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1. Introduction 

Regional Geology Stewardship is a three-year project that began on 1 September 2009 to develop 

and strengthen natural science collections stewardship in the West Midlands, with particular 

emphasis on geological collections. This project was funded by the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation, who 

provided a grant to The Potteries Museum & Art Gallery of £60,000 towards the salary of an 

Assistant Collections Officer (Regional Geology), as well as travel to a number of institutions in the 

region and materials for the improvement of collections management. Initially, the project built on a 

traineeship as part of the postgraduate Heritage Management Masters degree, completed by Vicky 

Tunstall in 2007-2009, which was designed to enhance the stewardship of geological collections 

throughout the West Midlands region. Taking this idea further, the Regional Geology Stewardship 

project aimed to gather information about the majority of geological collections in the West 

Midlands and provide advice and assistance wherever needed.   

This report describes the main activities undertaken as part of the project to fulfil these aims. 

Assistant Collections Officers Vicky Tunstall and subsequently Holly Sievwright visited a total of 43 

different sites to assess and advise on collections care. Benchmark assessments were carried out for 

38 different institutions. This provided an overview as to the type of material held in the collection 

and documented its condition and accessibility, with additional written recommendations for 

improving standards in each aspect of collections care (see section 5). By carrying out these 

assessments and investigating the whereabouts and status of nearly all collections listed in the 2006 

Fast Forward document, it was possible to build up a remarkably complete picture of the distribution, 

state and condition of geological collections in the West Midlands. This information was collated and 

analysed by HS in 2012. Results of this analysis can be found in section 4.  

Over the course of the project, VT and HS assisted with curation, conservation and interpretation of 

geological specimens where appropriate. As well as benefitting objects directly, by working 

alongside staff at different institutions, practical training in caring for specimens could be provided 

so that staff and volunteers would be able to carry on caring for and using their collections in the 

future. Details of work carried out at a variety of institutions can be found in section 7. To reinforce 

training and advice given to staff and volunteers at each of the institutions, an Advice Pack on 

geological collections was produced that was given to each institution after the visit. This aimed to 

provide non-geologists with a comprehensive overview of how to care for geology collections so that 

staff and volunteers could gain confidence in working with the collection and using it more in their 

museum (see section 6). 

Throughout the project, VT and HS worked to strengthen links with subject specialist networks to 

support partnership working across the region. The ACOs were grateful for the support and 

assistance of natural science curators Don Steward, Jon Clatworthy, Jon Radley, Daniel Lockett, 

Graham Worton and Kate Andrew, who oversaw the Supporting Stewardship Traineeship in 2007-9 

and provided valuable advice over the course of the Regional Geology Stewardship project. These 

curators also formed part of the West Midlands Natural Science Curators Group, a subject specialist 

network whose work we aimed to support, promote and enhance. To this end, in 2012 HS worked 

closely with the group to help develop a new website to promote natural science collections and 

publish further information on the project (see http://naturalsciencewm.wordpress.com). Contacts 

were also established and developed with other organisations outside the museums sector, 
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including regional geology groups, universities and academic institutions, council ecology units and 

Wildlife Trusts. See section 8.3. 

To ensure that knowledge of previous curatorial and conservation work is preserved and made 

accessible for reference in future projects, a centralised archive for geological collections care in the 

West Midlands was set up in the Lapworth Museum of Geology at the University of Birmingham. 

Archive material from projects carried out over the last 30 years by Rosemary Roden and Kate 

Andrew was sorted and installed in the archive in 2012. Copies of benchmark assessments, site visit 

reports, curation project reports and associated documentation for the RGS project is also stored 

here (see section 8.4). 

Overall, the main outcome has been to raise the profile of geology collections across the region, 

giving non-specialists more confidence in handling, curating and using geological collections by 

sharing best practice and knowledge.  We have also achieved firm entrenchment of subject specialist 

group activities, establishing a network of support for regional curators and disseminating 

information about the location, accessibility and status of geological specimens in museums and 

other organisations in the West Midlands. 
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2. Background to the project 

 

A History of Geology in the West Midlands.  

The underlying geology of the West Midlands has produced a landscape which is rich in economic 

resources. Our heritage, whether industrial or agricultural, is rooted in these spectacular natural 

features, and the development of major urban centres such as Birmingham and Stoke-on-Trent in 

many ways relied on the underlying natural sources of coal, ironstone, lime and clay. The importance 

of geology in the West Midlands is reflected in the level of interest and this natural geological wealth 

has inspired over the centuries. Roderick Murchison visited Shropshire in the 1830s and it is said that 

systematically documented collections of amateur geologists helped enable Murchison to deduce an 

order for his Silurian System – a book which changed our understanding of the Palaeozoic Era and 

remains one of the most important texts on palaeontology (Shropshire Geology Society, online 

resource).   

Local businessmen and entrepreneurs such as Matthew Boulton and Erasmus Darwin were members 

of the Lunar Society. This group of prominent industrialists, natural philosophers and intellectuals 

met regularly in and around Birmingham from 1765 to discuss their interests in all things scientific, 

of which geology played a major part. Later James Bateman built his geological gallery at Biddulph 

Grange in north Staffordshire in the 1840s to reflect his attempt to rationalise these scientific views 

with his religious background. Rev. Peter Brodie was also a notable collector in the Warwickshire 

area in the 1850s and 60s, while Dr John Fraser of Wolverhampton built up a large collection mainly 

of fossils from all over the UK in the 1860s and 70s. George Maw (1832-1912), who made his name 

as a businessman and tile manufacturer in Ironbridge, Shropshire, amassed what is still one of the 

best reference collections for sedimentology in the UK.  

As well as these famous names, amateur collecting grew more and more popular throughout the 

19
th

 and into the early 20
th

 centuries. Over 95% of collections in local museums in the Midlands are 

postulated to have come from this source (Walley, 1993). Field clubs and societies sprang up across 

the country, forming the foundations of area museums, including those in Stoke on Trent (from the 

North Staffordshire Field Club), Warwick Museum (from the Warwickshire Natural History and 

Archaeology Society), and Worcester (from the Worcester Naturalist’s Club).  

Schools and universities also built up large collections as geology became a key part of the 

curriculum. Charles Lapworth (1842-1920) was the first professors of geology at Mason College, 

which became the University of Birmingham. He was a much respected academic and a leading 

authority in geological research, thanks to his pioneering work on geological mapping techniques, his 

understanding of the Lower Palaeozoic and study of graptolites. During his more than 30 year tenure 

in Birmingham, Lapworth spent much of his time studying the rocks of the Midlands and Welsh 

Borderland, leading field excursions for local societies, students and professional geologists. He 

made important fossil discoveries at Comley near Church Stretton in Shropshire and Nuneaton in 

Warwickshire. His collection and archive, housing a remarkably complete record of his research and 

teaching, are now kept at the Lapworth Museum at the University of Birmingham (University of 

Birmingham, online resource).  
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When Keele University was founded in the late 1940s, the vice-chairman of the university grants 

committee ensured that a geologist was recruited to one of the first teaching positions, to introduce 

the public to the value of geology for economic welfare and appreciation of the natural world. Dr F. 

Wolverson Cope, who had previously been Principal Geologist at the British Geological Survey, took 

on the role and built up an excellent teaching collection from a variety of sources (Thompson and 

Exley, 2006). Historically, geology has also been a key part of the curriculum at Staffordshire 

University, where the origins of a geology collection appear to date back to the founding of the 

School of Mining and Pottery in 1906. Over the years, the collection was built up by lecturers and 

academics, with a significant number of specimens coming to the university as part of the Lucas 

collection in the 1960s (Roden, 1999). Schools such as Shrewsbury School and Malvern College also 

built up fairly sizable collections for teaching younger students the basics of geology and geography. 

 

The decline of geological collections 

Each specimen that has been collected, be it by a famous geologist, research student or amateur 

collector, is important because of the unique information it holds. Scientists not only need examples 

of each species but also need to see the diversity of forms each species can take. Historical 

specimens can tell a story about the collector and the landscape at the time each specimen was 

found. Many of the places specimens were collected are no longer accessible and examples of what 

made this site important no longer exist (Walley, 1993).  

With the passing of time, it is inevitable that some of these collections become lost, sold or split up. 

Even collections in museums can be threatened with disposal and neglect, particularly if specialist 

staff are not on hand to recognise the potential value of scientific or historical material. Although 

many collections have survived floods, wars and poor standards of care, many, even in recent times, 

have been threatened with destruction. Matthew Boulton’s collection that had remained in tact in 

Soho House in Birmingham for nearly 200 years, for example, was dumped into plastic bags before 

the cabinets were auctioned in 1980s. 

In the early 1980s, a survey of geology collections across the UK (Doughty, 1981) revealed that 

collections of historical and scientific significance were at risk of decay and neglect due to a lack of 

qualified staff, poor storage conditions and limited documentation or organisation. The West 

Midlands Area Museum Service identified an urgent need for some form of pastoral scheme to 

provide care for geological collections. AMCRU, the All Midlands Collections Research Unit, was set 

up to seek out, confirm the existence of, and record natural history collections in the Midlands area 

during the study period of 1980-1991. The data collected during this survey went towards producing 

a searchable national database, coordinated by Fenscore, the Federation for Natural Sciences 

Collections Research (Walley, 1993). 

To this end, the Area Museums Service set up a geological service in 1984, with the appointment of a 

peripatetic curator to provide skilled care for geological collections. Rosemary Roden was recruited 

as a peripatetic geology curator to undertake the curation, and in many cases the rescue, of 

geological collections that were noted to be at risk. This included the rescue curation of Dr Fraser’s 

collection at Wolverhampton Art Gallery, the acquisition and curation of George Maw’s geological 
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collection at Ironbridge Gorge Museum, and rescue curation of Worcester City Museum’s mineral 

collection. 

 

Delivering stewardship in the 21
st

 Century 

Despite this earlier work, Museums, Libraries and Archives West Midlands (MLAWM), working with 

museum subject specialist networks, identified geology as a discipline where expertise and 

collections care across the region had not been renewed. In 2006, a traineeship was funded by 

Renaissance West Midlands that formed part of the RPG3.3.2 Supporting Stewardship work package 

in the 2006/8 Hub Business Plan. This Supporting Stewardship Traineeship project (Renaissance in 

the Regions 2006-09, WM3-EAR3) aimed to:  

“Increase subject specialist knowledge in the region to improve stewardship and management of 

collections and to establish mechanisms to share this knowledge across the region to museums 

practice and the user experience”. 

Additionally, it was hoped that the traineeship would encourage more geology graduates to consider 

museums as a career and to help distribute and use existing knowledge about collections across the 

region’s museums. This two-year training programme included a Masters degree in Heritage 

Management at the University of Birmingham at Ironbridge and a series of training opportunities in 

Stoke-on-Trent Museums mentored by Don Steward, the Collections Officer for Natural History, with 

additional support provided by natural sciences curators from other regional mesuems: Kate Andrew, 

Daniel Lockett, Graham Worton, Jon Radley and Jon Clatworthy. These experiences were to be 

enhanced later in the project with visits and placements to other museums across the region.  Vicky 

Tunstall, a geology graduate who had previously been working in secondary education, was 

recruited to the project and commenced work in March 2007. 

Through the Supporting Stewardship Traineeship project a regional decline in expertise in the care of 

natural science collections could be directly observed. This lack of expertise resulted in under use of 

geological collections and limited time and attention given to collections care. Many staff felt they 

were unable to make the collections accessible and relevant to communities, therefore the 

collections had become ‘orphaned’, leading to their neglect. The traineeship project was very well 

received by staff at the six institutions that were engaged in supporting the traineeship. However, it 

was felt that two years was just not long enough to establish good practice and increase stewardship 

to all museums in the West Midlands region. This was particularly an issue because geology 

collections are not viewed as being a priority for many organisations. This mindset is difficult to 

overcome, and requires on-site work to increase awareness and confidence with geology collections, 

preventing them from becoming orphaned or neglected.  

 

The foundation and aims of Regional Geology Stewardship project 

Funding for a new project to build on and extend the work carried out by VT over the course of her 

traineeship was obtained in 2009. Regional Geology Stewardship, as a discrete project, was designed 
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to utilise the contacts, experience and knowledge developed over the previous two years to raise 

the level of care for geology collections across the region. This work would consolidate our 

knowledge of the whereabouts and content of collections and ensure these collections are managed, 

preserved and used to their optimal extent for future years to come. To this end, the project aimed 

to offer stewardship for geological collections across the region, ensuring that lesser known 

collections at smaller institutions were given adequate care and attention, and best practice 

standards of care for geological collections were promoted at all museums throughout the six 

counties.  

To accomplish this, five key aims for the project were established: 

• To visit each of the 40+ organisations listed in MLA’s Fast Forward (2004) as having 

collections of geological material, providing assistance with the management of these 

collections. 

• Complete a Benchmark Assessment of the collections visited. This document has been 

adapted from an existing Collections Care Health Check service in order for it to be used 

specifically with natural science collections. It provides an overview as to the type of 

material held in the collection as well as documenting its condition and accessibility, with 

additional recommendations when required. These benchmark assessments can be used to 

support museums applying for accreditation status. 

• Offer particular assistance and advice to organisations who hold geology collections but 

who do not have staff with this subject specialist knowledge. Advice is shared through a 

consultancy / assistant curator role by demonstrating best practices so that these methods 

can be adopted with geological collections. These organisations will be given advice 

regarding the care, storage and documentation of such collections, their relevance and 

‘appropriateness’ to the institution, and how to incorporate the material into displays and 

events. These visits will ensure non-geologists are given more confidence and support, 

which in turn will bring knowledge to wider audiences at levels appropriate to local needs.  

• Produce a comprehensive database of geology collections in the West Midlands region, 

making the collections more accessible and improving knowledge about the content and 

range of collections across the region. 

• Build on the support and knowledge of the subject specialist groups/networks, establishing 

partnership working with hub, non-hub museums and heritage organisations within the 

West Midlands region and encouraging contacts with other organisations such as academic 

institutions and local geological societies from outside the museum sector. 

 

Vicky Tunstall began work on the project in September 2009. She visited more than 30 different sites 

and completed benchmark assessments for 25 institutions. By assisting with curation and 

conservation work, she ensured that over 700 specimens benefitted directly from her regional work. 

She produced and disseminated a 40-page advice pack on geological collections and established links 

with Museum Development Officers, regional geology groups, universities and organizations such as 

the Staffordshire Wildlife Trust and Staffordshire Ecological Record. 

At the end of June 2011, VT left her position at The Potteries Museum & Art Gallery, however, since 

funds still remained available, it was possible to recruit a new Assistant Collections Officer to take 

over the project for the final year of funding. The recruitment process took approximately 6 months 

and Holly Sievwright took over the project, starting at PMAG at the beginning of January 2012. After 
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familiarising herself with the project so far, HS has continued work towards visiting, benchmarking 

and assisting with collections care at museums across the West Midlands. Holly was able to take a 

fresh look at the work done to date and focus on contacting, sourcing information and offering 

practical assistance to institutions across the region that do not have specialist curators on staff. She 

worked towards disseminating information gathered over the course of the project and publicising 

work carried out. She also worked closely with the West Midlands Natural Science Curators Group to 

help develop a new website to promote natural science collections and publish further information 

on the project (see http://naturalsciencewm.wordpress.com).  

Towards the end of the project, HS sorted and installed documentation and photos associated with 

work carried out in collections care over the last 30 years in an archive for geological collections at 

the Lapworth Museum at the University of Birmingham (see section 8.4). Copies of benchmark 

assessments, site visit reports, curation project reports and associated documentation for the RGS 

project are also stored in the Lapworth archive. 
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3. Methodology 

Planning, establishing contact and gathering information on regional museums 

Firstly, a list was compiled of organisations in the region that were likely to have collections of 

geological specimens. The Renaissance regional document Fast Forward
1
 was used to identify and 

produce a list of museums in the West Midlands, who had declared holding geological material in 

their collections. This resulted in 44 museums in the region to target, the majority of which did not 

have a subject specialist on staff. Types of organisation included Local Authority controlled, 

Independent, Trust and voluntarily-run charities.  

New contacts at recently established or otherwise not previously recorded organisations were 

added to the list over the course of the project. Some of these were introduced to the project by 

Museum Development Officers (MDOs), or identified through staff at other organisations or during 

networking meetings. The status of school and university collections, including those assessed by 

Rosemary Roden in 1999-2000, was also investigated.  

At the start of the project in November 2009, a letter was sent to target organisations introducing 

the services offered and encouraging staff at organisations to get in touch to arrange a visit. This was 

successful in prompting a small number of organisations to contact the Assistant Collections Officer 

(Regional Geology) and further visits were organised via direct email or phone contact. 

Contact was established with staff, volunteers or advisers for 48 institutions, and 42 of these invited 

the ACO to visit to assess and advise on geology collections care. For the remaining institutions, 

although a visit was not possible or not required due to the size of the collection, information on the 

content and status of the collection was provided by email.  

Implementation of project aims 

Over the course of the project, the aims continued to focus on providing assistance toward caring for 

geological collections, yet the role developed somewhat into advising and assisting staff on-site. 

Initial visits included working through the geology collection in order to assess its size, composition, 

condition and significance/relevance to the organisation. Where possible, potential uses and 

practical tips were identified, in addition to answering any further questions staff had regarding their 

geology collection, for example assisting with identifications or repacking specimens. This 

information then went toward producing a Benchmark Assessment of the collection (see section 5). 

The report provided a snapshot of the geology collection at the time of visit, which included 

recommendations pertinent to that particular organisation that would help them to meet approved 

standards for Accreditation. 

To assist with the emplacement of the recommendations, an Advice Pack on the care of geological 

collections for non-geologists was provided. This consisted of basic guides to identifying, sorting and 

organising geological specimens, as well as hints and tips on what to look for, conservation problems, 

                                                           
1
 Collated by Renaissance MLA, Fast Forward is a West Midlands document capturing the data of museums across the region. 
Those holding geological material were identified in the 2004 and 2006 editions of this document. Past information and further 
details can be found at 
http://www.mla.gov.uk/what/programmes/renaissance/regions/west_mids/what_we_do/visitors_audiences   
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ways of using collections, and where to get additional help. The pack was written to assume no 

previous geological knowledge and is in effect, a simplified version of more specialised geological 

texts (See section 6).  

Repeat visits to collections were offered to assist further in the implementation of recommendations. 

Some of these projects built on existing contacts from the traineeship that were retained, and the 

projects developed into successful partnerships leading to more detailed and sustained work being 

completed. One of the major reasons for undertaking this practical work was for staff to become 

more familiar with their geology collections. It was hoped that, as they become more confident and 

enthused, they may actively seek opportunities to open up this type of collection to visitors.  

3.1 Budgets 

All the funding from the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation (£20,000 per year for 3 years) went towards 

the salary of the Assistant Collections Officer (Regional Geology). Between Sept 2009 and July 2011, 

the shortfall in salary was paid for by Stoke-on-Trent City Council. From January 2012, most of the 

funding from the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation (£20,000 per year) went towards the salary of the 

Assistant Collections Officer (Regional Geology). Transport costs for travelling to museums across the 

West Midlands also came out of this budget. 

The project was also fortunate enough to secure MLA Renaissance funding of £2,906.00 from Sept 

2009 until March 2011 to cover the costs of transport and conservation materials to be used for the 

benefit of geology collections at smaller museums. Actual funding over this two year period worked 

out at £3182.99, with £1604.25 being reclaimed during 2010-11. 

MLA Renaissance also funded a £50,000 sister project to the Regional Geology Stewardship under 

the Building Diverse Audiences strand, also based at Stoke-on-Trent Museums. This West Midlands 

Rocks project aimed to create small displays and hold events to promote geology, building on the 

Esmée Fairbairn funded curatorial work completed with Museums and organisations across the 

West Midlands. 

An £1352.84 internal transfer to the budget was made available for assistance with related museum 

projects in 2010-11 and in 2011-2012 another internal transfer of £952.00 was made. Staff costs 

rose beyond the anticipated level as the post holder was awarded a backdated pay increase in 2010. 

The general economic recession restricted the number of top-up grants available resulting in a 

monthly deficit of about £130. After VT finished at PMAG at the end of June 2011, none of the 

budget was spent on salaries between July and December 2011. £159.83 was spent on interview 

expenses and room hire during the recruitment process. When a new ACO was recruited, a budget 

of £15,085.10 was brought forward to cover salary costs of £1987.51 per month, along with travel 

costs as required. 

In April 2011, a grant of £951.50 was secured from the Curry Fund of the Geologists' Association for 

the cost of materials and equipment. This was spent on equipment between March and October 

2012 and reclaimed in November 2012. 

Further details on income and expenditure for each quarter over the course of the project can be 

found in the spreadsheet that accompanies this report.  
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4. Improved data on the distribution, state and status of 

geology collections in the West Midlands 

The current distribution of geological collections in the West Midlands region 

The map shows the distribution of geological collections in the WM region. This map can be 

accessed at http://goo.gl/maps/lRyPg. The interactive map gives the names and addresses of 

organisations, and the size and a brief description of their holdings.  
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The distribution of specialist staff 

As of November 2012, just four museums with large collections had full time specialist natural 

science curators on staff. Recent restructuring of Herefordshire Cultural Services has meant that 

most collections posts at Hereford Museum (which holds 4500 geological specimens) have been 

deleted; previously Kate Andrew, a trained geological conservator and collections care specialist, had 

led the service for the last 10 years. Worcester City Museum (which holds 12000 geological 

specimens) benefits from the assistance on a voluntary basis one day a week of Rosemary Roden, 

who worked for several decades as a peripatetic geological curator. Wolverhampton Art Gallery 

(which holds the Fraser collection – 10000 specimens) have a geologist on staff but his temporary 

post is largely dedicated to documentation of other collections. Of the university and school 

collections, the Lapworth Museum is the only institution to have curatorial staff and volunteers 

caring for the collection.  

Several smaller museums in the study benefit from having curatorial advisors with specialist 

knowledge of natural sciences. These include several in Shropshire, such as Much Wenlock and 

Bishops Castle, where Daniel Lockett, Visitor Facilities Manager at Shropshire Museums Service acts 

as curatorial advisor. Museums also benefit from the assistance of MDOs who can offer advice on 

storage and display conditions, documentation and other aspects associated with accreditation. 

Types of museums 

Although most of the larger collections are under local authority control, around half of the 

museums that hold geological specimens in the West Midlands are run by charitable trusts. More 

than half of these trusts (14 organisations) are run entirely by volunteers. Two large organisations, 

The Herbert Art Gallery & Museum and Birmingham Museum & Art Gallery, have moved from local 

authority to trust status in the last five years. One museum, the National Brewery Centre, is run by 

an independent company and one is owned by the National Trust.  

35 of the museums involved in the project are accredited (marked * in the list below). Two are 

applying for accreditation and another (Oswestry) is planning to apply as soon as possible after 

opening in 2012. Of the eight not accredited, one is not eligible for accreditation (being owned by a 

private company), two are university collections and the others are all independent volunteer 

organisations with holdings of less than 500 geological specimens. 

1) Large collections with specialist curators on staff or specialist volunteers: 

The Potteries Museum & Art Gallery (Stoke-on-Trent City Council)*† 

Dudley Museum & Art Gallery (Dudley Metropolitan Borough Council)* 

Ludlow Library & Museum Resource Centre (Shropshire County Council)* 

 - incl. material from Shrewsbury Museum*  

Hereford Museum Resource & Learning Centre* 

Wolverhampton Art Gallery & Museum (Wolverhampton City Council)* 

Warwickshire Museums Service (Warwickshire County Council)* 

Worcester City Museum & Art Gallery (Worcester City Council)* 
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2) Local authority museums without specialists on staff: 

Staffs: Newcastle Borough Museum* 

  Tamworth Castle* 

Warks: Nuneaton Art Gallery & Museum* 

Herefs: Ledbury Heritage Centre* 

Shrops:  Ironbridge (Telford and Wrekin Council)* † 

  Much Wenlock Museum (Shropshire County Council)* 

Worcs:  Almonry Museum (Wychavon District Council)* 

  Pershore Museum (Wychavon District Council)* 

                      Bewdley Museum (Wyre Forest District Council)* 

                      Worcestershire County Museum (Hartlebury Castle)* 

MBC:  Wednesbury Museum & Art Gallery (Sandwell Council)* 

  Walsall Museum (Walsall Council)* 

 

3) Charities and trusts with public museums: 

Thinktank (Birmingham Museums Trust)* 

Soho House (Birmingham Museums Trust)* 

Museum of the Jewellery Quarter (Birmingham Museums Trust)* 

Erasmus Darwin House (Erasmus Darwin Trust)* 

Biddulph Grange Garden (The National Trust)
?
 

Bishop’s Castle Town Council (House on Crutches Museum Collection Trust)* 

Butcher Row House, (The Ledbury & District Society Trust)* 

Kington Museum* 

Herbert Art Gallery & Museum, (Coventry Heritage and Arts Trust)* 

Black Country Living Museum* 

Northgate Museum (Bridgnorth and District Historical Society)* 

Clun Local History Museum (Clun Town Trust)* 

Shakespeare’s Birthplace Trust*† 

Oswestry Museum 

Malvern Museum (Malvern Museum Society Ltd.)
 

Newchapel Observatory (Natural Science Centre) 

 

4) Non-museum collections owned by charities, trusts and private companies: 

Warwickshire Geology Conservation Group 

Herefordshire and Worcestershire Earth Heritage Trust 

Cardall Collection (Southam) 

National Brewery Centre 

 

5) University & school collections: 

University of Birmingham – Lapworth Museum*† 

Keele University 

Staffordshire University (Stoke-on-Trent) 

Wolverhampton University 

Shrewsbury School 

       *accredited museum    †designated collecSon 
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The Size and Content of Geological Collections 

 

Size of collections: 

The total number of specimens included in the survey was 446512 (around half a million). It is 

thought that this includes the vast majority of all geological specimens in museums in the West 

Midlands. For the purposes of further analysis, these will be divided into: 

• 8 large collections (>10000 specimens), three of these were university collections, 

• 8 moderately sized collections (1001-10000 specimens), 

• 11 small collections (100-1000 specimens), 

• 15 very small collections (<100 specimens). 

 

 
Pie chart showing the proportion of museums surveyed that had different sized collection  

(total:42 institutions).  

 

Content of collections: 

On average, the collections included in the survey comprised 53.9% fossils, 17.6% minerals and 

20.9% rocks (data provided for 42 organisations). 

• The 8 larger collections (>10000 specimens) were 54.8% fossils, 16.0% minerals and 19.1% 

rocks. Other objects included archives, maps, thin sections, recent comparative material, 

plaster casts and geological records. 

• The moderately sized collections (1001-10000 specimens) were 68.2% fossils, 16.1% 

minerals and 18.9% rocks. Other objects included soil samples, plaster casts and literature. 

• The 10 small collections (100-1000 specimens) were 49.6% fossils, 25.4% minerals and 16.2% 

rocks. Other objects included cut glass, plaster casts and recent shells. 

• The 15 very small collections (<100 specimens) were 50.8% fossils, 13.8% minerals and 

29.4% rocks. Other objects included in their ‘geology’ collections were plaster casts, recent 

corals, knapped flints, Blue John vases, calcified wood and teeth. 
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Divided bars showing the proportion of fossils, minerals and rocks in collections of different sizes.  

The bar on the right showsthe overall average composition of collections in the survey (42 

institutions). 

 

Proportion on display: 

• 10 museums had all or nearly all (over 90%) of their geology collections on display. These 

were all museums whose geological collections comprised less than 100 specimens. 

• 9 museums had 10-50% of their holdings of geology on display (2 moderate sized, 5 small, 1 

very small collection). 

• 7 had 1-10% of their holdings on display (3 large, 1 moderate, 2 small, 1 very small 

collection). 

• 9 had 0.1-1% of their geological collection on display (mostly large to moderate-sized 

collections). 

• 6 had no geology on display (4 very small and 2 small collections). 
 

Changes to collections over the last 10 years: 

At least 4 of the organisations had recently or were in the process of relocating or redistributing 

their geological collections. These included: Birmingham Museum & Art Gallery, which transferred 

all its geology collection to the Lapworth Museum on long-term loan in the late 2000s; Shrewsbury 

Museum & Art Gallery, whose collections are in the process of being moved to Ludlow Library & 

Museum Resource Centre; Staffordshire University, which has had to dispose of around half of its 

collection during the departmental restructure to museums including PMAG, Apedale Heritage 

Centre and Liverpool World museum; and Wolverhampton University, whose mineral collection is 

due to move to Wolverhampton Art Gallery in the near future.  

Sadly, one collection has been lost since 2004, after being listed in Fast Forward and included in the 

initial list of museums to target. Cannock Chase Museum donated its geology collection of around 

2000 specimens to Cannock Chase Mining Society around 2006. This was then transferred to a local 

school but the new staff at the school can now find no trace of the collection in their science or 

geography departments. 
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Just 4 collections have decreased in size since the 2006 Fast Forward survey and 3 have stayed the 

same size. The majority have increased in size in the last six years: 4 had a small increase in size 

(<10%); 10 significantly increased in size (10-100%); and 9 more than doubled in size. (13 of those 

included in the project were not recorded in FF 2006.) This shows that several large museums are 

still actively collecting, while smaller museums are acquiring or in most cases only now becoming 

aware of more extensive geology collections (e.g. at Erasmus Darwin House, The National Brewery 

Centre, Tamworth Castle, Newcastle-under-Lyme, Malvern). 

 
Chart showing the increase of decrease in size of each of the collections surveyed, ranked by the size of the 

collection in 2012. 

 

Collections management and the state of collections 

 

Storage location: 

Most collections were stored on site. 21 institutions (65%) of those that had at least part of their 

collection in storage kept all material in the same building as display areas and offices. 11 of these 

institutions (35%) had some or all stores in a separate building to their museum display. 

 

Storage furniture: 

Most museums had storage furniture made out of inert materials (18 out of 22 for which data was 

available). Of these: 

• 18 organisations had some kind of roller racking or suitable shelving made of wood (5) or 

metal (13) for storage furniture.  

• 7 kept their collection in a wooded cabinet (which in many cases was antique). 

• 10 used archival card boxes for storing specimens. 5 used plastic boxes, crates or trays. 7 

used wooden drawers and 2 used metal drawers.  

 

Storage materials: 



18 

 

Although only a handful of organisations had all their specimens stored in ideal materials (archival 

white card trays with acid-free tissue and/or Plastazote), most had at least some or most of their 

geological specimens stored in suitable packaging. Most of the practical assistance provided through 

the RGS project was designed to improve storage to stabilise specimens and prevent decay, build up 

of dust or breakage. To this end, boxes, bags, archival tissue and Plastazote were donated to more 

than 15 organisations, which were used to pack specimens most in need of preservation. By the end 

of the project, 11 museums were using archival card trays for at least some of their specimens, (2 

used non-archival card trays), 8 used bags with acid-free tissue, and 8 used Plastazote to provide 

additional support either in trays or on surfaces to support large objects. There is still much work to 

do, however, with 7 organisations still using inappropriate materials for storage that does not 

provide adequate support.  

Display conditions: 

Most museums had adequate support for specimens on display, though some were poorly 

supported on flimsy shelves or vertically pinned to display backgrounds. Some were resting on hard 

surfaces and additional Plastazote was required to cushion the display objects. Use of sculpted 

plastazote in Perspex-lidded drawers is quite a popular display technique, though specimens can 

become displaced due to drawer movement. 

Only 5 museums (of 32 that had items in public galleries) did not have any specimens on open 

display. Generally larger specimens (e.g. large ammonites and building stones), casts and handling 

samples were on open display. 

 

Documentation: 

• Collections were accessioned, with written records available of all specimens, at 21 of the 

organisations surveyed; at 12 of the organisations, part of the collection was accessioned; 

and at 3 organisations, none of the geology collection was accessioned.  

• 14 organisations had computer records for all or most of their collection; 9 had records for 

part of the collection; and 10 had no computer records. (No data for 4 organisations.) 

• Most specimens had labels at 24 museums; 6 museums had labels for some specimens 

(usually those on display); and 6 had no labels for any items. (No data for 2 organisations.) 

• 22 organisations had numbered specimens; 9 had some specimens numbered; and 5 had no 

numbered specimens. (No data for 2 organisations.) Numbers were marked on all specimens 

at 21 organisations, and on some of the specimens at 1 organisation. 

• Staff at 25 museums were familiar with standard museum documentation processes and 

used these for managing their collections. No data was available for the other museums in 

the survey. 

• 11 museums used movement control slips or another form of documentation to keep track 

of the current location of specimens; at least 13 did not have any kind of system in place for 

tracking the current whereabouts of specimens. 
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Condition of collections: 

• Pyrite decay was identified in specimens at 22 museums, with active signs of deterioration 

evident at at least 6 of these museums. (18 museums did not have any specimens suffering 

from decay relating to poor environmental conditions.)  

• 23 museums had at least some specimens that were coated with dust and needed cleaning. 

(16 museums did not have specimens with any significant dust build-up.)  

• 30 museums had specimens that showed some signs of breakage or bruising, though for 

many this may have been caused in the past. (8 museums did not have any damaged 

specimens.) 

 

Environmental conditions: 

• 29 museums had heated public galleries, while only 2 did not; however, only 12 museums 

had heating 24 hours a day.  

• 20 had heated stores, while 10 did not.  

• 22 museums had continuous environmental monitoring; 4 did regular spot checks of 

temperature and humidity; and 10 had no environmental monitoring in galleries or stores. 

(No data available for 2 organisations). 

• 8 museums provided additional buffering for vulnerable objects (e.g. placing in a sealed box 

with silica gel).   

Security: 

• 23 sites had CCTV, at least in the public galleries or on site elsewhere. (6 did not have any 

CCTV and data was not available for 9 organisations.)  

• 27 museums had intruder alarms on site (4 did not have intruder alarms and data was not 

available for 7 organisations).  

• Only 6 museums used case alarms (15 did not have any alarmed cases; data not available for 

11 organisations). 

• 10 museums had secure locked display cases for geological specimens; 8 used cases which 

just had weak locks or cases that were screwed shut. (No data available for 9 organisations). 

• Cases had good seals at 6 sites; 10 had adequate seals and 6 were poorly protected from 

contaminants. (No data available for 6 organisations.) 

• 17 museums used safety glass or strong Perspex in their cases, but 5 used non-safety glass 

(e.g. in antique cabinets) or weak Perspex. (No data available for 10 organisations.) 

Fire risk: 

30 museums had fire alarms on site, all of which were tested regularly. Most organisations had a 

generic emergency response plan but many do not have a salvage plan. In some cases salvage of 

collections may not be possible. 

Water risk: 

Only 2 buildings were not weatherproof (out of 32 for which this data was available). Most were 

maintained regularly. 9 museums were liable to flooding, either due to the weather or internal leaks. 

14 museums had pipes in object spaces, though at all but 2 museums, shelves were at least 2 inches 

off the floor. However, 14 museums had objects on the ground, either in storage or display areas. 

Evidence of water ingress was seen at 4 sites.  
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Pests: 

19 museums used pest traps and most (all but 6) recorded any finds identified. (8 museums had no 

traps; data not available for 9 organisations). Staff were confident at identifying pests at 23 sites 

(staff at 4 were not; data not available for 9 organisations). None of the museums had rodent traps 

but birds and rats or mice were noted as a previous problem at 3 sites.  

 

Light: 

Light is not usually a problem for geological specimens as most fossils and rocks are not affected by 

strong light. However, some minerals such as fluorite are vulnerable and can fade if exposed to 

strong light. There are also some minerals that change colour under UV light and a couple of 

museums had displays showcasing this effect, which may damage the specimens over a long period 

of time. 10 museums had light sensitive material on display (which in some cases included old 

literature or documents). 5 of these controlled the conditions for these objects.  The majority (22 out 

of 27) kept their stores dark and at the majority of sites, blackout conditions were kept when the 

museum was not open to the public.  
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5. Benchmark Assessments 

It is important that museums working largely independently understand the standards and 

requirements needed to safeguard collections and make them accessible to users and members of 

the public. A benchmark assessment is a useful tool that can be used to gauge to what extent the 

conditions and current management practices fall in line with agreed levels of care practices defined 

by Arts Council England (ACE) Accreditation standards, as well as published and accepted authorities 

(e.g., Brunton, Besterman & Cooper, 1985). This form of assessment highlights the importance of 

maintaining good standards of collections care, allowing museums to measure their progress and 

identify what improvements should be made to reduce risks and enable museums to use and 

maintain their collections in the best possible way (Benchmarks Advice, MLA, 2011). 

A benchmark assessment was designed by VT in 2009 to assess standards of care for geology 

collections in museums in the West Midlands region. This assessment was originally based on the 

forms used for the RAW Collections Care Health Check Service, carried out by Jane Thompson Webb 

(JTW), Birmingham Museums Service, which focused on the Nine Agents of Decay that pose risks to 

museum collections.  Whilst these more general benchmark assessments provide valuable 

information relating to the general building, exhibitions or displays, it was envisaged that this 

particular benchmark assessment would have a much tighter focus on risks to geology collections. 

Trail assessments were carried out at Biddulph Grange Garden in early 2009. The assessment was 

refined to some extent as the project progressed and ACOs identified which factors were most 

relevant to geology collections in the kind of museums that were being assessed.  

Assessments were completed after visiting the site and, in most cases, discussing the collection with 

those responsible for its care. Curators or other staff and volunteers provided a brief background to 

the organisation and how the collection was acquired. The size and content of the collection was 

then assessed, if necessary counting the number of specimens, if the total was not previously known. 

The questionnaire on storage and display conditions was then completed. Where possible, potential 

uses and practical tips were identified, in addition to answering any further questions staff had 

regarding their geology, for example assisting with identifications or repacking specimens. The 

report, which was sent back to staff at the institution within two weeks of the site visit, included 

recommendations pertinent to that particular organisation on how to meet approved standards for 

Accreditation. The ultimate aim of the benchmark assessment form was to increase curatorial 

capacity and confidence amongst non-geological staff, by providing a standard across the West 

Midlands for orphaned or abandoned geology collections. Along with the tailored assessment, an 

advice pack was sent to staff so that they could refer to the pack when working with the collection in 

the future (see section 6). 

In total, benchmark assessment reports were compiled for 39 different institutions (a full list of 

these institutions is given below). An additional 4 organisations were visited and a report on the 

condition of objects and priorities for their care was produced, although the size or current status of 

the collection meant that these collections unsuitable for benchmarking at the time of visit. 

Examples of benchmark assessments carried out by VT (at Bewdley Musueum in August 2010) and 

HS (at Bishops Castle Heritage Resource Centre in August 2012) are presented in the Appendix. 
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County Organisation name 
No. geological 

items 
REPORTS COMPLETED 

Herefs Hereford Museum Resource & Learning Centre 4501 BM completed 16 July 2010 

Herefs Kington Museum 21 
BM completed 10 May 2011. 

Further information sent in Aug 2012. 

MBC 
Lapworth Museum of Geology, Birmingham 

University (incl. Birmingham Museums collection) 
250000 BM completed 13 April 2012 

MBC Soho House Museum 28 BM completed 18 July 2012 

MBC Museum of the Jewellery Quarter 10 BM completed 18 July 2012 

MBC Thinktank, Birmingham Science Museum 56 BM completed 17 April 2012 

MBC Herbert Art Gallery & Museum 5400 
BM completed 23 Feb 2010, 

updated 3 Feb 2012 

MBC Dudley Museum & Art Gallery 20000 BM completed 15 Feb 2012 

MBC Black Country Living Museum 20 BM completed 5 Feb 2010 

MBC Wednesbury Museum and Art Gallery 3622 BM completed 26 July 2010 

MBC Wolverhampton Art Gallery 10000 BM completed 23 March 2011 

Shrops Northgate Museum 13 Initial visit report - 24 Nov 2009 

Shrops Shrewsbury Museum and Art Gallery 5500 BM completed 20 March 2012 

Shrops 
Ludlow Library & Museum Resource Centre 

(including Ludlow Museum) 
40000 

BM completed 12 Oct 2010, 
updated 25 Jan 2012 

Shrops Shrewsbury School approx 700 BM completed 4 July 2012 

Shrops Much Wenlock Museum 29 BM completed 4 July 2012 

Shrops 
Bishop's Castle Heritage Resource Centre & 

House on Crutches Museum 
50 BM completed 14 August 2012 

Shrops Oswestry Museum 40 (all loan items) BM completed 14 August 2012 

Shrops Clun Local History Museum 83 BM completed 8 Nov 2010 

Shrops Llanymynech Limeworks Heritage Area 0 Initial visit report - 8 Oct 2010 

Shrops Ironbridge Gorge Museum Trust 7000 
BM completed 3 Sept 2010, 
second visit 11 Nov 2010, 

further advice given on 3 Sept 2012 

Shrops Shropshire Hills Discovery Centre 0 BM completed 10 May 2011 

Staffs National Brewery Centre 400 BM completed 12 June 2012 

Staffs Claymills Victorian Pumping Station 80 
BM completed 27 Aug 2009, 

updated 12 June 2012 

Staffs Erasmus Darwin House 150 BM completed 18 March 2012 

Staffs Newcastle-Under-Lyme Museum & Art Gallery 399 BM completed 23 April 2010 

Staffs Newchapel Observatory 111 BM completed 24 Oct 2012 

Staffs Keele University 40000 BM completed 9 July 2012 

Staffs Leek Art Gallery 1 BM completed 28 July 2009 

Staffs Biddulph Grange Garden 51 BM completed 1 April 2010 

Staffs The Potteries Museum 12000 BM completed 8 Dec 2010 

Staffs Staffordshire University 18000 
BM completed 7 Jan 2010, report on 
collection redistribution 6 March 2012 

Staffs Tamworth Castle 450 BM completed 15 June 2010 

Staffs Apedale heritage Centre 400 BM completed 9 May 2012 

Warws Nuneaton Museum & Art Gallery 400 BM completed 26 April 2010 

Warws Chilvers Coton Heritage Centre, Nuneaton 29 BENCHMARK COMPLETED 

Warws Warwickshire Geology Conservation Group 500 Initial visit report 1 August 2012 

Warws Cardall Collection, Southam 12 Initial visit report 24 July 2012 

Warws Nash's House / Shakespeare Birthplace Trust 12 Information sent on specimens. 

Warws Warwickshire County Museum 17000 
BM completed 15 Oct 2010, 

updated 20 Jan 2012 

Worcs Malvern Museum 729 BM completed 16 July 2010 

Worcs Worcester City Museum & Art Gallery 12000 BM completed 14 Mach 2011 

Worcs Earth Heritage Trust 1000 BM completed 22 Jan 2010 

Worcs Bewdley Museum 752 BM completed 10 August 2010 
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6. Support network: Advice Pack 

 

An advice pack was created with the aim of providing non-geologists with a comprehensive overview 

of what to do with geology collections. The pack was designed so that anyone who works with the 

geology collection could gain confidence and feel as though they could open up more of the 

collection, while knowing where to seek advice if necessary.  

The pack was first compiled in 2009 by VT, with minor revisions in March and May 2010. The pack 

was fully updated in February 2012 by HS, who rewrote some sections for improved clarity. Website 

links, references and contact details for geology specialists, conservators and suppliers were checked 

and updated. At this time a second version of the pack was produced, aimed at those working with 

geology collections outside the West Midlands. More information on the project and background to 

the West Midlands region was given, for those unfamiliar with the area. Contact lists and links to 

regional geology groups were also modified to suit a wider audience. 

 

Content 

The pack first provides a basic introduction to geology, including brief descriptions of the different 

kinds of specimens – rocks minerals and fossils – and an introduction to geological time and terms 

that the curator might come across on specimen labels. To keep the text as clear and readable as 

possible for non-specialists, much of the text in these sections was based on the Dorling Kindersley 

Eyewitness Guides (Pellant, 2000, 2007; Taylor, 2004), as well as Knell & Taylor (1989). 

The pack goes on to provide ideas on how curators might wish to use their collection in displays or 

for educational activities. Photographs of examples of displays at Claymills Victorian Pumping Station 

and the Potteries Museum & Art Gallery are shown. Particular focus is given to how minerals, rocks 

and fossils could be incorporated in displays relating more to local history or industry, within the 

context of the organisation overall. 

Further chapters detail how to curate and care for collections of geological specimens. To summarise 

the current consensus on conservation and care of geological material, these chapters were 

compiled based on guidelines by Brunton, Besterman & Cooper (1985), similar overview texts by 

Knell & Taylor (1989) and more specialist publications such as Howie (1992), Collins (1995), Child 

(1994) and Buttler (2006). Recommendations for documentation policies, organisation of material 

and marking specimens are laid out in chapter 5, while chapter 6 sets out advice on storage 

conditions, materials and handling specimens.  

In terms of conservation, it is recommended that complex and potentially damaging conservation 

work such consolidation, cleaning with water or chemicals and preparation of fossils should only be 

attempted by trained conservators. However, basic dry cleaning methods are described in chapter 7, 

along with how to create microclimates for sensitive or problem specimens. This chapter goes on to 

describe the key problems that can affect geology collections, listing sensitive or hazardous 
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specimens and how to recognise, conserve and care for specimens with problems such as pyrite 

decay, splitting, mould or salt efflorescence.  

The final chapter is perhaps one of the most useful for non-specialist curators in the West Midlands, 

detailing where to seek help if it is needed. Contact details for curators in the West Midlands, 

conservators, suppliers and MDOs are provided, along with details of subject specialist networks and 

geology groups in the area. A reference list of useful books and other publications is provided. 

At the end of the document, a feedback sheet is included, encouraging users to comment on the 

pack and the assistance they have received through the Regional Geology Stewardship project.  

 

Distribution 

A printed and digital copy of the advice pack was given to staff at each of the organisations visited. 

The benchmark assessment report (see section 5) complemented this, and provided detailed advice 

and priorities specific to each organisation. A PDF of the advice pack was also sent to the MDOs for 

each area in the West Midlands for wider distribution. 

In Spring 2012, a revised version of the advice pack was emailed to staff at all museums involved in 

project so far. At this time, Holly Sievwright, the new Assistant Collections Officer was able to assure 

staff at each of the organisations that help in caring for their geology collection was still available 

through the project. Staff were invited to provide an update on any changes to the collection since 

Vicky Tunstall’s visit, which in some cases was more than two years ago. 

The updated version was also sent to MDOs, who distributed the packs to museums in their remit or 

made the pack available through their blogs (e.g., http://westmidlandsmdo.wordpress.com/useful-

information/how-to-care-for-geology-collections/). Bound copies were distributed at the West 

Midlands Natural Sciences Curators Group meeting and the Social History Curators Group 

masterclass on caring for geology collections at Manchester Museum in April 2012. The pack has also 

been hosted for download on the Social History Curators Group website http://shcg.org.uk/training-

handouts and the new website for Natural Science Collections West Midlands 

http://naturalsciencewm.wordpress.com/curatorial-projects/regional-geology/.  
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7. On-site training and practical assistance 

 

Prior to the start of the project, in 2007-9, six geology collections received attention from Vicky 

Tunstall as part of the Supporting Stewardship Traineeship project. For each of the projects, the 

initial project brief was dictated by the needs of these non-Hub museums that participated. An 

evaluation report, with recommendations regarding further work needed and uses for the collection, 

was compiled at the end of each short project. Projects carried out on site included identification 

and curation of West Collection (253 specimens) at Hereford Museum Resource and Learning Centre, 

packing and conservation of around 200 fossils at Worcester City Art Gallery & Museum, and audit 

and consolidation of documentation for the geology collection at Wednesbury Museum & Art 

Gallery. For some of the projects it was possible to carry out work at PMAG and return specimens at 

a later date; these included cleaning and conservation of the Lady Peel mineral collection from 

Tamworth Castle and identification and assessment of specimens from Bewdley Museum.  

Working for several weeks on discrete collections projects in this way was an excellent way for VT to 

learn about the care and conservation of different types of geological specimens and improve her 

identification skills. However, the aims of the Regional Geology Stewardship project were, in many 

ways, much broader than the SST project, focusing on gathering information, assessing and advising 

staff at a much greater number of institutions. The purpose of practical work carried out was as 

much to train staff and volunteers in collections care techniques, as it was to benefit objects directly. 

By spending one or two days working with those who are responsible for the collection at each 

institution, it was hoped that staff would be able to gain confidence in handling, packing, 

documenting and identifying geological specimens so that long-term projects and urgent curatorial 

tasks could be carried out independently in the future. By visiting the different institutions and 

meeting curatorial staff and volunteers, the ACOs could provide encouragement, ideas and 

information needed for using the specimens in displays, exhibitions and activities.    

Below, we provide a brief overview of work carried out at institutions where timely, focused work on 

the geology collection gave a direct and significant benefit to overall standards of collections care. 

This included urgent work on decaying specimens recently found in storage, assistance with moving 

specimens to more suitable storage conditions, providing identifications for key objects and 

examining specimens for pyrite decay or other problems. At a number of organisations, staff and 

volunteers were trained in packing and marking geological specimens. At the time work was carried 

out, none of the organisations that received help with practical work employed curatorial staff with 

specialist knowledge and skills in natural sciences collections management. These organisations 

generally had small geology collections (<1000 specimens), so by spending just a few hours working 

with staff and volunteers, a large proportion of the collection could be examined and curated or 

conserved. 

Materials & curation kits 

Through the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation project budget, and thanks to a grant of £951.50 from the 

Geologists’ Association Curry Fund, essential conservation and curation materials such as Plastazote 

archival foam, acid-free tissue paper, PVC zip-lock bags, archival white card trays and cleaning and 
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marking equipment could be purchased for use during curatorial work. Materials were supplied to 

institutions such as museums with small budgets and volunteer organisations so that work on these 

collections could continue.  

Towards the end of the project, HS put together a number of curation kits that were supplied to 

Shrewsbury School, Claymills, Bishop’s Castle Heritage and Resource Centre, Park Hall Heritage 

Centre and Warwickshire Geology Conservation Group. These kits included: 20 pairs of nitrile gloves, 

scalpel handles and blades, a silicone colour shaper, marking brushes, Paraloid B72 glue, white 

acrylic paint, a cleaning/dusting brush and pencils. Each organisation was also supplied with an 

advice pack to refer to when carrying out curation work in the future. 

 
Contents of the curation kits 

 

Case Studies: 

Newcastle-under-Lyme – 21 August 2009 (continued March-Oct 2012) 

70 specimens 

Collections at Newcastle Borough Museum & Art Gallery comprise a wide range of objects and 

artefacts from the local area or donated by local residents, including ethnographic objects, artworks, 

archaeological finds, natural history and geology. Initially it was thought that there were just three 

boxes of geological material; however on emptying the cellar in 2009 just prior to VT’s visit, several 

more boxes of specimens were discovered. 

Storage in unfavourable conditions for a number of decades had put several specimens at high risk 

of decay. Thick layers of dust had accumulated, requiring careful cleaning, and there was evidence of 

breakage due to overcrowding and pyrite decay due to damp conditions in the cellar. Specimens 

were then bagged and cushioned using acid-free tissue and the collection – now totalling 399 pieces 

– was divided among brown archival card boxes and brought together to be stored and monitored 

with other museum collections.  One of the most exciting finds among the cellar specimens, was a 
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series of ichthyosaur bones, which the label suggests were collected while digging in clay pits in the 

Midlands. 

HS revisited NUL in March 2012 and assisted with some repacking and cleaning work. She also 

examined the display of the ichthyosaur vertebrae, noting that several of the specimens appeared to 

be paddle bones, not vertebrae as originally thought. HS plans to advise NUL on redisplaying the 

material to reflect the current understanding of ichthyosaur anatomy. 

 

Claymills – 27
th

 Aug 2009 

80 specimens 

Claymills Victorian Pumping Station is a volunteer-run educational site with original machinery and 

exhibits that relate to its Victorian heritage. The geological specimens on display are intended to put 

across a message about obtaining ‘Metals from Stones’. It shows an application of geology, at a site 

which uses different metals in a finished state, but considers where these must have come from. As 

such, the display is education led and tightly focused with finished products placed alongside the 

raw counterpart. 

When VT visited in August 2009, the display was in the Engine House, which also houses a working 

pumping engine. As such, the area could get very humid. The volunteers were advised to move the 

displays and specific advice was given on the sensitivities and hazards associated with the material.  

In 2012, HS revisited the site and was encouraged to see that the specimens had been moved to 

more appropriate display cases in the visitor centre. Advice about environmental conditions had 

been taken on board and the collection was an integral part of the educational tour. Further 

recommendations were made on curating and documenting the specimens, and volunteers were 

sent a curation kit to help them with marking and caring for the specimens.  

 

Bridgnorth – 24
th

 November 2009 

13 specimens 

The geology collection at Northgate consists of 13 samples – three of which have individual numbers 

on them and seem to have been worked in some form. The remainder are grouped together as a 

collection of stones, which have been collected from the area next to the castle remains in town. 

Each of the samples is on the computer documentation system, Catalist. 

At the time of visit, the geology collection was kept in open storage conditions below normal display 

height. This would normally be cause for concern but samples are in fair condition, being 

incorporated into the regular housekeeping programme at the museum and cushioned to prevent 

bruising and rolling. Given the limited space at the Museum, staff strive to put each item they hold 

on display, which helps keep the collecting policy tightly focused.  

VT provided conservation materials to staff, to better store the more fragile specimens in their 

current storage location. These include white card boxes with clear lids for individual specimens in a 

variety of sizes; a sheet of Plastazote that can be cut to provide support within boxes; tissue paper to 

use as a nesting and packing material; and two sturdy brown boxes that will assist storage of the 

collection. 
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Although a benchmark assessment was not produced due to the small size of the collection, VT 

offered on-site training in packing and caring for specimens and produced a report of her visit, giving 

ideas and pointers for further development of the displays.  

Black Country Living Museum – 5
th

 Feb 2010 

Packing and conservation (15 specimens) 

The Black Country Living Museum hold around 20 geological samples that relate to the local and 

industrial stories from the area. The geology collection predominately contains limestone and coal 

material, of Carboniferous age (specimens range approx. 340 to 315 Million years ago). These are all 

accessioned. When Vicky visited in February 2010, she conserved and repacked 15 of the specimens 

in bags, tissue and Really Useful Boxes. She also asked for advice on identification of a mystery 

specimen on the GCG and NatSCA mailing lists. 9 responses were received, with the consensus being 

that it was a stomach stone (cow ball), a calcium carbonate secretion from the stomach of a large 

animal. Alternatively several responders said it may be a geode.  

 

    

Example of rescue curation of a coal specimen at BCLM 

 

Earth Heritage Trust – 22
nd

 January 2010 

3 specimens curated 

At time of visit, in January 2010, EHT were just beginning to build up a collection which they could 

use in educational activities and as a reference for geological enquiries. At the time they had around 

800-1000 specimens, collected through fieldwork and donations. Vicky gave staff advice on how best 

to organise, store and document the collection, and the importance of a strict acquisitions policy. 

During her visit, Vicky trained staff in packing specimens, packing three large rocks into Really Useful 

boxes. 
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Packing specimens and training staff at EHT 

 

Wednesbury Museum and Art Gallery - July 2010 

Transfer of 826 specimen records 

Work was done to audit the geology collection during VT’s Supporting Stewardship Traineeship in 

2008-9. This collection of over 3500 specimens is of high scientific and historical value. A large part 

of it was curated by Rosemary Roden in the late 1980s. In July 2010, as part of the Regional Geology 

Stewardship project, VT continued to support curatorial work at Wednesbury by editing and 

updating 826 MODES records, to facilitate making records available on the Geology Matters website. 

 

Clun, 8 November 2010 

Numbering and marking 20 specimens 

Clun Museum is a volunteer run organisation with provisional accreditation. The museum holds 

around 100 geological specimens, predominantly fossils. All specimens are on display to 

demonstrate the miscellany of the Earth as an introduction to geology. Numbers were assigned to 

the specimens and VT marked 20 of these with their catalogue number, using the paper and Paraloid 

method.  

 

Ironbridge, 11
th

 Nov 2010 

Counting and assessing specimens, replacing box lids 

Ironbridge Gorge Museum Trust hold a large collection of mainly rocks, with some fossils and 

minerals, most of which is from the George Maw collection. This scientifically and historically 

important collection was curated by Rosemary Roden and others in 1985-7, however little work has 

been done in recent years. Most of the specimens are boxed and in wooden drawers, although 

several specimens remain in cardboard boxes on top of the cabinets. VT assessed the specimens for 

pyrite decay, carrying out a count of the collection and a benchmark assessment. Box lids for 

specimens in the cardboard boxes had decayed so VT replaced these during her visit (around 150 

specimens).  
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Tamworth Castle, January-March 2012 

Assessment, conservation and packing of newly acquired material (55 specimens) 

In January 2012, a box of fossils, rocks and other minerals was donated to Tamworth Castle by a 

local resident. The specimens were found during building work on Mrs Rogers’ property and were 

piled up in a plastic tub approximately 30x20x20cm. It was agreed that the specimens would be 

taken to PMAG for conservation, packing and identification before being returned to Tamworth 

Castle 6 weeks later.  

The objects were counted (55 in total) and all large or medium-sized specimens were bagged 

individually to be transported to PMAG in an 18L ‘Really Useful’ box, padded with archival tissue and 

plastazote. The specimens were very dusty and many were broken or bruised. Pyrite decay was also 

evident as fragments of white ferrous sulphate were found in the bottom of the plastic tub. 

Specimens were cleaned (using brushes and water if appropriate) and identified. Basic 

identifications were assigned using literature, and where possible expert advice on fossil groups was 

sought. A large piece of quartz in an iron-rich mineral vein that had been fragmented was glued back 

together using Paraloid B72. Specimens were bagged or boxed and packed in 18L Really Useful boxes 

with acid-free tissue.  

 

       
Specimens cleaned, packed and identified for Tamworth Castle 

 

Erasmus Darwin House, 19
th

 March 2012 

Packing the handling collection (70 specimens) 

Erasmus Darwin House (EDH) is an independent museum supported by the Erasmus Darwin 

Foundation. The museum is in the former home of Erasmus Darwin, Charles Darwin’s grandfather, 

exploring his life and work in science, geology and biology. As well as several fossils on display in a 

recreation of Erasmus Darwin’s study, the museum also has a number of fossils and other geological 

specimens stored in cupboards on site.  At the time of the benchmark assessment, this handling 

collection was stored in cardboard boxes in bubble wrap and non-archival tissue. 
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HS returned to EDH a few weeks after carrying out the 

benchmark assessment, with materials and literature 

for packing and identifying the collection. She worked 

with the curator and other staff to repack the 

specimens into plastic Really Useful Boxes, using acid-

free tissue and zip-lock bags and some archival white 

card boxes for the more fragile specimens. The 

Gwyneth Boyle collection of 14 specimens was packed 

in sculpted plastazote. Specimen identifications were 

confirmed and explained to staff, who were also given 

ideas about how to use the handling collection for 

educational events and displays. More information 

about this work has been published on the WMNSCG 

website: http://naturalsciencewm.wordpress.com/ 

curatorial-projects/regional-geology/erasmus-darwin-

house/ 

                   

        Working with staff at EDH 

Biddulph Grange Garden, 8
th

 May 2012 

Curating surviving specimens from Bateman’s collection (51 specimens) 

 

The Geology Gallery at Biddulph Grange (BGG) is unique to the region and possibly the nation. James 

Bateman planned the gallery based on the seven days of creation from the Bible. In displaying 

geology in this way Bateman’s faith and beliefs are combined with his interests in geology and the 

natural world, demonstrating his methods of thinking and ordering of ideas.  

The gallery reflects the changing functions of BGG over the course of its history; predominately 

when BGG was used as a hospital. This led to an area within the Gallery, assigned as Day Seven, to 

be knocked through to provide a doorway. Sadly, periods of neglect and vandalism (some of the 

latter being rather recent) have resulted in much of the gallery falling into disrepair. The National 

Trust is dedicated, given sufficient funds, to reinstating this piece of heritage. 

It is thought that many original specimens have been lost but archaeological scale drawings detail 

the frieze and the empty spaces along the Gallery. ‘Surviving’ specimens are kept in a store room 

underneath the main house in a wooden set of drawers.  

The collection was assessed by VT in 2010, then again by HS in March 2012. HS agreed to return to 

pack the specimens in drawers so that they could not be damaged further by rolling around in the 

cabinet. Specimens were cleaned using a soft, dry, natural bristle brush and identifications were 

checked. The drawers were cleaned and lined with Plastazote archival foam. Specimens were boxed 

if necessary and supported with nests of acid-free tissue. Specimens were also organized by type 

(fossils, rocks, minerals). Large objects were moved to shelves with better support, on a layer of 

Plastazote, covered with plastic sheeting. Suitable specimens were also identified for temporary 

display and used to promote the geology collection to visitors. 
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The Geological Gallery and curated specimens at Biddulph Grange Garden 

 

Nuneaton Art Gallery & Museum – 23
rd

 April 2012 

Repacking work and inventory (332 specimens) 

Nuneaton Art Gallery and Museum is an accredited institution under the remit of Nuneaton and 

Bedworth Borough Council. It holds approximately 15,000 items in its collections of social history, 

ethnography, archaeology, geology and fine arts, all relating to the borough. The geology collection 

is thought to comprise around 400 specimens, including fossils, minerals and rocks. Although not 

fully documented, many do not appear to have been collected from the local area. It is likely that the 

specimens were collected or bought by residents of Nuneaton and Bedworth, who then donated 

their geology collections to the museum.  

VT carried out a benchmark assessment for the collection in April 2010. At that time, the condition 

of the collection was designated as ‘poor – improving’, with further management being required, 

due to the lack of organisation of the collection, inappropriate storage materials and poor 

documentation.  

HS revisited Nuneaton in February 2012 and agreed to come back to spend a day working through 

the collection, organising and assisting with the inventory of specimens. HS and the curator at 

Nuneaton Art Gallery, Janine Fox, attended the Social History Curators’ Group Masterclass at 

Manchester Museum on the 20
th

 April 2012, so work on the collection the following week was a 

good opportunity to put this knowledge into practice.  

Boxes of material from the basement were assessed, inventoried and incorporated with the main 

collection. All other boxes of geological material were identified from the ‘tea room’ store. Focusing 

mainly on the minerals, specimens were inventoried, cleaned and repacked into new archival boxes 

using bags and acid-free tissue, giving enough space to prevent too much bruising and abrasion. The 

boxes of specimens could then be stored together and were labelled so that they could be easily 

identified. Each box was photographed to aid further inventory work.   
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Rearranged stores and a repacked box minerals from Nuneaton Art Gallery & Museum 

Apedale Heritage Centre – May/June 2012 

Inventory, repacking and organising material from Staffordshire University 

Apedale Heritage Centre is a volunteer-run organisation situated on what was once a working coal 

mine. The museum building includes part of one of the old mining buildings, which was renovated to 

provide space for the museum, café, toilets and information areas, with a storage area on the first 

floor. The museum displays, built by the volunteers, relate to the area’s mining and industrial 

heritage and local history. The geology area presents some of the types of fossils that would have 

been found in the area during mining activities.  

HS visited Apedale in April 2012 to assess the current state of the specimens and displays and to 

check on the condition and storage of material recently acquired from Staffordshire University, as 

they were in the process of redistributing their collections in light of a collections move and loss of 

specialist staff.  

Although the previous head of geology at the university tried to ensure that only material of low 

scientific and historical value was given to the heritage centre, HS wanted to ensure that this 

material was nonetheless well curated and understood. The first priority was to produce an 

inventory of the material to see how many specimens had been taken on. The specimens, which had 

previously been tightly packed into boxes, were repacked using trays donated by the university, 

lined with acid-free tissue. Large specimens were supported with Plastazote archival foam. So far HS 

has spent 9 hours working on this collection and has processed 12 of around 40 boxes. Additional 

support and supplies for the centre will be needed in order to fully catalogue and process all the 

specimens acquired from Staffordshire University. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
   

Sorting, packing and documenting specimens from Staffordshire University 

 donated to Apedale Heritage Centre 
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Drawer containing hazardous minerals packed to 

limit handling by students at Shrewsbury School. 

Shrewsbury School – 6
th

 August 2012 

Organisation of collections, secure packing of hazardous materials 

Shrewsbury School was founded in 1552 and was attended by Charles Darwin from 1818 to 1825. 

The school built up natural history and geology collections in the 19
th

 and 20
th

 centuries, which are 

now used for teaching and display in the biology and geography departments. The main teaching 

collection of hand specimens of minerals, rocks and fossils appears to have been largely compiled by 

Bob Parker, a previous member of staff at the school in around the 1970s. Many of the specimens 

are likely to have been collected several decades prior to this, however, with some labels indicating 

specimens were collected as early as 1880. This collection has been documented in a catalogue, 

listing 331 minerals and 245 rocks. A catalogue for fossils has not been found but the collection likely 

comprised around 400 specimens. These specimens are numbered and most have labels attached.  

When HS visited in March, this collection was divided between the geography and physics 

departments, with the geography department holding all the fossils, most of the rocks and some of 

the minerals. The geography department collection is housed in drawers and display cabinets in the 

department corridor and specimens were loose in drawers, becoming increasingly disorganised, 

bruised and dusty.  

The minerals and rocks that were in the physics department had not been used in teaching in recent 

years and in April 2012, upon HS’s recommendations, this collection was transferred to the museum 

in the biology department. This collection of small hand specimens is stored in a wooden cabinet. 

Because some of these specimens may be hazardous, it was urgent that these specimens were 

identified and properly packed using bags and boxes to avoid handling by pupils. 

HS agreed to spend one day of curatorial time making 

a start on organising the repacking of the collection. 

Gloves were worn at all times when handling the 

dusty and potentially hazardous specimens. She spent 

2-3 hours in the biology department ensuring that all 

hazardous or sensitive minerals were identified and 

packed appropriately using clear plastic boxes placed 

inside secure zip-lock bags. This included: 

• 5 asbestosiform minerals  

• One larger piece of actinolite  

• Toxic minerals such as antimony, mispickel, 

cinnabar and orpiment, and radiated quartz  

• Specimens showing pyrite decay (including 

iron pyrite and marcasite)  

 

HS then curated six drawers of minerals. First all 

specimens were removed from the drawer and the drawer was cleaned and dusted. Specimens with 

the appropriate mineral code (e.g. MA, MK, ML), were returned to the drawer, using new card trays 

where necessary and packing out the space to limit specimen movement. Acid free tissue was used 

to pad specimens which were fragile or needed additional support. In total, 156 specimens were 

curated in this department. 
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Three to four hours were then spent working on the geography department collection, primarily 

sorting, cleaning and packing drawers of fossils to minimise damage and make the collection more 

usable. Fossils were sorted into fossil groups, where possible relating these to geological time 

periods. 8 of the 16 drawers of fossils were cleaned and curated. As with the mineralogy collection, 

drawers were dusted and specimens placed into new card trays which were arranged in the drawers 

to limit object movement. Acid-free tissue was used to provide further support for delicate or 

unstable objects where necessary. Labels were left in drawers indicating the type or age of fossils 

contained. In total, 187 fossils were curated in this department. Plastazote archival foam was also 

cut to size and left on the cabinets for use when redeveloping displays. 

 

  
Drawers of fossils in Shrewsbury School’s Geography Dept. that were organised and curated by HS 
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8. Other activities 

8.1 West Midlands Rocks outreach/education 

In 2010-2011, the project, in terms of contractual employment, fell in line with the project Building 

Diverse Audiences: West Midlands Rocks. The West Midlands Rocks project, funded by MLA 

Renaissance, aimed to create small displays and hold events to promote geology, building on the 

Esmée Fairbairn funded curatorial work completed with museums and organisations across the West 

Midlands. This involved organization and support of educational events to inspire enthusiasm about 

geology and improve awareness about the educational and informative value of geological 

collections, as well as networking with museum staff with a view to providing further assistance with 

collections care. Along with the project officer Louise Price, VT created small temporary geological 

displays using items from several of the benchmarked museums. These displays and accompanying 

activity sheets proved popular in a variety of venues in the West Midlands ranging from libraries to 

community halls.  

Many organisations that were offered assistance and training in collections care as part of the RGS 

project were keen to loan material from their geology collections for the outreach side of the project. 

This enabled them to get actively involved in other West Midlands regional projects, such as Geology 

Matters. This was another Renaissance funded project that has partnered four Museums in the Black 

Country through an online database, in order to showcase their geology collections. 

This outreach side to the project has since been successfully completed, but it provided additional 

funding for travel around the region to view collections for the Assistant Collections Officer role.  

 

8.2 Improved recording of geological specimens 

The project also aimed to improve electronic recording of geological specimens in the region. To this 

end, good links have been established with the Black Country Collections Online project to supply 

computerised records to a regional database. A considerable contribution to the transfer of records 

was made at Wednesbury Museum, where records were transferred from one recording system to 

another. Contributions to data recording at Clun and PMAG were also made. 

HS also met with staff at Wolverhampton Art Gallery and Andrew Dawson, IT officer at PMAG to 

establish the feasibility of including records of geological specimens from Stoke-on-Trent Museums 

on the Geology Matters online database. A trial set of records have been selected and exported and 

it is hoped that these will be uploaded onto CollectionsBase and subsequently Geology Matters in 

early 2013. 

 

8.3 Forging and supporting partnerships within and outside the museums 

sector 

The project aimed to build on the support and knowledge of subject specialist networks such as the 

West Midlands Natural Sciences Curators Group (WMNSCG, which is part of NatSCA). The Assistant 

Collections Officers encouraged staff at museums that took part in the project to attend regional 
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meetings. It was hoped that this would encourage collaboration between museums in the area and 

allow curatorial custodians to feel confident about contacting others for advice in the future.  

The WMNSCG held meetings twice a year throughout the course of the project. Representatives 

from The Herbert Art Gallery and the Earth Heritage Trust were introduced to the group in 2009 

after VT visited these sites; they continued to attend meetings throughout 2010-2012. Staff from 

Dudley Museum, Herefordshire Museum Service, Shropshire Museum Service, Stoke-on-Trent 

Museums, Warwickshire Museums Service, Birmingham Museums Trust, Birmingham University, 

Worcester Museum and Wolverhampton Art Gallery regularly attended the meetings. The final 

meeting of the group was help at PMAG and organised by HS.  

In 2012, the group created a new website http://naturalsciencewm.wordpress.com/ to replace the 

website set up for the group in 2003. The new website was designed by Russell Dornan of 

Herefordshire Museums Service and members were encouraged to submit information about the 

natural science collections in their institutions to be hosted on individual institution pages. HS 

encouraged all members of the group and staff at additional museums involved with the RGS project 

to create a page about their institution. HS also wrote content about PMAG, Claymills Victorian 

Pumping Station, Erasmus Darwin House and Biddulph Grange Garden. Through the website, the 

group aimed to promote and gather together information about natural science collections held at 

institutions across the region. HS also wrote pages to promote and explain work done as part of the 

Regional Geology Stewardship project, with a copy of the Advice Pack available for download, and 

information about curatorial projects and the Archive for Collections Care (see below).  

As more and more organisations became involved in the RGS project, partnership working among 

museums was encouraged and supported. Recording of geological specimens on Geology Matters, 

for example, was facilitated by VT (for Wednesbury Museum) and HS (to arrange further 

involvement from PMAG). At museums that were part of the Renaissance hub, smaller collections in 

each area were discussed with collections staff and staff and volunteers at smaller museums were 

encouraged to get in touch with MDOs and staff at major museum services in each county. 

The project also aimed to encourage museums to work with other organisations such as universities 

and local geological societies. For example:  

• The ACOs facilitated and documented the dispersal of collections from Staffordshire 

University to relevant parties throughout the region.  

• The whereabouts of collections previously held by Wolverhampton University were also 

established, and these were subsequently transferred to Wolverhampton Art Gallery to be 

held with the rest of the Fraser Collection.  

• Shrewsbury School was visited with Shropshire Museum Service staff and curatorial work at 

the school was carried out by HS. The school’s science technicians were encouraged to 

contact Shropshire Museums Service if further work and advice was required.  

• By working with both Nuneaton Art Gallery and the Warwickshire Geology Conservation 

Group, contact between the two organisations was arranged by HS in autumn 2012 and a 

small display using specimens from both collections to promote local geology will be set up 

at the art gallery in December 2012 as part of a Community Showcase project. 
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8.4 An archive for Geological Collections Care 

Along with producing a comprehensive database of geology collections in the region, one of the aims 

of the project was to preserve and improve knowledge of previous work on collections across the 

West Midlands region. To achieve this, the Assistant Collections Officers facilitated the centralisation 

of conservation records into a regional centre at the Lapworth Museum of Geology at the University 

of Birmingham. The university has a large archival store with research documents and 

correspondence relating to the geological collectors and researchers based at the university, such as 

Charles Lapworth, Leonard Johnston Wills and Fred Shotton. There are also collections of historical 

geological maps and photographs dating back to the 1960s. 

Jon Clatworthy, the museum director, prepared space for archival material relating to the 

assessment, conservation and curation of geological collections over the last 30 years. Much of this 

curatorial work was carried out by Rosemary Roden, a now retired regional peripatetic geological 

curator, and Kate Andrew, who worked mainly on a consultancy basis, focusing on specimen 

conservation. Rosemary Roden identified and agreed to the transfer of folders of archive material, 

providing copies of reports and photographs of displays and curation projects in progress. This 

material was given to VT in 2011, stored temporarily at PMAG, then transferred to the Lapworth 

Museum by HS in September 2012.  

HS visited Kate Andrew in Hereford in August 2012 to help sort and collate archive material from 

projects that KA had worked on across the country during her career as a geological conservator and 

curator. A list of material from ERR and KA now stored at the Lapworth is provided overleaf. This list 

is also published on the Natural Science Collections West Midlands website 

http://naturalsciencewm.wordpress.com. Copies of Benchmark Assessments, curation project 

reports and associated documentation from the Regional Geology Stewardship project have also 

been printed and filed for storage in the archive. 
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Rosemary Roden, Worcester City Museum 

 

Information on peripatetic curators in the West 

Midlands 

Curatorial projects: 

Ironbridge Gorge Museum 

Tamworth Castle 

Warrington Gallery 

Wednesbury Museum 

 - collection reports 

 - 'Time Stones' geology gallery 

Worcester City Museum 

 - Rosemary Roden 199 survey & 

assessment 

 - Kate Andrew 1994 conservation survey of 

vertebrate fossils 

 - Garston Phillips 2008 report 

University Collections Assessments: 

Brief for reports 

Coventry University 

Derby University 

Keele University 

Leicester University 

Northampton University 

Nottingham University 

Nottingham Trent University 

Staffordshire University 

Birmingham University 

Wolverhampton University 

Wolverhampton Art Gallery (Fraser 

Collection) 

Worcester University 

 

Kate Andrew, Herefordshire Museum Heritage Services  

     

 Conservation projects: 

Audley End 

Bedford Museum 

Birmingham Museum & Art Gallery (3 

folders) 

Bolton Museum & Art Gallery 

Buckinghamshire County Museum 

Canterbury, The Royal Museum & Art 

Gallery 

Chichester District Museum 

Coventry, The Herbert Art Gallery & 

Museum 

Dudley Museum & Art Gallery 

Eccles College 

Folkstone Museum 

Galway, James Mitchell Museum, University 

College 

Glasgow Museum & Art Gallery (2 folders) 

Haslemere Educational Museum 

Hertfordshire Museums 

Horniman Museum & Gardens 

Kettering, Manor House Museum 

Kingston Museum & Heritage Centre 

Kendel Museum 

The Lapworth Museum 

Ludlow Museum 

Northampton Central Museum & Art Gallery 

Portsmouth City Museums 

Reading Museum & Art Gallery 

Scarborough Museum & Art Gallery 

Stoke-on-Trent, The Potteries Museum & 

Art Gallery 

Tunbridge Wells Museum 

Warrington Museum 

Worcester City Museum 

Whitby Museum (2 boxes) 

 - photos and reports 

 - correspondence and notes 

 

     'Small Jobs' 

Mr Abramovitch; fossil slab consolidation 

Bury St Edmonds, Rattlesdon; whalebone 

conservation 

Croydon Museum Service; mammoth teeth 

Imperial College; belemnite water damage 

Hancock Museum; Whitby ichthyosaur 

Linnean Society; Bryozoa 

Natural History Museum; Porifera 

Tatton Park; Tenants Hall Collection 

Somerset County Museum, Taunton; 

mammoth tusk 

Warwickshire Museums Service; elephant 

skull 

Warwick Museum; report on relocation to 

Montague Road 

West Berkshire Museums; entomology 

collection 

York Museum; ichthyosaur 

York Museum; crocodile 

 

Other documents:  

100 conservation record cards from projects 

carried out across the UK 

Archives for the Natural Sciences Collections 

Association (NatSCA, previously the Biology 

Curators Group, BCG). 
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9. Discussion 

The five main aims of the project - to visit and complete benchmark assessments for at least 40 

organisations, offer advice and assistance to collections staff and volunteers, compile a comprehensive 

database of geology collections in the West Midlands and build on the support and knowledge of 

subject specialist networks through partnership working – have all been achieved. Targets for the 

number of organisations visited and benchmarked, staff trained and objects benefitted from 

conservation have been exceeded and we have established a strong network of support for curatorial 

staff while raising awareness of the risks and importance of caring for and using geology collections. 

Here we outline key successes, main challenges and lessons learned over the course of the project, and 

the future for natural science collections in the West Midlands.  

9.1 Project Successes 

The major achievements resulting from the Regional Geology Stewardship project have included being 

able to build up an accurate picture of the whereabouts, status and condition of geology collections 

across a large region of the UK. By visiting and contacting staff and volunteers at more than 50 sites in 

the West Midlands, collections could be located and assessed, with advice given on the best ways to 

care for and use the material. Many of these collections, including some numbering several hundred 

specimens, had not been used or looked at for several years. These included more than 300 previously 

unknown specimens including 88 ichthyosaur vertebrae and paddle bones at Newcastle-under-Lyme, 

remaining material from James Bateman’s collection at Biddulph Grange Garden, and large teaching 

collections at Shrewsbury School. Without the contact and assistance provided through the RGS project, 

it is likely that some of these collections may have remained unidentified for several years hence.  

At the vast majority of institutions there was no specialist natural science curator on staff and indeed 

many of the sites were run entirely by volunteers. The benchmark assessments proved a useful tool in 

getting staff to discuss collections care and understand the main threats to collections and how to 

maintain best practice in terms of museum policy and practice, storage and display conditions. Staff 

were interviewed about the background to the collection, where it came from, how it is used and how it 

relates to other museum collections and displays. In many cases, a simple count of the number of the 

objects revealed that collections were much more extensive than previously thought.  

VT began to increase the amount of time spent completing the benchmark assessments towards the end 

of the first year of the project. From then on, assessments were written to ensure that each aspect was 

addressed in detail, with written descriptions of any problems that were highlighted in the main body of 

the report, and a longer list of recommendations at the end of the report about how best to proceed 

with improving standards of care. In some ways a good/poor rating was difficult to assign, particularly in 

cases were parts of the collection were well curated but other parts were in a more sorry state. The 

intention of carrying out an assessment was not so much to judge the level of care but to inform as to 

what best practice standards entail and how museums can not only conserve and better manage their 

collection, but also to put it to good use.  
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By staying in contact with staff and volunteers at institutions that were visited throughout the course of 

the project, it was possible to assess the uptake of ideas and progress with the collections at different 

sites. In 2012, as far as possible, all sites were contacted by the new Assistant Collections Officer, Holly 

Sievwright, and sent and updated advice pack. 14 sites that had been previously benchmarked were 

revisited and a further 3 sent emails or got in touch by other means to provide an update on work that 

has been done using their geology collections. Malvern Museum, for example, emailed a description of 

work recently carried out by a volunteer to document the collection. Claymills acted on 

recommendations to move their display of metal ores and minerals used in industry to a less humid 

environment, as well as making the collection a key part of their educational visits. Both Newcastle-

under-Lyme Borough Museum and Nuneaton Art Gallery & Museum showed the benefit of spending 

time working alongside staff and offering training in packing, identifying and working with geology 

collections. As well as repacking their collections, Newcastle produced a display of the ichthyosaur 

material in their main gallery, while Nuneaton have been working to produce an inventory of their 

collection and plan to set up a temporary display to promote the collection and the work of the 

Warwickshire Geological Conservation Group.  

On the other hand, when revisited in 2010 by HS, it was clear that some institutions were not able to put 

VT’s recommendations into practice. This was the case at Ironbridge Gorge Museum, which had not 

been accessed since VT’s assessments in 2010; however, the recruitment of a new Head of Collections 

and collections assistants in 2012 should mean that recommendations can be put into practice for the 

George Maw collection in early 2013. In light of the conditions of storage of James Bateman’s collection, 

which had remained unchanged between VT’s visit in 2009 and HS’s visit in March 2012, HS offered 

materials and practical assistance to staff to clean, provide support for and create a display using the 

specimens. Happily, in late 2012, as a result of this effort, and publications about the work in the North 

Staffordshire National Trust magazine and Geologists’ Association Newsletter, BGG has been able to 

secure funding to work on restoring Bateman’s Geological Gallery. 

These recent developments show the value of carrying out repeat visits to institutions and providing 

practical assistance. By spending just one day, or even a few hours working on a collection, huge 

improvements can be made in terms of understanding the material and ensuring its long term 

preservation. The most benefit was seen at institutions with collections of less than 300 specimens, such 

as at Erasmus Darwin House and Biddulph Grange Garden.  

The advice pack proved extremely useful, particularly for those not familiar with geology collections, but 

also for natural science curators who were not well versed in local geology, and geologists who had less 

knowledge of museum standards of collections care. By distributing bound copies to organisations that 

were involved in the project and making PDF copies available online through the West Midlands Natural 

Science Curators Group website (http://naturalsciencewm.wordpress.com) and MDOs, it is hoped that 

staff in museums across the Midlands and further afield will be able to refer to this document when 

working with their geology collections. Overall, it is estimated that copies of the advice pack have been 

given to staff at more than 50 sites. Copies were also distributed to 10 Social History curators at a 
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meeting at Manchester Museum. The pack has also been made available for download through the 

WMNSCG site.  

The ACOs strived to support and promote the work of the West Midlands Natural Science Curators 

Group by attending and arranging regular group meetings and ensuring that points raised were acted 

upon and targets met. These included assisting with, setting up and maintaining the Natural Science 

West Midlands website and writing content about the different institutions and curatorial projects.  

An archive for geological collections care in the West Midlands was set up at the Lapworth Museum at 

the University of Birmingham. Centralising records and reports on geological collections over the last 30 

years, will not only avoid duplication, but ensures better access to field notes on collections generated 

by previous collections management projects. Information on the content and access to the archive has 

been made available on http://naturalsciencewm.wordpress.com and has been promoted in Coprolite, 

the newsletter of the Geological Curators’ Group. 

9.2 Main Challenges 

Establishing contact:  

Although a handful of curators contacted the ACO directly in response to the initial offer of assistance 

send by formal letter, in most cases, direct contact by email or telephone was necessary to establish 

whether institutions still held geological specimens and to arrange visits to assess and assist with their 

care. It is somewhat understandable that curators, already pushed for time and resources, may be loath 

to spend these on tracking down a few specimens and caring for collections that make up a very small 

part of their holdings and may not fit with the current remit of the museum. That said, contact was 

established with more than 90% of organisations in West Midlands listed in Fast Forward or known at 

the start of the project to hold geological specimens. It was very encouraging that so many museums 

took up the offer of assistance and kindly offered to accommodate the ACOs and arrange store and 

gallery tours, taking time to answer questions about collections management practices and the 

background to the museum. 

What is a geology collection? 

There appears to be a misconception as to what the term ‘geology’ covers in terms of museum 

collections. Sometimes 'geology' has been thought of as rocks and minerals only, with fossils seen to be 

separate, while at other times the ACOs have been presented with archaeological finds such as flints and 

carved stones. To address this, if a visit was prearranged, then a list of the type of information required 

was provided and it was made clear that the main focus would be on rocks, minerals and fossils. The 

Advice Pack was also designed to clear up any confusion from the outset.  

Keeping track of organisational changes 

Collections and staff at several organisations for the last few years have been in a state of flux. This is 

due largely to funding cuts to local authorities, as well the prevalence of short-term contracts as 

opposed to permanent positions for collections staff. As a result, it is difficult to maintain contact with 

staff responsible for collections, and advice offered to one member of staff, along with assessment 
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documentation may be lost. Collections themselves may also be transferred or disposed of at short 

notice due to space and management issues (e.g. at Cannock Chase Museum and Staffordshire 

University).  

How much help should the project provide? 

A large proportion of the institutions contacted were staffed entirely by volunteers and had little in the 

way of specialised resources for caring for natural science collections. Furthermore, most local authority 

museums now have few collections staff and they have limited time to devote to collections 

management tasks. For collections that were extensive, in poor storage conditions or had a lack of 

documentation, there was the temptation to devote much of the Regional Geology project time to 

ensure that they were no longer at risk. However, this would have meant that it would not have been 

possible to visit certain organisations that had requested assistance. It was therefore decided that in 

general, one initial visit and up to two additional visits for collections care to each institution would be 

the fairest solution. It was more feasible to conduct repeat visits to organisations in Staffordshire, near 

the Potteries Museum & Art Gallery, since these visits required less travel time and transport costs. As 

such, Apedale Heritage Centre, Biddulph Grange Garden and Newcastle-under-Lyme could be visited 

several times at little additional costs and without holding up the project. Although it would have been 

useful to visit Shrewsbury School, Wednesbury Museum & Art Gallery and Wolverhampton Art Gallery 

several times to ensure that these larger historical collections were no longer at risk, travel time and 

costs, as well as the scale of work required to achieve this was sadly not feasible as part of the RGS 

project. 

Change of ACO 

For a six-month period from July 2011-January 2012, there was no ACO in post to continue work on the 

project. The recruitment process for a new ACO was slow, and once in post, HS needed to establish 

contact with staff at each of the key organisations again and it inevitably took time to become familiar 

with work that had been done so far. Although VT continued to offer advice and assistance, useful 

contacts that VT made may have been lost, along with information about previous work.  

9.3 Lessons Learned  

In terms of the practicalities of offering curatorial support for natural sciences collections on a regional 

level, several lessons have been learned over the course of the project. Improving stewardship of 

geological collections has involved firstly getting a better understanding of where geological collections 

are held and who is responsible for them, before working to ensure that these collections are 

safeguarded, accessible, and used to their full potential.  

As such, the first hurdle to overcome was establishing contact with curators or volunteers to locate and 

establish the status of geological collections across the region. At first there was slow uptake of the offer 

of visits for assessments and advice and a direct approach was required, whereby named individuals at 

museums were contacted by email or phone to gain further information about collections and if possible 

arrange an initial visit. Museum Development Officers (MDOs) were very helpful in contacting staff at 

smaller institutions and advertising the project. In some cases, however, it was necessary to visit sites 
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without contacting staff first, in order to establish whether geology and related objects formed part of 

any public exhibits and what condition these objects were in. Although this direct approach took time 

and required research into staff and collections, persistence and perseverance usually paid off and these 

proactive steps were necessary in identifying neglected and otherwise forgotten collections.  

Secondly, as with any work on this kind of regional scale, one of the main challenges was time 

management – balancing the number of visits and work required between sites in need of assistance. 

Inevitably, those nearer to Stoke-on-Trent (e.g. Biddulph Grange and Newcastle-under-Lyme) could 

receive more attention, and required less time and expense for travelling. In general, museums got one 

initial visit and, if required, a second visit for training and further work on the collection. For some, 

however, three or more visits were needed to assist with inventory and packing work to ensure that the 

collection was in a stable condition and staff or volunteers had the resources and knowledge necessary 

to care for the specimens. 

Thirdly, it became clear that when working with each of the organisations over such a short period of 

time, it is imperative to ensure that future work on the collection is feasible to maintain a good standard 

of care. Some museums did start use their collection more after visits and assessment of the material, 

particularly at sites where the staff had received training (e.g. Bewdley, Erasmus Darwin House). 

However, despite putting in place a number of recommendations, at other sites the collection did not 

receive any attention after being assessed by VT and standards of care had not improved when HS 

visited, in some cases two years on.  

While carrying out assessments and compiling advice on how to proceed with collections management, 

the importance of being practical and pragmatic was highlighted. It is clearly not possible for every 

collection to attain best practice standards in a sort period of time. For larger collections, storage 

materials such as archival white card trays and Plastazote for each specimen and labelling, marking and 

documenting each object in a computer database require vast amounts of time and resources which 

simply may not be affordable. Space is also an issue for many museum stores. Staff at a number of  

museums seemed to fear that they could not live up to the gold standard the benchmark assessment 

sets – particularly voluntarily run charitable trusts, which may feel they are far from accreditation 

standard. It was therefore advised that any kind of solution can be put in place should be applied if it 

improves on previous conditions, even if the solution is not ideal. For example, using bags and tissue and 

‘Really Useful’ boxes may not be as good as having each specimen in an individual archival white card 

lidded box, lined with sculpted Plastazote and tissue, but it is much better than having specimens rolling 

around loose in wooden drawers or piled up in a cardboard box. Similarly, it is far better to have a count 

of how many objects there are in the collection, or in each box, than to have a series of partial lists that 

cannot be linked back to the specimens.  

Finally, the importance of partnership working was a key feature of the project overall. Visits to all 

organisations with geology were useful, regardless of whether they have specialist geologists on staff, as 

these visits can be used to demonstrate good practice, promote the sharing of ideas, and ensure that a 
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long-lasting network of support is established which can be utilised by non-specialists across the region 

if they require assistance or advice on collections care. 

9.4 The future of geological collections in the West Midlands 

In the 1980s it was revealed that geology collections across the UK were at risk of decay and neglect 

(Doughty, 1981) and geology in the West Midlands was identified as a collections area in urgent need of 

attention (WM Area Museums Service). At this time, it was hoped that by raising awareness of these 

risks, lobbying for legislative safeguarding of museum collections and establishing standards for basic 

levels of care, scientifically and historically important collections could be preserved and the risk of 

further decay might be mitigated (Doughty, 1981). Currently, natural science collections face a number 

of risks, not only from existing poor storage conditions and neglect, but also from budgetary threats to 

local authority museums which may lead to a loss of staff and depletion of specialist knowledge and 

expertise and even the need to transfer or dispose of underused collections.   

At some organisations, such as Tamworth Castle, there is concern that lack of staff time means that 

future work on the geology collection may be limited, and due to high and variable humidity in storage 

areas, pyrite decay could occur in recently conserved fossils and minerals, which may not be noted until 

some damage has occurred. For many paid curators, particularly in local authority-run museums, time to 

work on collections is considered a luxury many cannot afford, as the funding bids, events, exhibitions, 

and management meetings to limit the impact of budget cuts, often take precedence.  

Despite these difficulties, the legacies of beneficial projects carried out over the last 30 years still live on 

today.  Rosemary Roden’s peripatetic curatorial work, much of which is now documented in the Archive 

for Geological Collections Care at the Lapworth Museum, ensured that significant historical collections 

such as George Maw’s sedimentology collection at Ironbridge and Dr Fraser’s palaeontological collection 

at Wolverhampton Art Gallery were in the most part stored in individual archival acid free boxes. 

However, much of this material was not carefully curated, cared for or used after this work was carried 

out. By seeking advice from Rosemary, Kate Andrew and other geological curators in the region, we 

have been able to ensure that knowledge about previous curatorial projects is transferred and these 

high standards of collections management can be set and maintained by educating and training those 

now responsible for their care.  

The Regional Geology Stewardship project has ensured that staff at 50 different sites are at least aware 

of the fact that they have a geology collection and by discussing collections management issues and 

training staff and volunteers we have also raised awareness of the specific risks and requirements that 

should be taken into account when caring for natural science and in particular geology collections. We 

have also inspired those working with the collections to take a greater interest in geology and use their 

collections for educational events, displays, research and volunteer projects. Independent progress 

made after advice and training was provided through project has been especially encouraging. Such 

projects have included the collections inventory and planned temporary displays at Nuneaton Art 

Gallery, educational events and permanent displays at Wolverhampton Art Gallery, documentation and 
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organisation of the collection by a volunteer at Malvern Museum, and renewed interest in restoring the 

Geological Gallery at Biddulph Grange Garden.   

The RGS project has also gathered invaluable information about the whereabouts, content and 

condition of the vast majority of collections of geological specimens in museums across the region. Prior 

to and during the project, every two years, from 2000 to 2010, the Fast Forward survey collected data 

and provided information about the size and content of museum collections. This was incredibly useful 

in determining which museums in the West Midlands held geology within there collections at the outset 

of the RGS project. Unfortunately the future of the initiative is now in doubt after the ceasing of 

Renaissance funding in 2011. Data has not been collected in 2012 and it is possible that resources will 

not be in place to collect this kind of data in the near future. Fast Forward results highlighted the 

changes that have been occurring in museums, many of which are quite extensive, over such a short 

period of time. This was also reflected in the data collected over the course of the RGS project as entire 

collections have been transferred and a number of institutions have seen a restructure of staffing and 

moves of collections to new stores. This information has been passed on to regional MDOs and the 

Geological Curators’ Group, and is due to be published as a ‘state and status’ article in The Geological 

Curator in early 2013.  

From continued contact with staff and volunteers, MDOs and museum stakeholders across the region, it 

is clear that the project and help provided have been widely appreciated. The contacts, knowledge and 

skills built up over the course of the project now provide a valuable resource that opens the options for 

similar projects on regional natural science curation. Based on the MDO network, it would be beneficial 

to extend a stewardship project to orphaned biological collections in the region. These collections, 

including taxidermy, entomological specimens and herbarium specimens, face similar risks from neglect 

and underuse in many museums across the West Midlands. The specimens are particularly vulnerable to 

pest attack and damp conditions and can be treated with hazardous chemicals so specialist assistance is 

essential to limit risks to the collections and collections staff and volunteers. Therefore it is hoped that in 

the future, similar regional work on natural history collections, as well as continued work on geology 

collections, can be carried out. 

Despite the many challenges faced by museums in the West Midlands and across the UK over the 

coming years, it is hoped that the risks of neglect, loss and mismanagement will be lessened by having 

this store of information about natural science collections large and small across the West Midlands 

region. As more people are reminded of the importance of natural science collections, in terms of their 

scientific, historical and educational value, and taught about the impact that lack of proper care or 

storage can have, it is hoped that these collections will benefit from being used, conserved and cared for 

more.  Moreover, by sustaining networks such as the West Midlands Natural Sciences Curators Group, 

promoting partnership working and exploiting new digital tools for sharing and publicising collections 

information, museums can reach out to a wider audience, producing larger-scale projects in a more 

cost-effective way. Ultimately, our rich scientific and geological history can benefit from the lasting 

impact of curatorial projects - including Regional Geology Stewardship - in preserving this heritage 

through caring for collections. 
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12. Appendix 

Benchmark Assessment for geological collections held at Bewdley Museum 

Benchmark Assessment for geological collections held at Bishops Castle 

Heritage Resource Centre 
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The assessment is based on the forms used for the RAW Collections Care Health Check Service, carried 

out by Jane Thompson Webb (JTW), Birmingham Museums Service. The RAW forms are themselves 

based on the Nine Agents of Decay. Many of the sections would form part of the service JTW offers and 

it is intended that, with prior agreement by organisations visited, recommendations and information 

may also be passed to Jane Thompson Webb to inform her work of collections within the West Midlands 

Region. 

Whilst these are often more broad questions relating to the general building, exhibitions or displays, it is 

envisage that in this particular benchmark assessment there is much tighter focused on the geology 

collection. The information gained, particularly regarding figures and importance of collections, will then 

be used to update forthcoming Fast Forward editions. Additionally, some of the points raised in the 

general overview could impact on the collection, and it is useful to have both for reference. 

The aim of the benchmark assessment form is to increase curatorial capacity and confidence amongst 

none geological staff, by providing a standard across the West Midlands for orphaned or abandoned 

geology collections. 

! symbol will indicate a potential problem. (e = environment, d = document, s = storage etc.) 

1-9 numbering will highlight a priority rating for the collection, where 1 is most urgent. 

 

Museum Details 

Museum 
 
Bewdley Museum 

Contact at Museum 
 
Liz Cowley 
(Collections & Interpretation Officer) 
liz.cowley@wyreforestdc.gov.uk  

Address 
 
Load Street, Bewdley DY122AE, t:01299 403573, e:bewdley.museum@wyreforestdc.gov.uk 

 

Benchmark Assessor 
 
Vicky Tunstall | Assistant Collections Officer (Regional Geology) 
Stoke-on-Trent Museums | The Potteries Museum & Art Gallery,  

Bethesda Street, Cultural Quarter, Hanley, Stoke-on-Trent  ST1 3DW   
t 01782 234312   e vicky.tunstall@stoke.gov.uk 
e naturalhistory@stoke.gov.uk           www.stokemuseums.org.uk 

Date 
 

10 August 2010 
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Assessment of Collection 

 

Composition of 
Geology Collection 
 

Yes No Narrative 

Number of specimens?  

approx. 752, figure underestimated as some boxes contain numerous 
inaccessible specimens. Assume 50-100 additional specimens. Also hard 
to ascertain how much of each type of material is contained within the 
collection, as many specimens were individually wrapped in tissue and 
because conscious of time restraints they were not all unwrapped. See 
Recommendations at the end of report for suggestions of ordering 
collection. 

Fossil material?    
some Carboniferous Coal Measure Fossils. Many 
ammonites. Sectioned & polished corals 

Minerals?    
predominately bulk of collection, including 145 supposedly 
from the Weston bequest. Polished ?agates 

Rocks?    
many unidentified specimens, with local rocks evident but 
either unlabelled or detached from identifications. 

Other   
a model of Habberley Valley with geological notes. 
30-40 small pieces of glass cut to model gem stone facets 
used in gemmology 

Collection relevant to 
Museum? 

  

Local 80%: Regional 19%: National 1% 

 collection needs working through systematically to 
better understand what it contains, how much needs 
identification, what has labels/numbers/old accession 
numbers, & what uses can be made of the collection. 

 part of the mineral collection is suspected to be part of 
the Weston bequest; a local man who bequeathed carved 
jade and ivory, including snuff boxes, to Bewdley. 

Strengths in collection?   

� a part of a fossil fish skin from the Triassic 

� ichthyosaur limb and vertebrae 

� polished corals, agates and minerals (dec arts links) 

� Carboniferous material (Coal Measures and 
sandstones) 

� Permian and Triassic material (red sandstones, 
certainly representative of local landscapes even if not 
collected from the area) 

Additional comments to 
note 

The collection held by Bewdley has a complex history, as was revealed 
during previous Stewardship work (Oct 2009 – March 2009). Much of the 
material is not accessioned, belonging to private collections and therefore 
having its own numbering system. Large volumes have been transferred 
from Kidderminster Museum. 
Since the Stewardship work, Bewdley are actively working with the 
Herefordshire and Worcestershire Earth Heritage Trust (EHT) on activities 
that will highlight the importance of geology in the area - i.e. the Geopark, 
with a permanent geology display now onsite at the museum.  
In the intervening gap between visits, more boxes with geological material 
in were found. Now all boxes have been given temporary numbers by 
Bewdley with the intention of making use of the excellent force of 
volunteers available, in order to working more closely with geology. 
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Access to collection 
(geology specific) 
 

Yes No 
Potential 
Problem 

Priority 
Rating 

Narrative 

Specimens on display?     

inc. number of specimens, then refer to 
Direct Physical Forces table 

approx. 25 specimens sourced 
by the EHT, ?non-accessioned, 
for display and handling 
purposes. 

Specimens in storage?     
inc. number of specimens, then 
follow questions below 
approx. 745 (allow for more) 

Where stored? 

 
Offsite   Onsite  
 

The Collections held by Bewdley Museum are kept on an industrial 
estate. The main store building contains a smaller room, in which the 
geology collection is housed with other small sized collections (in terms 
of discipline and physical object size). The ‘outer’ part of the building 
contains larger social history items and further tabletop workspace.  

Security of store? 
Collections staff and volunteers (with supervision) access stores. Any 
visitors are supervised at all times. Store is locked and alarmed. 

Method of storage? 

All of the geology collection is housed in large brown archival boxes. 
Within these boxes, the majority of specimens are individually wrapped 
in acid-free tissue. The exception to this are the samples worked on by 
me, Vicky Tunstall, during the Stewardship Traineeship project (2007-
2009). These ‘local’ specimens are fitted into Plastazote-lined, archival 
white-card boxes with PVC lids. The other exception to the packing is 
two or three boxes where no tissue has been used to separate 
specimens. The large brown boxes are stacked onto metal racking 
shelving units. 

Is collection physically 
accessible? 

  !s 4 

In the main yes, the collection is 
physically accessible. However, 
due to overcrowding in boxes 
many are extremely heavy 
making them awkward to move 
and hindering access 

Proximity control slips 
in use within stores? 

    

the majority of the collection 
has not been organised, so 
difficult to know what ‘belongs’ 
in which box. 

Control of visitors / 
volunteers to stores 

     

Suitable storage 
materials used? 

  !s 3 

better that the specimens are 
nested into tissue providing 
support that is more adequate 
and allows greater ease of 
viewing. 
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Condition Checking Yes No 
Potential 
Problem 

Priority 
Rating 

Narrative 

Evidence of pyrite 
decay? 

    

Past, present? Plus refer to rh & temp 
tables 
no smells, no powdery deposits – 
collection does appear stable 

Specimens free of dust 
and/or other 
contaminates? 

    
excludes the two boxes of 

specimens not wrapped in tissue 

Evidence of breakage?   !s 5 

majority are bruised due to 
overcrowding in boxes. Smaller 
boxes with fewer specimens in 
would alleviate the problem, but 
expand the collection. See 
additional note in 
recommendations regarding 
rationalisation and organisation 
techniques 

Received previous 
attention? 

    

i.e. from Kate Andrew, Rosemary 
Roden, Jane Thompson Webb, Vicky 
Tunstall, etc. 

 
Vicky Tunstall 
EHT 
in what form? 
VT – identification of ‘local’ 
samples, repacking, an attempt at 
matching existing documentation 
EHT  - identifications, partnership 
activities, loan of specimens 
 

Documentation Yes No 
Potential 
Problem 

Priority 
Rating 

Narrative 

Collection documented 
/ accessioned?  

  
!d  

 

Register / written 
records? 

  !d   

Computerised records?   !d   

Specimens have 
labels? 

  !d   

Specimens numbered?   !d   

Numbers marked on 
the specimens? 

  !d   

Number refers to 
records? 

  !d   

Staff understand & use 
logging process?  
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Direct Physical 
Forces 
 

Yes No 
Potential 
Problem 

Priority 
Rating 

Narrative 

Specimens cased?      
open display and assigned to be 
for handling use 

Specimen support 
adequate?  

    

Need better support for? 

housed in Plastazote. Large 
specimens supported by own 
mass. 

Open display behind 
barriers?  

    sandstone friable 

Gloves used for 
handling? 

    where applicable 

Boxes/trays used for 
object movement?   

    where applicable 

 

Thieves, Vandals and 
Displacers 
 

Yes No 
Potential 
Problem 

Priority 
Rating 

Narrative 

CCTV in use?      

Internal    External   Both 
with regard to industrial estate 
general security 

Intruder alarm present?          

Case alarms present?         n/a 

Cases have good 
locks? 

    n/a 

Glass is 
laminated/safebreak 
film?  

    n/a 

 

Fire 
 

Yes No 
Potential 
Problem 

Priority 
Rating 

Narrative 

Fire alarm present?     
not ascertained at this time with 
regard to stores. 

Fire alarm tested?     as above 

ERP in existence?     as above 
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Water 
 

Yes No 
Potential 
Problem 

Priority 
Rating 

Narrative 

Building is 
weatherproof?      

     

Gutters checked 
regularly?      

    not ascertained at this time 

Regular maintenance 
of building?      

    not ascertained at this time 

Building on flood plain?         not ascertained at this time 

Water pipes present in 
object spaces?      

    not ascertained at this time 

Shelves in stores at 
least 2” above floor?      

     

Objects on floor raised 
on blocks? 

    
with regard to much of the 
geology collection, but not 
necessarily to other disciplines 

Evidence of water 
ingress?      

    
 

 
 
 

Pests 
 

Yes No 
Potential 
Problem 

Priority 
Rating 

Narrative 

Pest traps placed in 
museum? 

    
does not readily affect much 
material within geology 
collections  

Traps checked at least 
4 times a year? 

    n/a at this time 

Finds recorded?     n/a at this time 

Staff confident at 
identifying pests? 

     

Rodent traps in place?     n/a at this time 

Evidence of birds in 
building? 

    n/a at this time 

Evidence of bats in 
building? 

    n/a at this time 

Evidence of other 
animals in building? 

    
n/a at this time 
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Contaminants 
 

Yes No 
Potential 
Problem 

Priority 
Rating 

Narrative 

Cases have good 
seals? 

    n/a at this time 

Vulnerable objects 
cased? 

    n/a at this time 

Vulnerable objects 
boxed? 

    

where able, however not 
especially applicable to the 
majority of geology collection in 
present state 

Cases made from inert 
materials? 

    
not applicable to geology 
collection at this time 

Non-inert materials 
sealed? 

    
not applicable to geology 
collection at this time 

Store furniture made 
from inert materials? 

    metal shelving and racking 

Non-inert furniture 
sealed? 

    n/a 

Tarnish inhibitors used 
for silver? 

    
not applicable to geology 
collections 

Prints etc showing sign 
of acidic decay from 
mounts? 

    
not applicable to geology 
collections 

Housekeeping carried 
out regularly? 

    plans in place for store work 

Annual deep/winter 
clean carried out? 

    as above 

Using lint free dusters?     
can’t really use dusters on 
geology collections anyway 

Brushes?     
future plans required to address 
cleaning of geology collection 

Vacuums with variable 
suction? 

    where able 

Paper/textiles stuck up 
with cellotape? 

    
not applicable to geology 
collections 

Textiles stuck up with 
blue tack? 

    
not applicable to geology 
collections 
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Light 
 

Yes No 
Potential 
Problem 

Priority 
Rating 

Narrative 

Windows have UV film 
fitted? 

        not applicable to the store 

Windows have blinds 
fitted? 

      not applicable to the store 

Blinds can reduce 
daylight? 

    see above note 

Fluorescent tubes have 
UV film? 

        work in progress 

Spotlights have filters?         n/a 

Lamps are individually 
dimmable? 

        n/a 

UV levels monitored         
Cont./Spot 
where applicable 

Lux levels monitored         
Cont./Spot 
where applicable 

Meters calibrated?          

Light sensitive material 
on display 

        
not applicable at present time for 
geology collection 

Light levels controlled 
for sensitive objects 

        as above 

Light sensitive objects 
rotated? 

        
not applicable at present time for 
geology collection 

Stores kept dark?          

Blackout achieved in 
museum outside 
opening hours? 

        
due to nature of some display 
areas, but light not applicable to the 
geology collection at this time 

 

Incorrect 
Temperature and RH 
 

Yes No 
Potential 
Problem 

Priority 
Rating 

Narrative 

Museum is heated?              not ascertained at this time 

Stores are heated?            
inner part to store has air con. 
where geology kept 

24 hour heating?           

RH & temp monitored 
by spot reading?      

        
see below point and note under 
heating of stores 

RH & temperature 
continually monitored?     

         

Calibrated?          

Vulnerable objects 
buffered?      

        
uncertain as to how many, if any, 
geol specimens this would apply to 

Objects placed on 
external walls have 
spacers?      

        
not applicable to geology 
specimens 
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Overall Working 
Assessment 
 

Yes No 
Potential 
Problem 

Priority 
Rating 

Narrative 

Is the geology 
collection in a 
desirable condition?     

 
 
 

   
 
 
Good 
 
 
Good 
Improving 
 
Good 
Steady 
 
 
Good 
Declining 
 
 
  

 
 
 

 
 
 
Poor 
Improving 
 
Poor 
Steady 
 
Poor 
Declining 
 
 
Poor 
Declining 
or Lost  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5 to 6 
overall 

 
Minimal management 
(monitoring only) 
 
Management required 
and is being 
undertaken 
 
Management 
required and is going 
to be undertaken 
 
Management required 
and is not going to be 
undertaken 
 
Management required 
but is not possible 
 
Management being 
undertaken 
 
Management going to 
be undertaken 
 
Management not going 
to be undertaken 
 
Management not 
possible 
 

Any Further Notes? 
 
Bewdley should not be disheartened that the overall assessment of the geology collection has been 
given as ‘poor;’  rather they should focus on the fact that many of the physical specimens are steady in 
terms of condition and, due to willing staff and volunteers, are set to improve. It is understood that the 
time and resources needed are limited and, as with many other collections in the West Midlands 
Region, geology is not a priority. 
 
It is very positive, however, that Bewdley are enthusiastic about forging links with other geologically 
interested parties, such as the EHT and myself at The Potteries Museum & Art Gallery; meaning that 
the collection is steadily being used and improved – albeit at a slower rate than some other disciplines. 
Indeed, since the Stewardship work, a small display has been set up within the Museum site that ties 
in with the Geopark.  
 
Phased work stages, perhaps made into volunteer projects, will enhance the collection and open it up 
still further. See Recommendations overleaf: 
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Recommendations – most of the following are interdependent on each other: 
 

 Organise - It is sizeable enough to split into broad categories of Rock, Mineral and Fossil i.e. all 

the Fossil material is organised together in a designated suite of boxes; similarly with the other 
specimens, instead of having fossils mixed with minerals. The Advice Pack for Geological Collections 
provides more details on further sub-division that can be used if required. This would further aid 
additional points listed below 

 Repack – Fewer specimens per brown box, housed either in individual boxes or nested in tissue 

(rather than wrapped), would alleviate bruising to specimens and prevent excessively handling of 
friable/delicate material. This would result in the collection expanding in storage volume. However, see 
point below.  

 Rationalising – systematically working through the collection with a view to rationalising material 

would balance the expansion problem. Anything with an existing accession number, collector number, 
physical mark, paper label etc. needs auditing and matching to existing records where possible. 
Remaining material can be accessioned, transferred or used for handling as the Museum sees 
relevant. 

 Documentation – written labels to accompany specimens (instead of unwrapping tissue to find 

out what it is), accessions and numbering specimens once sorted will ensure a tidier, more easily 
accessible collection. 

 Geopark – once the collection is better organised, it will be obvious which specimens are local. 

These can be put out on display to strengthen links with the surrounding landscape. Using EHT to 
source large samples is great, especially if the items become accessioned as part of a permanent 
display – but using stored resources will more easily facilitate opening up access and engagement 
with this type of collection. 
 
In conclusion, Bewdley has an interesting collection with much potential. A variety of specimens would 
link with other disciplines for activities and displays. Some examples include; the polished material –
corals, agates and even the cut glass ‘gemstones’ - to tie-in with decorative arts. The collector 
information (Weston) has a social/local history connection. ‘Local’ coal material to link with the 
industrial heritage of the region; and, whilst not immediately relevant to the area, having parts of an 
ancient marine reptile (ichthyosaur) and lots of ammonites are curios to spark imaginations. 
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Regional Geology          

Stewardship  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                        
 

Benchmark 

Assessment  
for the Geology Collection held by 

Bishop’s Castle Heritage Resource Centre 

& House on Crutches Museum 
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The assessment is based on the forms used for the RAW Collections Care Health Check 
Service, carried out by Jane Thompson Webb (JTW), Birmingham Museums Service. The RAW 
forms are themselves based on the Nine Agents of Decay. Many of the sections would form part 
of the service JTW offers and it is intended that, with prior agreement by organisations visited, 
recommendations and information may also be passed to Jane Thompson Webb to inform her 
work of collections within the West Midlands Region. 
 
 
Whilst these are often more broad questions relating to the general building, exhibitions or 
displays, it is envisage that in this particular benchmark assessment there is much tighter 
focused on the geology collection. The information gained, particularly regarding figures and 
importance of collections, will then be used to update forthcoming Fast Forward editions. 
Additionally, some of the points raised in the general overview could impact on the collection, 
and it is useful to have both for reference. 
 
 
The aim of the benchmark assessment form is to increase curatorial capacity and confidence 
amongst non-geological staff, by providing a standard across the West Midlands for orphaned 
or abandoned geology collections. 
 
 

 ! symbol will indicate a potential problem. (e = environment, d = document, s = storage etc.) 

1-9 numbering will highlight a priority rating for the collection, where 1 is most urgent. 
 
 

 
Museum Details 
 

Museum 
 

Bishop’s Castle Heritage Resource Centre & House on 
Crutches Museum 

Contact at Museum 
 

Patricia Theobald 
panda.theobald@virgin.net 

Address 
 
Bishop’s Castle Heritage Resource Centre 
Chapel Yard, Bishop’s Castle,  
Shropshire. SY9 5DE. 
 

 

Type of Museum & Accreditation details 
 
Privately run by the House on Crutches Museum 
Collection Trust. Full accreditation, due for renewal in 
2013. 
 

Benchmark Assessor 
 
Holly Sievwright | Assistant Collections Officer (Regional Geology) 
Stoke-on-Trent Museums | Economic Development, Culture and Sport Directorate 
 
The Potteries Museum & Art Gallery, Bethesda Street, Cultural Quarter, 
City of Stoke-on-Trent  ST1 3DW   t 01782 232539   
e holly.sievwright@stoke.gov.uk e naturalhistory@stoke.gov.uk 
www.stokemuseums.org.uk 

 

Date 
 

14 August 2012 
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Assessment of Collection 
 
 
 

 
 

Composition of 
Geology Collection 
 

Yes No Narrative 

Number of specimens?  50 (as well as 30 packets/individual knapped flints) 

Fossil material?    38 

Minerals?    5 

Rocks?    4 

Other   Tree bark, recent ox and horse teeth, knapped flints. 

Collection relevant to 
Museum? 

  

to Museum collecting policy / local regional nationally etc. 
 
Collections donated by local residents or items found in 
the local area. 
 

Strengths in collection?   
Unusual fossils such as the Mastodon tooth, large shark’s 
tooth, turtle scutes, large brachiopods, and other material 
suitable for display.  

Additional comments to 
note 

Bishops Castle Heritage Resource Centre (BCHRC) opened in 2004 as 
an activity centre and store for archives and objects relating to local 
heritage. The buildings, fittings and storage furniture were designed to 
museum standards and environmental controls are in place to ensure 
that all objects and archives are safeguarded.  
 
BCHRC was set up by the house on Crutches Museum Collection Trust, 
a registered charity that runs the nearby House on Crutches Museum. 
Objects from the museum (including the geology collection), when not on 
display, are stored at BCHRC. BCHRC also provides storage space for a 
number of other collections from local organisations. These organisations 
pay a small fee for shelf space and volunteers ensure that these items 
are kept and maintained to best practice standards.  
 
Currently, there are no other geological items in the store, other than 
those in the HOCMCT collection. It is possible that Shropshire Geology 
Society will look to store archives and objects here in the future, however.  
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Access to collection 
(geology specific) 
 

Yes No 
Potential 
Problem 

Priority 
Rating 

Narrative 

Specimens on display?     

inc. number of specimens, then refer to 
Direct Physical Forces table 
 

4 on display in HOC museum at 
time of visit, in drawer of wooden 
cabinet in the parlour (currently 
turned around so not visible to 
public). 

Specimens in storage?     

inc. number of specimens, then follow 
questions below 
 

46 

Where are specimens 
stored? 

 
Offsite   Onsite  
 

At BCHRC in Chapel Lane, a short walk from HOC museum. All 
items are stored in a locked, environmentally controlled room, 
designed and fitted for purpose in the early 2000s (opening in 
2004. 
 

Objects from the HOC collection are stored along with deposits 
from local people and organisations that pay the trust a small fee 
to store archives and objects which can be retrieved at any time. 

Security of stores? 

Include access to stores & refer to Thieves, Vandals & Displacers section too 
 

Good – resource centre front door and collections room have good 
locks. Keys held by select group of volunteers (trustees). 
 

Method of storage? Archival brown boxes on metal shelves and roller racking.  

Is the collection 
physically accessible? 

    
Though space is quite tight in the 
store room and some boxes are 
kept at height.  

Movement control slips 
in use within stores? 

    
Clear written labels on the outside 
of boxes when items are removed.  

Control of visitors / 
volunteers to stores 

    
Key-holders (trustees) present 
when other volunteers are working. 

Suitable storage 
materials used? 

    
Most objects wrapped in archival 
acid-free tissue in boxes.  
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Condition Checking Yes No 
Potential 
Problem 

Priority 
Rating 

Narrative 

Evidence of pyrite 
decay? 

    None seen. 

Specimens free of dust 
and/or other 
contaminates? 

  ! 8 
Currently ok, but specimens in display 
cabinet should be dusted (with a soft 
natural bristle brush) before redisplay. 

Evidence of breakage?   ! 7 

Not recent - Mastodon tooth appears 
cracked and has been repaired. Plant 
fossil fragments chipped. Pad 
carefully with tissue and monitor 
environmental conditions in gallery. 

Received previous 
attention? 

    

i.e. from Kate Andrew, Rosemary Roden, 
Jane Thompson Webb, Vicky Tunstall, 
etc. 

 
Daniel Lockett curatorial advisor. 
Regular assistance from Shropshire 
MDO, Judith Karena.  
 
Fossils identified but not sure who by. 

Documentation Yes No 
Potential 
Problem 

Priority 
Rating 

Narrative 

Collection documented / 
accessioned?      

Though fossils in cabinet do 
not have individual numbers. 

Register / written records?      

Computerised records?     
use MODES XML. Work in 
progress. 

Specimens have labels?   ! 3 

Specimens in store have 
archival tags. Fossils in 
cabinet just have slips of 
paper with brief specimen ID. 

Specimens numbered?   ! 1 
Fossils in cabinet need 
numbering. 

Numbers marked on the 
specimens? 

  ! 2 
HS to send marking kit. See 
Advice Pack for how to mark 
geological specimens. 

Number refers to records?     
Specimens that have 
numbers are well documented 

Staff understand and use 
acquisitions/loans/conservation 
records procedures?  
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Direct Physical 
Forces 
 

Yes No 
Potential 
Problem 

Priority 
Rating 

Narrative 

Display specimens 
cased?  

    
Plan to have perspex lids for drawers 
in ‘cabinet of curiosities’. 

Display specimen 
support adequate?  

  ! 4 
Line drawers with Plastazote. Cut 
around specimens to prevent rolling 
when opening drawers. 

Open display behind 
barriers?  

     

Gloves used for 
handling? 

    
When necessary wear nitrile gloves 
for handling specimens. 

Boxes/trays used for 
object movement?   

     

Specimen support 
adequate in stores 

    
Be careful when moving objects on 
high shelves – geology specimens 
can be rather heavy. 

 
Thieves, Vandals and 
Displacers 
 

Yes No 
Potential 
Problem 

Priority 
Rating 

Narrative 

CCTV in use?      
Not essential given the monetary 
value of most collections held. 

Intruder alarm present?          

Case alarms present?          

Display cases have 
good locks? 

     

Display cases have 
good seals? 

    
Geology not currently kept in locked 
museum cases. 

Glass is laminated / 
safebreak film?  

    Not ascertained at this time 

 

Fire 
 

Yes No 
Potential 
Problem 

Priority 
Rating 

Narrative 

Fire alarm present?      

Fire alarm tested?     Ensure alarm is regularly tested. 

ERP in existence?     Work in progress 
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Water 
 

Yes No 
Potential 
Problem 

Priority 
Rating 

Narrative 

Building is 
weatherproof?      

     

Gutters checked 
regularly?      

     

Regular maintenance 
of building?      

     

Building on flood plain?       ! 9 
Keep objects off the floor in resource 
centre and museum. 

Water pipes present in 
object spaces?      

    
Storage heaters in museum display 
rooms. 

Shelves in stores at 
least 2” above floor?      

     

Objects on floor raised 
on blocks? 

     

Evidence of water 
ingress?      

     

 

Pests 
 

Yes No 
Potential 
Problem 

Priority 
Rating 

Narrative 

Pest traps placed in 
museum? 

     

Traps checked at least 
4 times a year? 

    
Checking traps is more important 
during the summer months. Try to 
schedule checks in May and August. 

Finds recorded?      

Staff confident at 
identifying pests? 

    Help on hand from MDO and DL. 

Rodent traps in place?      

Evidence of birds in 
building? 

     

Evidence of bats in 
building? 

     

Evidence of other 
animals in building? 

    
Rodents found in neighbouring house 
to museum but none in the museum 
itself.  
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Contaminants 
 

Yes No 
Potential 
Problem 

Priority 
Rating 

Narrative 

Cases have good 
seals? 

    Seem adequate 

Vulnerable objects 
cased / boxed? 

    
Recent teeth and bones may crack 
in variable temp/humidity. Storing in 
a lidded box should limit this.  

Cases made from inert 
materials? 

  ! 5 
Display cabinets made from oak. 
Line shelves and check objects for 
changes regularly. 

Non-inert materials 
sealed? 

    n/a to geology collection at present 

Store furniture made 
from inert materials? 

     

Housekeeping carried 
out regularly? 

    Volunteer rota on a weekly basis. 

Annual deep/winter 
clean carried out? 

    
Deep clean of museum before 
opening for the season. 

Vacuums with variable 
suction? 

    
Check with MDO/ Ludlow LMRC if 
needed. 

Paper/textiles stuck up 
with cellotape? 

     

 

Incorrect 
Temperature and RH 
 

Yes No 
Potential 
Problem 

Priority 
Rating 

Narrative 

Museum is heated?          Storage heater 

Stores are heated?          
Humidity controlled – try  to keep 
below 60% 

24 hour heating?           

RH & temperature 
monitored by spot 
reading?      

  ! 6 
Monitor temp and rh in HOC museum 
to check whether vulnerable objects 
are likely to be affected. 

RH & temperature 
continually monitored?     

    
19°C and 63% rh in stores at time of 
visit. 

Vulnerable objects 
buffered?      

    

Separate storage for vulnerable 
documents/textiles. Geological 
material does not require buffering at 
present (use sealed box to create a 
microclimate if necessary).  

Objects on external 
walls have spacers?      

    
n/a to geology. Do not place 
paintings/pictures etc directly on 
external walls. 
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Light 
 

Yes No 
Potential 
Problem 

Priority 
Rating 

Narrative 

Windows have UV film 
fitted? 

  !  
Would provide additional protection 
for paper and textiles on display in 
HOC. 

Windows have blinds 
fitted? 

     

Blinds can reduce 
daylight? 

     

Fluorescent tubes have 
UV film? 

    In stores only 

Spotlights have filters?     
Not ascertained at present time for 
HOC 

Lamps are individually 
dimmable? 

    
Not ascertained at present time for 
HOC 

UV levels monitored   !  
Do spot check and remove objects from 
display if necessary. 

Lux levels monitored   !  
Do spot check and remove objects from 
display if necessary. 

Meters calibrated?      

Light sensitive material 
on display 

    
Not geology but lots of paper and 
textiles. 

Light levels controlled 
for sensitive objects 

    
Blinds limit daylight. Think about 
which objects are more vulnerable 
and where they are displayed 

Light sensitive objects 
rotated? 

     

Stores kept dark?      

Blackout achieved in 
museum outside 
opening hours? 

    Blinds drawn but not total blackout. 

Objects laid on top of 
each other on display? 
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Overall Working 
Assessment 
 

Yes No 
Potential 
Problem 

Priority 
Rating 

Narrative 

Is the geology 
collection in a 
desirable condition?     

 
 
 

   
 
 
Good 
 
 
Good 
Improving 
 
Good 
Steady 
 
 
Good 
Declining 
 
 
  

 
 
 

 
 
 
Poor 
Improving 
 
Poor 
Steady 
 
Poor 
Declining 
 
 
Poor 
Declining 
or Lost  

  

 
Minimal management 
(monitoring only) 
 
Management required 
and is being 
undertaken 
 
Management required 
and is going to be 
undertaken 
 
Management required 
and is not going to be 
undertaken 
 
Management required 
but is not possible 
 
Management being 
undertaken 
 
Management going to 
be undertaken 
 
Management not going 
to be undertaken 
 
Management not 
possible 
 

Any Further Notes? 
 

The volunteers at BCHRC are working hard to ensure that best practices are implemented 
and maintained for the collections and archives in their care. Storage facilities for collections 
are excellent (although the rh was a little high at time of visit) and objects are generally 
packed with archival materials.  
 

Plans are currently in place to develop the displays of fossils in the HOC museum. 
Plastazote archival foam was supplied so that cushioned support could be sculpted for the 
drawers. The pictures overleaf show examples of collections packed in this way for use in 
education sessions and display. Large and vulnerable objects, such as the mastodon tooth, 
could be displayed in sealed cabinets (resting on a piece of Plastazote for additional 
support).  
 

Objects on display should be checked regularly for changes such as cracking, colour change 
or pyrite decay (see advice pack).  
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         Education collection at Erasmus Darwin House       Specimens on display at Much Wenlock Museum 
 
Before redisplaying, the specimens should be dusted gently with a soft natural bristle brush. 
Each specimen should be given a unique number which is marked on the specimen using 
either a small piece of paper, glued on with Paraloid B72, or the paint and pen method 
(described in the advice pack, p22). HS will send a marking kit with materials necessary for 
marking and cleaning geological specimens.  
 
Identifications should be recorded in MODES and on written card labels. This should detail 
the specimen number, object name (general name), species (or genus/family) name, and if 
possible the geological time period. These have been noted on the attached excel 
spreadsheet.  
 
Try to avoid storing large, heavy mineral specimens along with lighter local history objects. 
The quartz and baryte specimens could either by put on display or stored in a separate box 
with other material from HOC if it is taken off display. This could also house the specimen 
labels and movement control slips noting how many fossils are on display and where.  
 
 
 

 
 

 


