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Lesser Short-Nosed Fruit Bat (Cynopterus brachyotis) | Borneo
Photo by LSUMNS graduate student Vivien Chua
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 The LSUMNS bird collection here has many treasures, but two of 
my favorites are the Whiskered Owlet and the Marvelous Spatuletail. 
The plumage of the male Spatuletail is absurd, and the discovery of the 
Whiskered Owlet by LSU ornithologists in 1976 is a continuous source 
of inspiration. 

 With the backing of John S. McIlhenny, Museum ornithologist John 
O’Neill led an expedition to the Andes of northern Peru in August 1976, making camp (05° 
46’S,77° 41’W) and setting up a few mist nets in a cold, misery-inducing rain that did not 
stop. Just as they had decided to abandon the drenched camp, a dark brown owl, in min-
iature, showed up in one of their nets. It was a chimera as O’Neill described it, a three-way 
mix between a screech owl, a pygmy owl, and a crested owl. Where it fits in the owl tree of 
life remains unknown, but Gary Graves and John O’Neill named the obscure owl Xeno-
glaux, from the Greek Xenos for strange, and glaux, for owl, and honored Museum Director 
George Lowery with the specific epithet. Forty years later, Xenoglaux loweryi remains a very 
poorly known species, with only a handful of localities known from the vicinity of O’Neill’s 
camp.

 Through a generous invitation to give a plenary lecture at the 10th Ornithological 
Congress of Peru in Chachapoyas, I visited the hallowed forests that the Whiskered Owlet 
and Marvelous Spatuletail call home. The birding was incredible, but I was most impressed 
by seeing firsthand some of the byproducts of LSU’s long field program in Peru. For ex-
ample, near O’Neill’s old camp there are now nature preserves and ecolodges where birders 
from around the world travel to see the owlet. And a second LSU camp in October 1976 that 
also found the owlet lies within what is now the 245 square-mile Cordillera de Colán Na-
tional Park.  LSU’s ornithological discoveries were key in providing the biological rationale 
for establishing that park. 

 At the Congress, a legion of young Peruvian ornithologists attended, presenting ex-
citing research projects on the conservation, ecology, evolutionary biology, and natural his-
tory of birds. I saw a beautiful molecular lab for biodiversity research – complete with next-
gen DNA sequencer – under construction at the University of Amazonas. Ornithology is 
burgeoning in Peru. 

 Museum alumni José “Pepe” Alvarez, Santiago Claramunt, Gary Graham, Kevin 
McCracken, Tom Schulenberg, and Thomas Valqui were in attendance, as well as current 
grad student Andre Moncrieff. In the evenings, we’d gather to hear wild stories of the early 
LSU trips to Peru, when there were no field guides, the bird songs and calls were known by 
few, and the binoculars prone to fogging.  We marveled about how far things had come. 

 How easy it is to take all of this knowledge for granted.
 
 And I fulfilled a dream when I saw Marvelous Spatuletails, 
two days in a row.

Link to photos and video of the Long-whiskered Owlet
  Link to photos of the Marvelous Spauletail

Fig. 1. This mummified specimen of the Marvelous Spatuletail was pur-
chased by O’Neill in 1976 from a kid at a gas station in Leymebamba, 
Peru.

http://ebird.org/ebird/peru/view/checklist/S20309917
http://ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist/S17109944


Dear Friends and Colleagues,

 Spring is an exciting time at the LSU Museum of Natural 
Science. There are currently sixteen graduate students continuing the 
legacy of ornithological excellence at the LSUMNS – several of the 
older cohort are preparing to defend their dissertations, others are 
eagerly planning summer expeditions in Indonesia, Bolivia, and Brazil, 
and many of us are preparing to share our work at scienti�c meetings 
across the country. In our spare time, you can �nd us behind binocu-
lars keeping tabs on the local bird life – especially now that early 
spring migrants are arriving in Louisiana.
 Spring migration is a special time for us ornithology graduate 
students – in part because of our Annual Louisiana Big Day Fundraiser. 
On the Big Day, after weeks of scouting and planning, a team of 
LSUMNS graduate students will scour the state for 24 hours to see as 
many bird species as possible under American Birding Association Big 
Day rules. We target the end of April, when bird diversity is highest due 
to the large number of migratory bird species passing through on their 
way to northerly breeding grounds. We’ll be closely monitoring the weather forecasts to pick the best day possible. On April 21 of last 
year our Big Day team recorded 219 species, just two species shy of the state record set by LSU students in 2010. With the right 
combination of e�ort, weather, and luck, we hope to approach or even surpass that record number this year!
 The funds we raise on the Big Day directly support the �eld and lab work conducted by ornithology graduate students at the 
Museum. This money helps us launch newly conceived research projects, �lls in funding holes when our grants run low, and sends us 
to international scienti�c conferences to share our latest research.
 In the past year, LSUMNS ornithology graduate students have used Big Day funds to:
    Purchase a �eld recording unit, which was recently used on a trip to Puno, Peru to document geographic variation   
    in vocalizations of 82 species of Neotropical birds
    Sequence genomic data from 150 Southeast Asian birds to determine population structure across Indo-Malaya
    Hire �eld assistants to collect vocalization recordings throughout the year to study seasonal di�erences in singing   
    and breeding activity in Bornean birds
    Attend the 2016 North American Ornithological Conference in Washington, D.C. to present research on the phylogenetics  
    of river island bird species in the Amazon Basin and patterns of morphological variation in Blue-crowned Manakins
The past generosity of donors like you has made the Big Day a success, and made these projects and many more possible. We hope 
you will support our e�orts this year by making a donation online or using the form below. You can pledge a dollar amount for each 
species we �nd during the Big Day, or simply donate what you wish. All donations are tax deductible.
 The graduate program at the LSUMNS is widely regarded as one of the premier programs for bird study, and your donations 
directly contribute to our success. We hope we can count on your donation for the Big Day fundraiser this year. As always, we are 
grateful for and inspired by your support.

Ornithology!
The LSUMNS Ornithology Graduate Students

LOUISIANA STATE UNIVERSITY

Back (L-R): Ryan Burner, Matt Brady, Oscar Johnson, Glenn Seeholzer, Jessie Salter, Andre 
Moncrie�. Front (L-R): Subir Shakya, Clare Brown, Vivien Chua, Glaucia Del-Rio, Marco Rego. 

Not pictured:  Caroline Du�e, Anna Hiller, Rafael Marcondes, Cesar Sanchez, Ryan Terrill.

___ Yes, I will support LSU Ornithology with a one-time donation.     $___________

___ Yes, I will support LSU Ornithology with a per-species pledge to help motivate the Big Day team. 

Per-species pledge $ ___________

Checks should be made out to LSU Foundation with “Ornithology Student Support Fund” on the memo line

The closest guess to the actual number of species recorded gets a free t-shirt. MY GUESS_______

Name____________________________________

Online donation information on the back

Please cut on the dotted line and reurn this pledge form in the enclosed self-addressed envelope.

M U S E U M O F N A T U R A L S C I E N C E



Donate Online
You can donate online through the LSU Foundation website: 

www.lsufoundation.org/givetoscience

Please �ll out the form from the link. Under 
Designations, select Other, and type “Ornithology 

Student Support Fund” in the Gift Comments.

In November 2016, Ryan Burner, Lindsay 
Burner and Subir Bahadur Shakya �ew to 
Jakarta, Indonesia where they met up with 
our Indonesian collaborators from LIPI to 
start a multi-year research project focusing 
on the birds on peripheral islands in 
Sundaland (Borneo, Java and Sumatra). 

During this trip, one of the �rst LSU expedi-
tions to Indonesia, they visited three sites, 

Maratua Island, Bawean Island and Berau (in 
East Kalimantan, Borneo) and collected many new 

specimens for LSU including some of the �rst modern 
avian specimens from these places in 60 years.

In the past year, LSUMNS ornithology graduate students published 
articles in Evolution, Ibis, Malimbus, Ornitologia Neotropical, Ra�es 
Journal of Zoology, and Wilson Journal of Ornithology.

We congratulate Rafael Marcondes on winning the American Society 
of Naturalists Ruth Patrick Award for best student poster at 

the 2016 Evolution Meeting in Austin, TX and Glenn 
Seeholzer for winning the Association of Field 

Ornithologists Student Presentation Award at the 
2016 North American Ornithology Conference in 
Washington, DC. We also congratulate Glaucia 
Del-Rio, who is the �rst student in the LSU College of 
Science to receive the prestigious American 

Association of University Women doctoral fellowship. 

News

Size :  Small____    Medium____    Large____    Extra Large____ 

T-shirt Order Form
This year the annual LSUMNS Ornithology T-shirt will feature a design by LSUMNS alumn Curt Burney. If you would like to 
purchase a t-shirt, please include $20 per shirt (includes shipping) in the enclosed self addressed envelope and make the 
check out to the LSU Foundation with “Ornithology Student Support Fund” on the memo line. You may also place an 
order by emailing glaucia.ornito@gmail.com.

Please cut on the dotted line and reurn this pledge form in the enclosed self-addressed envelope.

LSUMNS student
Ryan Burner with a
Banded Broadbill in 

Sarawak, Borneo.

A Black-headed Bulbul, 
one of the focal species of 

the Indonesia trip.
Photo by Subir Shakya.

In the past year, 
LSUMNS ornithology
graduate students:

Led 5 international expeditions in 
4 countries (Borneo, Brazil, Indonesia, and Peru)

Sequenced DNA from 1,207 individual birds

Presented their research in 12 talks and 3 posters 
at 4 international conferences, where they 

won 2 presentation awards

Published 8 papers in 6 peer-
reviewed journals LSUMNS student Glaucia Del-Rio 

holding a White-breasted Antbird
in the Madeira-Tapajós

inter�uvium in the
Southern Amazon, Brazil 

 LSUMNS students Andre Moncrie� (far left) and Glenn 
Seeholzer (far right) with friends of the Museum Emil 

Bautista, Barry Walker, and Mayori Soto on a 
December 2016 trip to Puno, Peru. 



   For the past three years members of the 
LSUMNS ichthyology lab have traveled to the Middle 
East in search of unique fishes of the Persian Gulf (also 
called the Arabian Gulf in many of the countries of that 
region). Our trips to Kuwait and the United Arab Emir-
ates (UAE) have brought back specimens that expanded 
and diversified our collections here at LSU for research-
ers to use worldwide, and have helped us gain a better 
understanding on the factors that drive biodiversity in 
the world’s oceans. In fact, many of the fishes that LSU 
houses from these trips are poorly known and not pres-
ent in many of the collections within the United States. 
Unfortunately, collections of these species are also un-
common in the Middle East where they are found, mak-
ing it difficult for scientists in that region to figure out 
exactly which species occur there. Luckily, this is chang-
ing.

 This year the LSUMNS ichthyology lab was gra-
ciously presented with the opportunity to assist the UAE 
Environmental Agency and establish a small reference 
collection in Abu Dhabi. A 10-day trip was organized 
by Dr. Rima Jabado at the UAE Environmental Agency 
for mid-December, 2016 to curate fishes that they had 
collected throughout the previous year. These collec-
tions had been made by trawling – the same method 
of dragging a net along the bottom that we use to get 

shrimp in the Gulf of Mexico. Trawling, however, is il-
legal in most countries that surround the Persian Gulf 
(except for Kuwait and Iran). The permits that the UAE 
Environmental Agency had to trawl made this a unique 
opportunity to discover even more rare fishes of the 
Persian Gulf, and the trawls did not disappoint.

 The majority of the trip was spent in the UAE 
Environmental Agency fish lab, which is located conve-
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Helping build a new fish collection 
for the Middle East

by William Ludt

Above: Fin markings of a male Persian Dragonet (Callionymus persi-
cus).
Title Photo: UAE Collaborator Rima Jabado with the newly formed 
collection.
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niently near the harbor and the main fish market. When 
I arrived there were two large freezers full of samples. 
These ranged from extremely small juvenile fishes, to 
large behemoths of some species that I didn’t know 
could even get that big. Over the course of 10 busy days 
we managed to sort, identify, and preserve nearly 600 
specimens. Slowly but surely jars of fishes started to ac-
cumulate on the shelves in the fish lab, and by the time I 

left I was able to see the beginnings of a collection form. 
 Identifying and curating specimens was not 
the only goal of the trip. The LSUMNS is committed 
not only to its own scientific projects, but we’re also 
committed to passing on our knowledge and training 
others. During the trip I trained scientists and staff at 
the lab in proper preservation, storage, and curatorial 
techniques for a fish collection, and also held a half-day 
course for UAE researchers on fish identification for the 
region. Together, the course and the reference collec-
tion that we started will be an excellent resource, not 
only for scientific research, but also to engage the public 
and exhibit the strikingly diverse shapes and forms that 
fishes can take. 

 The Persian Gulf is a unique environment. Its 
shallow nature and overall position on the planet leads 
to harsh environmental conditions that not many spe-
cies can tolerate. Properly documenting these species 
has been a major goal for us at LSU, and we have been 
more than happy to help others do so as well. Local ref-
erence collections, such as the one we helped establish 
in the UAE, are important resources for the UAE and 
surrounding countries in that region. The collections 
that we’ve done in this region are hopefully only the 
beginning. In the future we hope that LSU can work 
alongside local researchers and help collect in differ-
ent habitats of the Persian Gulf, such as mangroves and 
coral reefs, to gain a holistic understanding of the fish 
biodiversity in this unique body of water.

Top Left: Clown Fish (Amphiprion clarkii)
Middle Left: Large Thornback Trunkfish (Tetrosomus gibbosus)
Bottom: The beginnings of a new fish collection.



   In the preceding issue of the Museum of Nat-
ural Science newsletter (vol. 34, issue 3), Ryan Burner 
gave a vivid account of the research of LSUMNS Cura-
tor of Genetic Resources, Dr. Frederick Sheldon, and 
his students in Malaysian Borneo. As regular readers 
of this newsletter are already aware, Dr. Sheldon has 
been working in the Indo-Malayan region for the past 
40 years and has contributed a lot to the advancement 
of our understandings of biogeography, ecology, and 
evolution of the birds in this region. Dr. Sheldon and 
his students visit some of the most remote and pristine 
sites in Indo-Malaya, particularly in Malaysian Borneo 
to collect research specimens to enhance the impres-
sive collection at LSUMNS, and to facilitate the disser-
tations of Dr. Sheldon’s graduate students. This article 
in the preceding issue, described the escapades of Ryan 
Burner and myself, two of Dr. Sheldon’s Ph.D. students, 
on two Bornean mountains, Mt. Mulu and Mt. Pueh. 
Like most fieldwork in Borneo, the trip took place on 

the Malaysian side (26%) of the island. The Indonesian 
side, aka Kalimantan comprises the remaining 74% of 
the island and modern avian specimens from this part 
of Borneo are relatively underrepresented in collections 
worldwide due to the difficulty of obtaining collecting 
and export permits. However, in November/December 
of 2016, that changed with the LSUMNS’s first expedi-
tion to Indonesian Borneo. Below I highlight the chal-
lenges we faced in obtaining permits for work in Ka-
limantan and detail some of the adventures we had in 
this next frontier.

 First let me introduce myself, my research inter-
est and how it culminated into an expedition to Indone-
sia. My name is Subir Bahadur Shakya and I hail from 
the Himalayan nation of Nepal. I joined Dr. Sheldon’s 
lab in the fall of 2014. I am interested in avian evolution 
especially the evolution of coloration in birds. While 
looking for a niche to work on for my dissertation that 
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Indonesia - The New Frontier
by Subir Shakya
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would encapsulate my research interests as well as fur-
ther the scope of biogeographic work in Indo-Malaya, I 
was directed to an interesting system involving two col-
or morphs of the Black-headed Bulbul (Brachypodius 
atriceps). This species ranges from the Himalayan foot-
hills to the Greater Sunda Islands. In most of its range, 
this species is yellow with a black head. However, on 
two islands, Maratua (NE of Borneo) and Bawean (be-
tween Borneo and Java) the yellow color is completely 
absent, and the birds are gray instead. Here was a perfect 
system to examine the evolution of coloration in a bird 
species, which could also shed light to an interesting 
biogeographic mystery: why these gray birds occur on 
these islands that are 800 miles apart. A few caveats to 
this perfect system are that these two islands are part of 
Indonesian Borneo, and specimens of the gray-morphs 
of this species are rare in museum collections. I knew I 
had to push to work in Indonesian Borneo if I wanted 
to work on this system.

 In January of 2016, I started the lengthy process 
of applying for permits to work in Indonesia. Getting 
permits to work in Indonesia is challenging and some 
people even considered my endeavor a lost cause. But 
perseverance paid off, and in July 2016 we were noti-
fied that Ryan Burner and I would be allowed to work 

in Indonesia (Dr. Sheldon too, but he couldn’t go). So 
in November 2016, Ryan Burner, Lindsay Burner and I 
flew to Jakarta, Indonesia. We met up with our Indone-
sian collaborators from LIPI. The first ten days we went 
to different offices, filled out forms, and waited to hear 
back from the various agencies in Indonesia. After all 
that waiting, we finally got our permits and immediate-
ly started for the first island, Maratua. 

 Maratua Island is a 9 sq. mile oceanic island 35 
miles east of Borneo in the Celebes Sea. To get to Marat-
ua, first we took a flight from Jakarta to Balikpapan (in 
East Kalimantan), then a 2 hour car ride to Samarin-
da to check in with the forestry dept. office and police 
stations. Then the next day, we drove back to Balikpa-
pan, and flew to Berau, crossing the Equator on our 
way. From Berau, we took a car for 3 hours to reach the 
coast at Tanjung Batu. The final leg consisted of a 3 hour 
boat ride in a 5-seater boat to Maratua Island. Once we 
reached Maratua, we thought we were in paradise, there 
were sea turtles everywhere, the beaches were pris-
tine and we were ready to start our fieldwork. We set 
up camp at the Maratua Guest House, and the owners 
of the establishment were kind enough to let us collect 
in the forest around their property. The island is an old 
coral-reef that was uplifted above the surface by tectonic 

Top Left: Yellow morph of Black-naped Bulbul (Brachypodius atriceps 
atriceps)
Bottom Left: Oriental Pied Hornbill (Anthracoceros albirostris)
Top Right: Gray morph of Black-naped Bulbul (Brachypodius atriceps 
hodiernus)
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activity. Its rocky limestone surface is full of holes, some 
10 ft deep. We set up our mist-nets and on the very first 
day we got our target species, the gray morph of the 
Black-headed Bulbul. Subsequently we were able to col-
lect specimens of 13 other species including the Man-
grove Whistler (Pachycephala cinerea), Black-naped 
Monarch (Hypothymis azurea aeria; the island’s subspe-
cies lacks a black nape), Gray-headed Fruit-Dove (Ptili-
nopus melanospilus), and Narcissus Flycatcher (Ficedula 
narcissina). This was the first ornithological expedition 
to visit this unique island in nearly 50 years, and we not-
ed the apparent absence of the White-Crowned Shama 
(Kittacincla stricklandii barbouri) but were encouraged 
to hear the calls of a Phillipine Megapode (Megapodius 
cumingii). 

 After our success in Maratua, we returned 
to Berau and set up camp just south of the city in an 
abandoned camp-ground. A giant Saltwater Crocodile 
(Crocodylus porosus) that was being kept in a failing 
enclosure was the main attraction of this site. Here too 
we set up mist-nets to collect LSU’s first birds from the 
mainland of Indonesian Borneo. The site, although very 
close to the city, was rich in birds including three kinds 
of hornbills, mammals such as langurs and giant squir-
rels, as well as a host of other creatures such as flying 
lizards. Babblers, sunbirds, and bulbuls were common 
in this forest patch. We collected specimens of about 
25 species, including one of the yellow morphs of the 
Black-headed Bulbul. 

 At this point Ryan and Lindsay Burner left for 
Danum Valley in Malaysian Borneo to collect fecal sam-
ples from insectivorous forest birds. Ryan will sequence 
the prey DNA in these samples to examine the diets of 
these bird species in more detail. Along with having 
great success in collecting poop-samples from 300 in-
dividual birds, Ryan and Lindsay also experienced the 
wrath of pachyderms. Bornean Pygmy Elephants (Ele-
phas maximus borneensis) wreaked havoc on mist-net 
lines, bending net poles, and dragging nets off into 
the jungle. Some of the lost nets weren’t recovered for 
a week. Ryan and Lindsay were fine though, and were 
able to enjoy sights of orangutans, civets, mouse-deer, 
and pigs, along with the many species of birds. 

 While Ryan battled with the beasts, I flew to 
Surabaya in eastern Java, and then took a 9 hour boat 
ride to the second island, Bawean. As soon as I arrived 

in Bawean, one thing was very apparent, the island was 
eerily quiet with respect to bird songs. We walked up 
to a Bawean Hog-deer (Axis kuhlii) enclosure, where 
this endemic, endangered species is being protected 

Top: Bawean Hog Deer (Axis Kuhliia)
Middle: Monitor Lizard (Varanus salvator)
Bottom: Saltwater Crocodile (Crocodylus porosus)
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and the story was the same. Even though the island 
was well-forested, there were no birds anywhere. A 
few Oriental Honey-buzzards (Pernis ptilorhynchus) 
and Bawean Serpent-eagles (Spilornis cheela baweanus) 
were flying about with the hundreds of giant flying fox-
es, but no songbirds. We set up our mist-nets along a 
ridge and waited to see if we would catch any birds. 
Here is where the reality became clear to us, the reason 
we were not hearing birds was that there were hardly 
any birds in the forest. The forestry officer described 
how the Black-headed Bulbul, up until 5 years ago, was 

the most abundant bird on the island. Now, due to the 
Indonesia’s rampant pet trade, trappers have decimated 
the island’s bird population. We did, however, manage 
to obtain one gray morph of the Black-headed Bulbul 
by buying it from a local who had it in a cage, a common 
practice in Indonesia. 

 Overall, the trip was a great success. We man-
aged to collect LSU’s first specimens from Indonesian 
Borneo (along with tissues for DNA analysis), estab-
lished a collaboration with Indonesian colleagues, and 
obtained the target birds of the trip, gray and yellow 
morphs of the Black-headed Bulbul for my dissertation 
project. We also secured a 5-year collection permit to 
collect on the various islands in Sundaland (Java, Bor-
neo and Sumatra and their satellite islands). I would like 
to thank everyone, especially Dr. Sheldon, who made 
this trip possible and look forward to writing about ad-
ventures on subsequent trips to Indonesia. 

Below: Bawean Island
Title Photo: Maratua Island

Above: The group (From L to R) - Tri Haryoko, Lindsay Burner, Ryan 
Burner, Subir B. Shakya



   The Eighth Annual festival was held 2-6 No-
vember and was once again based in Jennings, LA, in 
the heart of our SW rice-growing region. The sold-out 
festival drew participants to in search of Yellow Rails 
from 26 US states, two Canadian provinces, and Aus-
tralia in search of Yellow Rails. Field harvest sites were 
located near the small community of Thornwell, in 2014 
designated by the LA Legislature as The Yellow Rail 
Capital of the World. 

 LSUMNS is a festival co-sponsor and each year 
LSUMNS staff and graduate students assist the event 
in many ways from being volunteer field trip leaders 
and/or rail field “facilitators,” manning an information 
booth, or by providing logistical support. LSUMNS 
2016 YRARF volunteers included (alphabetical order): 
Clare Brown, Steve Cardiff, Valerie Derouen, Don-
na Dittmann, Anna Hiller, Tammie Jackson, Dan 
Lane, Andre Moncrieff, Van Remsen, and Jessie Salt-
er. LSUMNS personnel were able to share with festival 
participants their enthusiasm and knowledge of Louisi-
ana’s birds, as well as information about their research 
activities farther afield. 

 The festival’s prime objective is to show visitors 
the festival’s namesake, the Yellow Rail (Coturnicops 
noveboracensis). But, also, the event showcases the area’s 
abundance of birds in its “working wetlands” (rice and 
crayfish) and provides a unique combination of “agri-
tourism” and “ecotourism” experiences. Weather coop-
erated this year with no days lost to inclement weather. 
In fact the region was exceptionally dry with drought 
conditions, which seemed ironic following the State’s 
historic August deluges. This year, Yellow Rail num-
bers were similar to 2015: 30 were estimated during 
the pre-festival Beat-the-Crowds event on Wednesday 
11/2, 30 on Thursday field harvest day (a partial day de-
layed by a combine failure), 20-25 on Friday, and only 
four on Saturday.  For some sample eBird lists, go to: 
http://ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist/S32448741 or 
http://ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist/S32449135.  An 
additional 20 Yellows were found during pre-festival 
scouting on 10/25, with another 14 during a pre-festival 
tour on 10/28, 20 during a post-festival tour on 11/14, 
and a whopping 54 during another post-festival visit on 
11/21.  The latter visitor, Christian Hagenlocher, was at-
tempting a record North American “big year” and was 
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Eighth Annual Yellow Rails and Rice Festival
by Donna L. Dittmann & Steven W. Cardiff
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able to add Yellow Rail to his list thanks to YRARF- see 
his eBird list at: http://ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist/
S32671908 and his blog at:
http://www.thebirdingproject.com/blog/2016/11/22/

the-day-i-saw-too-many-rails for his recounting of that 
exciting day.  Dry conditions made accessing the nor-
mally sloppy fields easier, but also created exceptionally 
dusty conditions and resulted in many fewer individuals 
of other rail species than normal. In fact, Yellow Rails 
outnumbered all other rails combined by a consider-
able margin. Although not the bumper crop of Yellows 

Left: Dry conditions made for relatively easy walking in the fields, and a 
number of Yellow Rails were relocated in the stubble after they flushed. 

Above: A Yellow Rail poses in the open briefly for participants before 
scurrying back out of sight.

Above: A Yellow Rail flies past an ATV full of excited participants.
Title Photo: YRARF 2016 had excellent weather and no harvest days were lost to rain.



Left: Dry conditions made for relatively easy walking in the fields, and a 
number of Yellow Rails were relocated in the stubble after they flushed. 

Above: A Yellow Rail poses in the open briefly for participants before 
scurrying back out of sight.
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found during the high-count years (2010, 2011, 2014), 
participants had unlimited opportunities to see rails 
flushing from the fields, including some up-close indi-
viduals spotted on the ground or being handled during 
banding activities. The Banding Workshop crew, led by 
Erik I. Johnson (Audubon Louisiana, Louisiana Bird 
Observatory), were able to catch 12 Yellows this year, of 
which eight were fitted with nano-tags. We hope MO-
TUS towers will pick up some of our bird’s radio sig-
nals (http://motus.org/data/receiversMap.jsp). LDWF 
installed a temporary tower in the Thornwell area to 
monitor local movements of the Yellow Rails that were 
tagged during the festival. See more information here: 
http://www.birdscanada.org/research/motus/

 As in previous years, participants were able to 
observe Louisiana’s spectacular abundance and diver-
sity of birds during field trips through rice country, to 
the coast of Cameron Parish, and to the longleaf piney-

woods of the Kisatchie National Forest in Vernon Par-
ish. By covering a diversity of habitats, participants had 
a chance to see over 200 bird species as well as to enjoy 
the area’s culture, cuisine, and hospitality. 

 YRARF 2017 is scheduled for 1-5 November 
2017 – if you would like to be on the festival email list, 
then contact: yellowrailsandrice@gmail.com.  Keep an 
eye on the website for information updates about this 
year’s event: http://www.snowyegretenterprises.com/
Snowy_Egret_Enterprises/Yellow_Rails_%26_Rice_
Festival.html

 Registration will open on 1 August 2017 and 
spaces do fill quickly! 

Due to the combination of wind and dry field conditions, dust was exceptional on Wednesday. The combine and the Thornwell water tower behind 
the participant is barely visible.  

Above: A Yellow Rail flies past an ATV full of excited participants.
Title Photo: YRARF 2016 had excellent weather and no harvest days were lost to rain.



   Over 150 systematists and evolutionary biol-
ogists from across the world convened at the second 
Society of Systematic Biologists (SSB) standalone meet-
ing held January 7-10 in downtown Baton Rouge.  The 
organizing committee for the event was chaired by Bi-
ological Sciences Assistant Professor and MNS Asso-
ciate Jeremy Brown and included Biological Sciences 
Professors Mike Hellberg and Brant Faircloth (also an 
MNS Associate), MNS Curators Robb Brumfield and 
Prosanta Chakrabarty, and MNS students Genevieve 
Mount and Rafael Marcondes. The meeting included 
workshops on cutting-edge software, community-wide 
discussion, as well as 60 lightning talks highlighting re-
cent research from those in attendance. The smaller size 
was very successful in encouraging conversations and 
discussions during social events. 

 The Meeting started off on the weekend of Janu-
ary 7-8 with a series of workshops at the Hilton Hotel in 
downtown Baton Rouge. Three of these workshops were 
run by LSU students and faculty. Prosanta Chakrabarty, 
who is currently serving as a program director at the 
National Science Foundation, presented his view on 
the future of systematics and provided advice to those 
planning to apply for NSF funding. LSU postdoc Lyn-
don Coghill ran a workshop about using the software 
RevBayes to assess the reliability of phylogenetic esti-
mates. Current LSU Master’s student David Morris, and 
former LSU research associate Jeremy Ash, ran another 
workshop about the software TreeScaper, which can be 
used to compare and visualize large numbers of phylo-
genetic trees. 

 The next two days of the meeting (January 9-10) 
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January Standalone Meeting of the Society 
of Systematic Biologists
by Genevieve Mount and Rafael Marcondes
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were dedicated to debates and lightning talks held at the 
beautiful Manship Theatre in the Shaw Center for the 
Arts, just steps away from the Mississippi River and the 
Old State Capitol. The debates focused on how we as re-
searchers relate current large molecular datasets to tra-
ditional theory and concepts in systematics, and were 
led by some of the country’s most prominent research-
ers in the field. A particularly thought-provoking de-
bate was led by our very own Robb Brumfield and MNS 
alumnus Frank Burbrink, now curator of herpetology at 
the American Museum of Natural History. They shared 
their views on the ongoing issue of how to delimit spe-
cies, and fostered a society-wide discussion about the 
current changes and complexities brought on by ge-
nome-wide datasets. Another debate, about “Missing 
data in phylogenomics”, was organized by and for stu-
dents. Student members of SSB and the student meeting 
organizers chose the topic and the discussion leaders. 
Genevieve Mount, a student council representative for 
SSB, served as moderator, and the audience participated 
by sharing their own experiences and questions on the 
subject. We all paid very close attention, as the issues 
raised have profound implications for research projects 
currently being pursued by many of us at the museum.
In addition to workshops and debates, the meeting fea-
tured 5 minute lightning talks. The talks highlighted 
much of the current museum research. Representing 
the Herpetology division, Cathy Newman presented 
the evolution of genome size in woodland salamanders. 
Mammalogy curator Jake Esselstyn and his student 

Mark Swanson gave to back-to-back talks on recent 
findings they have made in mammal phylogenetics. 
From the Ornithology division, Clare Brown talked 
about the evolution of migratory behavior in swallows, 
Glenn Seeholzer about morphological variation in an 
Andean passerine, Jessie Salter about the phylogeny 
of owls, Robb Brumfield about the definition of a bird 
species, and Carl Oliveros about the biogeographic his-
tory of Passerines. Finally, recent MNS graduates Mike 
Harvey and Gustavo Bravo also gave talks on work that 
they have been doing as post-docs at the University of 
Michigan and Harvard University, respectively.

 An evening reception was held at the MNS af-
ter the first day of talks. Abundant and delicious Creole 
cuisine was served by local Baton Rouge icon Juban’s, 
Les Freres Michot provided wonderful Cajun music, 
and we took a break from science while connecting 
with new and old friends. Many thanks to Robb Brum-
field for organizing the reception and helping showcase 
the Museum.

 The meeting was very well received by partic-
ipants from LSU as well as other universities, and a 
great time was had by all. For this success we are all very 
grateful to the members of the organizing committee, 
especially Jeremy Brown, who impressed everyone with 
his outstanding job leading the efforts. The meeting’s 
success would also not have been possible without the 
help of the student volunteers that included Matt Brady, 
Clare Brown, Mirela Cavuzic, Diego Elias, Joanna Grif-
fiths, Anna Hiller, Teisha King, Rafael Marcondes, Gen-
evieve Mount, David Morris, Jon Nations, Amie Settle-
cowski, Mark Swanson, AJ Turner and Yiming Wang. 
Finally, in addition to the MNS, the meeting was gen-
erously supported by LSU’s Department of Biological 
Sciences, College of Science, and Office of Research and 
Economic Development, as well as NSF. Thank you to 
Dean Cynthia Peterson, Professor and Biological Sci-
ences Chair Joe Siebenaller, and Associate Vice Presi-
dent Stephen Beck for making this meeting possible.

 We feel reinvigorated and full of ideas for yet an-
other year of great science at the museum.

Left: Workshop swag
Title Photo: SSB Group Photo



 As many readers know, a major curatorial ac-
tivity at the LSU Museum of Natural Science involves 
loaning specimens to scientists at other institutions for 
use in their research projects.  But sometimes the num-
ber of specimens they need shipping them infeasible, 
and researchers come to the LSUMMS to study the col-
lections on site.  This also gives us an opportunity to 
spend time with visiting colleagues, and graduate stu-
dents get to meet some of the luminaries in their field.  
This also works in reverse – as a graduate student at UC 
Berkeley in 1977, I visited the LSUMNS to study king-
fisher morphology but also on the agenda was to meet 
luminaries such as George Lowery and John O’Neill as 
well as discuss field research with the graduate students 
here.

 I don’t know the history of the LSUMNS Visitor 
Book, but I suspect that once the Museum’s collections 
accumulated sufficient significance that they drew a 
steady stream of visitors, Dr. Lowery decided to docu-
ment this starting in 1971 with a ledger book that had 
places for signatures, affiliations, dates, and reason for 
the visit.

 I was looking at the Visitor Book the other day 
and saw that many “famous” people had visited the 
collections, just from 1971 to 1977, and the following 
names stood out, more or less in the order of their visits:

 Ben & Lula Coffey, from Memphis, were pio-
neers in recording bird vocalizations and producing 
commercially available cassette tapes that were of great 

use to those of us trying to learn Neotropical bird voic-
es.  It doesn’t get much better than listening to Ben Cof-
fey narrate one of his tapes with his heavily accented 
pronunciations of bird names.

 James L. Patton is a legend in mammalogy.  Pro-
fessor and curator of mammals at the Museum of Verte-
brate Zoology at UC Berkeley, Jim has been a leader in 
specimen-based research on mammals for decades and 
has been the doctoral advisor for many notable mam-
malogists, our retired Mark Hafner among them.  Jim 
is a major benefactor of the LSUMNS mammalogy pro-
gram.

 Paul S. Martin, a geoscientist at the University 
of Arizona, is famous for his “Pleistocene Overkill Hy-
pothesis,” which proposes that the extinction of most of 
the large mammals of North America that occurred in 
the last 10,000 years was due to overhunting by recently 
arrived humans.  He was also a champion of the “re-
wilding” movement, which aimed to restore the Pleis-
tocene megafauna by reintroducing ecological analogs 
from other continents (elephants, camels, lions, etc.)

 Robert W. Storer is a legend in ornithology.  
Professor and curator of birds at the University of Mich-
igan, Bob was exceptionally broad in his interests and 
unmatched in his knowledge of ornithology.  He pub-
lished important papers in morphology, paleontology, 
biogeography, ecology, and behavior, and was a mem-
ber of the American Ornithologists’ Union “Check-list” 
Committee.
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The Research Collections of the LSUMNS as a 
Magnet for Visiting Scientists: 

A Glimpse at our Visitor Book from 1971-1977
by Dr. Van Remsen
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 Jose Hidasi was a professional collector of bird 
specimens from Brazil, I suspect he was visiting here to 
bring specimens to George Lowery.

 Alexander Sprunt, IV, was Director of Research 
at the National Audubon Society for many years.

 Ernest P. Edwards was the author of one of the 
first bird-finding guides for Neotropical birds, “Find-
ing Birds in Mexico” (1968) as well as the book “A Field 
Guide to the Birds of Mexico” (1972).  A prize named in 
his honor is given every year to the best paper published 
in the Wilson Journal of Ornithology.

 Joel Cracraft got his M.S. here at the LSUMNS 
in 1966 with Dr. Lowery and when he visited, was a 
professor at the Univ. Illinois-Chicago.  Joel, now at the 
American Museum of Natural History, is a leading fig-
ure in phylogenetic systematics and biogeography.

 Frances C. James also got her M.S. here at the 
LSUMNS with Dr. Lowery, in 1955 and went on to be a 
leading role model for women ornithologists and ecol-
ogists.  She was the first woman to be president of the 
American Ornithologists’ Union, and has won prizes 
such as the Eminent Ecologist Award of the Ecolog-
ical Society of America and the Margaret Morse Nice 
Medal of the Wilson Ornithological Society.  Known for 
her incisive reasoning, pioneering use of statistical ap-
proaches, and innovative research, Fran was a professor 
at Florida State for many decades.  When she visited, 
her affiliation was listed as “National Science Founda-
tion” so she may have been an NSF program officer at 
the time.

 Ralph Schreiber was the curator of birds at the 
Los Angeles County Museum and an authority on the 
breeding biology of seabirds.  Dr. Schreiber died when 
he was only 45 and is commemorated by the American 
Ornithologists’ Union’s “Ralph W. Schreiber Conserva-
tion Award”, which is given annually to recognize ex-
ceptional contributions to conservation of birds.

 Steve Hilty is the author of the field guides to 
the birds of Colombia and Venezuela, the richest and 
5th-richest countries in the world in terms of number 
of bird species.  Dr. Hilty also wrote “Birds of Tropical 
America”, an outstanding book for introducing the lay-
person to the biology of tropical birds.

 John W. Fitzpatrick visited as a graduate student 
at Princeton during his studies of flycatchers and his 
early interest in the birds of Peru.  He and John O’Neill 
collaborated on discovering and describing a new spe-
cies of flycatcher and a new species of owl.  Dr. Fitzpat-
rick is the director of the Cornell Laboratory of Orni-
thology, the world’s hub for linking the science of birds 
with the public.



  One of the interesting tasks at the beginning of 
each year is to compile the Collection of Genetic Re-
sources’ (CGR) loan (“tissue grant”) activity for the pre-
vious year by project and researcher (in-house, domes-
tic, and foreign), organized by vertebrate group (birds, 
reptiles and amphibians, and mammals). During 2016, 
CGR supported 75 research projects of which most 
were focused on some form of genetic relatedness, from 
broad scale ordinal or generic phylogenies to hybrid in-
trogression to population genetics of a particular spe-
cies on a local scale.  Last year’s projects also sought to 
identify bird hosts of mosquitoes, examine the effect of 
climate change on vertebrate extinctions, to resolve tax-
onomic problems obscured by convergent morphology/
mimicry, develop primers for an Endangered Species, 
and confirm the identity of what was thought to be an 
extinct rodent. 

 Typically, each year CGR processes more than 
one loan per week and our collection is one of the most 
utilized of all of the World’s genetic resource collections. 
A tissue loan may consist of one or many samples. Non-
in-house loans are mainly supplemental in nature, pro-
viding samples that fill taxonomic or geographic gaps in 
support of a specific project by a researcher at another 
institution. Each project is reviewed and approved by 
CGR based on feasibility, design, and merit. A subsa-
mple is carefully cut from the original archived tissue 
sample, invoiced, and sent to a receiving institution. 
In 2016, GR staff (myself, but also graduate curatorial 
assistants and other students working on personal proj-
ects) supervised/processed all tissue loans, but a group 
of dedicated undergraduate assistants were responsible 
for most of the painstaking and tedious physical work 
involved in locating samples in the collection, subsam-
pling them, returning them to the collection, and orga-
nizing the subsamples in preparation for invoicing and 
shipping: Jacob Stover and (Spring Semester) and Nel-
lie Yelvington (who, in addition to assisting during the 
spring, single-handedly processed most of the requests 
during Fall Semester).  A total of 63 loans (951 tissues) 
were sent to non-LSUMNS researchers. Forty-nine 

loans (764 tissues) went to researchers in 18 states plus 
DC; predictably these went predominantly to laborato-
ries at several of the more active research institutions, 
including the Smithsonian Institution, the American 
Museum of Natural History, the Field Museum, and 
Harvard, Rice, Texas A & M, and Cornell universities. 
Researchers in other countries (Mexico, Brazil, France, 
Germany, Denmark, and China) accounted for anoth-
er 14 loans and 204 tissues. Exports add an additional 
time investment needed to acquire and maintain per-
mits and process documents required for US Customs 
clearance. Not surprisingly, loan requests generally re-
flect the size and diversity of the tissue collection, with 
relatively more requests for birds (37 loans of 599 tis-
sues), followed by reptiles and amphibians (21 loans, 
325 tissues), and mammals (5 loans, 27 tissues). 

 As would be expected, LSUMNS-based re-
searchers are heavy users of the GR collection and 2016 
was no exception. About 800 tissues (45% of loaned 
samples) were subsampled for faculty and graduate stu-
dent projects as well as LSU undergraduate mentoring 
projects. The total number of tissues subsampled during 
2016 was 1,745, which is close to our annual average 
(see graph). 

 The GR collection celebrates its 38th birthday 
this year – young compared to the museum’s “voucher” 
collections. At the conclusion of 2016, the total number 
of tissues invoiced to researchers was 31,697.

 The GR collection began loaning tissues to out-
side researchers beginning in 1987.  For the first few 
years only a few tissues were loaned per year. The col-
lection was formally publicized as available to the re-
search community in 1992 and its use has increased 
since. Since 2000, tissues loaned per year, has consis-
tently exceeded 1000 samples. During the first years of 
the collection, in-house projects were not reflected in 
use totals, so the total number of LSUMNS tissues used 
for research projects is probably well over 32,000.
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Genetic Resources 
Collection: 2016

by Donna L. Dittmann



  

 

 Voucher specimens are the foundation of nearly 
all work conducted by museum scientists and the aggre-
gation of these specimens into collections distinguishes 
museums from other institutions of research and ed-
ucation. These specimens might have been collected 
20 or even 200 years ago and, as such, we stand on the 
shoulders of past researchers. If we used only the speci-
mens we collect ourselves, our science would be feeble. 
This community-wide reliance on the past collection of 
specimens fosters an intergenerational connection and 
is part of what excites us about growing our collections. 
Many of us draw motivation from knowing that while 
we are collecting specimens for our own research, we 
are also contributing to something in the future that we 
can’t fully anticipate.

 Over the last couple years, a lot of our research 
effort in the mammal lab has been devoted to improv-
ing estimates of the relationships among all 5911 spe-
cies of mammals. It may surprise some readers that 
there are still a lot of basic things we don’t know about 
the evolutionary history of mammals. For instance, the 
origin of bats remains shrouded in mystery and even 
the question of what group represents the closest living 
relatives of primates is still debated. Perhaps more im-
portantly, roughly 1 in 5 species of mammals has nev-
er been included in any explicit study of evolutionary 
relationships. With funding from the National Science 
Foundation, we are working toward improving this sit-
uation, such that many more species will be included 

in forthcoming estimates of relationships. Solving this 
problem, and generating an evolutionary tree of all 
mammals will, in addition to clarifying understanding 
of mammalian relationships, provide a wealth of scien-
tific resources for testing innumerable hypotheses in 
macroevolution, biogeography, conservation biology, 
and comparative genomics.

 Inferring evolutionary relationships among 
species is most effective when using traits from DNA 
sequences. For the last 30 years, DNA sequencing has 
revolutionized our ability to infer the evolutionary re-
lationships among organisms. However, until the last 
few years, we could only generate DNA sequences from 
high quality tissues preserved specifically for genetic re-
search. In other words, only the most recently collect-
ed voucher specimens were suitable for obtaining these 
data. More recently, however, techniques have improved 
such that we can now sequence 1000s of genes from de-
graded genetic samples, including small samples of the 
skin from a traditional museum voucher. This new ca-
pacity allows us to obtain DNA sequences from species 
that haven’t been collected in the last 50 years or more. 
In fact, we are now routinely obtaining genetic data 
from specimens collected by people who couldn’t have 
known that DNA is the molecule encoding the blue 
print of life. This development highlights the unfore-
seen future uses of museum specimens and underscores 
the importance of continuing to collect specimens even 
from areas with well-characterized faunas. While we 
can anticipate the values of specimens that lie in the im-
mediate future, predicting what voucher specimens will 
be used for in 50 or 100 years is impossible. However, 
if history is any guide, we can be certain that future sci-
entists will be using the specimens we collect to answer 
important questions that haven’t yet occurred to us.
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Museum Science and 
the Unanticipated Uses 
of Voucher Specimens

by Jacob Esselstyn & Mark Swanson

Graduate student Mark Swanson removes a small piece of 
skin from a rabbit specimen



 Natural history museums around the world are 
packed with jars of alcohol filled with snakes, lizards, 
frogs, fish and other animals. These natural history 
specimens provide a wealth of information to biolo-
gists, including information on diet, morphology, spe-
cies diversity, speciation, shifts in distributions, and ex-
tinction. Although highly valuable for these and myriad 
other reasons, scientists have been unable to effectively 
sequence DNA from them in the genomics age- until 
now that is. In a paper soon to be published in the inter-
national scientific journal Molecular Ecology Resourc-
es a method for DNA sequencing thousands of genes 
from these intractable specimens is described by former 
LSUMNS Postdoctoral Scholar Dr. Sara Ruane, now 
Assistant Professor at Rutgers-Newark, and LSUMNS 
Curator of amphibians and reptiles Dr. Chris Austin. 
The problem with these specimens floating in jars of 
alcohol is twofold. First, most fluid-preserved museum 
specimens are prepared using formalin, which gives the 
specimen its rigidity and durability allowing specimens 
to be used by scientists for hundreds of years. Unfor-
tunately, formalin while good for preserving the spec-
imen, makes it very difficult to extract and sequence 
DNA. Field biologists now commonly take tissue sam-
ples prior to formalinization of specimens for future 
genetic work, but this was not standard practice until 
~20 years ago, meaning millions of formalin-preserved 
specimens have been “lost” for modern genetic tech-
niques. The second issue is simply age. DNA degrades 
and becomes split up into smaller and smaller frag-
ments over time. For older DNA sequencing technol-
ogy, this sheared DNA is difficult to amplify into long 
informative stretches of DNA that can be used to ex-
amine evolutionary relationships among species. Ruane 
and Austin used an approach that tackles both these is-
sues. First, they combed the scientific literature for ways 
to get decent quantities of DNA from formalin-fixed 
tissues, which boiled down to using higher heat for 
longer amounts of time to extract the DNA while still 
using simple and standard protocols. Second, they took 
advantage of the pre-sheared DNA by using a newer 
high-throughput DNA sequencing method that actu-
ally requires smaller fragments to generate thousands 

of genetic markers called ultraconserved elements. 
This work resulted in thousands of genetic markers for 
previously intractable snake specimens collected as far 
back as the early 1900’s.

 Ruane and Austin were able to integrate these 
data with modern samples to create a snake phylogeny, 
which is essentially a family tree for the evolutionary 
relationships of species, which includes many never-be-
fore included snakes using modern genetic methods. 
The protocol is also minimally invasive to the specimen, 
meaning it does not ruin the other information that can 
be collected, by using just a small piece of tissue from 
the liver. The authors expect that this work will major-
ly benefit scientists working with rare animals that are 
either hard to collect or extinct but are represented in 
fluid-preserved historical collections and underscores 
the continued importance of museum collections in 
modern science.

Page 19  LSU Museum of Natural Science Museum Quarterly, February 2017

Phylogenomics using formalin-fixed and 100+ 
year old intractable natural history specimens

by Christopher Austin

The Warrego burrowing snake, Antaioserpens warro, an Australian 
snake specimen collected in 1968 and preserved in formalin from the 
California Academy of Sciences Herpetology Collection that yielded 
2000+ genetic markers in the study.



Guest Lecturing in Lille, France
By Sophie Warny, Ph.D., AASP Chair, Associate Professor and Curator, Louisiana State University 

This past November, I was invited to teach an advanced palynology class 
at the Universite de Lille 1, in northern France.  My host, Professor Taniel 
Danelian, helped organize the exchange to promote and re-enforce the 
partnerships between LSU and Lille 1.  

Lille 1 organized my travel and lodging, and I arrived on campus (library¹) 
after two plane flights, a TGV train² and a subway ride.  The Lille 1 campus 
has a brand new facility, REEFLEX³, that has as a mission to host international 
visitors (post-doc, faculty, etc.).  Each studio⁴ is well equipped so that the 
faculty can arrive and immediately focus on teaching duties.

While I was there teaching, I had the chance to visit their natural history 
collection.  One of the items they had on temporary display that week made 
my day.  They had the original sculptures and molds made by Alcide Charles 
Victor Marie Dessalines d’Orbigny⁵,⁶ (9/6/1802 – 6/30/1857) to help promote 
the field of micropaleontology, and in this case, the foraminifera, the group 
of microfossils he named.  Seeing the teaching collections created by this 
famous  French naturalist was one of the highlights of the trip for me.

The following day, I got to meet the sixteen students⁷  who were going 
to be taking my intensive lecture series... 12 hours of lectures in one 
week.  These students are part of two advanced international 
degree programs offered by the Universite de Lille 1 in 
Micropaleontology and in Biogeochronology.  All the 
classes are given in English by a series of home 
and guest professors.  The students were from 
France, the United States, Russia, Ireland, the 
United Kingdom, Guadeloupe, Tunisia, and 
Sweden.  They were a pleasure to teach.
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The lectures⁸ were complemented by a series of laboratories⁷.  For the 
labs, I focussed on teaching how to recognize various species of pollen.  I was 
grateful my pollen slides were not confiscated at the border.  For the lectures, 
we reviewed pollen, spores, dinoflagellate cysts, phytoliths, and how these 
microfossils are used in ongoing projects we have at CENEX, dealing with 
paleo-environmental reconstructions, forensics, and biostratigraphy.

As I had the Wednesday afternoon off, I had the chance to take a short 
subway ride to downtown Lille and enjoy the beautiful architecture of the old 
town⁹, ¹⁰.

The end of my lecture series coincided with the Annual General Meeting of 
the Micropalaeontological Society.  That gave me the chance to meet up with 
some AASP-The Palynological Society colleagues such as Pr. Fabienne Marret, 
and fellow naturalists from the London Natural History Museum (NHM).  
Below is a picture¹¹ of Dr. John Gregory (PetroStrat and Scientific Associate at 
the NHM), myself, Dr. Stephen Stukins and Dr. Tom Hill, both in charge of the 
palynological collections at the NHM in London.  

The visit ended with a presentation on forensic development at CENEX 
at LSU¹².  This was definitely a fantastic experience that I recommend to all 
fellow faculty members.
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OUTREACH ROUNDUP
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  On October 15, the 
LSUMNS participated 
in the 8th Annual US-
FWS Wild Things Event 
in Lacombe, LA. Hun-
dreds of people came 
out to learn more about 
Louisiana wildlife. We 
brought along speci-
mens from our mam-

mal, fish, and amphibian & reptile collections. Thanks to Seth 
Parker for helping out!

 On October 18th, 
TEDxLSU and LSU 
ORED partnered to-
gether to present: 
“Curiosity, Confi-
dence, and Persis-
tence: What it takes to 
be successful as a col-
lege student...and in 

Life” with former LSUMNS post-doc Dr. Sara Ruane. 
The event was held at the museum and around 20 under-
graduate students came to learn how Sara became a her-
petologist and her tips on being successful. Sara now 
works at Rutgers University as an assistant professor.

USFWS WILD THINGS TEDXLSU - ORED

LATM LSTA JOINT CONFERENCE

 From October 
24-26, the LSUMNS 
took part in the Joint 
LATM LSTA conference 
for Louisiana math and 
science teachers. Our 
goal was to show local 
teachers what the mu-
seum has to offer in re-
gards to museum educa-

tion, field trips, and school visits. In addition to self-guided field 
trips, we offer hands on activities for all ages including behind 
the scenes tours, education programs featuring specimens, and 
scavenger hunts. Thanks to Vivien Chua and Cathy Newman for 
helping out.

On October 27th the 
LSUMNS participated 
in Ocean Commotion 
and had a table filled 
with strange marine 
fish, Basilosaurus fos-
sils, and for the first 
time, sea birds! Over 
2,100 elementary stu-
dents attended the 

event. Thanks to Bill Ludt, Link Morgan, AJ Turner, 
and Matt Brady for helping out.

OCEAN COMMOTION

MASTER NATURALIST WORKSHOP

 On December 
3rd, The LSUMNS once 
again hosted a workshop 
for the Louisiana Master 
Naturalists of Greater Ba-
ton Rouge. They learned 
about who we are and 
what we do, as well as 
went on tours of the bird, 
mammal, amphibian & 

reptile, fish, and genetic resources collections. We ended the day 
with a specimen prep demonstration. Thanks to Robb Brumfield, 
Donna Dittmann, Steve Cardiff, Mark Swanson, Bill Ludt, and 
Cathy Newman for helping out.

6TH GRADE DAY
 On January 
17th, 24th, and 31st, the 
LSUMNS took part in 
“6th Grade Day” at LSU. 
6th Grade Day is an ini-
tiative from the LSU 
President’s office aimed 
to aid in college readiness 
for Louisiana students. 
Over 2,000 6th graders 

participated in the event and visited various areas on campus. 
The LSUMNS had a table at the “Education, Humanities, and Sci-
ences Experience” in the PMAC filled with specimens from our 
collections. Thanks to  Andre Moncrieff, Cathy Newman, Clare 
Brown, Anna Hiller, Glaucia Del Rio, Oscar Johnson, and Zach 
Rodriguez for helping out with these events.



UPCOMING OUTREACH EVENTS

March 4 - Special Saturdays - Herps at Risk in LA
10am-12pm; Museum of Natural Science (Foster 
Hall)

March 16-18 - 12th Annual Eagle Expo
Morgan City, LA

April 1 - Special Saturdays - Mike’s Native Habitat
10am-12pm; Museum of Natural Science (Foster 
Hall)

April 6 - Night at the Museum - Amphibians & 
Reptiles
6pm-8pm; Museum of Natural Science (Foster Hall)

April 21-23 - Grand Isle Migratory Bird Festival
Grand Isle, LA

May 6 - LDWF Step Outside Day
Sherburne Wildlife Management Area

May 13 - Special Saturdays - Risky Rodents
10am-12pm; Museum of Natural Science (Foster 
Hall)

May 20 - Workshop: Master Naturalists of Greater 
Baton Rouge
8am-2pm; Museum of Natural Science (Foster Hall)

NIGHT AT THE MUSEUM

Our new Night at the Museum series kicked off with the Bird Col-
lection on September 29th with 50 people in attendance. LSUMNS 
Curator of Birds Dr. Van Remsen spoke about his top 10 favorite 
birds in the collection. Some of the highlights included the Lady 
Amherst’s Pheasant, shoebill, kiwi, harpy eagle, and bird of para-
dise. Graduate students Jessie Salter and Rafael Marcondes had 
tables featuring specimens from their research on owls and bird 
coloration (respectively). Dr. Remsen later gave behind the scenes 
tours to guests. The Advocate did an article covering the night that 
can be viewed on their website.

Next up was the Fish Collection. This event took place on Novem-
ber 17th and had >60 people in attendance! LSUMNS Ichthyology 
graduate student Bill Ludt spoke about the fish lab’s top 10 favorite 
fish in the collection. Highlights included the candiru, chimaera, 
and the blobfish. Graduate students Pamela Hart and AJ Turner, 
and undergraduate Ashleigh Dyess had a table featuring shark and 
cavefish specimens, while undergraduate researcher Link Morgan 
showed guests different ways we study the internal anatomy of a 
fish. There was even a “Guess how many fish are in the jar” contest! 
Ichthyology post-doc Fernando Alda later gave behind the scenes 
tours of the fish collection where guests got to view some of the 
larger “Top 10” fish up close.

Birds

Fish
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Museum Special Saturdays are finally back up and running and during the fall semester we put on four Special 
Saturdays programs. Attendance ranged from 10-20 kids aged 5-12. Below is an overview of each event.

Adventures in Antarctica - September 24th
Kid’s learned about the ecology and climate of Antarctica with geology graduate students Jade Lawrence and 
Krista Myers. Participants did a dexterity relay race where they had to perform tasks wearing gloves to simulate 
the work scientists do while in Antarctica wearing layers of warm clothes. Participants also created hanger mo-
biles comparing the Arctic to the Antarctic. Thanks to Cathy Newman and Patrick Baudoin for helping out.

Skeletal Mysteries - October 8th
Emily Wiegers from the LSU FACES lab spoke to the kids about skeletons and the characteristics used to identify 
human remains. Participants got to work with facial reconstruction clay, practice identifying major bones, and 
create “x-rays” of their hands. Thanks to Vivien Chua for helping out.

Creepy Crawlers - October 29th
To go along with Halloween, we did a creepy bug themed Special Saturday with graduate students from the 
Entomology Department at LSU. Participants learned about the insect life cycle; viewed (and touched!) live 
arthropods like hissing cockroaches, a scorpion, and paper wasps; and crafted mosquitoes to learn about body 
segments. Thanks to Genevieve Mount for helping out.

Birds & Beaks - December 10th
Our last Special Saturdays of the semester was presented by LSUMNS graduate student Glaucia Del Rio and 
centered around how a bird’s beak is adapted to the type of food it eats. Participants did an activity where they 
got to try out different “beaks” (using everyday items like tweezers, strainers, etc) on different types of “food.” 
They then viewed actual specimens representing the beaks they were imitating. Thanks to Marco Rego, Oscar 
Johnson, Matt Brady, and Carl Oliveros for helping out.

SPECIAL SATURDAYS

To reserve your spot for a behind the scenes tour during Night at the Museum visit: http://www.lsu.edu/mns/
education/night-at-the-museum.php

To register for a Special Saturday visit: http://www.lsu.edu/mns/education/special-saturdays.php

For more information on outreach events and museum tours, contact Valerie Derouen vderou1@lsu.edu. 

More photos from all of our outreach events can be found on our Facebook page.



Page 25 LSU Museum of Natural Science Museum Quarterly, February 2017



MNS NEWS & UPDATES

Dr. Warny selected as AASP Chair
Congratulations to Dr. Sophie Warny who was selected as the first AASP Endowed Chair in 
Geology and Geophysics by the Board of Regents!

Jillian Banks earns Ph.D

Congratulations to palynology graduate student Dr. Jillian Banks who received her doctorate degree over the win-
ter break. She was advised by Dr. Sophie Warny and Dr. Sam Bentley. Her thesis was on “Examining the Holocene 
Paleoenvironment of Okak Bay, Labrador, Canada using Microfossils and Sedimentary Indicators” 

Welcome Vann Smith
Vann is a new palynology Ph.D student joining Dr. Sophie Warny’s lab in the Department of 
Geology & Geophysics. He did his Master’s at Tulane University.
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