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DR MARK SPENCER 
Forensic Botanist, Writer, Consultant, TV presenter 

Mark Spencer is exclusively available through DBA Speakers. 

Dr Mark Spencer is an experienced and interna1onally respected botanist. His exper1se covers many 
disciplines including forensic botany, the plants of North-west Europe, invasive species and the 
history of botanical science. He works globally as a seasoned writer, public speaker and television 
presenter. As a forensic botanist, Mark has worked on various missing person enquiries, murders and 
other serious crimes. 

With several decades’ experience of studying plants, Mark has worked and studied at some of the 
UK’s most important botanical organisa1ons. He is a consultant botanist specialising in several fields, 
par1cularly forensic botany (the use of plants as evidence in serious crime), botanical surveys, 
cura1on & museology. Originally a hor1culturist, he studied at the world-famous Royal Botanic 
Gardens, Kew. He later studied Botany at the University of Reading., remaining at Reading to do a 
PhD in the evolu1on of plant pathogenic fungi. ARer University, he returned to London where he 
surveyed the capital’s wild plants on behalf of the Greater London Authority. He then spent over 12 
years working for the pres1gious Natural History Museum where he gained an interna1onal 
reputa1on as an expert in botany, collec1ons management and gallery development.  

In his personal life, Mark is busy coordina1ng a major project to document the flora of London on 
behalf of the London Natural History Society and is The Botanical Society of Britain and Ireland’s vice-
county recorder for Middlesex. In his spare 1me, he either tends his garden and allotment on the Isle 
of Wight or can be found in the back streets of London looking for plants or fungi. 

Forensic Botanist 

2008-Present. He has par1cipated in many serious crime inves1ga1ons across the UK, using his 
understanding of botany and landscape history to assist in missing person searches (especially ‘cold-
cases’), assessing how long human remains have been in-situ and linking suspects to crime scenes. 

Consultant Botanist 

2016-Present. He has experience of large-scale botanical habitat survey work and considerable 
knowledge of invasive non-na1ve species and botany in the urban environment. His broad taxonomic 
exper1se (including hor1cultural plants) enables him to advise on many aspects of botany. 

Hon. Botany Curator, Linnean Society of London 

2013-Present. Mark is an expert on 17th and 18th century botanists especially Carl Linnaeus, the 
founder of the binomial system. He is responsible for the care of Linnaeus’s herbarium and provide 
expert advice on the nomenclature, taxonomy and botanical history of the Society’s collec1ons. 
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Public Speaking & Media 

2004-Present. An accomplished public speaker with significant experience of television and radio, 
most recently he was invited as guest on BBC Radio 4’s The infinite Monkey Cage and presented a 
documentary on the plant-life of Yunnan for Discovery Channel Asia-Pacific. He is wri1ng a book on 
his experiences as a forensic botanist. 

Botany Curator, Natural History Museum, London 

2004-2016. Mark worked at the Museum for over 12 years where he curated several major 
herbariums of interna1onal importance. He developed major projects using the collec1ons for 
research into the impacts of climate change upon biodiversity, and has significant experience in 
museum public engagement and exhibi1on development. 

Speaking 

Murder most florid 

Plants are silent witnesses to crimes. Their presence in many crime scenes can help an inves1gator to 
iden1fy a suspect or to locate a vic1m. Apparently mundane plants such as brambles and necles can 
provide valuable insights into when a crime was commiced. Fragments of leaves and seeds 
embedded in soil on the footwear of a suspect can place them at the scene. An understanding of 
landscape history and land-use helps an inves1gator discriminate between a clandes1ne burial and a 
mediaeval feature in a woodland. Forensic botany is not new science. Plants have played a role in 
solving major cases for decades, including the infamous murder of the infant son of aviator Charles 
Lindbergh. Mark can show how his work, knowledge, and acute acen1on to detail, can assist police 
forces and crime scene inves1gators.  

The botanic gardens of London before Kew 

The 17th & 18th centuries saw the introduc1on of thousands of plant species from across the world 
into northern Europe. Many of these are now staples of our gardens: magnolias, lilies, pelargoniums 
& Michaelmas-daisies to name a few. Long before Kew Gardens was established, these plants found 
new homes in the great gardens of London and its environs; places such as, the long-lost garden at 
Westminster, Hampton Court under the care of George London, Fulham Palace home to Bishop 
Compton or the two great gardens of Chelsea, one of which survives – the Chelsea Physic Garden. 

The Herbarium of Carl Linnaeus and the Linnean Society of London 

Without Carl Linnaeus, many aspects of the modern world would be poorer. Of his many innova1ons, 
the establishment of the binomial system is considered the greatest – thus, we humans are known as 
Homo sapiens or the common lawn daisy as Bellis perennis. This scien1fic lingua franca has enabled 
communica1on across the centuries and between socie1es. Linnaeus’ legacy was far wider than this 
- he was the first person in Europe to flower and fruit a banana and he developed a technique for 
growing seed pearls. His plant collec1on (herbarium or hortus siccus), library and archives are now 
housed at the Linnean Society of London and acest to his immense achievements.  

Plants in art and culture – how plants created society 

In recent years, the concept of ‘plant blindness’ has been coined to iden1fy our tendency to overlook 
plants. Yet, plants are the dominant aspect of the natural world around us, few of us no1ce London 
Plane trees on our way to work. Conversely, we oRen talk of our own cultural iden11es in terms 
framed by language referring to plants – thus the ‘English’ oak is a symbol of na1onal endurance and 
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steadfastness. Or we use mo1fs based on plants such as Acanthus to decorate our public spaces or 
Convolvulus to embrace a picture in a frame. The plants we place around us denote our emo1onal 
state of being, white lilies for mourning or laurel for celebra1ons of victory. We are plants. 

Natural history collecAons, what are they used for? 

Around the world, thousands of museums contain natural history collec1ons. One es1mate suggests 
2.5 billion preserved fish, rock, insects, birds, plants etc. are stored away; why do we do this? Natural 
curiosity is an age-old mo1va1on, in recent centuries this became formalised in the Wunderkammer 
(cabinet of curiosi1es) and then the modern museum. But curiosity itself it not enough (to some) to 
jus1fy keeping these collec1ons, today they are used to understand how the universe, our world and 
us humans came into being. They can also help us learn how our planet is changing and what the 
future holds. Natural history museum collec1ons also acract unexpected audiences, many 
collec1ons are inspira1on for ar1sts, designers, engineers and medical researchers amongst others.  

Wild plants in the urban environment 

Over 50% of the world’s popula1on now live in urban areas, alongside them are found foxes, parrots, 
monkeys and plants, lots of plants. The street ‘weeds’ of our ci1es tell us as much about their lives as 
they do ours. Many a street corner will have its own flora, much of it ubiquitous but also some1mes 
unique. Naturalising loquat trees in London ‘map’ out the recent flourishing of Turkish and eastern 
Mediterranean communi1es here whilst the now rare London rocket acests to a history taking in the 
Roman conquest and the Great Fire of London. Ci1es are changed by plants and plants are changed 
by ci1es, many are evolving in different ways from their countryside cousins.  
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