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Introduction 
 

The Living Collections module is designed for botanic gardens and other projects wishing to track data and 

images for individual plants. The module benefits from all standard BRAHMS features with options to view, 

edit, query, report, map, export and publish online. There are also tools to sort, filter, calculate, tabulate 

and analyse data in numerous different ways. 

Living collection accession records include a description of the accession in the garden, how it arrived and 

from where, the original source of the material, identification and vouchering.  Documents such as PDF files 

can be linked to records, an example would be a material transfer 

document . A history of management events including standard 

garden stock-checks, name changes, propagation, plant movement 

and others is also be maintained. 

Botanic Garden localities can be described in detail with pinpoint 

map locations linked to botanic garden areas and theme zones.  

Images of living plants, their original habitat, linked specimen 

vouchers and others can be linked to all records. Images of botanic 

garden localities may also be stored. 

Individual projects can extend the standard living collection data structure by editing the living collections 

linked data file ς ŀƴ ΨŀǇǇŜƴŘƛȄΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ŦƛƭŜ. 

The module is fully supported by Rapid Data Entry which can be used to capture new data, data backlogs 

and data transferred from other formats such as Excel worksheets.  RDE can also be used to upload stock-

checks in batches. 

The living collection module is linked through to the main BRAHMS taxonomic framework. Thus detailed 

information can be stored about individual taxa from plant order through family and genus to infra-specific 

level s (cultivars and hybrids included) as appropriate. Species details may include synonymy, common 

names, descriptions, known distribution, conservation status and more. Equally, there are links to the main 

BRAHMS geographic framework allowing the storage of plant 

origin details.  

Voucher specimen links can be added with links through to the 

main botanical records file. Vouchers may be from the original 

wild collection or taken from established garden plants. Thus, 

data and images from herbaria and living collections can be 

united and streamlined in a single database. 

You can design your own website directly from BRAHMS using 

WebConnect and upload details about your accessions so these may be queried online. See 

http://dps.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/content/documentation/BRAHMSWebConnect.pdf. 

The BRAHMS training guide, while not explicitly dealing with living collections, provides all the necessary 

background information you need to install BRAHMS, log in and get started with RDE and BRAHMS itself. 

See: http://dps.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/content/documentation/BRAHMStraining2010.pdf. 

This module has been prepared with inputs from Gerda van Ufflen (Leiden) and Alison Foster (Oxford). 

Some fotos provided by Gerda van Ufflen. 

http://dps.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/content/documentation/BRAHMStraining2010.pdf


Getting started 

Activate module  
First ensure that the living collections module is included in your menu selection using Utilities > My 

setup/profile >Active modules 

 

Optionally importing setup files  
New projects may  already have established, useful dictionaries that could usefully be imported into 

BRAHMS at the start. Aside from accessions themselves, facilities exist, amongst others,  to import the 

following categories of data: 

Á Locations with a botanical garden ς see section Botanic garden zones and locations 

Á Names and address of plant suppliers ς see section Contacts, suppliers and other addresses 

Á Lists of taxa  ς see section Managing species names and related data 

Smaller custom lookups  
Small dictionaries that form your customized lookup lists can be edited using Admin > Custom lookups. 

Example uses would be lists of valid material origin categories or living collection status categories. Custom 

lists can save time typing and they also help standardise data entry. Such lists can be added at the start or 

built up later as you make progress. Help of these lists is available in the guide and manual. 

Accession backlogs and data transfers  
For those with a large number of accession records to add either from paper records or other database 

files, the correct procedure will be to use the living collection Rapid Data Entry (RDE) module. RDE is 

discussed in this short guide but more detail is provided in the training guide and the BRAHMS manual. 

Transfers of data from Excel  and other databases can be a little complex and we suggest you contact 

advisory@brahmsonline.com for advice. 

 

 

mailto:advisory@brahmsonline.com


Editing living collection records in BRAHMS 

Editing in data grid mode  
Living collection records are edited in your database by selecting LivingCollections > View/edit living 
collection in database. You can edit data in spread-sheet or form mode. Records are added and deleted in 

the normal way using the  and  toolbars respectively. 

As there are many fields in tis file, it can be useful to create several field views using the  toolbar. 

 

A sample data grid with a data field ǾƛŜǿ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ όΨǎǳǇǇƭƛŜǊ ŘŀǘŀΩύ 

Lookup options can be used for all the relevant fields. Some lookups refer to standard BRAHMS lists (e.g. 

species, places, collector names, botanic garden localities and supplier names). Others link to smaller 

custom lookup lists which you can define and standardise for your project. Examples are living collection 

ǎǘŀǘǳǎΣ Ƙŀōƛǘ ŀƴŘ ΨƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ǎǳǇǇƭƛŜŘ ŀǎΩΦ 

The fields available in the main file (and thus on the data form) are listed at the end of this document. 

Editing in data form mode  

The form is opened using F3 or clicking on the  toolbar. The form floats on top of the grid and can be 
dragged to another monitor if you have that facility. Most data spread-sheet options can be used when the 
form is open and active. A similar form is also available in RDE. 

The form is divided into logical tabs for editing purposes and you can use the additional tab options on the 
right-side area of the form to view a taxa tree view, navigate, calculate summary, enter general comments 
and see the help text. 



 

The living collections data form with the Events tab selected 

Linking accessions to locations  
Entries in the main living collections file  (and RDE files) can be linked to a location entry using a standard 

lookup function is the relevant fields. You can edit data directly on the data grid or from the Plant location 

tab the form. 

 



 

Editing acquisition details  
The source of your collections can be entered directly on the data grid or from the Acquisition  tab the 

form. This may include the name of the supplier, their reference number, date received and other details 

including any purchase costs involved. 

 

 

Identification  and adding species determination  
The current identification of an accession is displayed in the main living collection file. When you first add a 

living collection accession, the record is linked to an indet species record (SPNUMBER is -9). The taxon 

names you see (family, taxstat,  fullname and a few others) are being displayed from the main BRAHMS 

taxon files. Thus, any changes made in those files will automatically be reflected in the living collection file.  

The field FULLNAME is a calculated field in the 

species file combining the genus and species names. 

You can optionally include author names in 

FULLNAME (see Admin > Project configuration > 

SpeciesFormat). 

 

 

To change the determination of an accession, open the form and go to the Identification tab. A standard 

lookup (right-click or F9) on any taxon field in the main living collections file  will auto-open the form on the 

Identification tab.  

 



If the species in not in your species file, you will need to add that first. Refer to the section on managing 

species names and related data in this document. 

When you change a determination of an accession, an entry is auto-added to the events file to record the 

old and new species names, the date of the change and the name of the person making the change. 

 

Accession determination changes are auto-ǊŜƎƛǎǘŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ΨŜǾŜƴǘΩ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜŘƛǘŜŘ ǊŜŎƻǊŘΦ 

Vouchers and adding links to specimens  
To link a living collection accession to a specimen voucher stored in BRAHMS, use the Select voucher option 

on the Voucher tab. 

 

 



Botanic garden zones and locations 

Editing the main locations file  
Botanic gardens have a structure that can be defined that may include order beds, theme zones and areas 

(e.g. arid forest, rockery ), glass houses of different types, nurseries and so on.  

These zones, locations and structures can be registered in a 

special file using LivingCollections > Zones and locations 

within Botanic Garden. 

Each specific entry/location can optionally be classified within 

a zone and assigned an area category. Each entry has a name 

and a shorter code. You can store descriptions for each entry 

as well as images and other linked documents ς all of which 

can be included in reports. Areas can also be assigned map 

references.  

  

Snapshot of the locations file. The field LVTOTAL (total living collections linked to an area is updated using 

Calculate > Update calculated fields. 

Merging localities  
Not uncommonly,  dictionaries such as the garden locations file can build up 2 or more separate entries 

ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŜƴǘƛǘȅΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ȅƻǳ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ōƻǘŀƴƛŎ ƎŀǊŘŜƴ ƭƻŎŀƭƛǘȅ Ψ!ƭǇƛƴŜ IƻǳǎŜΩ ŀƴŘ 

ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŜƴǘǊȅ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ψ!ƭǇƛƴŜ Ǝƭŀǎǎ ƘƻǳǎŜΩ ς and these may represent the same place. There may be yet 

ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜƴǘǊƛŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ Ψ!ƭǇƛƴŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ Ψ!ƭǇƛƴŜ Ǝƭŀǎǎ ƘƻǳǎŜǎΩΦ 

Ideally, you would simply delete the entries you do not want, keeping the one you prefer. However, you 

cannot delete an entry if it has accessions linked to it in your database.  

The trick here is to merge the wrong entries into the correct one using the MERGETO field and the record 

ID numbers. Merging is activated by select Edit > Merge records. Using MERGETO is described in more 

detail in the manual. 



 

¢ǿƻ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ŀǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ƳŜǊƎŜŘ ƘŜǊŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ όŎƻǊǊŜŎǘύ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ǿƛǘƘ L5 мтм ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ψ!ƭǇƛƴŜ CǊŀƳŜΩ 

Creating locality groups (tag profiles)  
As in other files, you can use Tag > Tag profiles and groups to create groups of related records. Such groups 

can be very handy when you want to query your database for all plants that occur in a logical group of 

ǇƭŀŎŜǎΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ȅƻǳ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ψ{ƻǳǘƘ CŀŎƛƴƎ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ƻǊ ΨDƭŀǎǎ ƘƻǳǎŜǎΩΦ ¸ƻǳ Ŏŀn 

then query all accessions for the group using the option LivingCollections > Extract/query data > Garden 

location > Garden location group. Tag groups are discussed in the BRAHMS guide and manual. 

Importing location names  
If you have a list of places in an external file, the names can be imported to the locations file. To do this, 

select LivingCollections > Zones and locations within Botanic Garden to open the locations file and the 

select Tools > Import locality list. Your external file must be in DBF format. The fields that can be imported 

in the way are listed below with the maximum field size: 

Field list ɀ botanic garden layout  
The following fields are available in the botanic garden locations file. 

fieldname Notes 

TAG Standard tag field using toolbar or F6 

DEL Standard del field used to mark records for deletion using toolbar or F7 

BGLOCCODE Location code 15 

BGLOCATION Location name 100 

BGZONE Zone name 15 

BGTYPE Category or type of location 15 

LAT/LONG Map reference fields 

XCOOR/YCOOR X/Y coordinate 

NOTE Free text 

COMMENTS Memo notes 

ASPECT Location aspect 

Alt1 Altitude 

Alt2 Max altitude 

 



 
 
 

 



Stock-checks and other events 
[ƛǾƛƴƎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ΨŜventsΩ are used to record things that happen to plants from their acquisition through to 

ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŘŜŀǘƘΦ 9ȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ŀǊŜ Ψ{ƻǿƛƴƎΩΣ ΨtƻǘǘƛƴƎΩΣ Ψtƭŀƴǘ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΩΣ Ψ{ǇǊŀȅƛƴƎΩΣ Ψ¢ǊŜŜ ǎǳǊƎŜǊȅΩΣ ΨtǊƻǇŀƎŀǘƛƻƴΩ 

ŀƴŘ Ψ5ŜŀǘƘΩΦ  

Inventories or stock-takes of garden plants can also be stored as 

ΨeventsΩ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ. A living collection may have many events registered, 

each with a date, a description of the event and, optionally, 

confirmation of the species and garden location. Refer to the field list 

section at the end of this document for event field explanations.  

You can edit events directly in the database or import events from 

RDE files (see next section). There are two ways to edit events in the 

main database: 

a) Opening the events file directly using LivingCollections > View/edit living collection events in 

database. Here, events can be individually added and linked to the correct accession entry. 

 

b) From the Events tab on the main Living Collections editing form. Events are updated as you move from 

record to record. 

 



 

Field list ɀ living collection events  
The following fields are available on the Events tab of the living collections form, the main event file and its 

RDE equivalent. 

fieldname Notes 

TAG Standard tag field using toolbar or F6 

DEL Standard del field used to mark records for deletion using toolbar or F7 

ACCESSION Accession Number 

CHECKBY Barcode/RFID 

EVENT A botanic garden registry number 

EVENTDD Event day 

EVENTMM Event month 

EVENTYY Event year 

BGLOCCODE Locality in garden (code) 

LIVING STATUS Alive, dead, etc. 

LOSSCAUSE If not located, explanation if known 

TAXA FIELDS Family, Genus, Sp1, etc. ï used to confirm or change det 

DETSTATUS Det status 
PLANT 
POPULATION 
TOTAL How many plants. You can use text like óMassô for a mass of plants  

LABELCHECK Coded entry for label status 

LABELTYPE What sort of label the is or is needed 

EVENTNOTES Notes 

 

 

 



RDE and living collections 

RDE introduced  
While living collections and living collection events can be added directly to BRAHMS, if large numbers of 

accessions are being added or transferred from elsewhere, Rapid Data Entry (RDE) is faster. RDE is 

described in detail in the BRAHMS guide and in the main manual. 

In summary, RDE files are independent, 

external DBF data files (FoxPro format). The 

files are rather like Excel worksheets with a 

flexible structure. You can re-structure RDE 

files to include only those data fields you 

need for your project. RDE has functions to 

speed up, check-as-you-type and standardize 

data entry. If your database already includes 

data, you can access these as you add data to 

RDE files using AutoComplete, Automatching 

or standard lookup functions. You can also 

link images of accessions to RDE files to assist 

when adding or editing data in RDE. The 

BRAHMS RDE manager keeps track of your 

RDE files. 

Using RDE to add living collections  
The quickest way to make a start will be to select LivingCollections > Add/edit  living collections using 

Rapid Data Entry files. And then select CƛƭŜ Ҕ /ǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ƴŜǿ w59 ŦƛƭŜΧ choosing the system template. Refer 

to the field list section at the end of this document for field explanations. For more details on using RDE, 

refer to the BRAHMS guide and manual.  

 

An example RDE file screen. 

In RDE, data are entered into an external DBF file. Once checked, these data are easily transferred into your 

main database. RDE file structure is very flexible ς you can add and remove columns to suit your project. 

mk:@MSITStore:C:/Users/Denis%20Filer/Desktop/brahms.chm::/%7b2482B198-9F54-44D6-9434-4CCC8C50F2DF%7d.htm
mk:@MSITStore:C:/Users/Denis%20Filer/Desktop/brahms.chm::/%7b45A12FC5-AC91-4B62-824E-BB1FFC989030%7d.htm
mk:@MSITStore:C:/Users/Denis%20Filer/Desktop/brahms.chm::/%7b4633512F-E150-4744-B502-16D38A703005%7d.htm


The RDE data can also be edited using a form. Use F3 or click on the  toolbar to open the form. 

Using RDE to add stock-checks and other events  
RDE files with a special structure can be batch imported. In general, this is a faster way to add data when 

you have a batch of new records. Also, you can create an RDE file that is already populated with a batch of 

accessions as stored in your database. This latter function is especially useful for garden stock-checks. 

To create a new, empty events RDE file, select LivingCollections > Add/edit living collections using Rapid 

Data Entry files. And then select CƛƭŜ Ҕ /ǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ƴŜǿ w59 ŦƛƭŜΧ choosing the Ψ[ƛǾƛƴƎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ 

ǘŜƳǇƭŀǘŜΩ ƻǇǘƛƻƴΦ  

 

You can then freely add data to this file. When the data are transferred to BRAHMS, the event(s) will be 

added in and linked to the accession number you enter in the ACCESSION field. Use F9 to look up accession 

numbers. You may want to update a species name, garden loŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ΨǎǘŀǘǳǎΩ ƻǊ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŀŘŘ ŀ 

free text note.  

However, if you are adding events to a group of accession records already in your database, a better 

procedure will be as follows: 

a) From your main database, extract the living collections you want to add or edit events for. For 

example, if you wanted to do a stock-check/inventory of all plants in a selected garden area or glass 

house, extract these accessions. Remember, a very flexible way to extract records is to use the Tag 

method: tag records in your main living collections file and then select Living collections > 

Extract/Query data and choose Tagged. 

b) In the opened extract file, select Tools > Create events/Stock-check RDE ŦƛƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘŀƎƎŜŘ Χ This will 

create your RDE file and register it in the living collections RDE manager, ready to open and edit. 

 



Part of an events RDE file created for AF (Alpine Frame). The file is pre-populated with data, ready to edit 

prior to transfer to BRAHMS. 



Managing species names and related data 

Importing existing  taxa lists  
If you already have a list of taxa in another format or file, these names can usually be imported to BRAHMS 

via an RDE taxon file without difficulty. 

The main taxa files  
Each living collection record is linked to a species name in the main species file ς and thus to a genus and 

family record. Considerable detail can be stored in each of these three taxa files ς especially the species file. 

As a general rule, details stored in the taxa files will apply to all living collection accessions linked to these 

names. A full complement of species level data can be stored including common names, conservation 

status, range (for botanic garden labels) habit and hardiness. If relevant to your project, you can store 

complete taxonomic nomenclature and related details for some or all of the entries of your species file 

(synonyms, publication details, etc.). 

 

Snapshot of a species file 

Details on how to extend the structure of your species file, adding non-standard fields to the species link 

file are explained in the guide and manual. Examples are adding new fields to store text notes as below. 

Species descriptive text s 
You can store general descriptions of names at any taxonomic level and subsequently include these 

descriptive texts in reports on your accessions. The text you enter could be formal descriptive text, notes 

on overall known distribution, conservation status, ecology, plant uses or any other details specific to your 

requirements. For example, you may want to add details about the origin of the Latin species names and 

include these with other interesting snippets about the species in your collection in a formatted report 

export to a PDF. If BRAHMS does not have a data field for the data you wish to store, you can add this to 

your system using a link file. Link files are discussed in the training guide. 

 



 

Some of the text items added to the Conifer database species file. Text entries can be formatted into 

reports. For botanic garden databases, details about uses, common names, natural distribution and name 

origin may be useful. 

All of the information you choose to store in your taxa files can be drawn upon when creating living 

collection reports. 

Adding and editing names  
Taxon names can be added manually to the respective files. Before adding a species name, ensure the 

genus and family names are stored. The manual addition of names directly to the database is fine. 

However, if you are starting a new project, it makes sense to use RDE for taxa to add names as a batch 

process. You may have a list of names in Excel or some other format. Refer to the guide/manual for further 

information on importing these data into BRAHMS. 

 



Contacts, suppliers and other addresses 

Editing contacts  
The names and addresses of your suppliers and other contacts are maintain in a separate file opened using 

LivingCollections > Suppliers and botanic garden contacts. Records can be edited in data grid and/or form 

mode. 

 

Editing the suppliers file 

Field list ɀ contacts and addresses 
The following fields are available on the Events tab of the living collections form, the main event file and its 

RDE equivalent. 

fieldname Notes 

TAG Standard tag field using toolbar or F6 

DEL Standard del field used to mark records for deletion using toolbar or F7 

CONTACT Contact name 

POSITION Contact role/position 

INSTITUTE Name of institute 
ORGANIZATION 
CATEORY Type of organization 
ORGANIZATION 
STATUS Organization status 
ORGANIZATION 
CODE Organization code 
ORGANIZATION 
SECTION Organization section/division 

ADD1-ADD6 Address lines 

ZIPCODE Zip code 



COUNTRY Country name 

TEL NUMBERS Telephones and fax numbers 

EMAIL Email address 

URL Website link 

NOTES Notes 

 

Importing names/addresses from an external file  
Names/addresses can be imported from an external file.  Data should be stored in a file that includes field 

names/types as in the below table. Not all fields are required.  

To import a list, select LivingCollections > Suppliers and botanic garden contacts > Tools > Import 

ƴŀƳŜǎκŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ Χ 

  



Querying living collections and generating reports 

Querying  
The process for querying living collections is the same as for other categories of data and is explained in the 

BRAHMS training guide. When you extract/query data, the data are selected and assembled from your 

main database files and are copied to one or more temporary extract files. 

 

Extract files are normally created when you want to prepare outputs and reports, for example general lists, 

labels, a determination list, a map, a checklist, an index to collections, a species list , etc. Select Living 

collections > Extract/Query data  to open the extract form and choose one of the search options. 

Extracting  tagged records can be used with flexibility to query almost any group of records. In the query 

form shown here,  records are being queries by a botanical garden locality group (All glass houses) created 

by this project. 

 

An extract of Bromeliaceae, filter applied to show living plants, fast-sorted by species. The  toolbar has 

been used to tally up the number of records per species. 






