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President’s Message: 
The BC Herbarium
by Rich Spjut

RECENTLY I WAS CONTACTED BY ONE OF THE 
 professors at the Bakersfield College (BC) who 

was looking for 
a public place in 
Bakersfield to re-
locate their plant 
collection, since 
they “no longer 
have the room to 
keep it or courses 
that use it.” My 
initial expecta-
tion was a few 
hundred speci-
mens bundled 
in newsprint 
and stored in a 
cabinet. Howev-
er, upon seeing 
the collection I 
was surprised 
to find it was a 
well-organized 
herbarium, in 
standard herbar-

ium cabinets, with a detailed accounting of contents, 
including the number of specimens (4,019) arranged 
alphabetically by families (108), genera (489) and 
species (1,199), each taxon in its own folder index — 
tagged by name, and even the number of specimens 
for each species. 

It was believed that the collections dated back to the 
1950’s; however, among the 53 specimens I photo-
graphed, one was collected as early as 1927. The 
specimens are well-preserved, and nicely laid out on 
herbarium mounting paper, appearing to have been 
pressed soon after collected. While specimens often 

Online image of the US National Herbarium 
(Smithsonian Institution, Dept. Botany, 
Washington, DC) showing some of their 5 
million specimens. A herbarium is a collec-
tion of dried pressed specimens of plants 
usually kept as a record of the species that 
grow in a geographical area, or as vouch-
ers for plants collected for various scientific 
studies (e.g., flora, vegetation, DNA, phyto-
chemical, pharmaceutical screening). Each 
cabinet is approx. 7’ tall, 30” wide and 
18.5” deep.
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lack details in the description of where they were col-
lected, one should keep in mind the purpose of this 
herbarium —  for students to learn plant families and 
genera. 

The herbarium was started by professors who taught 
at BC as early as the 1920’s. Early collections have 
typeset labels titled, for example, “Herbarium of Kern 
County Union High School.” Today, it is unusual for a 
high school to have a herbarium — Wikipedia men-
tions only three for all of North America.

My first contact with an herbarium was not until I 
took an advanced plant taxonomy course at Hum-
boldt State University. Since I had not heard about 
the BC  “collection” and seeing that it is indeed a 
“herbarium” — with a long, unusual history — I sug-
gest that it be kept intact in Bakersfield. The problem 
is finding  space to accommodate the five herbarium 
cabinets. I have asked BC professors to allow our 
board members to see the herbarium, which appears 
to have been active up until 1996 when Professor 
Raymond Draper retired. 

A complete list of the specimens will be placed on the 
Chapter website under checklists.

A Survey of the new extension  
to the Kern River Parkway Preserve.
This survey ties into plans for plants to be grown 
at the Adobe House. A list presented at the May 19 
meeting included many species not known to occur 
in Kern County, although native to other California 
floristic regions. Nevertheless, Chapter Vice President 
Don Turkal has been leading the survey. He and wife, 
Yvonne have listed plants for each of our chapter field 
trips. I have photographed most of the species. 

I have copied parts of Google Earth (following page) 
that show the preserve. Diane Mitchell has indicated 
that she  may prepare a vegetation map. ✿

Left: Image of specimen in the BC Herbarium identified as  
Garrya fremontii, as it would key out in the 1925 Jepson 
Manual by the absence of hairs on the underside of leaves. I 
have collected this along the Mill Creek Trail near the 2,500-
ft. elevation reported. I found it interesting that CCH2 did not 
generate records of any species of vascular for seven miles of 
trail between the Mill Creek trailhead at Kern Canyon Road 
and its end point on Breckenridge Mtn. Right: Labels for an-
other specimen in BC accompanied by annotations, one by 
Lyman Benson, a professor well-known for his publications 
on cacti, who taught at BC during the 1930’s. Annotations 
are made in regard to the changes in taxonomy.


