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Caring for Natural History Collections 

A review of n SEMS train in~ course taught by Si m on Moo re, Co nser­
vator/Natural ciences, Hampshire County Council Museums ervice 
io December 1998. 

~arah 1\.enyon. Natura l <;cienccs Curatoria l Officer' SafTron Walden Mu­
'iClllll. Museum ()trcet. <;affron Walden. Esse;.., 

I he course was attended by fifteen delegates from museums and museum 
services 111 the south-eastern region. Prior to the course the delegates were 
asked to submit a questionnaire. detailing the type of natural history -;peci­
mens in their co llections and the three most important questions that they 
would like to ask about caring for a natural history collection. This infor­
mation helped to focus the content or the course to the needs or the dele­
gates. We were also asked to bring along sp~.:cimcns from our museums' 
that were In need of conservation ""ork. 

·r he programme for the day conststed of live sesstons I her~.: w.ts a good 
balance between group work, tauglu sesstons and the chance to gatn prac 
tical e\periencc of conserv ing specimens 

I. Group work- identification of specimens '' tth conservation prob­
lem<;. 

2 Sltdc prco;cntation- agents of deterioration. the•r effect!>, possible 
remedies. 

3.- ~ Pract1cal Scsstonc:; I and 2. held before and alter lunch 
5 Quc~uon and anS\\.Cr sess1on. 

Problem Ide ntification 
I he group assessed a range of specimens. We identified the1r problems. 
and d tscussed conservation solutions and any rcbt~.:d health and safely is­
sues. lhe specimens mcluded: 
I. 13ird mount covered in a wh1tc powder (arsenic sa lts). wtth otly feet and 
beak, insect damage, rufncd feathers, a broken neck. and paint damage 
1. Bird mount: wtth protruding w1res. split skin. bent hend and neck. glue 
on 1ts feathers and a broken foot 
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3. A1r-dned p1ranha· wtth a broken mount. damage to tts teeth and tail 
fins. cracked paint and vamt'ih and sunken eyes 

AJ!ents of De teriora tion 
I he tlamagl! to '>pCCitnl!ll'i resulting I mm poor handling. light. unsuttablc 
rdattve humtdtt) untltcmpcr.llurc and pest attack v.ere illustrated wtth 
slides. We d1scussed ho"" to tackle the problems of dry and cracked speci­
mens, damp. ptn rot. B) ne'> d1sea ... e. pyrite decay. pest damage, cleaning 
fur and feathers. degreasmg bone~ and the rehydration of nu id preserved 
specnnens 

Practical essions 
rhe group v1cwcd ob1ects that had been brought in from our respective 
museums and d1scussed thctr problems and conscrvatton needs. Using the 
two bird specimens provided by Simon Moorc we had a chance to practice 
cleaning the birds' feathers, feet nnd beaks; straightening the specimens, 
removing protruding wires, treating dry areas with almond oil and re­
attaching broken parts with reversible glue. 

Question and Answer 
The day ended v .. ith an 'Open Surgcf\ ·question and answer sesston where 
Simon Moore gave adv1cc abouttackltng vanous conservation issues in 
our museums. b<~-;cd on the quc<;tlons \\C had suhm1tted 

I found the course to be vel) CllJO)'able and useful. There was a good 1111\ 

between the d1 fferent I) pes of sessions dunng the da). The delegates qucs­
uons about the care and conservauon or natural h1story collections "ere 
addressed. We were also gl\·en notes to take away for future reference. 
The practical scss1ons helped us to gatn experience of basic conservation 
techniques. which I have since had the confidence to use v.ith the natural 
histol') collection at Saffron Wald~.:n Museum. The day could only have 
been improved by the prOVI!:.I011 or more specimens for the group tO get 
their hands on ! 

For more information contact Simon Moore, llampshirc County Counci l 
Museums Service, 0 1962 84 6317. 
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