions. Fairchild was pleased by a flower
arrangement that he had never seen before. They crossed the bay. To Fairchild’s eye,
the ornamental plants in the patio of the Hotel del Coronado did not compare
favorably with those growing in Miami. Fairchild ascribed their “lack of luxuriance” to
the cooler, drier climate of San Diego.23
On Sunday, October 12, Marian and David Fairchild visited Miss Sessions at her
Mission Hills home, observing various plants in her garden. Later he visited the
Sessions Nursery. He described several plants at the nursery in his official report,
linking some with the specific seed and plant introduction number from the
Department of Agriculture and the date and place where the plant had originally been
collected. Sessions’ nursery stock included plants from Australia, Brazil, and Peru,
among many others. Fairchild noticed that Sessions had Aloe ciliata in domestic
production, noting that it was routinely shipped as a cut flower to the United States
from France.24
The next day Sessions accompanied the Fairchilds to visit the Chula Vista
agricultural experiment station and a number of orchards and gardens in the San Diego
region. Plants introduced by the USDA from Egypt, Peru, Hawaii, New Zealand,
China, Australia, and Panama were observed.25 They visited the home of William H.
Sallmon – the most “perfect piece of Aztec architecture” Fairchild had seen. The
agriculture department would have been interested in Sallmon’s orchard because it was
the oldest and largest stand of avocado trees in the Chula Vista area and was planted
with ten different varieties of the tree.26
Driving back to San Diego, they visited the “beautiful arboretum near the exposition grounds” (today’s Balboa Park) and noted various plantings. Fairchild was gratified
to see the USDA-introduced Brazilian pepper tree (Schinus terebinthifolius) being used as
a street tree. He noted Sessions’ grouped stands of palm trees in the park, predicting
that when grown up they “will be a wonderful sight.”27 Twenty years after the Fairchild
visit, she was able to report to him on “the fine stand” of over 200 of palms.28
Late in the day the party visited several private gardens with bamboos and other
plants Kate Sessions had introduced to San Diego. Fairchild wrote, “I was charmed by
the variety of plants grown privately here and feel that these amateurs are going to do a
great work of selection and adaptation.”29 One of the garden hosts was Alfred D.
Robinson, a founder of the San Diego Floral Association, first editor of California
Garden, and an influential promoter of the garden lath house. Independently wealthy,
he was a dedicated gardener and active in civic efforts that promised improvements in
San Diego life.30
Robinson’s mansion, “Rosecroft,” sat amid ten acres of former barley fields on the
east side of the largely undeveloped Point Loma peninsula. Robinson grew all kinds of
flowers, but is considered to be without peer as an early propagator of begonias.31
Agricultural experts of the day–including David Fairchild–backed up this assessment,
judging Rosecroft Gardens as having “the finest begonias to be grown anywhere in the
world.” In Fairchild’s report on his San Diego trip, he called Robinson’s hanging
baskets of begonias “the loveliest things I ever saw.”32 Robinson’s lath house also was
home to other flowers and a lavish fernery.
Mrs. Fairchild was sufficiently impressed to haul out the oversized camera
equipment of the day to photograph Kate Sessions standing in the Robinson lath
house. The picture captures Robinson’s luxuriant botanical creation and portrays a
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62-year old Sessions, looking
handsome and scrupulously
turned out for her East Coast
visitors. She holds a showy new
dahlia plant. Almost twenty years
later, Kate Sessions still claimed
this picture as “the best one I ever
had taken,” saying that she was
not very photogenic.33 Her
appearance in this photograph
contrasts startlingly with her
biographer’s description of the
workaday Sessions with the sundamaged face who “had lost all
interest in her clothes and
appearance” as she neared
age 60.34
As the Fairchilds continued
their journey across Southern
California, Dr. Fairchild was
decidedly unimpressed by the
terrain between San Diego and
the Imperial Valley. They drove
“over the El Cajon Road to La
Mesa, through large olive
orchards and new peach orchards
to Jamul where the Hygea Springs
are.” The travelers were “thrilled”
to be so close to the imagined
dangers of Mexico, wracked by
years of revolution and civil war,
but Fairchild found east San
Kate Sessions at Alfred D. Robinson’s Rosecroft lath house in Point
Diego County to be a “God-forLoma, 1919. Photograph by Marion Fairchild. Courtesy of the
saken place…words fail to
Fairchild Tropical Botanic Garden Archive.
describe the barrenness of the
piles of…boulders.” The Imperial Valley, however, drew high praise as a great achievement of the pioneering American spirit. The “view of the human made oasis as it
bursts into view . . . is inspiring,” Fairchild wrote.35 While noting that some
Department of Agriculture officials were reluctant to invest federal funds in the
Imperial Valley, Fairchild was glad that the USDA had furnished plants to the settlers.
COLLEAGUE

AND

PARAGON

Fairchild’s 1919 visit to Southern California permanently sealed his professional
relationship with Kate Sessions. They maintained a correspondence through two
decades. After the visit, Sessions wrote him long letters recalling their time together in
San Diego. In the summer of 1922, Kate Sessions wrote a letter to Marian Fairchild in
which she mentioned that the Fairchild’s visit over two years ago “has been such a
delightful memory for me.”36 She valued the strengthened tie of friendship and she
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valued her personal relationship with an
important government official. She was
willing to call in the occasional favor,
such as asking Fairchild to smooth the
way past import regulations and any
delays when she sent plants back into
the United States from her European trip
in 1925.37
Sessions and Fairchild were
abroad at the same time. He cabled an
invitation for her to join the group he
had assembled for plant exploration in
Morocco’s Atlas Mountains. His telegram
was delayed in its delivery. When it
finally caught up with her in Paris she
was unable to alter her travel plans.
Disappointed at missing the plant
expedition, she was nevertheless pleased
by the invitation, writing, “I couldn’t
Kate Sessions by cactus, 1935. ©SDHS, Union-Tribune
help feeling very much excited over the
Collection.
telegram it was like a big Xmas
surprise.”38
Two years later, she recalled the invitation to Morocco and thanked him for his
“contributions from that far away land” that were now growing in her garden. “I do
hope you will be coming this way so I may show you my treasures.” Fairchild planned
a return to San Diego in 1928 and Sessions wrote,” I will be at home and so pleased to
see you,” but when the trip was unexpectedly cancelled, she regretted his change in
plans as “sad news.” She reported that her garden had been specially prepared for his
arrival and that she “had some real big and serious questions collected” for him.39 After
this missed opportunity, they never again met in person.
Although Sessions had working relationships with several outstanding
professionals in her field and was visited in San Diego by many other famous botanists
and plant experts, Fairchild emerges as the scientist who most strongly inspired her
determination to learn more and accomplish more as a horticulturist. His attainments
set a benchmark for her. She understood the value of his international education and
travels, his role at the center of plant introduction for the Department of Agriculture,
and his first-hand knowledge of horticultural developments across the United States.
“How much more Mr. Fairchild must realize in plant work and possibilities with his
wide and long experience,” she wrote in admiration to Marian Fairchild.40
There is no evidence that David Fairchild consciously placed expectations upon
Sessions. The facts point strongly in the other direction: Fairchild was generous in
acknowledging the attainments of others. Sessions clearly impressed him with her
enthusiasm and knowledge. He called attention to her success with imported plants in
one of his books, mentioning her by name.41 His regard for her was sufficiently high to
maintain their correspondence and plant-trading long after he had left government
service and had no official reason to keep up with the horticultural fortunes of
Southern California.

82

W H E N D R . FA I R C H I L D V I S I T E D M I S S S E S S I O N S
The link with Sessions was reinforced by Fairchild’s attraction to the growing
conditions in San Diego. He understood that it was an ideal testing ground for his
particular favorites in the plant kingdom: tropical and semitropical species. He
tangentially enlisted Sessions in his long-term campaign to enrich the American diet by
promoting new foods he had discovered in his travels, some of his favorites being
bamboo shoots, papayas, mangoes, avocados, and carissa (Natal plums). Sessions never
shared his enthusiasm for reshaping national eating habits, but she gamely tried
growing some of the new introductions, reporting at one point, “I too am in the
Papaya game!”42
Sessions’ letters to David Fairchild reveal an aspect of her personality not
previously captured in published accounts of her life and work. She is always
described as modest, but also as confident, strong-minded, outspoken, and sometimes
domineering and rough in her language and treatment of others. Her letters to
Fairchild are patiently descriptive, gracious, and exhibit a deference that few others in
her life won. These letters earnestly report her work and often seek his advice. David
Fairchild was someone from whom she thought she could learn, but also someone
whose respect and approbation were extremely important to her.
SIGNIFICANCE

OF THE

FAIRCHILD VISIT

It is not surprising that David Fairchild and Kate Sessions encountered each other
professionally. The unexpected aspect of their relationship is that colleagues of different
genders solidified such a mutually respectful and professionally rewarding alliance
during the Edwardian age. Fairchild’s trip to San Diego was the key to this important
result. Prior to their 1919 meeting, Sessions was one of scores of private growers who
dealt with Fairchild’s office at the
USDA. Without a personal meeting
their relationship is unlikely to have
gained its warmth and stamina and
Fairchild, although he knew and
admired her work, might not have
invested so heavily in a
long-term association.
The San Diego visit acquainted
Fairchild with facts about Sessions
that could not help but elevate his
professional regard. Sessions was one
of the few American women with a
college degree in science and she
consistently deepened her
knowledge of plant science with an
academic approach of study and
field research. She may have been
Back side of Meyer Medal. Courtesy of the San Diego
the only woman owner and operaHistorical Society.
tor of a nursery business Fairchild
ever met. During his visit, he found that she knew everyone of horticultural significance in her region. By observing the natural and introduced landscape of San Diego
with a trained eye, he could fully appreciate the contribution Sessions was making
toward transforming a desert with appropriate exotic additions. He took particular
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note of the Brahea brandegeei palm grove Sessions had planted in Balboa Park. He
would have learned that Sessions was part of a plant hunting expedition led by noted
botanist Townshend Stith Brandegee to Baja California where this botanically unclassified palm was located. Sessions introduced this plant to the United States by propagated hundreds of the palms from seeds she gathered on that trip.43
His broad experience of the world allowed Fairchild to objectively assess Sessions
during their two days of conversation and touring together in the San Diego region.
His subsequent actions demonstrate that he judged her to be a talented horticulturist
who had contributed to the science. David Fairchild exhibited his high regard by
playing an instrumental role in securing the Meyer Medal for Kate Sessions.44
Fairchild headed the office of plant introduction when the explorer Frank N.
Meyer died during his fourth plant collecting trip to China. Meyer left a gift to his
USDA office mates in his will. Fairchild and the others used the bequest to create the
Meyer Medal for “meritorious work in the field of plant introduction.” As a government office, they had to turn the award over to a private group, but those in the USDA
retained the responsibility of recommending deserving recipients. Fairchild suggested
names over the years to the selection committee. He had been close to Meyer and took
a genuine interest in this remembrance of his friend.45
Fairchild knew hundreds of horticulturists residing in all parts of the world, but
Kate Sessions was the person he nominated for a Meyer Medal in 1939. The formal
presentation was made at the Pasadena Flower Show with the following remarks by Dr.
Knowles A. Ryerson, Dean of the College of Agriculture, University of California.
[I]t is a pleasure to pay tribute to one of our outstanding citizens – not of
California…nor of the United States, but one whose plant work is known the
world over: Miss Kate Sessions’ name is known not only all over America, but
all over the world and in some places better known than in the United
States… The plant explorer has the fun of [finding new plant species], but
whether they last or are developed, depends on another group and it is to
honor one of these that we are here today. Many [plants are imported] and
few of them last. Miss Kate Sessions is one of the outstanding persons who
has introduced plants, interested other people in them–all of which takes
dogged determination, and requires much more perseverance than the
explorer.…She… kept in constant contact with the leading Botanical Gardens
in Europe. She introduced the [palm trees] Erythea brandegeii [Brahea brandegeei]…and Kentia fosteriana [Howea forsteriana]. She is also responsible for
calling the public’s attention to the very splendid Ceanothus cyaneus …and the
beautiful Fremontia mexicana [Fremontodenron mexicana]. She is the first
person to encourage the use of poinsettias as a cut flower at Christmas. She is
also responsible for the first development of Balboa Park in San Diego and its
splendid collection of agaves, aloes, and mesembryanthemum …. It has been
her life work to stimulate other people in the production and preservation of
plants…46
Kate Sessions was surprised and humbled by the Meyer Medal. After receiving the
award, she learned that Fairchild quietly had elicited some information from other
California horticulturists in advance of nominating her. In a letter thanking Fairchild
for putting forward her name, she called the award “astonishing news,” admitting that
she had been so overcome that she could not tell anyone about it for several days. She
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wrote of being very happy in her work, but not worthy of such recognition. “I can’t
help the feeling that I am not deserving of so great an honor…and I believe that you
are mainly responsible for this selection…you have been too generous…That I have
been able to interest the general public in the care and love of the new plants I have
raised from seed…I will admit to be a fact…[but] I never could have thought of any
such reward as this for my work.”47
Although approaching her 82nd year and now among the small group holding a
Meyer Medal, there was no resting on her laurels with Fairchild. Sessions once again
recalled his visit to San Diego in 1919, thanked him for his faith in her work, and
made a last pledge to her iconic confederate: “I do hope this great honor…will spur
me to do better work in the future for horticulture.”48
Through the richness of the landscape now flourishing on its desert land, San
Diego continues to benefit from the productive professional collaboration of David
Fairchild, plant explorer and importer, and Kate Sessions, who overcame every
artificial barrier erected against women in horticulture to make a lasting contribution
to her community and rise to the top of her profession.
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