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PRESIDENT'S COMMENTS 

SUSAN DELANO McKELVEY, A 
SOCIALITE TURNED BOTANIST 

She was born Susan Magoun Delano in 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, on March 13, 
1883, the fifth child of Eugene Delano (a 
merchant and banker) and Susan Magoun 
Adams Delano. While Susan was a child, 
the family left Philadelphia for New York 
City, where she grew up. She majored in 
English and French at Bryn Mawr College, 
graduating with the class of 1907. On Oc
tober 8, 1907, she married Charles Wylie 
McKelvey (1878-1957), a wealthy young 
New York attorney, and moved with him to 
a 10-acre estate in Oyster Bay, Long Island. 
She settled into a comfortable life as wife, 
mother, and a member of New York's social 
elite (she was a cousin of Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt). 

At the start of World War I, Charles moved 
to Washington, D.C., for crucial govern
ment work; in 1916 one of McKelveys' two 
young sons died. Upon Charles' return at 
war's end, their marriage dissolved. At 36, 
Susan left the shattered marriage and went 
to Boston to create a completely new life as 
an Arnold Arboretum botanist. And al
though her life had just fallen to pieces, she 
had resources to help her cope—great 
wealth, family name, and social promi
nence. 

Her training in botany started literally from 
scratch. She started working at the Arnold 
Arboretum as a volunteer and soon she be
gan studying arboretum plants. Her special 
interest was in the lilac collection, just then 
under development. For the next 45 years, 
Susan was affiliated with the Arnold Ar
boretum. During this time, she became a re
spected botanist, made many collecting for
ays to the western U.S., and wrote three 
erudite and classic botanical works. 

Susan was determined to become a first-rate 
botanist. She traveled widely and early on 
took part in an expedition to Glacier Na
tional Park. Because little botanical work 
had been done in the million-acre park since 
its establishment in 1910, the expedition of
fered an opportunity for making original 
contributions to botany. This was her first 
collecting trip and her party made over 400 
herbaceous and woody plant collections in 
the park and from adjacent Montana. 

Despite this early period of fieldwork, Su
san became very interested in describing 
the arboretum's lilac (Syringa) collection. 
With that genus, she made her first signifi
cant contribution to botany, describing a 
new species—S. rugulosa—in 1925 and 
writing a monograph on Syringa. The Lilac: 
A Monograph was published in 1928 and by 
that time Susan had become an authority on 
lilacs. The monograph was well received 
and she received some prestigious awards 
for it. Then Susan made an abrupt about-
face—she turned her attention toward 
American Southwest plants. 

In 1928 Susan spent a month botanizing in 
New Mexico and Arizona with the eminent 
California botanist Alice Eastwood and they 
became fast friends. During that time, Su
san made 410 collections. She took an ex
traordinary interest in arid Southwest 
plants; over the next 20 years Yucca would 
be her principal interest, the Southwest her 
special area. When she returned to Boston 
after the second trip to the Southwest, she 
reported to Eastwood that "I am a cactus 
enthusiast now—and an agave one." On the 
second trip (January 16-March 17, 1929), 
Susan made nearly 500 collections, among 
which were agave, yucca, and cactus speci
mens. 

Susan was back in Arizona again by the end 
of April 1929 for her third excursion to the 
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Southwest. Her interest had indeed turned 
to cacti, yuccas, and agaves by this trip. She 
made over 300 collections before leaving 
Flagstaff on June 8. By August, she got her 
specimens of cacti and agaves sorted and 
labeled, and with the photographs to accom
pany them, sent them to William Trelease, a 
yucca specialist, and Nathaniel Lord Brit
ton. 

Susan's next Southwest excursion took her 
to Nevada, California, Arizona, and New 
Mexico and yielded another 300 specimens. 
But a more important objective was her 
Reno divorce. Susan had been separated 
from her husband since departing New 
York in 1919. In 1927, their estate in Oyster 
Bay had been sold. In March, the New 
York papers announced the divorce— 
"granted on the ground of desertion." 
"GETS RENO DIVORCE FROM C. W. 
McKELVEY," the Times announced; 
"Former Susan Delano Resumes Maiden 
Name..." 

Despite the impossibility of moving to Ari
zona, Susan decided to write a book on 
Southwest yuccas. She was receiving recog
nition for her botanical work and was ap
pointed research assistant at the Arnold Ar
boretum in 1931. Horticulture, the National 
Horticultural Journal, and the Journal of 
the Arnold Arboretum published her scien
tific articles. 

From 1928 to 1936 Susan made eight trips 
to Arizona, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, 
Colorado, Texas, Oklahoma, and California 
to study Yucca and allied genera. During 
that time she collected thousands of speci
mens of Yucca, pressing them or preserving 
them in alcohol. By mid-1938 the first vol
ume of Yuccas of the Southwestern United 
States, Part One was published. Susan be
gun immediately to write Part Two. By the 
spring of 1943, the manuscript was ready 
for publication, but World War II delayed 

its publication until 1947. 

In March 1944 she had begun work on her 
third and last book, a painstaking account of 
botanical exploration in that part of the U.S. 
lying west of the Mississippi River. She 
was thrilled with this project. In 1956 it ma
terialized as the massive (1,144 pages) and 
classic Botanical Exploration of the Trans-
Mississippi West 1790-1850, which was a 
natural outcome of her years of work on the 
genus Yucca in the American Southwest. 
The book received excellent reviews and 
some celebrated awards; it was even dubbed 
"this book-of-a-century." She was 73 years 
old at the time. 

She was named a CSSA Fellow in 1948 for 
her books Yuccas of the Southwestern 
United States, 1937 and 1947. She died in 
Boston on July 11, 1965, at age 81. 
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