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“the collector of insects must … make up his mind to sink in the opinion of his friends; to 
be the object of the undisguised pity and ridicule of the mass of mankind, from the moment in which he 

commences so insignificant a pursuit: and precisely in proportion as he enters on the subject scientifically 
will this pity and ridicule increase” 

Edward Newman, 1835, The Grammar of Entomology  

Systematics and biogeography of butterflies – : the Solomons and New Hebrides archipelagos 

There are folk – and I know some of them personally – who believe there is little if any continued requirement for fieldwork 
in a world where remote sensing, satellite mapping and ever more sophisticated molecular processes will provide the an-
swers to … well … everything. In reality this is very far from the case; there remain many parts of the world where organ-
ised and well-planned fieldwork can still result in significant discoveries.  

My interests lie in systematics and biogeography of butterflies – in recent years mostly on the many thousands of islands of 
the southwest Pacific: the Solomons and New Hebrides archipelagos, and the numerous islands and archipelagos of Milne 
Bay Province off the east coast of Papua New Guinea. Many of these islands are difficult to reach; there is no infrastructure, 
and no regular transport – which makes returning to base even more problematic than getting out there in the first place Dur-
ing a cumulative total of more than two years between 2010 and 2017, I visited196 of the islands of Milne Bay Province,  
recording butterflies and selectively collecting voucher specimens  

Landing on a coral island where there is no beach can be 
tricky; the coral is razor sharp, and the dinghy has to be 
held-off while equipment is unloaded (Kawa Island, in the 
Lusancay group, west of the Trobriands) 

Since 2010, I have catalogued several thousands of ‘new’ island rec-
ords of butterflies in the region – this includes ca.150 islands from 
where there were no records at all previously, so this isn’t as unlikely 
as it might sound. The previously known range of many species has 
been extended (in some cases by hundreds of kilometres), and spe-
cies not seen before in Papua New Guinea have been recorded. More 
importantly, I have encountered new butterfly taxa – not one or two, but 
nearer 50 (some groups have yet to be worked up). This isn’t because 
I have particularly good eyesight (I haven’t) or very fast reactions in 
wielding a butterfly net (I miss more than I used to!).  
The reason for this apparent good luck can be explained in one word.  

Fieldwork! 

Male Cethosia cydippe kalii Tennent, 2015; a distinctive dark subspecies that 
occurs only on the Louisiade islands of Kimuta and Misima 

The most interesting species rarely come down from the canopy, or fly very swiftly and don’t linger, or be almost impossi-
ble to approach, or belong to a group impossible to identify on the wing. The only way to identify them is to collect them. 
And the only way to collect them is through basic fieldwork. 

Camp: the last flat(ish) ground below ‘Oiamadawa’a summit, 
Goodenough … and above the cloud at last  

I have benefitted from generous grants from the Percy 
Sladen Memorial Fund for research projects from northern 
Alaska to the Cape Verde Islands as well as the Solomons 
Islands, Vanuatu and Papua New Guinea.  

Science in general owes the PSMF, and funds like it,  
a considerable debt in making remote fieldwork possible. 

Setting off with carriers from the north coast of Goodenough island for the 2,160 metre 
summit of ‘Oiamadawa’a; high peaks are wreathed in cloud, often for days on end; both 
time and patience are required when researching butterflies at high elevations  


