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Each natural history collection in a museum or herbarium is a snapshot in time, not only of the organism that was collected, but also of the place and time it was collected.  The collector, the human person, is also forever linked to this specimen and time and place through this specimen.  By connecting the plant (or other organism), person, and place through the specimen, we can get a deeper understanding of changing biodiversity and landscapes, learn about historical changes in society and nature, and of course find out about individual’s life and impact on science and more.  Focusing on a single specimen as the story builder can reveal hidden connections and lead to deeply interdisciplinary studies of the connectedness of time, place, and people and involve biology, history, art, genealogy, politics, environmental studies, etc.

Selected specimen data:
The specimen used for the project is a specimen selected by the student from the available herbarium specimens in the iDigBio portal, or any other web portal with access to data and images of preserved natural history specimens.  

· 
· Specimens Barcode Number 
· Herbarium/Natural History Collection (name, institution) 
· Species, Family, Major Organismal Group: 
· Collector (full name if possible)
· Collector date
· Collection place
· Image of specimen
· Image of specimen label


Student Instructions
From the information you gathered about your chosen specimen (collector, collection date, locality), investigate further the stories that can be associated with that specimen.  This relates to the PLANT, PLACE, and PERSON.  Explore and investigate anything you can find out about information related to the species, the geographic place at the time of collection (and today), and the collector.  

You will not be able to find all information, but you might be very surprised what you can find out.  This is a completely open-ended project and we have no idea what you will find out. You are most likely the first investigator ever for this specimen, for this species and at this locality at this time.  You never know what you can find when you start digging… and you will have to dig to find information – not all information will be digitally available and some might be hidden in obscure resources online or offline in printed materials.
You will investigate the three themes (Plant, Place, Person) by using a broad set of resources, from digital resources found through simple google searches, to historical maps, floristic works, genealogies and obituaries, and newspaper articles. Look for other specimens from the same day by the same collector or collected at other date but at the same place (use iDigBio, GBIF, & Bionomia to search collections and collectors). One path might not yield much information; another might lead down a sidetrack, just follow the paths until you reach a dead end. This open-ended project is full of risk and surprises for students and teachers, but we know you should be able to find at least some interesting information for all specimens. All specimens have stories to tell.

Remember, for this project, Google (or another search engine) is your best friend. But remember that many people have the same names and places can also have the same name, so use your critical evaluation skills of all information you dig up, not all might be relevant or accurate – be a botanical forensic investigator.  

Write the Specimen Story as a short essay based on what you have found and what you believe to be true facts. Be creative if you want, feel free to include relevant screenshots and images, and list sources of information at the end of your essay to back up your information.  

Suggested questions for exploration:

PLANT
Is this a rare/invasive/native/non-native plant?  Is it flowering or fruiting?  Is the plant threatened with extinction or a common plant?  Who eats this plant?  What kind of vegetation is it part of?  Is it an indicator species of a particular habitat?  Is it toxic, edible? Is it a weed?  What is its total distribution?  Who determined what species it is, and have the species identity changed over time? If so, who was that new determiner (identifier) and did it happen a lot later?  Why was it determined to be a different species? How was the specimen collected and preserved, and how was it mounted and stored?  Har something happened to the specimen in the herbarium collection?  Does it have additional labels added later?

PLACE (at that time)
Where is this place? What is the elevation, vegetation, soil type, land use, bedrock? At the time of the collection, how did the area look like?  Any railroads, harbors, villages, and roads nearby?  Farming area? Industries? Cities? Rivers and lakes? Has the place changed a lot since it was collected (land use change and development, urbanization, flooding, droughts)?  Do you think the plant can still exist in this place, or has the land or climate changed too much? Where other specimens collected that day in this place by the same person? Have people come back to this place later to collect more?

PEOPLE
Why do you think the collector collected this plant?  Was it part of a research project?  Was it a collection by a student that had to press plants for a class project?  Who was/is this collector?  Where does/did he/she live and work, go to school, travel?  When did he/she live (if deceased)?  What happened to this person, what was his/hers career? Was it a student at the university, a faculty member, or someone else? Can I find out anything using alumni information?  Is it a famous botanist? A botanist that ought to be famous but isn’t? Did this person collect it far away and mail the specimen to the herbarium?  Was it part of an expedition or special inventory?  

Suggested sources for information
GOOGLE, Bionomia, GBIF, Alumni records, obituaries (for older specimens), genealogy sites, maps (including historical maps), old newspapers, historical societies, photo archives, township and county websites, plus many botanical and floristic websites.

Note on copyright and for educational use:
You are welcome to use and modify this text and resource into your own worksheet and class module as long as you give credit to the original source, Specimen Stories by Lena Struwe.  If you want written permission, e-mail Lena Struwe at lena.struwe@rutgers.edu. 
