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Message from the President
Greetings to our many herbarium colleagues around the world! The year 2020 will cer-
tainly go down as among the most unexpected of a lifetime. Yet despite so many set-
backs and challenges, there is much to be grateful for… starting with many exciting 
happenings at SHC! Leadership and volunteers at The Society of Herbarium Curators 
have been very busy! Treasurer Maribeth Latvis has been working hard to tidy up our 
business practices, with assistance from long-time Webmaster Michael Thomas. Carrie 
Kiel and the Membership Committee have launched a new membership drive, but this 
time with a major international component in an effort to grow while diversifying. Mel-
anie Link-Perez and the Editorial Committee have done an enormous amount of work 
to put our newsletter, The Vasculum, into an online digital format (ISSUU platform) in 
addition to distributing PDF copies as before. The Editorial Committee moreover led 
the effort to remove an embargo that limited access of The Vasculum to members-only. 
Think that’s it? WRONG! Among the most exciting accomplishments of the Editori-
al Committee this past half year, with help from Alina Freire-Fierro and Erin Tripp, 
was initiating the process of providing Spanish translations of The Vasculum in digital 
format, in an attempt to reach more of our international colleagues. We hope to even-
tually extend this effort to include additional languages worldwide! We are lucky at 
SHC to have additional leadership staff who contribute to The Society and herbarium 
community in additional ways, including: Past President Patrick Sweeney; Webmas-
ter Michael Thomas; Members-at-Large George Yatskievych, Alina Freire-Fierro, and 
Jessica Budke; Liaisons to Affiliate Societies Members Rich Rabeler (SPNHC), Dave 
Tank (BSA), and Shawn Krosnick (ASPT); Herbarium Assistance Committee mem-
bers Harlan Svoboda, Lucas Majure, and Chris Tyrrell; and Grants Committee mem-
bers Abby Moore, Alina Freire-Fierro, and Brad Ruhfel, who will be very busy soon (do 
not forget: the call for graduate and undergraduate research awards has been posted, 
and the deadline is 1 February 2021, so spread the word)! And finally, Secretary Di-
ana Jolles…. well, she continues to be the glue that holds together all our activities! 

In an attempt to keep pace with my amazing colleagues at SHC, I’ve been collaborating 
with Sophie Winitsky and the Early Career Section, as well as SHC Past President Aus-
tin Mast (2016-2018), to launch the initial phases of development of an international 
Herbarium Training Course. Such a course might take on numerous forms, including 
videos with linked policies, suggested protocols and best practices, cross-cultural con-
tent highlighting herbarium challenges and solutions, and so forth, ultimately yielding 
a certificate of course completion for participants. To our knowledge, no such training 
course currently exists, yet the potential benefits to herbarium professionals around the 
world are extensive. For example, completion of such a course may serve to facilitate 
dialogue between natural history collections, their staff, their administration, and the 
public, as well as diversify and further connect the community of herbarium profession-
als worldwide. At the moment, we have put together an Organizing Committee, which 
will take the lead in development of future activities and planning for the next steps.

http://www.herbariumcurators.org/
http://www.herbariumcurators.org/
https://www.facebook.com/herbariumcurators
https://www.facebook.com/herbariumcurators
https://twitter.com/socherbcurators
https://twitter.com/socherbcurators
https://www.linkedin.com/company/socherbcurators/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/socherbcurators/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/socherbcurators/
https://issuu.com/thevasculum
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Erin A. Tripp
President, Society of Herbarium Curators (2020-2022)

Curator of Botany (COLO Herbarium), Museum of Natural History
Associate Professor, Department of Ecology and Evolutionary Biology
University of Colorado—Boulder  

Other presidential activities include working to acquire our first insurance policy for SHC (still in progress), con-
tinuing to seek new educational and professional development activities, continuing to liaise with a nascent com-
mittee working to resolve issues surrounding the use of derogatory language on herbarium labels (see further 
details under News from the Society, this issue!), and continuing to address Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) 
issues across all facets of what we do as an organization. Our future prospects at The Society of Herbarium Cura-
tors include continuing to diversify our audience and reach regarding our grants program, our membership, our 
herbarium training initiatives, and much more. We also, as always, seek new and innovative ways to propel herbar-
ia and herbarium management into and throughout the 21st Century, as well as support the work our colleagues 
do in other herbaria around the world.

I close by asking all who may be interested in an end-of- / beginning-of-year donation to SHC to remember our 
nascent endowment! It was established only recently, and is not yet of sufficient size for annual endowment payout. 
But with your help, we can continue to build this important resource to ensure the long-term health and legacy of 
all we do at SHC!

Wishing all a very happy holiday season and new year! Let’s together say “buh-bye” to 2020! 

With gratitude, 

Cover Image & Credits

Glimpse inside the cabinets in 
the “Old General Herbarium” 
(in the west wing) of the Natu-
ral History Museum, London 
– our Featured Herbarium for 
January 2021. Read the article 
in this issue of The Vasculum. 
(photo: © The Trustees of the 
Natural History Museum, 
London. Licensed under the 
Open Government License.).
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In this issue we once again gain insight into herbaria from around the world, illustrating that The Society of Her-
barium Curators brings together an international community of herbarium professionals and enthusiasts. Kath-
erine Mathews announces a three-year grant obtained by the Herbarium of Western Carolina University (North 
Carolina, U.S.A.) and describes the opportunities that the funding will provide. Mathews also shares some of the 
history of this significant regional collection, which documents plant diversity of several ecoregions within the 
southern section of the Appalachian Mountains. Our featured herbarium is the Herbarium at the Natural History 
Museum, London, England (BM)—one of the ten largest herbaria in the world. Norbert Holstein and Mark Carine 
provide an engaging look at the history of the Herbarium of the Natural History Museum and conclude with a 
snapshot of its current status as a collection where modern organismic science continues to unfold.

We offer the fourth installment of Early Career Advice, a series of interviews with experienced curators that seeks 
to provide insight and advice to early career members. Our interview this time is with M. Socorro González-Eli-
zondo, Curator at the Instituto Politécnico Nacional, CIIDIR Unidad Durango, in Durango, Mexico; this marks 
the first interview featuring a curator of an herbarium located outside the U.S.A. González-Elizondo offers many 
specific examples of ways herbarium staff can advocate for their collections and suggests that we all engage in self-
care, too. SHC Worldwide gives us the opportunity to meet Michael Agbayani Calaramo, Director and Curator 
of the Herbarium of the Northwestern Luzon (HNUL), Philippines. Travis Marsico and Erica Krimmel call our 
attention to a recent Open Access article in American Journal of Botany documenting the significant contributions 
of small herbaria along with the article’s associated supplemental material that can help herbarium professionals 
communicate the importance of herbaria to administrators. Tilottama Roy shares a brief story of herbarium spec-
imens coming to the rescue while the COVID-19 pandemic presents difficult challenges for travel and fieldwork.
   
This issue marks the first time that The Vasculum has become immediately available regardless of membership 
status. We are also making individual articles within The Vasculum available in digital formats that are optimized 
for sharing via social media. It is our hope that these changes will enhance your engagement with The Society and 
help us all advocate for herbaria more broadly through our social networks. In this new digital format (through the 
ISSUU platform), we also are able to provide non-English translations of articles; please see News from The Soci-
ety in this issue for details about how you can help us reach a broader audience by assisting with translations. As 
always, we invite your article ideas and contributions. Now, get comfortable and enjoy this issue of The Vasculum. 
This is your newsletter. We look forward to your future submissions.

From the Editor

Melanie A. Link-Perez
Ronald L. Jones Herbarium, Curator
Eastern Kentucky University
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Contribute to the SHC Endowment
As announced in the Summer 2020 issue of The Vasculum, SHC has established an endowment. In time, this 
endowment will provide SHC with a financial bedrock and will provide an opportunity to expand our ac-
tivities in support of student awards, education, outreach, herbarium assistance, diversity and inclusivi-
ty initiatives, and other mission-related activities. Building the endowment will take time, and our efforts 
are now transitioning into a fundraising phase. If you are interested in making a contribution to The Society 
of Herbarium Curators in support of the future of herbaria, please contact the Treasurer (Maribeth Latvis, 
maribeth.latvis@sdstate.edu).

SURVEY (Offensive Collection Material): please 
respond by January 31, 2021
Herbarium staff from seven institutions (COLO, HUH, LSU, NY, REH, RSA and UNC) have convened a task force 
to develop and document best practices for handling collections’ materials containing offensive language. They 
have developed a survey (https://forms.gle/P8dSVkN45xE8Reed8) to collect baseline data from natural history 
institutions. The Society of Herbarium Curators encourages its members to fill out the survey to help the task force 
in their efforts. Any questions about this project can be directed to Laura Briscoe (Collections Manager, Crypto-
gamic Herbarium, New York Botanical Garden) at lbriscoe@nybg.org.

SHC Newsletter — Now available in Additional Formats 
and Languages
In addition to providing a PDF version of The Vasculum (now freely available to all, regardless of membership 
status, on The Society of Herbarium Curators website), we are offering a flipbook version and have optimized 
individual articles for easy sharing via social media and email (available here: https://issuu.com/thevasculum). 
The articles should be optimized for viewing on any device. We will also be using the online ISSUU platform to 
deliver non-English versions of select articles; from our landing page, select the issue of The Vasculum you wish to 
read, then when the issue loads, select the article of interest from “Stories Inside” that appears below the flipbook 
window. Non-English versions (as available) will be listed above or below the English versions. If you are willing to 
help provide translations, contact the editor; we have found that Google Translate provides a passable “first draft” 
that someone knowledgeable in the language can edit and correct fairly easily.  

We hope you like the additional formats, and that you find it useful for sharing your work and promoting your 
herbarium.

N e w s  f r o m  T h e  S o c i e t y

https://forms.gle/P8dSVkN45xE8Reed8
mailto:lbriscoe%40nybg.org?subject=
http://www.herbariumcurators.org/newsletter
https://issuu.com/thevasculum
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SHC MEMBERSHIP DRIVE & ANNUAL RENEWAL
 

Uniting the world’s herbarium professionals in discussion, 
training, action, and support for the benefit of herbaria, 

science, and society. 

To support our mission, we are kicking off our international membership drive, targeting the worldwide com-
munity, all ages, and all backgrounds. Together, it is our hope that we grow, diversify, and further promote the 
importance and preservation of the world’s herbaria!

Benefits of becoming a member of SHC:
• You join a group committed to promoting and strengthening the vital roles of herbaria in science and society.
• You will receive our biannual newsletter The Vasculum that features news about herbaria, on-going floristic 

studies, active research projects of worldwide herbaria, and much more! 
• You support our student research awards, which offer up to $1250 annually to our student members (both 

undergraduate and graduate) in support of research that contributes to or beneficially uses herbarium col-
lections and data.

• We offer professional development opportunities such as our Strategic Planning for Herbaria course and an 
annual symposium focused on herbarium-related issues.

Join or Renew your membership today! Our growing society currently has over 475 members from more than 55 
countries. We also offer complimentary membership for colleagues in developing countries; this initiative sup-
ports inclusivity and broadens the international diversity of our membership.

We also encourage our members to donate to The Society to support our General Fund, our Student Research 
Grant Fund, or our nascent Endowment. As we grow our student research funding, it is our goal to increase award 
amounts, the number of awards granted, and to diversify grantees, all while supporting innovative research that 
benefits herbaria. 

Herbarium at California Botanic Garden (RSA)

http://www.herbariumcurators.org/newsletter
http://www.herbariumcurators.org/awards
http://www.herbariumcurators.org/half-day-symposium
http://membership.herbariumcurators.org/
http://www.herbariumcurators.org/developing-country-membership
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Development of the Catamount Biological Collections 
to Enhance Biodiversity Research and Education in 
Southern Appalachia
The Herbarium of Western Carolina University (WCUH; North Carolina, U.S.A.) is proud to announce the award 
of a three-year National Science Foundation (NSF) CSBR (Collections in Support of Biological Research; award 
# 2001683) grant on July 28, 2020, in the amount of $517,282. The bulk of the award is for infrastructure support, 
including a new compactor system with new metal herbarium cabinets for WCUH, to be installed in the Apodaca 
Science building opening at Western Carolina University (WCU) in the spring of 2021. The grant also provides 
summer support for curatorial faculty, including PI and Herbarium Director Dr. Kathy Mathews, and support for 
undergraduate and graduate student workers to assist with collections curation and management. Other research 
and teaching collections at WCU supported by the grant include arthropods, mammals, and birds. In addition to 
providing adequate and secure storage to prevent specimen degradation, create space for collections expansion, 
and improve curation of these collections, the project goal is to enhance the accessibility and visibility of the col-
lections by bringing them into closer proximity in a central location, branding them as the “Catamount Biological 
Collections” (named after the WCU catamount mascot), and creating an integrated, searchable web presence. 

This project will support biodiversity research and education at WCU, a regional, comprehensive university of 
ca. 11,000 students, in one of the world’s biodiversity hotspots, the Southern Appalachians, as well as a rural and 
economically underserved area. Making needed upgrades to the collections and bringing them together in a new 
science building opening in 2021 will maximize their impact on research, teaching, and outreach by increasing 
their accessibility to scientists, regional conservation agencies, and the general public, and by training students in 
the care and maintenance of museum collections and in collections-based research. 

WCUH – a significant regional collection 
WCUH’s holdings uniquely focus on the vascular and non-vascular plant diversity of the North Carolina Southern 
Blue Ridge Mountains and Escarpment region of the Appalachian chain. The herbarium is well-curated, having 
had continuous oversight since the 1950s. Over 
31,000 specimens are housed in a dedicated fa-
cility and are 82% digitized, using the Symbio-
ta-based SERNEC portal. WCUH is the largest 
herbarium in western North Carolina, followed 
by Appalachian State University (BOON). The 
two institutions are 132 miles apart and doc-
ument different ecoregions and plant com-
munities of the Southern Appalachians, with 
WCUH representing the Balsam Mountains 
and the southern Escarpment granitic domes 
and gorges region, and BOON representing 
the Amphibolites and higher rocky summits 
like Grandfather Mountain. 

Built by the collecting efforts of previous facul-
ty members, primarily Drs. Dan Pittillo (Fig. 1) 
and James Horton (Fig. 2) and their students, 

Fig. 1. Former herbarium director and WCU faculty member, 
Dr. Dan Pittillo (retired). Photo credit: Susan Roberts.
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and reflecting their research interests, WCUH has an excellent voucher collection of high-elevation rock outcrop 
plant communities, containing 396 species, all completely digitized and georeferenced, with all vouchers linked to 
a public checklist in sernecportal.org. The many rare species in this collection include the globally rare Geum ra-
diatum Michx. (Rosaceae) and Houstonia montana Small (Rubiaceae). Pittillo inventoried and vouchered many of 
the mountain plant community sites identified in Schafale and Weakley (1990), some of which are extremely rare, 
such as montane bogs like Panthertown Valley in Jackson County and the now largely destroyed East Flat Rock 
Bog in Henderson County, whose vouchers include such rarities as Eleocharis tortilis Schult. (Cyperaceae) and 
Sagittaria fasciculata E.O.Beal (Alismataceae). Many other floristic inventory voucher specimens by Pittillo and 
his students contain collections made from multiple life stages (seedling and adult) and phenologies (flowering, 
fruiting, and winter condition) on a single herbarium sheet, unlike typical systematic collections. WCUH also con-
tains vouchers from inventory studies of several large, privately-owned conservation areas, such as the 3,400-acre 
Balsam Mountain Trust in Sylva, North Carolina, and the natural areas of the Biltmore Estate in Asheville, North 
Carolina, as well as historical collections from pre-housing boom development areas, e.g., in the town of Cashiers, 
that are now in gated communities.

The herbarium specimens are currently stored in 35 custom-made, glass-fronted oak cabinets with inadequate 
door seals (Fig. 3) that will be upgraded to metal cabinets for better protection from light exposure and water, fire, 
and insect damage when moved into the new building. Old chemical pesticide blocks placed inside the wooden 
cabinets were discarded when Mathews assumed directorship of the herbarium. Pest management currently con-
sists of regular spot-inspection of specimen folders for visible signs of insect activity and specimen freezing when 
folders are removed for lengthy use. 

WCUH is an active research collection with a loan and exchange program. Since digitization began in 2010, we 
have received regular requests for information by researchers and taxonomic annotations to our digitized spec-
imens, which helps keep curation up-to-date and improves specimen-based research outcomes. We also receive 
specimen donations from regional and private sector botanists; for instance, we house the research collections 

of Crataegus L. specialist Ron Lance (North American Land 
Trust), including one type specimen. In 2017, we ingested 
the private collection of retired Forest Service botanist and 
Sphagnum L. specialist, Dave Danley, containing approx-
imately 3,000 specimens, many representing the hyper-di-
verse, circumneutral-soil Hot Springs area of the Pisgah Na-
tional Forest in Madison County, North Carolina. Under the 
CSBR grant support, digitization of Danley’s vascular plant 
specimens has been completed. We will begin digitizing the 
moss collections after moving to the new science building.

WCUH originally began digitizing specimens by serving 
data to a Specify database hosted by UNC-Chapel Hill and 
purchased a light box imaging station with funding from 
the North Carolina chapter of The American Chestnut 
Foundation. A special project at this time was the creation 

Fig. 2. Former herbarium director and WCU faculty mem-
ber, Dr. James Horton (1931-2017). Photo: courtesy of West-
ern Carolina University. 

https://sernecportal.org/portal/index.php
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of a digital collection of Castanea Mill. specimens, available on WCU Hunter Library’s Digital Collections website. 
WCUH was an original member of the Southeastern Regional Network of Expertise and Collections (SERNEC) 
consortium (NSF Research Coordination Network award #0542320) from 2006–2012. Our digitization efforts 
redoubled as a subcontractor on the NSF Advancing Digitization of Biological Collections award, “Digitization 
TCN: Collaborative Research: The Key to the Cabinets: Building and sustaining a research database for a global 
biodiversity hotspot (award #1410069),” from 2014–2018, for which Mathews was a state co-PI and served data to 
the SERNEC portal, iDigBio, and GBIF. The outcome of this award was digitization of all southeastern specimens 
in the herbarium (the vast majority of our collections). Specimen images are accessible through sernecportal.org 
and via the WCUH website (herbarium.wcu.edu). Maps and species lists of high-elevation plant communities 
were created with the SERNEC data management tools and are available at https://affiliate.wcu.edu/montane-
island-plants/. Currently, we are continuing the digitization process for our specimens from other regions and 
new accessions to the collection and provide digitization service and support for the Highlands Biological Station 
Herbarium (HBSH), located in Highlands, North Carolina, which is a field station administered by WCU.

Fig. 3. Dr. Kathy Mathews (Director) and two undergraduate students (l-r, Theresa Sosby and Catherine Kennedy) 
examining specimens in the herbarium in front of the wooden, custom-built cabinets. Photo: courtesty of Western 
Carolina University.

Katherine G. Mathews
Professor and Director of WCU Herbarium
Department of Biology
Western Carolina University

http://sernecportal.org
http://herbarium.wcu.edu
https://affiliate.wcu.edu/montane-island-plants/
https://affiliate.wcu.edu/montane-island-plants/
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Important Specimen Contributions For Research 
Originate From Herbaria Of All Sizes, Which Is 
Something Institution Administrators Need To Know
We contend that the recent article, “Small herbaria contribute unique biogeographic records to county, locality, 
and temporal scales,” published in the American Journal of Botany (Marsico et al. 2020), has the potential to be 
particularly meaningful to members of The Society of Herbarium Curators. The authors quantified and analyzed 
contributions of herbaria of all sizes from eight USA states (Arkansas, California, Colorado, Florida, Georgia, 
Michigan, Tennessee, and West Virginia) for a sample of 40 species from each state. We and our coauthors found 
that small herbaria, defined as those with fewer than 100,000 specimens, contributed more specimens to the 
dataset than expected based on the proportion of their holdings. Moreover, the vast majority of specimens con-
tributed by small herbaria were unduplicated (89% of small herbarium specimens) or duplicated only with other 
small herbaria (8.4%), indicating their importance for contributing unique specimens to research. Small collec-
tions are often regional in their focus (Monfils 
et al. 2020), and they are often understaffed 
and under-resourced. Yet, we determined that 
they are important to filling biogeographic 
knowledge gaps. The Marsico et al. (2020) ar-
ticle quantifies and emphasizes the significant 
research contributions that collections of all 
sizes make, and furthermore highlights the 
importance of accessible digital data from all 
herbaria for advancing scientific understand-
ing of biodiversity distribution.

Right: Scirpus polyphyllus Vahl (leafy bul-
rush) is an S2 (state rare with 6–20 popula-
tions) species in Arkansas. The specimen im-
age here depicts the single specimen of this 
species that was included in Marsico et al. 
(2020) from Arkansas. It is important to note 
that the specimen was collected by an Arkan-
sas Natural Heritage Commission (ANHC) 
botanist, and it is housed in the ANHC Her-
barium, a small herbarium in the state that 
focuses its collections and research on species 
of conservation concern. The specimen label 
data, image, and georeference are available to 
all researchers on the Southeast Regional Net-
work of Expertise and Collections (SERNEC) 
Portal (sernecportal.org). Image courtesy of 
the Arkansas Natural Heritage Commission 
Herbarium (ANHC).

http://sernecportal.org
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There is an important Appendix (Appendix 6) included in Marsico et al. (2020) to which we particularly want to 
draw the attention of The Vasculum readership because it is a draft letter to university or other institution admin-
istrators demonstrating the importance of herbarium specimen collections to research. We hope that this letter 
serves as a functional template to begin or expand discussions with administrators about support and institutional 
funding that can be effectively directed toward herbaria for the advancement of global scientific discovery. We be-
lieve that it is important for herbarium curators to effectively advocate on behalf of their collections and to begin 
the conversation from a place of strength with direct and specific examples of collection contributions to research, 
teaching, and outreach. We intend for our publication (Marsico et al. 2020) and the accompanying template letter 
to administrators to serve as positive and proactive resources for starting or continuing these discussions. Too of-
ten it seems that herbaria are reactive to negative decisions associated with budget cuts or “efficiencies.” Instead, as 
a community, let us use our strengths to ensure that administrators understand and value the essential and diverse 
contributions made by our collections and their staff.

Literature Cited
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Travis D. Marsico 
Arkansas State University Herbarium (STAR)
Department of Biological Sciences 
Arkansas State University 

Erica R. Krimmel
iDigBio 
Florida State University
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Fig. 1. Shawn Boss, Missouri Western State University undergraduate 
researcher in Dr. Roy’s lab, collecting samples from an herbarium 
preserved specimen at NY. Photo credit: Tilottama Roy.

Sustaining Molecular Phylogenetics Research With 
Herbarium Specimens In A Covid-19-Hit World: A 
Case Study
I am writing this little piece for all the herbarium curators and faculty out there at primarily undergraduate in-
stitutions (PUIs) like mine, to share my experiences on sustaining plant systematics research with undergraduate 
students in the midst of a pandemic-hit world. Currently, the most daunting challenge and impediment in terms of 
field collection of plant samples is the COVID-19 pandemic. Strict precautions need to be maintained, along with 
adequate distancing, to prevent the spread of the virus. 

My current research at Missouri Western State University (MWSU) involves understanding the evolution and 
diversification of three plant groups, the Lamioid mints (Lamiaceae), the temperate North American Agalinis Raf. 

(“False foxgloves,” Orobanchaceae), and 
Silphium L. (“Rosinweeds,” Asteraceae), 
well known for their ecological, economic, 
evolutionary, and cultural significances. 
A large majority of our samples of Lami-
oid mints are native to Europe, Asia, and 
Africa. Traveling to the native habitats of 
these mints for sample collection can be 
challenging and sometimes nearly impos-
sible, particularly in this COVID-19-hit 
world, with global travel restrictions and 
regulations. Our financial resources are 
limited, with MWSU being a regional pri-
marily undergraduate institution, and we 
have to be judicious in our expenditures 
at all times. However, in spite of these and 
other challenges, my students and I have 
been successfully able to continue our re-
search, mainly because of collaborations 
and sample collections from herbarium 
preserved plant materials. 

During our spring break in March of 
2020 one of my undergraduate research 
students, Shawn Boss, and I went to the 
William and Lynda Steere Herbarium 
(NY) at the New York Botanical Garden 
(NYBG), to collect samples from her-
barium specimens (Fig. 1,2). We were 
able to do our sampling just in the nick 
of time, since the Herbarium and NYBG 
(and many other herbaria across tem-
perate North America and elsewhere) 
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closed to visitors, due to the pandemic, almost immediately after we came back from our trip. We were able to 
collect ~40 samples, mostly of members of the genus Agalinis, as well as some mint taxa during this trip. These 
samples proved to be of immense value to us and played a crucial role in allowing us to continue research in my 
lab at Missouri Western throughout the year. We did not have to worry about going out to do field collections in 
order to sustain our research, since we had a steady supply of herbarium preserved plant materials for this purpose.

I hope my musings above on the uses of herbarium samples as an alternative to field collection, especially under 
adverse conditions, will encourage other faculty at similar PUIs to consider them as a very crucial resource for 
molecular phylogenetics research. This can prove to be a redeeming feature for such research projects in multiple 
aspects, including minimizing time, effort, and financial resources that are usually involved in field collection.

Acknowledgements: The author would like to thank Drs. Mark Mills and Todd Eckdahl at Missouri Western State 
University, Dr. Charlotte Lindqvist at the State University of New York at Buffalo, and Dr. Pradeep Yerramsetty, for 
helpful discussions and feedback, motivation, and encouragement.

Fig. 2. The author (Tilottama 
Roy) collecting samples from an 
herbarium preserved specimen 
at NY.
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M. Socorro González-Elizondo (Fig. 1) is a professor of ecology, systematics and biogeography at CIIDIR, 
Instituto Politécnico Nacional in Durango, México (Figs. 2,3). She is Curator of the Herbarium and her research 
focuses on systematics of sedges, conifers, and madrones, as well as on the floristics of the Sierra Madre Occidental.

The Vasculum: What challenges do you see early career curators and collections managers facing today or in the 
near future that were uncommon in your own early career, and how do you think these challenges can be met 
successfully?

Socorro: Besides the new trends already adopted (digitalization of data and images, uploading to websites…), 
a main challenge that adds complexity to the curation tasks is the fast and never-ending flux of new names, e.g., 
those resulting from taxonomic rearrangements and new combinations derived from new phylogenetic informa-
tion. The challenge of keeping the databases linked to the collections updated is not minor. But the curation of 
the herbarium to update the names on the specimens and make the required rearrangements, shifting places for 
specimens of different taxonomic ranks, is a big one. If you are lucky enough to have space and reliable staff to 
delegate tasks to, you do not need any advice. But this is not the situation for most curators and associated staff, 
early and not-so-early career. 

One of the ways to successfully update databases and the collection itself is to get students to help. Of course, train-
ing them to do it accurately and efficiently is a big challenge, too. But when you learn to train people and delegate 
some tasks to dependable students, you and the collection will gain. 

Also, keep in mind that new challenges are always associated with opportunities. Be aware of them and catch the 
best ones. 

The Vasculum: What are the important ways herbarium staff can promote and advocate for their collections?

Socorro: One of the ways to promote the value of the collection is to attract the interest of local journalists from 
different media sources. Invite them to visit the collection, especially when busy with many students. Speak about 
the importance of accurate knowledge of the plants and the vegetation for the optimal management of the ecosys-
tems and landscape. 

Use examples of ecological and economic losses caused by misidentifications (there are plenty of them in the 
literature, including the cascade effects derived from those misidentifications). You can find also local examples 
of the situation. Speak about environmental services and how our welfare and even our lives depend on them. 
Use numbers when possible. I used to mention, for example, the proportion of the gross domestic product of my 
country that is spent to solve environmental problems (4.9%, which means a lot of money!). Mention the fact that 
we can’t accurately manage what we don’t know well, and also that many environmental problems come from that 
lack of understanding. Even what is perceived as nature’s cruelty is in fact just a consequence of our incomplete 
comprehension of the components of our natural surroundings and of how they function. 

Besides contributing to the environmental awareness of the local population, divulging that information will also 
influence your superiors at the university and, hopefully, potential donors, too.

Early Career AdviceEarly Career Advice
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Maintain a proactive relationship with the 
people in charge of the administration and 
distribution of the financial resources in 
your university or institution. Convince 
them of the importance of the collection 
for research, teaching, and external service. 
Keep a record of all the publications direct-
ly or indirectly derived from it and all the 
students working in there. As for external 
funding, choose and apply for the best op-
tions, being very careful that the submission 
targets the interests and priorities of the po-
tential funders. We are about to occupy a 
new building for the collection, but it took 
us decades to get it. I know of faster results 
and you can do that.   

The Vasculum: What is the best thing about 
working in an herbarium?

Socorro: Oh, my! Many things. The luck to 
play the most interesting and entertaining 
game: taxonomic determination, without 
feeling guilty for playing games on the job. 
Of course, you do not need to be a curator to 
do it. In fact, as a curator, the time to iden-
tify is rather restricted. But, perhaps for the 
same reason, the taxonomic determinations 
are enjoyed as small triumphs in addition 
to the other tasks. Of course, there is also 
the satisfaction to solve challenges, to orga-
nize the collection, to make the information 
available, and to know that it is useful is to-
tally worth the effort.  

The Vasculum: What was the best herbarium/career advice that you received?

Socorro: Orden es Progreso – Order is Progress.

The Vasculum: What is the one most important thing that an herbarium does?

Socorro: The materials in the collection are the foundation stone for an infinity of studies and, at the same time, 
the repository of the vouchers that document specific studies. 

The Vasculum: What is the future of herbarium science?

Socorro: I want to think it is a brilliant one. It depends on how efficiently we make clear how important collections 

Fig. 1. M. Socorro González-Elizondo collecting sedges.
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Fig. 2. M. Socorro González-Elizondo with colleagues and students at CIIDIR.

are as repositories of foundational information. Collections and their associated databases are a treasure chest of 
information. From the classical taxonomic, ecological, and geographical data to the almost infinite array of derived 
information useful to hypothesize climate changes and to plan human and environmental health programs. 

The materials at the herbarium are the base for fantastic, interesting research papers, which would be worthless if 
the materials were not correctly identified. We keep the very foundation for those works and, for the sake of those 
collections and ourselves, we must make this known. 

The Vasculum: What is the craziest/most unique/most interesting story you have about working in an herbarium?

Socorro: Being requested to identify, at the police quarters, samples of what was supposed to be a cargo of young 
plants of lettuce (according to the driver), or young opium poppy plants (according to the police). That was long 
before the access to the Internet, which would be very helpful to identify those. You can imagine my anxiety about 
being wrong and sending an innocent to jail. The glaucous, clasping leaves of the small plants, and the fact that 
lettuce is not cultivated in that part of the Sierra convinced me that it was poppy. Even so, it was a difficult decision 
to make.

The Vasculum: Do you have a favorite collection? Where did you collect it and why is it your favorite?

Socorro: Megacorax gracielanus S.González & W.L.Wagner, which was collected from a small, isolated mountain 
between the desert and the Sierra Madre Occidental. When I saw those low shrubs were so abundant even along 
the road, I collected them thinking that they should be something I knew but I didn´t remember. Due to the typ-
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ical time pressures, when the material was dried, I thought about storing it among the unidentified Onagraceae 
until the chance came to identify it. But curiosity grew, so, I tried to identify them. I was unsuccessful and two days 
later I decided to write to Warren Wagner, a specialist in that family, to tell him I believed we had a new genus. 
Warren was just finishing a molecular study for all genera in the family and asked for a sample ASAP. A few days 
later he confirmed that we had a new genus. That was a providential discovery, just at the right time, in a family in 
which no new genera had been described in 100 years. Serendipity blesses taxonomists.

The Vasculum: Do you have any closing advice for early career members?

Socorro: Deal with the changes and move ahead. There are two non-exclusive ways to board the high-speed train 
of big data and new technologies: a) invest in your own professional development, learn new skills and new ways 
to analyze the information, and/or b) make teams with specialists of different areas interested in the valuable infor-
mation the collection preserves. That will save you a lot of time and effort and will result in win-win associations.

And last, but not least, save time for yourself. Practice your hobbies, listen to music and read, read, read (not only 
the scientific stuff but other literature, too). Besides pleasure and enjoyment, you will find your creativity improved 
and, with this, other unexpected benefits. 

Fig. 3.   Elizabeth 
Moreno (Comisión 
Nacional para el Con-
ocimiento y Uso de la 
Biodiversidad; CON-
ABIO) with M. Socor-
ro González-Elizondo 
at Instituto Politécni-
co Nacional, CIIDIR 
Unidad Durango, in 
Durango, México. 

Early Career Advice is a regular feature of The Vasculum.  If you have 
questions you would like to ask or if there is someone you would like to 
see interviewed, please contact us (email: winitskys@gmail.com).
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The Herbarium at the Natural History Museum, 
London (BM)
 
A brief history of the British Museum

The Herbarium (BM) at the Natural History Museum (NHM) in London, England, has a long history. Its origins 
mainly stem from the collections of the physician, naturalist, and collector Hans Sloane (1660–1753). During the 
course of his long life, Sloane amassed a vast collection housed at his home, Chelsea Manor in southwest London. 
It comprised not only an herbarium but also many other objects including other natural history specimens, coins, 
medals, books, prints, and manuscripts. In his will, Sloane bequeathed his entire collection to the nation for the 
sum of £20,000 (in today’s purchasing power ca. US$3,000,000) and on the condition that a public museum was 
created to house it. A national lottery was held to raise the necessary funds and the British Museum in Blooms-
bury, London duly opened on the 15th of January 1759. More than a century later, in 1881, the overcrowded and 
ever-growing natural collections were moved into the Waterhouse building in South Kensington, close to Hyde 
Park and Kensington Palace, as the “British Museum (Natural History)” (Fig. 1). Only in 1992, the museum was 

Fig. 1. The British Museum (Natural History) as viewed from Cromwell Rd., ca. 1880 (photo: © The Trustees of 
the Natural History Museum, London. Licensed under the Open Government License.).
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renamed the “Natural History Museum.” The botanical collections retained the original acronym, BM, although it 
leads visitors to the wrong address in London regularly.

Sloane and his herbarium

Hans Sloane himself trained as both an apothecary and as a physician and, for men like him, knowledge of plants 
was essential since plants provided the raw materials for the remedies used in medical practice. When he was ap-
pointed physician to the new Governor of Jamaica in 1687, his interest in the tropics and its wealth of resources 
grew. Apart from using quinine, he became acquainted with chocolate, which was drunk with water. Not being 
taken with the taste, he suggested the addition of milk, which led to the creation of our modern chocolate. Jamaica 
did not only play a central role in his own endeavors; his marriage to Elizabeth Langley Rose, heiress of a large 
Jamaican sugar cane plantation and slave owner, also contributed to Sloane’s wealth.

Whilst Sloane was clearly the central figure in the assembly of his herbarium, he was not working in isolation. 
During his long life, Sloane purchased or was bequeathed the collections of several other fellow collectors and 
cataloguers. In 1696, he acquired the seven-volume herbarium of Christopher Merrett, whose Pinax Rerum Nat-
uralium Britannicarum, published in 1666, was one of the first lists of the flora, fauna, and minerals of England. 

Fig. 2. The Historical Collections room with the Sloane Herbarium and, on the bench in the foreground, part of 
Sloane’s vegetable substances collection (photo: © The Trustees of the Natural History Museum, London. Licensed 
under the Open Government License.).
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Other collections would follow. His largest acquisition was the herbarium of his friend, the apothecary James 
Petiver. Purchased in 1718, Petiver’s herbarium today accounts for almost one third of the volumes in the Sloane 
Herbarium.

Gardeners such as Philip Miller at Chelsea Physic Garden and Mary Somerset, Duchess of Beaufort, were also 
important contributors. Among field collectors contributing to the collection were merchants, dedicated plant 
collectors, and even members of the clergy (an Archbishop of Canterbury among them). Medically-trained men—
apothecaries and surgeons—were, however, by far the most significant group of collectors. 

Thanks to the efforts of James Britten (1846–1924) and later James Dandy (1903–1976), the collectors and the col-
lecting localities recorded in each volume of the Sloane Herbarium have been carefully catalogued. In 1958, Dandy 
published The Sloane herbarium: an annotated list of the Horti sicci composing it; with biographical details of the 
principal contributors, a catalogue that reveals more than 300 named contributors to the herbarium with plants 
sourced from more than 70 countries and dependencies worldwide. It is clear from this work that the herbarium, 
and the collectors and the places represented, are a reflection of England’s (and later, the United Kingdom’s) ex-
panding trade and colonial endeavors during the period in which it was assembled. In the Atlantic World, its links 
to slavery are readily apparent.

The Sloane Herbarium is the largest surviving part of Sloane’s natural history collections and is now housed, to-
gether with other bound herbarium books, in a purpose-built and climate-controlled room in the heart of the 
Darwin Centre at the NHM (Fig. 2). It is a collection that remains scientifically valuable today—as a repository of 
type specimens and a record of change.

The Banksian herbarium

In 1763, the British Museum’s trustees appointed the young Swede Daniel Solander to catalogue Sloane’s col-
lections. Soon after, Solander joined his friend, the naturalist Joseph Banks, on James Cook’s circumnavigation 
aboard HMB Endeavour (1768–1771). Banks subsequently became a shooting star and established himself as a 
center of botany in Britain. As the King’s advisor for the Royal 
Botanic Gardens in Kew, and President of the Royal Society (and 
thus Trustee of the British Museum), Banks coordinated expe-
ditions all over the world. The Banksian herbarium became, un-
doubtedly, one of the most significant in the world. The herbarium 
included the specimens that Banks had collected himself—both 
in Britain and on his voyages. However, they accounted for a rela-
tively small, though scientifically important, proportion of the col-
lection. Banks acquired most of the material as gifts or exchanges 
through his extensive networks, from those that were contributed 
by people he commissioned to collect, and those that he acquired 
from gardens. He also purchased earlier significant herbaria, such 
as the collections of John Clayton (1694–1773) from Virginia, 
Paul Hermann (1646–1695) from Sri Lanka, and George Clifford 
(1685–1760) from his garden in the Netherlands, which were basis 
for Linnaeus’ works (Fig. 3). 

Fig. 3. Clayton’s Herbarium was one of Linnaeus’ sources of Amer-
ican plants (photo: © The Trustees of the Natural History Muse-
um, London. Licensed under the Open Government License.).



Page 21The Vasculum, Volume 16, Number 1

Although being a Trustee of the British Museum for forty years, Banks kept his collections in his own house in 
Soho Square, London. Banks’ apparent lack of confidence in the British Museum was not unreasoned. Public and 
parliamentary suspicions of irregularities during the Sloane lottery led to underfunding of the museum. Only 
the arrival of the collections of the Royal Society in 1781, yearly gifts of 50 plant specimens from Chelsea Physic 
Garden (until 1797), and the acquisition of Baron de Moll’s (Karl Maria Ehrenbert, Freiherr von Moll) collections 
in 1816 were noteworthy additions. Sloane’s collections also were not well maintained after Solander’s untimely 
death, aged 49, in 1782. Lack of care and expertise led to neglect of the natural history collections, which culminat-
ed even in bonfires of decaying material. Also, the popular influx of antiquities, such as the Rosetta Stone in 1801 
and the Elgin Marbles in 1816, and of minerals shifted the focus of the British Museum.

Shortly before his death in 1820, Banks bequeathed his herbarium to his trusted librarian Robert Brown (1773–
1858). Brown was not just Banks’ librarian; he was also an established botanist with wide expertise. He had also 
followed Bank’s steps and travelled to Australia on the HMS Investigator (1801–1805). Unless Brown chose to 
transfer them earlier, Banks’s collections were to become the property of the British Museum upon Brown’s death, 
in the hope of changing circumstances. In the meantime, the British Museum underwent significant reconstruc-
tion since the collections outgrew the old building. In 1827, the herbarium was transferred to the Museum. Brown 
himself was appointed “Keeper of the Sir Joseph Banks’ Collection,” equal in rank and payment to the other 
Keepers but only for two days a week and with no guarantee of replacement in case he retired or died. The Sloane 
collection remained separated under Charles König, Keeper of Natural History, until 1834. It was not until 1837 
that botany was made one of the three branches in the Department of Natural History.

Fig. 4. The rooms of the General Herbarium (in 1934) now house the cryptogamic collections (photo: © The Trust-
ees of the Natural History Museum, London. Licensed under the Open Government License.).
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The Banksian herbarium was a collection 
global in coverage, and it is a collection that 
was widely consulted by other botanists—
both during Banks’s lifetime and subsequently 
at the BM. It is consequently a collection par-
ticularly rich in types. As with Sloane before 
him, Banks’s legacy is a mixed one. Being not 
only an advocate of the settlement of New 
South Wales, he was also involved in projects 
that would have significant environmental im-
pacts and that contributed to the institutions 
of slavery and imperialism.

Sibling rivalry?

In his lifetime, Joseph Banks had started to 
shape the Royal Botanic Gardens in Kew as one 
of the major botanical gardens in the world, 
and William Jackson Hooker started to devel-
op his own herbarium after his appointment 
as Director of Kew in 1841. It grew quickly and 
a curator was appointed in 1853. Discussions 
of merging botany in London began in 1848 
and have come up several times since. There 
have been various reasons why they have been 
maintained as distinct collections, the differ-
ent specimen sheet sizes being a very practi-
cal one. Major new acquisitions by the British 
Museum such as Horsfield’s plants from Java, 
Welwitsch’s second set of Angolan plants, and 
170,000 specimens from Robert Shuttleworth, 
which were subsequently added to the collec-
tion, did not make practical issues easier.

Space at the British Museum in Bloomsbury was becoming extremely limited and, in 1881, the Department of 
Botany moved with the rest of the natural history collections to its new home in South Kensington. The herbarium 
was located on the second floor in the southeast wing of the Natural History Museum’s Waterhouse building in 
1881 but soon ran out of space. In 1898, the rich collections of fossil plants were transferred to the Department of 
Geology, where they are still managed (today: Earth Science). From 1906, the (continental) European specimens 
were separated into the “European Herbarium” on the second floor in the central west wing. The British and Irish 
collections, already separated from the General collection since 1859, joined them in 1916. The cryptogams were 
also re-housed into a room in the central tower. Bomb damage to the botanical galleries on the night of the 8th of 
September 1940, led to a post-war reconfiguration of the botanical collections. The General Herbarium moved to 
the West wing and the cryptogamic specimens were moved into the repaired former botanical galleries in 1957. 
In 1967, the “British & Irish Herbarium” was re-created as a distinct section. Since 2009, with the re-housing of all 
vascular plants collections to the Darwin Centre (next to the west wing of the Waterhouse building), the European 
Herbarium was remerged with the General Herbarium (Fig. 4).

Fig. 5. Cabinets in the “Old General Herbarium” (in the west 
wing) – with a specimen of Banksia dentata L.f. in front (photo: © 
The Trustees of the Natural History Museum, London. Licensed 
under the Open Government License.).



Page 23The Vasculum, Volume 16, Number 1

With the BM and Kew—two large collections in London, growing steadily—there was a risk of duplicate research 
and collections. In 1961, Kew and the British Museum (Natural History) divided the labor. The “Morton Agree-
ment,” named after the chairman of the committee proposing it, provided different trajectories for the vascular 
plants of both institutions. The British Museum would focus on Europe, NW Africa, North and Central America 
and the polar regions, while Kew would focus on the rest. Non-lichenized fungal collections were given to Kew, 
while bryophytes, lichens, and algae went to the British Museum. Vascular plants were not exchanged, and whilst, 
for a while, acquisitions focused on the agreed areas, material from all over the world has since gone to both col-
lections albeit with different foci (Fig. 5). 

Noteworthy collections from outside of Britain and Europe (grown massively due to the Flora Europaea project) 
are from Australia (J. Banks, R. Brown, A. Cunningham, J. Drummond), Papua New Guinea (A.H.G. Alston), 
Thailand (A.F.G. Kerr), Himalaya and Indian subcontinent (R.H. Beddome, G. Gardner, W. Griffith, F. Ludlow, G. 
Sherriff, J.D.A. Stainton), Angola (F.M.J. Welwitsch, J. Gossweiler), Central Africa (G.M.P.C. Le Testu), and South 
America (G. Gardner, H. Ruiz & J.A. Pavón, R. Spruce).

Current situation

The herbarium of the Natural History Museum today comprises an estimated 5.25 million specimens. The seed 
plants are separated into the British & Irish Herbarium and the General Herbarium. The latter comprises about 2 
million specimens. It is maintained by four curators, each responsible for different groups of seed plants. The Brit-
ish & Irish Herbarium is the largest collection of seed plants from the British Isles (including the Channel Islands) 
and contains about 620,000 specimens covering almost all taxa. With almost a million specimens, the bryophyte 
collection is the largest in the world. The ca. 600,000 algae (including diatoms), and the lichen (460,000) and fern 
(280,000) collections are also top-ranked (Fig. 6). The botany collection is managed by a team of 12 curators. 

Fig. 6. The Cryptogamic herbarium (photo: © The Trustees of the Natural History Museum, London. Licensed 
under the Open Government License.).
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There have been several projects to database or digitize the collections and make them available online. Some of 
the earliest projects focused on pre-Linnean herbaria of particular nomenclatural significance: Sloane’s collections 
from Jamaica, Clayton’s collections from Virginia; Hermann’s collections from Sri Lanka, and Clifford’s collections 
from his garden in Haarlem. The NHM contributed 136,730 types to the JSTOR Global Plants project so far. More 
recent digitization efforts have been taxonomic group or project focused. They include the digitization of the Brit-
ish charophytes, vascular plants of Paraguay, Solanaceae and Hypericum L. (reflecting NHM research interests), 
the Dioscoreaceae collections, and the Poaceae from the Indian subcontinent. The General Herbarium Brassicales 
were recently digitized in a project with significant volunteer involvement. The Malvales are currently being digi-
tized, and digitization of the diatom slides is also underway. However, the vast majority of the collections are not 
databased yet (Fig. 7).

Further Reading:
Dandy, J.E. 1958. The Sloane Herbarium. London: Balding & Mansell. https://doi.org/10.5962/bhl.title.137366.
Fowlie G. and N. Chapple. 2017. Natural History Museum, General Herbarium Heritage Statement. Alan Baxter   
 Ltd.
The Linnean Society. 1930. Exhibition of a selection from the historical collections, Fifth International Botanical   
Congress, 1930. London: The Linnean Society.
Thackray, J. and B. Press. 2001. Nature’s Treasurehouse: A History of the Natural History Museum. London: Natural 
 History Museum.
Various. 1904. The history of the collections contained in the natural history departments of the British Museum, vol. 
 1. London: William Clowes and Sons. https://doi.org/10.5962/bhl.title.20926.

Fig. 7. The General 
Herbarium in the 
Darwin Centre is 
not only a collec-
tion but also part of 
an exhibition in the 
“Cocoon” where vis-
itors can learn about 
how modern organ-
ismic science works 
(photo credit: N. 
Holstein).

Norbert Holstein, Senior Curator in Charge (General Herbarium) 
Mark Carine, Principal Curator in Charge (Botanical Collections)
The Natural History Museum, London

https://doi.org/10.5962/bhl.title.137366
https://doi.org/10.5962/bhl.title.20926
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Welcome to the column where we highlight individual members from across the globe! For this edition, we inter-
viewed Michael Agbayani Calaramo, Director and Curator of the Herbarium of the Northwestern Luzon 
(HNUL) and Director of Northwestern University Ecotourism Park and Botanic Gardens (NUEBG), located in 
Luzon, Philippines. 

SHC Worldwide: How large is your Herbarium? 

Michael Agbayani Calaramo: A small local Herbarium with at least 20,000 specimens.

SHC Worldwide: What is cool about your Herbarium or your favorite part about working with your Herbarium?

Michael: The Herbarium has a systematic collection that conforms to the APG IV system and a synoptic col-
lection representing the different ecological sites and research stations of the NUEBG in Northwestern Luzon, 
Philippines. It also houses several gymnosperm cone specimens from around the world. The HNUL also main-
tains representatives of the narrow endemic species collected by Elmer Drew Merrill during the early 1900s. Some 
species are in the living plant collection for ex situ conservation at the Northwestern University Ecological Park 
& Botanic Gardens (NUEBG).

SHC Worldwide: What kind of training do you have and how did you end up working where you do?

Michael: The Northwestern University (NWU) launched its Biodiversity Conservation project in 2006 through 
the establishment of the NUEBG, where I assumed the title of Director. Through my post, I attended the Plant 
Systematics “Plants of Tropical Asia” Field Botany Course in XTBG China in 2011 and the IABG Garden Manage-
ment & Establishment Training Course at the Chenshan Shanghai Botanical Garden.

SHC Worldwide: Who else works in your Herbarium?

Michael: Two research assistants work full-time at the Herbarium, and occasionally, some staff from the Univer-
sity help in data encoding and databasing. Volunteers from other universities and other independent researchers
also help in the Herbarium as part of their training.

 S o c i e t y  o f  H e r b a r i u m  C u r a t o r s  W o r l d w i d e S o c i e t y  o f  H e r b a r i u m  C u r a t o r s  W o r l d w i d e      
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SHC Worldwide: What types of research does your Herbarium facilitate, what projects, organizations, or individ-
uals are the major sources of specimens in your collection?

Michael: The HNUL is located within the grounds of a botanic garden and 
most of the collections are from a decade-long plant expedition into the 
wild (2007‒2017) called “The Northwesterniana Flora Project.” The proj-
ect aimed to document the flora of Northwestern Luzon from Cagayan 
down to the Zambales mountain range.

The HNUL is also a repository of plant diversity that represents the na-
tional parks in the region from biodiversity assessment and monitoring 
projects commissioned by the Department of Environment and Natural 
Resources Office – Ilocos Region, including: Kalbario-Patapat Natural 
Park, Burgos Protected Landscape, Metropolitan Watershed and Forest 
Reserve, Paoay Lake National Park in Ilocos Norte, Libunao Protected 
Landscape and Besang Pass Natural Monument Landmark of Ilocos Sur, 
and Manleluag Spring Protected Landscape in Pangasinan. Local and in-
ternational researchers from other universities have also deposited speci-
mens to the HNUL.

Above: Michael Calaramo and the pine cone collection at Herbarium of the Northwestern Luzon (HNUL).

Right: Michael Calaramo with the largest leaf specimen (Dillenia megalo-
phylla Merr.) at HNUL.
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SHC Worldwide: What are the biggest challenges you face in managing your Herbarium?

Michael: The Herbarium is a modest facility with specimens stacked in plastic crates enclosed in cellophane or 
individual zip locked bags to prevent insect infestation. While the Herbarium structure is quite safe, it needs ret-
rofitting and better filing cabinets that are fireproof. The HNUL has no government support and only draws its 
annual budget from the University.

SHC Worldwide: What is your greatest aspiration in your botanical life?

Michael: The greatest ambition in my life is to leave a legacy that will speak for me when I am gone, my passion 
for that monumental masterpiece—the natural heritage of Northwest Luzon: where plants once thrived to support 
the life of my ancestors; the sustainable source of their food, shelter, clothing, medicine, poisons, and rituals; the 
undeniable reason why I/we exist today....There is no wealth I can gain from this life’s work, only the knowledge 
that I helped the next generation of researchers. My contribution to science is the NUEBG’s living testimony of the 
diversity of plant life—the original vegetation of Northwestern Luzon, Philippines.

SHC Worldwide: What is your dream for your Herbarium?

Michael: For the NHUL to be a center for biological diversity studies in Northwestern Luzon, Philippines. A sub-
stantial facility with study rooms and a separate vault or room for collections arranged systematically and orga-
nized in compactor cabinets, the Herbarium would also house other biological specimens including fungi, woods, 
fossils, and DNA of all plant life found in the country.

If you would like to be interviewed for a future column, please get in touch with us via 
membership@herbariumcurators.org.

Above: Official opening of the Herbarium of the Northwestern Luzon (HNUL), Philippines. 
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