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My collection began by accident in the spring of 2006 as I approached the completion of
my bachelor’s degree in Ecology and Evolutionary Biology at the University of Kansas. At the
time, I worked as a student hourly at the Institute for Educational Research and Public Service, a
research grant management agency housed in the School of Education at KU. That May, my
coworker, Nan, presented me with a gift from her personal collection of antique textbooks
spanning a wide variety of disciplines. The gift was a 1939 textbook titled Exploring Biology,
and Nan’s accompanying card congratulated me on completing my degree and added “I hope
that you enjoy exploring the contrasts between then and now.“
Nan’s gift reminded me how much I had enjoyed antiques as a child and inspired me to
begin my own collection. As a child, I grew up surrounded by vintage and antique items of all
kinds. The bulk of the furniture in my childhood home was from antique stores, junk shops, and
estate sales and our house was nearly overflowing with antique books, vintage clothes, and
antique accessories and household accouterments. Upon moving to college, I had unintentionally
removed myself from virtually anything vintage or antique, but Exploring Biology reintroduced
me to my love of antiques. Having always been interested in science from a very young age, and
having just completed a degree in biology, I focused my collection on textbooks relating to the
natural and physical sciences – primarily biology, geology and astronomy.
Though the books in my collection all focus on scientific knowledge, they can be
separated into different groups. Some are geared towards inspiring an interest in science in
young people, while others are college or professional textbooks. Some contain theoretical

knowledge and basic science, while others are more applied, dealing specifically with such
industries as agriculture and livestock management. Many I found at antique malls and used
bookstores, while others once belonged to close family and friends. All of them, however, show
not only how scientific knowledge has changed through time, but also how our communication
of scientific issues (especially to the public) has also changed. I am currently a PhD student in
the Ecology and Evolutionary Biology Department at KU and am studying how climatic change
(specifically increases in atmospheric carbon dioxide concentrations) affect plant physiology.
Instead of focusing on future climate change, I am analyzing the effects of past changes, using
50,000-year-old tree remains to assess the impact of natural and anthropogenic climate change
on plant physiology. In this way, my research is closely aligned with my collection; it is
important to look to the past to understand the present and better prepare for the future.
During my time at KU, I have become highly interested in scientific outreach to the
public. I believe it is the job of scientists to accurately and clearly convey scientific information
to the general public and to policy makers. I also participate in a number of science instruction
programs geared towards children, to instill early on an interest in science. I therefore, find it
interesting that the textbooks in my collection that are geared towards the young are consistently
the oldest books in the collection. I believe this reflects one of two things: 1) we no longer have a
dedication to scientific education in children, or 2) we no longer have a dedication to children
enjoying reading. The outreach programs with which I have been involved suggest that we as a
scientific community are still attempting to reach young people, so perhaps the issue lies more
with children’s interest in books. This concerns me, as reading was one of my personal favorite
pastimes as a child, and because reading is a fun and easy way to learn about the world around
you, see new perspectives, and broaden your intellectual horizons.

Another shift this collections shows is the change in how scientific knowledge is
communicated. Many books, particularly those from the turn of the 20th century, display heavy
religious overtones in their descriptions of nature (for example, the chapter of one book titled
“How Plants Marry” followed by “Various Marriage Customs”). Some also blatantly personify
the plant community, describing for example how plants ‘eat’ and ‘drink.’ This is in direct
contrast to science writing today, which is usually intentionally devoid of any religious
references or anthropomorphizing language. On one hand, personification is a way to show
similarities between human behavior and plant physiology; however, such language can often
misrepresent the facts, and overlooks the differences that make plants unique and exciting.
Nearly every book also uses much more flowery and descriptive language than is
common in science writing today. For example, the subtitle of one of the astronomy texts is “The
Splendor of the Heavens Brought Down to Earth.” As a scientist, such verbiage sounds almost
silly to me and not the type of language for serious scientific communication. Still, I think we
scientists may have taken the seriousness of our writing too far. A little poetic phrasing keeps the
reader’s interest and can be used judiciously without compromising the accuracy of the
information conveyed. Writing style is one aspect of science where I think we can learn quite a
bit from past strategies; while the older textbooks may have overused their poetic license, we
today make the equal and opposite mistake of under using it.
Perhaps most interesting to me personally, and reflecting the original intent of the
collection, are the differences these books show in scientific knowledge between the dates of
their publication and today. My favorite example of this is the 1947 book A Textbook of General
Botany, which covers the classification of plants, as it was understood at that time. The advent of
molecular genetic techniques, as well as simply 65 years of additional basic research, has

drastically altered the classification of many of the organisms included in this book, such as
bacteria, fungi and slime molds, none of which are now classified as plants (see annotation for
more information). The books in the collection that discuss climate, and changes in climate
through time, are also quite telling. The study of past and future climate change is quite new
(many of the foundational advances were made in the early 1990s), and so books from the 1930s
or 1940s could not possibly reflect the depth of understanding we have today on the impacts of
and controls over climatic processes. What is most interesting to me, however, is that even
without much of the techniques we have today, scientists were interested in climate change and
already trying to assess what sorts of changes are ‘normal’ and what are outside the natural range
of variation. These are questions we will likely never be able to answer fully, but it is fascinating
to see how such questions were formed and addressed so many decades ago.
The various fields of science are often very forward-thinking. Scientists pursue new
knowledge, new ways of understanding, new techniques and new approaches that were not
available or possible in the past. Past knowledge and strategies are often treated as out-dated and
discarded, even if only a decade old. Science is fast paced, and it is easy to forget the value of
‘old’ information and ‘old’ styles of communication. My research focuses on learning from the
past through sub-fossil plant remains, and this collection represents a way for me to more
personally learn from the past. The books I have gathered together here remind me to take an
active role in keeping young people interested not just in science, but also in reading; they
remind me to not get bogged down in technical language, but remember that science can also be
poetic; and they remind me that science does not exist in a vacuum, like all other things in this
world it is a product of its own past, a past that must be remembered and celebrated.
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