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THE CATERPILLAR KID
'AND THE RETIRED PROFESSOR

Carol Watson

David lumbered into my sixth grade
classroom this fall bearing his gifts of
nature tucked into pockets, coffee cans,
jars, and knapsack. His stocky, robust
build, dark, curly hair, and inquisitive
eyes danced behind his metal glasses.
His enthusiasm radiated as he unveiled
his pricelscs treasures on his desk.
Caterpillars! Like the magician out of
“"The Sorcerer's Apprentice," David
produced more and more of the fuzzy
little creatures, all sizes, shapes, and
colors. They wiggled and chewed. Each
variety of the little silent munching
machines preferred a different species
of leaf that David brought forth from
some unique storage place. Some of
these comical creatures spun cocoons
while one little fella, as David pointed
out, just built his stabilizer belt.

My first reaction was, "Oh, here's
just another kid who is captivated by
crawly things." I invited David to
share his impressive collection with the
rest of the class. What I figured to be
a 10-minute show-and-tell session turned
out to be an hour's worth of the most
informative lecture on caterpillars,
cocoons, and butterflies I have ever
heard. In fascination, I watched this
miniature science professor rattle off
information about the Lepidoptera world

that was only found among the learned

men of entomology. Not only had he
captivated his fellow students, he used
great humor and teaching gestures that
far surpassed his young years. He
strutted around the front of the room,
one hand stuck in his pocket, while the
other hand clenched a piece of chalk.
With brilliant timing, he used the
blackboard for illustrations. With
assorted specimens all lined up on a
display table, he handled, stroked,
caressed, and displayed each
caterpillar with fatherly pride. I,
too, was captivated. Our roles
reversed as I became the student and
David became the teacher. He did not
come across as a know-it-all who showed
off. It was obvious he thoroughly
loved what he studied and sincerely
enjoyed sharing his knowledge with
others.

After his lecture, I asked David
how he had acquired so much knowledge
about this subject. He chuckled and
replied that it was his fanatical
passion and that, for years, his
bedroom was stocked like canning jars
from floor to ceiling with moths,
butterflies, cocoons, or anything else
associated with the winged wonders. He
said that all the silky cases strewn
around captured the thrilling suspense.
of a cocoon heaven and that he never
knew what sudden surprises might break
forth into light. Much to his parents'
objections, he.kept cocoons in the
refrigerator. He studied, observed,
collected, and theorized over these




miracles of nature for hours a day.
Here, I mused, is an example of self-

learning and self-motivation -- probably

the greatest assets a brilliant person
could have. :

On one hand, I realized as an
educator that, if handled correctly,
this child could blossom into an
Einstein of the natural sciences. On
the other hand, the development of kids
like these is often thwarted by passive
adults. I needed some kind of positive
action to keep David's enthusiastic
light from being extinguished.

S0, I contacted the Ohio
Agriculture Research and Development
Center. The entomology professors
individually posted a stiff fee for
class visitation, and our school budget
was tight. I managed to learn of Dr.
Roy Rings, a retired entomology
professor on staff who specialized in
Lepidoptera. On a whim, I suggested to
David to phone this professor
personally and express his intense
interest in this man's field of study.
"Let him know how knowledgeable you
are," I advised. "Once you have
introduced yourself and discussed your
mutual interest, offer to help him for
no pay, cleaning up, doing simple job

tasks. Just to be around his entomology

lab. The chances of your getting

accepted are slim, but, nevertheless, it
wouldn't hurt to try. All the professor

can say is 'No.'"

As I prepared an excited but
nervous kid on how to state his request,
I left David cracking his knuckles in
the empty school office beside the
telephone. Playground duty awaited me.
Thirty minutes later, out of the school
building bounded the most Jjoyous
expression of happiness ever seen on a
kid's face. It was Christmas,
fireworks, cotton candy, and birthdays

all rolled into one big smile. As David

stuffed his baggy shirt into his pants
and hopped up and down, his infectious
grin told me everything. "What a
conversation!" David said. "We
exchanged tons of information abocut the

Lepidoptera, and I kept right up with
him until he lost me in some Latin
terminology." He did a jig and
squealed with delight. "I can't
believe this, but Dr. Rings invited me
to spend Saturday afternoon with him at
his laboratory." He hugged me and .
chanted, "“Thank you, thank you, thank
you!" With a swelling heart and an
almost disbelief at David's luck, I
mumbled something like, "It's the keen
spirit that seizes worthy

opportunities." For the rest of the
week, David's excitement was
uncontainable.

On Monday morning, I anxiously
awaited David's report on the weekend's
event. Breathlessly, he dashed into
the classroom, throwing his hands up,
exclaiming, "What a day! What a day!
Dr. Rings is the neatest man I have
ever met, and can you believe it? He
invited me to work with him every
Saturday afternoon. It's like being a
butterfly apprentice." BAll the
classmates fluttered around to hear the
good news. I was numb yet overjoyed
for this prize student. David went on
to describe his exciting afternoon with
the professor. A world traveler and
lecturer, Dr. Rings showed David his
magnificent collection of butterflies
from every continent. With eyes
dilated and faculties energized, David
explained to his mesmerized classmates
every new piece of scientific
information he learned on Saturday.
Sitting in a circle on the floor, David
reminded me of Socrates under an olive
tree. He was nonstop talk, barely
coming up for a breath of air, eyes
dancing and hands in perpetual motion.
His classmates were all ears. I was on
the outside looking in on this
educational rapture.

For the next 8 weeks, David
reported in every Monday, detailing
what he had learned with his new friend
and teacher. Each Monday brought tales
of newer and mpre exciting adventures.
He described an excursion into a
highpowered microscope that viewed
powerful mandibles chopping away on




green leaves. Dr. Rings lent David
study material and quizzed him each
week. David loved the challenge. His
school desk reminded me of examination
time in college -- books, papers, and
note papers scattered everywhere.
Sometimes, I caught him absorbed in his
butterflies when he should have been
doing a spelling assignment. One
Saturday, the two butterfly collectors
spent 6 hours in the woods jarring tree
limbs, trying to knock down
caterpillars. A large plump worm was
knocked senseless, and the professor did
not hesitate to demonstrate how to
preserve it. David proudly exhibited
this fine emerald specimen to his
classmates. Another Saturday, he tagged
along to a Columbus museum while Dr.
Rings rummaged through old insect
records. At first, I thought the entire
affair would eventually wear off, but,
with each weekend, the friendship
between David and the professor gailned
in strength and intensity.

At a parent-teacher conference,
David's mother told me about a day that
will always remain special to her. she
said, "David was supposed to be at the
research center this afternoon with Dr.
Rings. I was working in my old clothes,
piling laundry in the basement. I heard
a loud bang of the back screen door.
David's voice echoed through the house:
'Hey, Mom, Dr. Rings and I came to
collect specimens. I told him about our
pond in the backyard, and he said that
butterflies like to gather around areas
of water to sip moisture. So here we
are.' They both grinned from ear to
ear, looking like a comedy team that had
just finished their hilarious act on
stage and were waiting for the applause.
I nervously shook the professor's hand,
somewhat embarrassed at the array of
things in the house. The two
naturalists did not seem to notice the
mess. Before I offered Dr. Rings some
coffee, they disappeared out the garage
door, laden down with butterfly nets and
other various scientific equipment. You
would have thought they were on a safari
in Africa.

"Somewhat awed by our son's new
status, my husband and I sheepishly
peeked out the back kitchen window and
witnessed a scene not often played out.
The fall stage set against one of those
special blue skies had the sun
merrymaking off the pond. The two
actors, a 12~year-old boy and a 70-
year-old retired science professor,
leaped and pirouetted after fluttering
colors that lured them here, there, and
everywhere. The butterfly nets added
to the graceful movement as though it
were choreographed by Mother Nature
herself. The wings on their feet
almost matched the wings on the
insects. Their shouts of elation and
glee resembled the last day of school
at 4:00 when the doors burst open.
'Hey, David, I caught a beauty! Here!
Wow!' 'Dr. Rings, I've never seen that
coloration on wings before. Whahoo!
Look at that one. Let's get him!' The
electric charge between the players and
the butterflies resulted in the actors
being totally engulfed in a truly
magnificent obsession of the wonderful
world of the winged. They were two
humans who easily crossed a 50-year
generation gap in a mutual bond of
endless discovery. My husband's final
comment as he squeezed my hand was,
'Our son has found someone else made
from the same mold. God left the
beaten path when he created those two.
Isn't it a wonder in all the universe
that they have found each other?'"
David's mother went on and explained
that, since that day, the professor had
become an adopted member of the family
and was pressing an indelible seal on
her young son's life.

The following month, our school
held an open house. David informed me
that he invited Dr. Rings to be his
guest. I did not take David seriously.
What renowned doctor of the sciences
and world traveler would take the time
fo come to a small rural school open
house? Besides, the weather was bad,
with a chilling sleeting rain. But
later that evehing, as I entered the
classroom, there sat Dr. Rings at
David's desk. I first noticed his long




