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Entomologists at Mt. Algidus
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A River Rules my Life describes life at Mt. Algidus, a high country station of
40,470 hectares, bounded in the north-west by the main divide of the
Southern Alps and in the north-east by the Wilberforce River. It is roughly
130 km west-north-west from Christchurch. An area of native forest on the
slopes of Mt. Algidus has entomological significance, as the type locality
for scores of species of insects and other invertebrates.

On reading chapter 11 headed ‘Visitors’ I was surprised to discover some
familiar figures — well-known New Zealand entomologists whose
characteristic idiosyncrasies are faithfully recorded. In all cases, first names
only are given. Four of them are now dead, and in order that they might be
recognised by future generations of entomologists who read subsequent
editions of Mona Anderson’s classic, now in its 14™ printing, it seems
admissible to identify the entomologists, as follows:

Charles C. E. Clarke (Coleoptera, Lepidoptera)

Ted E. S. Gourlay (Parasitic insects, Hymenoptera, Coleoptera)

lan J. I. Townsend (Carabidae, cave fauna)

John  J. T. Salmon (Collembola, Insects [all orders], N. Z. Native plants)
Ray R. R. Forster (Arachnida)

Charles Clarke, one time dentist, was a big man who published 4 papers on
Lepidoptera in Transactions and Proceedings of the N. Z. Institute between
1920 and 1934. He had a large beetle collection and was a friend of the
very competent amateur coleopterist E. R. Fairburn (g.v. Watt, 1983).
Although a few of Clarke’s pinned beetles were deposited in the Otago
Museum, his collection was bequeathed to the Auckland Museum and is
now housed there (J. T. Salmon, pers. comm.).

Ted Gourlay worked for many years at the D. S. I. R. Entomology Division
in Nelson. J. T. Salmon was a Professor of Zoology at Victoria University
of Wellington, best known for his work on Collembola. R. R. Forster was
for 30 years the Director of the Otago Museum and is known especially for
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his monographs on New Zealand spiders. lan Townsend, a coleopterist, is
still living and in 2010 published a revision of the tribe Trechini (Carabidae)
(2010) as no. 62 in the Fauna of New Zealand series.

A musterer and early amateur coleopterist Tom Hall, who collected
extensively at Mt. Algidus and elsewhere in the South Island, sent all of his
hundreds of specimens to Thomas Broun. He is mentioned in Mona
Anderson’s (1965) second book The Good Logs of Algidus (p. 133) who
reports that he “collected a significant part of the beetle specimens reported
in the South Island.” Hall was remembered by J. and R. Urquhart (a
previous couple who had managed Mt. Algidus Station), as having an
infectious enthusiasm for the study of insects and soon had everyone on Mt.
Algidus station collecting specimens for him (p. 133, op. cit.). Thomas Hall
collected the type specimens of 587 species of Coleoptera, the largest
number collected by any one person after Broun (Watt, 1977). Mt. Algidus
is the type locality for 80 species of beetles (Watt, 1977) as well as for
various other invertebrates. Consequently it is of interest to read of how two
generations of entomologists were perceived by the high country families at
the time.
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Extracted (with permission) from “A river rules my
life”, by Mona Anderson , 1983. A.H. and A.W. Reed,

Wellington.
2" Edition, 13" Printing, pp 89-93.

Visitors

As the Missus of Mount Algidus | received all kinds of guests: interesting,
boring, witty, witless, easy, and heavy weather. Of the interesting and easy
ones Charlie, Ted, John, Ray and lan stood out. All of them were
entomologists.

One summer we received a letter asking if two entomologists might visit
Mount Algidus for a fortnight. The letter went on to say, “We will be self-
supporting, bringing all our own food and bedding, and we would like to
camp in your shearers’ quarters.”

“What’s an entomologist?” [ asked Ron.

“Search me,” he said.

I looked up my dictionary. “Entomologist: One versed in the science of
entomology.” Not much enlightened, I looked up “entomology”: “The
natural history of insects.” They must be scientists, I concluded. We
awaited their visit with interest.

Ted and Charlie were the first to visit us. While Ron went down in the dray
to bring them across the river and up to the station, | cooked a very special
dinner. But it was not for that reason | was to remember the night of their
arrival.

After dinner and a chat, when it was quite dark, they got up to go. “I’ll take
a torch,” I offered, “and show you the way up to the huts.”

“Oh, no thank you,” said Charlie. “I’m quite used to the dark. In fact, I can
see quite well.”

“Anyhow, I’ll show you to the gate,” I insisted.

“No, no. There’s no need, I can see very well in the dark.”

He was still assuring me he possessed eyes like a cat, and had just about
convinced me, when he walked into our holly hedge.
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Either the shock or the impact was too great, and Charlie promptly fell
down.

“Oh! Ouch!” he yelled. “Is it stinging nettles?”

I couldn’t answer for laughing, no matter what my guest thought. Ted
pulled him out of the holly, and | showed them the way to the hut with my
torch.

Charlie was a large, fat man, a retired dentist. He had taken up entomology
for a hobby, and his special interest was beetles, moths and butterflies. Ted,
tall and thin, had other interests as well. Besides being an entomologist he
collected New Zealand stamps, and had a wonderfully varied cactus and
succulent garden. He collected old English coins and had one dating back
to Ethelred the Second (979 A.D.). His collection of Maori artifacts was
outstanding, he was interested in photography, and as yet another hobby he
collected green geckos.

He did not tell me about all these hobbies and interests at once; | squeezed
the information out of him a little at a time. “Good gracious!” I exclaimed
when he told me about the coin collection. “Yours must be a treasure
house!”

“That’s not exactly what my wife calls it,” he said.

It was from Ted that | learnt about Tom Hall. Although he was not a trained
entomologist, he was most active in the field. He collected a large part of
the beetles recorded in the South Island, sending them to Major Thomas
Broun, who wrote of Hall in Bulletin | of the New Zealand Institute: “Hall is
quite outstanding among New Zealand collectors, in that his contributions to
the coleopterous [beetle] fauna exceed those of all others.” Hall did a lot of
his collecting on Mount Algidus, and though it was many years before my
time | felt a proprietary pride in the esteem he had won.

We all enjoyed the few weeks when Charlie and Ted were busy collecting
on the station. Setting out each morning with their nets and bottles filled
with crushed laurel leaves, they would return in the evening with a harvest
of insect life. We all became budding entomologists, dashing here and there
with a spider in a match box, or a grub in a tobacco tin, a tiny hover fly or
perhaps a few moths in a jar. Although we were quite sure we had found a
very rare, perhaps unique insect, our hopes were usually dashed. We were
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almost invariably told, “Oh yes, that’s so-and-so [always a jaw-breaker of a
name], quite a common little chap.”

Only once was | rewarded. | found a moth belonging to the lacewing
family, and after that I became so enthusiastic I couldn’t pass by a large
stone or a piece of rotten wood without shifting it to see what was
underneath. Each morning Charlie would come in to report on his catch and
to explain their names, which somehow I never grasped.

During Charlie’s and Ted’s visit we had another guest, Frank Milne. He
was a real hard case and one morning he decided to exploit my new-found
interest in bugs. He came to the back door and called, “Mona, I’ve just
found two very interesting creatures. Come and have a look.” Out I went,
and opening a tobacco tin he showed me an enormous white grub.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“That,” he said “is Allus-a-crawl-us. And this,” he said, opening another tin
to show me a huge huhu, “is Allus-a-fly-us.” And I (allus-a-muggins)
swallowed the tale. When Ron came home and was told the story his
laughter shook the house.

Before our scientific enthusiasm had had time to wane, John and Ray
arrived one evening at the front door — the only front-door visitors | ever
had. The path from the gate led to the backdoor and consequently no one
ever went round to the front. We had just finished dinner when we heard
this highly unusual sound.

“What’s that knocking noise?”” asked Ron.

“It’s at the front door,” I said. “I’ll bet someone’s playing a joke.” 1
sneaked into the hall, tiptoed to the front door, and gently turning the handle
I quickly opened it. Two complete strangers stood there, and | was so taken
aback I could only splutter, “Where on earth have you come from?” It was
the second time I’d been caught out like that.

The two strangers looked startled too, and no doubt thought their welcome
queer. “We’re entomologists,” said one, with a smile designed to humour
me. “We’d like to do a bit of collecting in your bush.”

“Please come in,” I said, regaining my composure at last.

John proved to be interested in wetas, stick insects, and springtails; also in
photography, for he later sent us some excellent photos of the station taken
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during his stay. Ray’s interests were minute insects found in leaf-mould,
and spiders! He told us some curious things about spiders, their habits, and
their temperaments. One was that the spider had two complete nerve
centres; chop him in halves and his forepart would go on eating until he
starved to death. | was never to know whether Ray was pulling my leg
about this because | could never bring myself to chop a spider in two.
Several years went by and though our entomological knowledge passed into
oblivion we still remembered the entomologists. Then Ted returned to the
station, this time accompanied by lan, whose specialties were beetles,
mountain flora, and photography. They were unlucky to have only one
day’s collecting together before Ted became ill. I put him to bed at the
house and asked lan to have his meals with us.

lan was young and full of enthusiasm. He revived my scientific interest
when he invited me to go collecting with him one afternoon. My first move
was to shift a rotten piece of debris, and something promptly shot past my
nose.

“What’s that?” I asked. “It looks like an overgrown grasshopper to me.”
“No, that’s a springtail. He doesn’t hop; he folds his tail up beneath himself
and then gives a spring. You’re lucky you haven’t got many around; they
can do a lot of damage to a paddock of young grass.”

The first beetle I found turned out to be a stag beetle. “But he’s just like any
other beetle,” I said, having expected something spectacular of an insect
with such a name.

“Look again,” said lan. “See those brown patches on his body? Well, if
you examined them under a microscope or a magnifying glass you’d find
they’re patches of very fine hair.”

So my education progressed. In the evening we went out again, lan with a
Coleman lantern in one hand and his nets, together with bottles of cyanide
and crushed laurel leaves in the other. As we walked along the bush track,
something went “plop” behind.

“What’s that?”

“Oh, that’ll be a weta I expect,” said Ian airily.

“A weta!” I nearly jumped into the branches of a nearby tree. “But they
bite! I don’t think I like those things.”
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“They’re all right if you mind your own business and let them mind theirs,
Ian said. “Most insects will bite or nip or sting sometimes, but only in self-
defence. The weta defends himself with his back legs. If you examine them
you’ll find they’re covered with spikes or barbs.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” I said. “I can’t see myself stopping to examine
the skin of a weta’s hind legs.”

“What happens,” lan went on, sparing none of the scientific detail, “is that
the weta folds its hind legs up over its back and strikes its blow from there.
If he’s a large fellow those barbs can draw blood, and it’s a very painful
wound.”

“That settles it,” I said. “I’ll never attack a weta — even in self-defence.”

In the lantern-light we found a small bush covered with dainty white
flowers.

“What a lovely plant,” I said, picking a sprig. “Have you got a name for
this?”

“Helichrysum glomeratum, “ said Ian, as casually as saying goodnight.

We collected a lot of bits and pieces, as lan called them, and finally set out
for home.

“Now when we get back,” said lan, schooling me on the way, “you must say
to Ron, ‘I’ve found Diptera and Actenonyx’ and finish him off with,
‘Among other things I’ve found this piece of Helichrysum glomeratum’.”

“I think I can manage the first two,” I said, “but I’ll have to concentrate on
the helly one.”

“Helichrysum,” he said. “Helichrysum.”

“Glomeratum,” he said. “Glomeratum.”

I repeated the names all the rest of the way home. Even so, the danger of
forgetting seemed great, so | dashed inside and abandoning the preamble to
my little speech held my prize exhibit aloft. “I’ve found a Helicopter
glomeration,” T announced.

lan roared with laughter, Ron looked blank, and Ted, | felt sure, was
shocked to his scientific back teeth. My place, | decided, was with potatoes
and rice pudding. With safe-sounding names like that, one could hardly go
astray.



