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A. A. Nichol was an "outstanding student of 
the Arizona Cactaceae and his knowledge of the 
Arizona mountains and desert was unrivaled." 
So wrote Lyman Benson in the second edition 
of his best-selling The Cacti of Arizona, Univer
sity of Arizona Press, Tucson, published in 1950. 

Benson knew Nichol, trusted his judgment, 
utilized his vast knowledge of the geographical 
distribution of Arizona Cactaceae, and credited 
him as a co-author, along with John James 
Thornber, in the first edition of The Cacti of Arizona, published by the University of Arizona 
in 1940. Nichol contributed the chapter "Culture 
and care of Arizona native cacti" and prepared 
the extensive distributional maps, the first to be 
used in a U.S.-published cactus book. Some of 
Nichol's photographs also appear in the publi
cation. In recognition of the man who had con
tributed substantially to Arizona natural history, 
Benson named three cactus taxa for Nichol. 

The first to be described1 was Echinocereus engelmannii var. nicholii, which Nichol discov
ered in the Silver Bell Mountains, Pima County, 
Arizona, in March 1941. Remarked Benson, "Mr. 
A. A. Nichol has brought many plants of this 
variety to the University of Arizona on the sup
position that they were a new entity." It grows 
on gravelly or sandy flats and hillsides in the 
desert at 1000 to 3000 feet elevation. With stems 
1 to 2 feet long, it is a giant among E. engelmannii 
varieties, and the plant's bright hue and its 10 
to 30 slender stems make the clumps conspicu
ous. Spine color varies from clear yellow to straw 
or nearly white, turning black or gray in age, and 
its flowers are lavender, much paler than in the 
other varieties. 

Benson described Opuntia nicholii in the sec
ond edition of The Cacti of Arizona. This low-
growing prickly pear forms mats up to 6 feet in 
diameter and 4 to 8 inches high, its many-jointed 
stems extending along the ground in long series. 
It resembles O. erinacea, particularly in the un
usually long, white, deflexed spines that cloak 
the joints, and in the dry, spiny fruits. While 
some authorities classify nicholii as a subspecies 
of O. erinacea or O. hystricina, others maintain 
that it is sufficiently unique to warrant species 
status. 

During the 1930's, Nichol discovered Echi-nocactus horizonthalonius var. nicholii in many 
remote Arizona localities and considered the 
plants different from the Texas ones. Benson 

1 In the Proceedings of the California Academy of 
Sciences, 25(10):258, plate 25, 1944. 

concurred and named the variety for Nichol in The Cacti of Arizona, 3rd edition, 1969. The 
plant's stem becomes columnar in age, up to 1.5 
feet high, and 5 to 8 inches in diameter. Some 
spines tend to be nearly black or partly gray with 
under-layers of red. Of its 3 central spines, 1 is 
black and curves downward and 2 are red or 
basally pale gray and curve upward. It also grows 
in Mexico in adjacent Sonora. 

In discussing certain taxa, Benson mentions 
Nichol eight times in his monumental Cacti of the United States and Canada, Stanford Uni
versity Press, 1982. "According to A. A. Ni
chol," commented Benson, "plants of the silver 
and golden forms of Opuntia echinocarpa var. echinocarpa remain distinct after being trans
planted to a uniform environment." And on the 
saguaro, Benson wrote: "In one cactus forest in 
Sonora, A. A. Nichol found that half the giant 
cacti had been blown over in one direction by 
the wind and partly buried in alluvial soil." 

Nichol's field notebooks, filled with a treasure 
trove of information about Arizona plants, were 
shared with Benson, who included pertinent tid
bits from them in his book. One notation reads, 
"A. A. Nichol counted 134 branches on one plant 
of Cereus schottii in Abra Valley, southeast of 
Ajo, Arizona." And another, "A sample of 27 Cereus greggii roots weighted in the 1930s by 
Nichol at the University of Arizona ranged from 
1.4 to 43 pounds apiece. Nichol reported the 
flavor of the tubers to be turnip-like, but rela
tively mild." 

Places where Nichol found Cereus striatus in
clude "Arizona in Yuma and Pima counties near 
the Mexican boundary from the Tule Desert." 
On a map prepared by A. A. Nichol and used in 
the first and second editions of The Cacti of Arizona, the distribution of Echinocereus triglo-chidiatus var. mojavensis is given as "Arizona, 
in west Mohave Country, but this has not been 
confirmed by a specimen so far." Nichol reported Echinocereus ledingii as occurring also in Quin-
lan, Santa Rita, Huachuca, and Chiricahua 
Mountains. 

Benson is listed as the sole author of the second 
and third editions of The Cacti of Arizona. Con
cerning the third edition, 1969, Benson ex
plained, "[It] is almost wholly new, being based 
upon new research since the second edition in 
1950." Different distribution maps were utilized 
in this revised edition, but Nichol's chapter on 
"Culture and care of Arizona native cacti" re
mained intact. 

Who was A. A. Nichol? What was he like? 
What else did he do in life? What became of him? 
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Fig. 1. This picture of a younger Nic was taken prior 
to 1934. Photo: Joseph F. Arnold. 

No one had ever written about him and even 
finding what the initials A. A. stood for involved 
a search. However, a clue about the man is found 
in the third edition of The Cacti ofArizona, where 
Benson wrote, "Knowledge of this variety [Echinocereus engelmannii var. nicholii] is at
tributed primarily to Mr. A. A. Nichol, formerly 
of the University of Arizona and then the Ari
zona State Game and Fish Department." In Cacti of the Southwest, 1980, author W. Hubert Earle 
added, "[then he went] with the Stanford Re
search International before retiring." 

The University of Arizona and the Arizona 
Game and Fish Department yielded no infor
mation—neither institution had retained its per
sonnel records for the periods they had employed 
Nichol. 

From Stanford Research International (SRI), 
I learned that Nichol had lived in Menlo Park, 
California, and died there 1 March 1961, but area 
newspaper files do not have an obituary for him. 
Neither the Menlo Park library nor historical 
society have information about him. But a con
tact with the Hunt Institute for Botanical Doc
umentation, Carnegie Mellon University, Pitts
burgh, paid off. Curator Anita Karg kindly sent 
a photocopy of the page from the 10th edition 
of American Men of Science, 1961, that contains 
a terse paragraph about Nichol. With that infor
mation as a beginning, I have pieced together the 
following chronicle with the help of SRI, librar
ian Jane Cole (Richter Library, Desert Botanical 
Garden, Phoenix), Charles T. Mason, Jr. (Pro
fessor Emeritus, University of Arizona Herbar-

Fig. 2. The first taxon to be named for Nichol was 
Echinocereus engelmannii var. nicholii, which Nic dis
covered in Arizona's Silver Bell Mountains in March 
1941. It is a giant among E. engelmannii varieties. 
Photo: J. N. Trager. 

ium) and Joseph F. Arnold, Phoenix, Nichol's 
very close friend. 

Andrew Alexander Nichol was born 27 April 
1895 in Hendrum, Minnesota. He probably did 
not like his given name, referring to himself only 
by his initials; his friends called him "Nic". He 
was short (about 5 feet tall), wiry, clean shaven, 
and had a full head of hair which grayed as he 
got older. He was well-liked and people were 
attracted to him. He was even tempered, but 
when driven by frustrations to swearing, Nic's 
outbursts of expressions were so original and col
orful that the implied obscenities became inof
fensive. He liked animals and had several pets 
over the years, and he was an excellent camp 
cook. 

During World War I, in 1917, Nichol served 
in the U.S. Marines and was discharged from 
military service in 1919. A few years later, he 
entered the University of Minnesota, graduating 
on 15 June 1925, with a B.S. degree in agricul
ture. Then he joined the staff at the University 
of Arizona, Tucson, as assistant professor, and 
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taught and conducted research from 1925 to 1936 
in ecology and biology. Nichol also was associ
ated with the Department of Entomology during 
the 1920's and 1930's, mostly on a part-time 
basis. Although he was a member of the De
partment of Range Ecology during much of this 
period, his entomological work led to Arizona 
Agricultural Experiment Station (AAES) bulle
tins on harvester ants, fig beetles, and olive par-
letoria scale. When the Entomology Department 
was reorganized during 1931-1932, Nichol was 
made Assistant Professor of Economic Zoology 
and Assistant Zoologist in the AAES. Over a 
period of years, he also did some graduate work 
at the University of Arizona. 

During the early 1930's, Nichol became well-
acquainted with the Arizona flora. He spent a 
tremendous amount of time criss-crossing the 
state, recording the distribution of plants. He had 
a keen interest in the state's cacti and became an 
expert on their distribution. Little wonder that 
cactologist Lyman Benson relied heavily on Ni
chol's cactus information while preparing The Cacti of Arizona. 

Capitalizing on his vast knowledge of Arizo
na's flora, Nichol wrote The Natural Vegetation of Arizona (University of Arizona Technical Bul
letin No. 68; 42 pages, 22 plates, and a two-page 
color map of the state's natural vegetation); it 
was published 15 July 1937. The bulletin con
cluded with a five-page discourse titled "Uses of 
native plants by the Indians". The publication 
was revised under the same name in June 1952, 
as Technical Bulletin No. 127. 

From 1936 to 1938, Nichol was employed by 

the U.S. Department of the Interior and mas
terminded an extensive ecological survey in the 
southwestern U.S. He supervised a crew of 200 
men whose mission was to study the balance 
between plants and animals in the Southwest. 

During the Big Horn Sheep study, Nic made 
long trips into remote mountain ranges of the 
most arid southwest parts of Arizona. Nic's sole 
companion was Willie, a wirehaired terrier, and 
a real live wire. On one of these trips, Nic hung 
strips of fresh beef on a line to make jerky for 
later use. Leaving Willie to guard camp, Nic 
climbed the hills of the desert mountain range 
to look for signs of Desert Big Horn Sheep. When 
he gained some elevation and looked back at 
camp, he was flabbergasted to see Willie busily 
jumping up to get one piece of beef after another 
and burying them for future use. While Nic's and 
Willie's intent was the same—food for future 
use—only their methods—jerky versus bury
ing—were markedly different. 

On a fishing trip to Oceanside with good friend 
Joe Arnold and Willie, Nic stopped the car to 
get their first view of the beach. When he opened 
the car door, Willie jumped out and scampered 
across the sand with Joe in hot pursuit. On reach
ing a couple sunning themselves on a blanket, 
Willie ran up, lifted his leg and urinated on them. 
Without slowing down, Joe reversed his course 
and loudly disclaimed ownership of Willie, 
shouting in his hasty retreat, "He's not my dog!" 
Instead of expressing anger, the couple was over
come with laughter. 

Nichol was married twice. His marriage to first 
wife Lenore ended in divorce. Before the divorce, 

Fig. 3. Opuntia nicholii, a low-growing prickly pear, forms mats up to 6' wide. It resembles O. erinacea, 
particularly in the unusually long, white, deflexed spines that cloak the joints. Photo: David Ferguson. 
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Fig. 4. Nichol found Echinocactus horizonthalonius 
var. nicholii in many remote Arizona localities and 
considered the plants different from those in Texas. 
The plant becomes columnar and to 1.5' high. Photo 
of HBG 74470 by J. N. Trager. 

the Nichol's backyard was a favorite gathering 
place for friends to cool off in the evenings after 
the hot summer days. Evening visitors by habit 
came around the house to the backyard. At the 
time, Betty, a half-grown mountain lion, was 
tethered on a long chain anchored in the center 
of the yard. Unsuspecting visitors would be 
greeted by a bounding lioness and given a quick 
leg embrace. Visitors suffered momentary pet
rified panic—always a source of amusement to 
those who had been initiated to Betty's distinc
tive greeting. When Betty began dragging her large 
doghouse up and down the alley chasing neigh
bors' dogs, Lenore had to give up guardianship. 
Betty was given temporary residence in the Uni
versity of Arizona's large bird cage along with a 
young eagle and several desert tortoises, which 
Betty kept on their backs. Then Betty was given 
to Loyola Marymount University, Los Angeles, 
for its mascot. Unhappily, she made uninvited 
nighttime visits to the ladies' dormitory, causing 

Fig. 5. A Stetson hat was Nic's trademark, as was his 
roll-your-own Bull Durham cigarette. Photo of ca. 1937 
by Joseph F. Arnold. 

panic among the coeds. For this breach of pro
priety, Betty was incarcerated briefly in the local 
jail before becoming a resident of a lion farm. 
Rumor has it that she had a part in a Disney 
movie before finally dying along with six other 
mountain lions from eating tainted meat. 

In 1936 Nic married Myrilla Walcutt, a sec
retary to University of Arizona presidents. Their 
only child, a son, was born afflicted with Down's 
Syndrome. 

During fiscal year 1939-1940, cooperative 
linkage was established between the university 
and the Arizona Game and Fish Commission. 
Office space was in a small house owned by the 
university and set aside for use by the commis
sion's newly formed wildlife research unit. Ni
chol headed the unit, a game reserve, working 
on a wildlife and livestock survey until 1942. 

From 1942 through 1946, he was senior ecol-
ogist in rubber investigations from the Forest 
Service, USDA. He was responsible for part of 
the guayule2 project, being in charge of opera-

2 Guayule (Parthenium argentatum) is a much-
branched Mexican composite subshrub containing an 
appreciable content of natural rubber. During WW II, 
guayule was of considerable interest to the U.S. gov
ernment as a source of natural rubber in the event that 
the nation's stockpiles of natural rubber became de
pleted. 
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Fig. 6. Willie, the terror, in the truck that Nic used on the Bighorn Sheep Study. Nic carried a mattress on top 
of the truck and kept a small electric generator behind the driver's seat. A real live-wire, Willie, a wirehair 
terrier, had a penchant for getting into mischief. Photo: Joseph F. Arnold. 

tional investigations in Texas and northern Cal
ifornia. He was responsible for surveying and 
sampling over 40,000 acres of the new crop. 

From January through August 1947, Nichol 
was on leave from the U.S. Forest Service. He 
journeyed to Palo Alto to work for the Stanford 
Research International (SRI), becoming project 
leader of its guayule study being conducting for 
the government. From September through July 
1949, he worked for the Bureau of Plant Indus
try, USDA, in charge of guayule field and labo
ratory studies at Salinas, California. 

From August 1949 to his retirement in April 
1960, Nichol served as Senior Ecologist with the 

SRI in charge of various field studies involving 
air pollution problems. He died within a year of 
retirement. 

Dr. William G. McGinnies, a former Univer
sity of Arizona colleague, and wife Rose were 
very good friends of the Nichols. Rose confirmed 
that no obituaries were published for Nic. The 
McGinnieses visited the Nichols in California in 
1960, a time when Nic and Myrilla were quite 
ill. Like Nic, Myrilla also died in 1961. 

Nichol's enduring legacy are the cacti named 
for him and his contributions in Benson's The Cacti of Arizona. It is appropriate that a belated 
tribute is made to this uncommon man. 


