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So inevitably, and given that I was looking at the world with only one visually acute eye, I came to 
be an entomologist, a scientist who specializes in insects. To put the matter as simply as 
possible: most children have a bug period, and I never grew out of mine. But as in the lives of 
scientists generally, there is more to the story. Every child wants to visit a magic kingdom. Mine 
was given to me at the age of ten, when my father moved Pearl and me to Washington, D.C. We 
took up residence in a basement apartment on Fairmont Street near Fourteenth Street, within 
walking distance of the National Zoo and a five-cent streetcar ride to the National Museum of 
Natural History. A year later (possibly not wanting to risk putting down roots), my father moved us 
again, to a second apartment six blocks away, on Monroe Street. For me the central-city location, 
in what is now an all black neighborhood, was an extraordinary stroke of good luck.  
Here I was in 1939, a little kid, nine years old, tuned to any new experience so long as it had 
something to do with natural history, with a worldclass zoo on one side and a worldclass 
museum on the other, both free of charge and open seven days a week. Unaffected by the 
drabness of our working-class neighborhood, I entered a fantasy world made weirdly palpable by 
federal largesse. I spent hours at a time wandering through the halls of the National Museum, 
absorbed by the unending variety of plants and animals on display there, pulling out trays of 
butterflies and other insects, lost in dreams of distant jungles and savannas. A new vision of 
scientific professionalism took form. I knew that behind closed doors along the circling balcony, 
their privacy protected by uniformed guards, labored the curators, shamans of my new world. I 
never met one of these important personages; perhaps a few passed me unrecognized in the 
exhibition halls. But just the awareness of their existence - experts of such high order going 
about the business of the government in splendid surroundings - fixed in me the conception of 
science as a desirable life goal. I could not imagine any activity more elevating than to acquire 
their kind of knowledge, to be a steward of animals and plants, and to put the expertise to public 
service.  
The National Zoo, the second focus of my life, was a living museum of equal potency with the 
National Museum of Natural History. It was and is administered as part of the same umbrella 
organization, the Smithsonian Institution. Here I spent happy days following every trail, exploring 
every cage and glasswalled enclosure, staring at the charismatic big animals: Siberian tigers, 
rhinoceros, cassowaries, king cobras, reticulated pythons, and crocodiles big enough to 
consume a boy in two bites. There were also smaller animals that eventually became equally 
fascinating. I developed a liking for lizards, marmosets, parrots, and Philippine tree rats.  
Close to the zoo was Rock Creek Park, a wooded urban retreat, into which I ventured on 
"expeditions." In those confines, within earshot of passing automobiles and the conversations of 
strollers, I found neither elephants to photograph nor tigers to dropnet. But insects were 
everywhere present in great abundance. Rock Creek Park became Uganda and Sumatra writ 
small, and the collection of insects I began to accumulate at home a simulacrum of the national 
museum. During excursions with a new best friend, Ellis MacLeod (who was later to become a 
professor of entomology at the University of Illinois), I acquired a passion for butterflies. Using 
homemade nets made of broomsticks, coat hangers, and cheesecloth bags, we captured our first 
red admirals and great spangled fritillaries and sought the elusive mourning cloak along the 
shaded trails of Rock Creek. We were inspired by Frank Lutz's Field Guide to the Insects and W. 
J. Holland's Butterfly Book. Poring over R. E. Snodgrass' Principles of Insect Morphology, which 
we could barely begin to understand but revered because it was real science, we decided we 
would devote our lives to entomology.  
The course of my life had been set. While sorting through dusty files I recently discovered a letter 
to my parents written by my fifthgrade teacher at the Hubbard School on February 2, 19.4.0, 
when I was ten years old: "Ed has genuine writing ability, and when he combines this with his 
great knowledge of insects, he produces fine results." 


