
NOMINATION OF BART O’BRIEN TO BE A FELLOW OF THE CALIFORNIA NATIVE 
PLANT SOCIETY 

 

NOMINATORS: Ken Himes (Santa Clara Valley Chapter of CNPS), Jean Struthers (Santa 
Clara Valley Chapter of CNPS), David Chipping (Chair, Fellows Committee) 

 

When Jean Struthers asked Bart O’Brien’s mother what she read to him as a youngster she said 
"plant books". A fifth generation California native from Hollister, Bart studied Environmental 
Planning at U.C. Davis, and then Landscape Architecture at the Harvard School of Design. 
Returning to California’s Marin County he opened a landscape architectural practice, and began 
serious work with California native plants by mapping a chocolate lily population for the Natural 
Diversity Database. He then was asked by Gerda Isenberg, a leading advocate in gardening with 
natives, to manage the well known Yerba Buena Nursery in the late 1980s. 

He joined the Santa Clara Valley chapter of CNPS in 1983, where he immediately become very 
active. He participated in the very first chapter Members’ Night  Program in 1983; he co-chaired the 
chapter’s first Plant Count Day; and he headed a field trip in May 1983 to the Clear Creek Area of 
southwestern San Benito County.  

He became Chapter Vice President  in 1983-1984 and co-chaired the chapter wildflower show in 
1984, where he was able to work well with all the volunteers.  

In 1985 and 1986 he served as chapter president, initiating the first meetings held during the summer 
season and creating the first chapter potluck and program development in 1986. In 1986 he co-
chaired the chapter wildflower show and brought it to San Mateo County’s Coyote Point Museum, 
greatly increasing attendance and public awareness. He also created a plant communities exhibit for 
the Santa Clara County Fair in 1986, again increasing public awareness.  

After serving a term as chapter president, he became editor of the chapter newsletter. He chaired the 
newly formed Edgewood Park Committee which had an intensive meeting schedule from 1987 
through 1989. Bart lobbied each of the supervisors, which resulted in keeping golf course 
development from disturbing important serpentine grasslands and culminated in the park being 
declared a nature preserve in 1993. 

Even after he had departed the chapter to work at Rancho Santa Ana Botanic Garden (RSABG), he 
stepped in as chapter vice-president once more. Bart continues to visit the chapter and is always 
ready to speak at chapter meetings. After he moved south he was honored as the Santa Clara Valley 
Chapter’s Brenda Butner Memorial Speaker on two occasions: In 2004 his talk was “Intersections of 
Conservation and Gardening”; in 2014 he spoke on “Flora of Guadalupe Island.”  

At RSABG he increased his interest in the flora of Baja California, leading several field trips there. 
He has promoted Baja plants in southern California landscapes, as in a recent talk to the Theodore 
Payne Foundation “Baja California Plants for California Gardens.”  He is on the board of Terra 
Peninsular A.C., a Mexican non-profit organization committed to preserve and protect the natural 



ecosystems and wildlife in Baja California. He serves on their executive and conservation 
committees. 

One great contribution for California horticulture was Bart’s concentration on native cultivars. He 
compiled a list of over 7,000  cultivars that had at one time or another been selected, and developed 
a new cultivar garden at RSABG (and the some of the art work in the garden). His influence in the 
Los Angeles area was such that the L.A. Times West Magazine named him one of the Southland’s 
most influential people in 2006. As noted in Pacific Horticulture magazine, a Yelp reviewer wrote 
about her visit to RSABG, “I used to bash about California native plants, until I went on a tour with 
Bart O’Brien. Welcome me to the nunnery as your newest convert…” While at RSABG Bart co-
authored several books which have been invaluable tools in managing drought conditions in the 
California landscape. These include Reimagining the California Lawn: Water-conserving Plants, 
Practices, and Designs (2011, with Carol Bornstein and David Fross); California Native Plants for 
the Garden (2005, with Carol Bornstein and David Fross, winner of the 2006 book award from the 
American Horticultural Society); Care & Maintenance of Southern California Native Plant Gardens 
(2006) which was notable in being bilingual, and several RSABG publications such as Rancho Santa 
Ana Botanic Garden California Oaks Trail Guide (1998), and California Vernal Pools at Rancho 
Santa Ana Botanic Garden (1999). He collaborated on several major editorial projects, notably 
Selected Plants for Southern California Gardens. 

Bart was also instrumental in bringing together a meeting between commercial native plant 
nurserymen and CNPS conservation staff regarding the troubling issue of growing locally sourced 
plants. 

One of Bart’s greatest contributions to CNPS in the field of publishing was becoming editor of 
Fremontia between the years of 2006-2009. He is currently on the Fremontia Advisory Board.  He 
became the recorder and archivist for CNPS through the 1990’s, ensuring that CNPS documents 
were preserved, and has been very active in the Education Committee’s Horticultural Program. He is 
still serves on the CNPS Horticultural Experts Committee. He also arranged for the March Council 
Meeting to be hosted at RSABG for many years. 

Bart’s work with organizations kindred to CNPS should be noted.  In 1993, Bart joined the Southern 
California Horticultural Society (SCHS) board of directors and, over the course of 20 years, served 
as author and editor of Green Sheets, newsletter editor, and four years as SCHS president.  In 2005 
he was named “Horticulturist of the Year” by the Southern California Horticultural Society. 

Signed 

On behalf of Ken Himes (Santa Clara Valley Chapter of CNPS); On behalf of Jean Struthers (Santa 
Clara Valley Chapter of CNPS) 

David Chipping (Chair, Fellows Committee) September 13th, 2017 

  


