
One Example of a Plant Specimen LabelPRIVATE 

All herbarium specimens need a good label. Here are some suggestions for making your own. 

The only hard-and-fast rule about specimen labels is that they must be printed on acid-free paper.  The cheap everyday paper manufactured in the USA today tends to corrode over time and is unacceptable for use in museum specimens that will hopefully reside in herbarium cabinets for all eternity.  Don't skimp on paper quality.

Although there's no law in this regard, most specimen labels I've seen are no wider than 4 1/4 inches.  To create strips of paper of this width, I take a stack of acid-free letter-size paper to Kinko's every once in a while and use their giant paper cutter to slice each sheet longitudinally right down the middle. 

And there's no law about format or layout of the herbarium specimen label.  Below is one example-- the one I use-- with some explanations.  But any layout that includes most of the same information is also perfectly acceptable.


FLORA OF TEXAS1

The Nature Conservancy of Texas
Lechea mucronata Raf.2
GOLIAD CO.3: occasional4 in fine sandy loam5 in grassy openings in live oak - post oak woodlands on very gentle slopes6 on Goliad Formation7, ca. 450-300 ft. N of Sarco Creek, ca. 100-300 ft. E of main road to Rincon Pasture on Sarco Creek Ranch, ca. 1.2-1.3 airmiles E to ESE of F. M. 2441 bridge over Sarco Creek8, near N28o32'24.9", W097o23'28.6"9. Melo Quadrangle10. Elev. 125-130 ft.11
Associates12 include Cenchrus spinifex, Centrosema virginianum, Chamaecrista fasciculata, Coreopsis nuecensoides, Diodia teres, Elyonurus tripsacoides, Gaillardia aestivalis, Juncus marginatus, Lechea mucronata, L. san-sabeana, Monarda punctata, Paspalum plicatulum, Phlox drummondii subsp. wilcoxiana, Polypremum procumbens, Rhynchosia americana, Rudbeckia hirta, Schizachyrium scoparium, Silphium gracile, Xanthisma texanum.
W. R. Carr
#2345813
17 June 200414

Details

1. Header.  Anything is acceptable, so make your own.  Just be sure to put the word Texas up there somewhere.

2. Scientific name.  Be sure to include author.  In most floras, the scientific name is followed by the name or names of the person or persons who created that name.  If the key or book you're using doesn't provide authors' names, try Jones, Wipff & Montgomery (1997) or the PLANTS database (http://plants.usda.gov/index.html).

3. County name.  If your header says something like, "Travis County, Texas," you won't need to repeat that business here.

4. Estimate of abundance.  Optional but useful, particularly when the population is notably tiny or notably huge.  All terms are subjective and not standardized.  I use this informal scale: rare < occasional < frequent < common < abundant. If you're not comfortable making a guess about abundance, don't feel obliged.

5.  Soils.  Describe what you saw.  If you have a whole lot of time, note that it's helpful (from the perspective of other researchers who are use such specimens) to report the name of the soils as mapped in the county soil survey, which for Travis County is Werchan, Lowther & Ramsey (1974). This info is available on line through a website of the Natural Resources Conservation Service.  

6. Habitat/vegetation.  Again, briefly describe what you saw.

7. Geology.  Botany is a lot more fun when you get a chance to discern patterns in plant distribution, and most patterns sooner or later involve geology.  A geologic map is indispensable in planning searches for particular species, such as those that (in Travis County) occur only on Pleistocene high terrace deposits. Several maps are available. The Austin Sheet of the Geologic Atlas of Texas (Proctor et al., 1981) is good for most purposes.  However, its scale is 1:250,000.  Smaller scale geologic maps are available for parts of the county.  Most detailed are those that correspond to USGS topo sheets (1:24,000 scale), such as the one for the Austin West Quad (Rodda, Garner & Dawe, 1970).  However, only a few of Travis County's many topo maps have this geologic coverage.  One of the best geologic maps for the area appeared in a treatment of local environmental geology (Gainer & Young, 1976); it's now out of print, but it shows up at Half Price Books every once in a while.  Check out the publications office of the Bureau of Economic Geology (at the Pickle Research Center on Burnet Road) to see what they have, and to learn when digital version of these maps become available.

8. Location.  Self-explanatory.  Be as detailed as possible, and try to make your locational info usable both by people in the field and by people looking at some map in some office far away.

9. GPS point.  Since GPS units are fairly cheap and easy to use these days, why not use one to pinpoint your locations?  You'll have to decide whether you want to use lat/longs or UTM coordinates, and what datum is acceptable.  Can't help you on that one.  I prefer old fashioned lat/long, because that system is understood all over the planet.  UTM is more parochial, but it's easier to interpret for many purposes and is in wider usage among North American field biologists.

10.  Topographic map.  Totally optional. I include the name of the relevant USGS 7.5' topo map, but only because it's easy for me to get and share that info.

11.  Elevation.  I get this information from the topo map rather than from my GPS unit, because elevations provided by my GPS unit are wacky.  

12.  Associates.  I include some associates when I happen to have that information, which I usually do.  (I get paid to take notes.)  If you list associates, try to pick the ones that help define the site and leave out the generalists. 

13.  Collector's number.  If you do a lot of collecting, you may want to number your specimens.  Simple chronological / numerical order is probably the most straightforward system, but any numbering method is acceptable so long as each number is unique and only used for one species collected at one spot on one day.  Collection numbers provide a useful shorthand for specimen citations in scientific publications; in this case, for example, someone writing about Lechea could simply say "Carr 23458" instead of "the Lechea specimen collected by Carr on 17 June 2004 in Goliad County."

14.  Date of collection.  If you return to the same spot to collect the same plant on a later date, use a different number (the current number in your sequence).


Sources for Nomenclature

Since our specimens are destined for the herbarium at the Plant Resources Center at The University of Texas at Austin, we should make an effort to use the nomenclature / taxonomy that they currently use.  Those names appear in their online database at http://www/biosci.utexas.edu/prc/databases.html. However, synonymy is not provided.

For synonymy, check various books or websites.  Jones, Wipff & Montgomery (1997) is useful for this task, and it's now showing up in remainder bins at local used bookstores.  The PLANTS database (http://plants.usda.gov/index.html) is probably the easiest way to get this info on line.  However, some of the names UT uses are based on as-yet-unpublished opinions of Billie Turner, and figuring out that stuff is literally impossible unless you have a cosmic connection to Billie Turner's brain.  In such cases, all you can do is go with some other published treatment, such as the one in Correll & Johnston (1970) or Diggs, Lipscomb & O'Kennon (2000), and let the UT curator sort out the mess.
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