Rooting Students in their Botanical History – Learning about Botany and the Importance of Herbaria

Handout 3.2 - What can herbarium specimens teach us?
Herbaria are a type of museum. They are permanent repositories for natural history specimens. Many herbarium records from museums around the world are now available online for everyone to see and learn from.  In this activity, you will examine photographs of six herbarium specimens collected by Ynés Mexía during her travels. Because of her extensive collecting, many species were named after her in honor of her discoveries.

1. View the six specimen image files you have been provided with. At first glance, describe your thoughts about the images of the specimens listed below. How would you describe what you are seeing to a friend who has no idea what you are talking about? 



2. Next, focus on the label information (generally in the bottom right corner of the specimen). For each specimen listed below, fill in the appropriate information.

	
	1. Saurauia mexiae
	2. Mexianthus mexiae
	3. Rudgea mexiae

	Plant family
	
	
	

	Date collected
	
	
	

	Location of collection


	
	
	

	Plant description and notes
	
	
	





	
	4. Adiantum abscissum
	5. Palicourea flavifolia
	6. Euphorbia mexiae

	Plant family
	
	
	

	Date collected
	
	
	

	Location of collection
	
	
	








	Plant description and notes
	
	
	










[bookmark: _heading=h.gjdgxs]…. continue to the next page

3. Now that you have gone through and transcribed the specimen label information, read the following passage below. This is an excerpt from Mexía’s 1926 travelogue to Mexico entitled “Botanical Trails in Old Mexico — the Lure of the Unknown” that was published in the journal Madroño in 1929. This was her first solo trip collecting plants, and from August 1926-April 1927, she collected 33,000 specimens!

Image courtesy of the California Academy of Sciences
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a) Search the scientific name Lactrodectus mactans. What does the spider look like? Where is it found in the world? 


b) Look at the provided herbarium specimen of Euphorbia mexiae. It contains additional ethnobotanical information on the label. What does it say? 


c) Can you think of any other plants that might have ethnobotanical characteristics like this?
Does your chosen plant have any uses or significance you might include on its label? 
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I finally made out that it was an insect that occasionally stung hu-
man beings, and that the limb of humans thus attacked become
excruciatingly painful and swollen, gangrene sometimes setting in
and the limb or life itself often being lost from the effects of the
poisonous bite. One of the proofs of the malicious character of
the arlomos was that at night it gave out two greenish points of
light. Later near a stream I discovered an arlomo, evidently a glow-
worm, bottled it, in spite of the remonstrances of my guide, and
brought it home for indentification. Dr. E. C. Van Dyke, entomologist,
declares it to be a female glow-worm, family of the Cantharidae
(Lampyridae) and absolutely harmless. However there can be no
doubt that occasionally people are bitten with fatal results, but
Dr. Van Dyke considers the culprit to be generally the Black Widow
or Hour-glass Spider, Lactrodectus mactans Fabr., which is extremely
poisonous.

The reputed curative herb, however, interested me, even if T doubt
its efficacy, so that I have been anxious to get its identification and
find out some of its attributes. I was therefore somewhat surprised
to learn that it is a new species, now bearing the name of Euphorbia
Mexiae Standl.

On my return to Puerto Vallerta there was no steamer to take
me back to Mazatlan so I went three days journey over the passes
by pack train to the crest of the Sierra Madre, here running up to
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as 1ts patch of sugar cane and bananas, much as we at home grow

a garden of potatoes and corn. The hills were heavily wooded, there
being many valuable hardwoods on these slopes, while in the dense
shade flourish numerous flowering shrubs. The flaming red flowers
of Pedilanthus Palmeri Millsp., resemble tiny candles in the gloom.
Up to this time the plant had only been reported from its type lo-
cality, Tepic. A small tree of the understory growing on the steep
side of a cafion showed minute white flowers and panicles of little
orange and red drupes. This has been named Psychotria Mexiae
by Mr. Standley.

Exploring these volcanic mountains was somewhat strenuous as
most of them are standing on edge. The woodcutter’s boys were the
companions of my rambles and a thirteen year old would climb any
tree of not too great girth by clasping it with his arms and half
walking, half hitching his way up.

Near a streamlet in a deep cafion we found a tall herbaceous
plant, an Euphorbia, with small pale green leaves and tiny greenish
flowers. My curiosity was aroused by the importance given it by
my native friends, who call it “Hierba del arlomo” and who stated
that it was a specific for the bite of the dreaded “arlomo”. It took
a good deal of investigating to discover what an “arlomo” was but
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