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The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill was once a powerhouse of taxonomic 
mycology in the Southeastern United States.  However the fungal collection in the 
Herbarium (NCU) became largely dormant after the retirements of Dr. William C. Coker 
(1872-1953), Ms. Alma Holland Beers (1892-1974) and Dr. John N. Couch (1896-
1986).  Fortunately, William Burk, Head of the Couch Library in the Biology 
Department, stepped in and helped researchers access the fungal collections during 
this dormant period. 
 
Accessions of fungi peaked in 1920 when 706 specimens were added, largely thanks 
to the curatorial efforts of Alma Holland Beers whose title was “research assistant” in 
the Botany Department, but who actually performed the duties of teacher, editor, 
librarian, translator, curator, secretary, plant collector, co-author and personal assistant 
to Dr. Coker.  Accessions of fungal specimens continued at a rapid pace until 1950, the 
last year that more than 100 fungal specimens were added.  

The last year that more than 10 fungal specimens were added to NCU was 1962, and 
then the fungal herbarium was largely asleep.  However, like Rip Van Winkle, the fungal 
herbarium has awakened from of its slumber!  In 2012 the National Science Foundation 
funded the Macrofungi Collection Consortium, a collaboration of 35 institutions in 24 
states to catalog 1.4 million specimens of macrofungi.  With the addition of the 
Microfungi Collection Consortium in 2016, the University of North Carolina Chapel Hill 
Herbarium’s mycological collection has emerged into the daylight once again with 
30,702 of its collections currently available to researchers and the public 
via MyCoPortal.org.  As curatorial work continues more specimen records and images 
of type specimens will be added to MyCoPortal. 

The oldest fungal collection in NCU is Puccinia heterospora, a pathogen of Malvaceous 
plants, collected by Bolandier in California in 1835.  The oldest macrofungus specimen 
is the sphagnum associate Hygrophorus (Hygrocybe) luridus collected by Rev. Moses 
Ashley Curtis in South Carolina in 1847. 

The importance of the fungal collection at NCU is underscored by the large number of 
type collections; 1,210 have been identified with more certain to be found! Major 
groups of types in NCU support the many species of fungi described by Dr. William C. 
Coker and Dr. John N. Couch.  The taxonomic composition of these types reflects the 
mycological foci of their work including but not limited to boletes, clavarioid fungi, 
gasteromycetes and Septobasidium. 



Coker, Couch, and their students described hundreds of new species.  However, rarely 
did they annotate the specimens with the new name, type status, or publication 
details.  As a result, most of the type specimens within NCU were not obvious when 
we started cataloging the collection in 2012.  A project to identify and document all of 
the fungal type collections held in the NCU Fungal Herbarium is well under way and is 
being conducted in conjunction with creating computerized records of all NCU fungal 
collections in MyCoPortal.  We are compiling a master index to all fungal types along 
with pertinent information.  MyCoPortal records for the type collections are being 
annotated with type information and literature citations.  All of the type collections are 
being repackaged in archival plastic bags then moved and stored in a dedicated, 
secure cabinet in the Herbarium separate from the general collections. 

In 2000, NCU was transferred administratively within the University from the Biology 
Department to the North Carolina Botanical Garden, and in the past year we have 
worked with Lake|Flato Architects to design a new Herbarium-Conservation Biology 
facility on the grounds of the Botanical Garden, about a mile southeast of the main 
campus.  We are designing the new herbarium facility to accommodate ca. 3 million 
herbarium specimens – room for growth plus room for accepting collections which 
other colleges or universities may no longer want to keep.  The new herbarium will also 
provide laboratory facilities for visiting researchers and a botanical library.  In 2018 
NCU is celebrating its 110th year, and we continue to inspire understanding, 
appreciation, and conservation of plants (and fungi!) and to advance a sustainable 
relationship between people and nature.  We welcome visitors and researchers 
weekdays 9am-5pm; call +1-919-962-6931 in advance to reserve a free, on-campus 
parking permit and to inform curators of your research interests and needs.   
 

  



 
 
Fig. 1. Holotype of Septobasidium cokeri Couch ex L.D. Gómez & Henk. Catalog 



Number in mycoportal.org:  NCU-F-0031553 

 

 
 
 



Fig. 2. Isotype of Sclerogaster minor Coker & Couch. Catalog Number in 
mycoportal.org:  NCU-F-0008109  

 

 
 
Fig. 3. Holotype of Boletus parvulus Coker & Beers (Nom. illegit., Art. 53.1). Current 
accepted name:  Boletus cokeri House. Catalog Number in mycoportal.org:  NCU-F-
0002141    

 

 
 



Fig. 4. Holotype of Ramaria coralcolor Coker apud Petersen (Basionym is Clavaria 
subbotrytis var. intermedia Coker). Catalog Number in mycoportal.org:  NCU-F-
0012456 

 
 
Collections Curated by the University of North Carolina Chapel Hill Herbarium 
(NCU) 

Group                         Approximate # specimens    on-line catalog 

Fungi                            31,000                                              mycoportal.org 
Lichens                          6,000                                               lichenportal.org 
Bryophytes                    3,500                                               bryophyteportal.org 
Plant Fossils                10,000                                               -- 
Algae                           60,000                                               macroalgae.org 
Vascular Plants          700,000                                               sernecportal.org  
 


