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A Bugb LiIe
noturoi  lc lnCsccpe,

srr ic i iest  c i "ectures.

to the sLlrroundinq thousrtnds

of acres or to its rvinterinq
grontrds hundreds of nriles

tlway in the Southern states.

IJut if the big is hard to

perceive, so too is the snurll.

Bird rvrttchers wollld be sllre

to notice if rvinter wrens

stopped returning to Vernront,

but horv nrany rvould notice if

rr hundred species of beetles

sr-rddenly blinked or-rt? Perhaps
llolle, and yet the found:rtion
of the rvren's diet includes
nlany beetles. "'We'11 probably

Midcllebury schol:rr in resi-

dence Ili l l McKibben. "He is
iln :lnr:lzinuly corlr:rgeous, out-
spoken-thouuh alrvays rigor-

ously scientific-ch'unpion tor

big urilderness in the E:lst."

And it'.s this prrssion,, coupled

rvith rr scientist'.s inherent

inquisitiveness that has led

Ti'onrbulak to beetles.
"l could not credibly call

nryself an entonrolosist. I did

one beetle plqect b:rck in the
Pleistocene," he says, his black
trrnk top and tattooed shoul-

Ti-onrbulak recentlv rrttended

in Br:rzil. "There was :l

trenrendous tocus on large-

scale processes rrnd big ani-

nlals," he sarvs, holdinq rlp rl

black speck in his fbrceps, :r

beetle the size of :r pepper

flake. "OLrt of a thous;rnd pre-

sentations nr:wbe :o were olr

invertebrates."

The sanle bias rrgrrinst the

snrall seenls to exist close to

honre, too. "The recovery ot

Vernront's forests over the last

I30 years is told as a sllccess

'
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story. It's true the trees are

back, and we've reintroduced

sorlre large aninr:rls. That's all

great," he says. "Yet rvhile rve

knorv horv the trees are dis-

tribr-rted acloss the landscape,

:rnd rve have a reasonably good

picture of nr:rnlnals and birds,

rve don't have a good pictr-rre

of rvhat is happening to the

little creatLlres." It is estinrated

th:rt nlore than i,ooo species

of be etles can be found in

Vernront, earch a cog in an

enornlously conrplex nrecha-

nisnr that rve nright best

nnderstand rrs il healthv forest,

cle:rn \\':rter,, and clertr :rir. And

oithe j ,ooo beetle species,

sonle 45o rrre in the t:rruily

Carabidrre, the ground beetles.
"Professionrrl biolow

seenls to think nlrtnrtrl history

:rnd systenratics :rre out of

tashion," f}onlbulak s:lvs,

follorvinq his conrprlss str:right

torvard a fearsonre tangle of
tipped-over sprllce trees.Yet, as
he knorvs frorlr ye:rrs of conr-
puter nrrrpping rrnd sinrul:r-

tions, rvithout this foundation

of knorvledge about the real

orgrtnisnls on the land, ecolog-

ical nrodels-and the corlser-

vrrtion :rctions thrrt result fronr

thenr, like land purchases-calr

be badly ofl tarset.
"lf rve are going to have

reserves-land set aside fionr

extractive Llses like logging-

thnrt represent the diversiry of
life," he says, "we need to
krrorv horv all organisnrs are
spread across the landscape."

Inch-rding beetles.

Several days later,

Ti-onrbulak has holed up in a

lab in McCardell Bicentennial

Hall. In the stillness, the sonnd

of a pin-sliding thor"rsh the
hard back of a dead beetle,

then a tiny paper label, and
into a block of foanr-can be
heard. Tionrbr-rlak pencils a
note into a logbook and then
picks up his next specinren for

pinning. "Look," he says quiet-
ly, arnd through the dor-rble

lenses of a dissection nricro-

scope, a shinunering, breath-

takingly beautiful, green and

black beetle conres into vier,v.
"See that beanlike thing oft

the back leg? That's the

enlarged trochanter. Itt dis-

tinctive to the carabids."

Then he looks across the

stone-topped lab table strewn

rvith books like Arrrcriccur

lrscrrs Ordar zq: Colco])ctcr(1 and
silys, rvith just a hint of exas-
peration, "'W'olves are flashy,

but not everything in n:rtule is

a big c:rrnivore." &
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doesu't look trp

rvhetr :r bircl,

colrcealecl in a

nearby thicket of saplinqs,

strrrts singing rrn otrtlandishlv

lorrq song: flve, six, seven, eight

seconcls of col)nectecl tri l ls urd

chirps. The Albert l). MeacJ

l)rofbssor of l3iology uncl

E,uvironnrentrrl Studies kecprs

his l-reac1 clorvn, the L-rrinr of his
Iloston l\ed Sor hat nearlv

totrching a snrall Thpprenvrrre

t-rorvl hc' has jtrst prized or-rt of
rr holc in the soi l .  He peers
into the cont:'riner, olle of five

pitfall tral'rs he cJuq into this

nrossy ancl fbnr-coverecl htrnr-

nrock earl ier in the strnrnrer. A
thin hyc'r oi cleac1 insects floats

at the bottont oi tl-re trlp.
"Oh yes,u,'e h;tve rt ton oi

beetles herc," he srrys, 1'rtrlling a
pair of forcel'rs out oi his fielcl
tzcst ancl pokinu ;rrotrncl in the

t-rrorvn ooze at the Llottonr of

the cont;tirtcr. "We've got

sollle crickets, sollre sltrqs-l

hlte sltrss-rurcl this is onc oi

thc beetles I 'nr lookinq for,

rt crrrltt-lid."

He picks up r sprev bott le
labelccl "7o'X, cthrrnol," rlnd

clrefirl ly rinses tl-re conteltts
oi the tral'r into rr prlastic b.g.
"One in fotrr nlrnrecl aninr:r l
spccies are treetles," he srl\,.
slorvlyl still gaziug tou'rrrcJ the

qrotrncl. He lrrbels tl-re baq rvith

a re'c1 grerse 1'rencil, rc'prhces

tl-re contrtiner in its hole

benerrth a fern, covers the top,

aucl prulls a colllp:rss or-rt of his

pocket to take a be:rring for

the next set of traps.

Then hc looks up rvith :r

hint of a snri le. " l) id voLl hear

tl-rat rvirtte'r \\rren?"

Tl'rose urho knorv

Ti'c-xnLrr,rlak rvotrlcl not be

strrl-rrisccl to finc1 hinr here,

in I sogg,v st;ruc1 of sprtrce :rncl

birch on the western slope oi

the Grccu Mountrrins, sttrcly-

ins u,ildlife.

lJtrt thev nriqht be :r little

strrprisecl to see hinl-:l rrrt(-

brttt 'bioloqist, :l te:rchcr u,'ho

likes to hlve l-ris sttrdents clorvn

at Otter Creek at six in the
nronring to crrtch bircls, a sci-

elltist vu'ith lt reptrt:ttion for

conccrn llrotrt biq crelrttrres

ancl trig idcas-clirectins his

rttention to, n'ell, snrll l ancl

spinelcss beetles. Toclav everl

his belor,ecl bircls u,'rrit.
"We ncecl to cler,'clop a

conservrrtiorr pcrspective for :rl l

orqanisnrs," he srtvs. u'etrclitrq

his u'rv throtrqh thc' deep

shacle oi this aclolesceut fbrest.
"nc)t j trst the ones that :rre

sltou,)' or ctrte or cudcJh'."

Ti'onrtrtrlakls rccoqnition that

nrallv oi n:rttrre.s processes :.lre
trigger than the r:rnge of
htrnrrrn perception l-ras hclpred

nrrrke hinr a leacler in the

enrcrqinq science of  landscape

ecolow Tirke thc' rvinter wrelt

;ls :lll eranrple. Wl-rether rrrr

indirricltr:rl rvintcr rvren hrrs

sl lccess hatching yollng bircls

in Vcrnront ln:l), bc deter-

nrinecl by rvhat is happeninu
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find that collservation rvill get

rr lot harrdcr'" he says, "if ure

look nrt the litde crerltrlres."

Which nlay explain rvhv so
terv conservrrtion scientists do.

"Steve underst:rnds the

u'oods in ;r way thart very ferv

oi trs do." said rvriter rrnd

ders nraking hinr, at aree 50,
look nlore like a nrenrber of

Generation Y than :r relict of

the ice age. "One of the bear-r-

ties of Middlebury is that

you're erlcollraged to be

broad, to nrake connections,"

he says. "lnsects are fascinating,

so I decided to retrain nryself

on beetles."

Beetles are netture's cont-
nron labore rs. They're just

abor-rt everyrwhere olt the

planet (except in the oceiurs

:rnd at the poles), and rvith

3io'ooo nanred species, beetles
are the nlost conunon of all

rrninrals. Though their roles in

the econollly of nature rlre
indispensable-as pollinators,

predlrtors, scllvengers, dunq

rollers, :rnd soil nr:rkers-you

rvor-rld not knorv it fronr a

nreeting of the Sociery for

Conserv:rtion Biology
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