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I cannot remember a time when I was not fascinated by the natural world. To me the study of animals was 
simply the most interesting thing imaginable and I would spend hours in the reference section at our local library 
learning as much as I could.  On family holidays, usually to the West coast of Scotland for the whole of August, 
I would busy myself with some science project or other. Surveying rock pools or making a plant collection or, 
one of my favourite teenage pastimes, finding a dead seabird or other animal and preparing and preserving the 
bones for study. I still have many of them framed in my study. These projects were entered for school prizes 
and needless to say I won quite a few of them - mainly, I suspect, because there were few other entries.  
 
I did not consider myself a very good pupil at school and in many subjects, particularly mathematics, I came 
pretty well down the class list. I was told at an early age that I was easily distracted. School reports would flag 
this failing up from time to time. “A fly going past would distract George from getting on with his work”. How 
prescient teachers can be sometimes. Flies are remarkably interesting insects and we are only just beginning to 
understand their exquisite flight mechanics and elegant nervous systems.  Another teacher wrote, “If George spent 
less time rummaging about in his bag and asking irrelevant questions he would do a lot better”. I now realise the importance 
of asking seemingly irrelevant questions. Ask an obvious question and it should come as no surprise that the 
answer you get might be similarly obvious. But ask something a little obscure and you might be rewarded by a 
novel insight.    
 
There is something you should know about me because it has shaped my life in all sorts of ways. As a child I 
had a stammer of epic proportions. I imagine it began soon after I learned to speak but by the time I was 
fourteen it was an absolute monster. For a year I hardly spoke at all as it was a pointless and humiliating 
exercise. I do not think you ever lose a stammer you just get better at controlling it. If someone had told me that 
I was to become a University lecturer for twenty-five years and after that I would begin a new career as a 
television presenter I would have thought them completely insane.  
 
I had no desire to stay on for a 6th form and left school to read Zoology at Edinburgh University. It was in my 
second year that we went on a field course to Knapdale Forest in Argyllshire. A whole glorious week looking at 
animals and doing experiments. Most of my classmates seemed to be only interested in large species - the ‘furries 
and featheries’ - but large species are relatively few and far between and they were not having much luck in 
seeing any. Yet at our feet were thousands upon thousands of wood ants and other insects. It struck me then 
that if you wanted to understand the natural world, you really needed to know what these six-legged creatures 
were up to. Vertebrate animals, the ones most people are familiar with, make up less than 3% of all known 
species. Invertebrate animals make up 66%. Insects are the most numerous life forms on Earth. Indeed most 
species on our planet are beetles. After my undergraduate degree I secured a PhD position at the British 
Museum of Natural History and spent the next three years immersing myself in the taxonomic and phylogenetic 
study of a small family of bugs. Now I felt I was a proper scientist. After my doctorate I got a post at the 
Imperial College Field Station at Silwood Park in Berkshire, assisting with a variety of entomological and 
ecological projects and, after five years there, my dream job came up - the Assistant Curator of Entomology at 
the world famous Oxford University Museum of Natural History. I imagined I would probably die in my office 
at some ripe old age and be taken out in a body-bag or better still be added to the zoological collection as a 
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skeleton. In fact I was only to spend 25 years at Oxford before I embarked on a second dream job - but 
certainly not one I had dreamed about as a teenager. Despite having a stammer I managed well enough, but 
what kept me going was the excitement of communicating my passion to others. Strange that I should want to 
communicate when it was so difficult most of the time. 
 
I became known as someone who knew about insects and from time to time I was asked to give interviews for 
news item on TV and radio. These early appearances were as terrifying as they were exhilarating but gradually I 
became more comfortable and less stressed about it. A few of my ex-students were now making a name for 
themselves in television production and they must have thought that I could make a contribution.  
 
I was asked to be the Chief Scientific Advisor for David Attenborough’s BBC series, Life in the Undergrowth. I 
read scripts and made suggestions but was not going to be needed in front of camera. That offer came the 
following year. The Natural History Unit of the BBC, based in Bristol decided to make natural history 
programming, which had been up to then watched mainly by the middle class and the middle aged, more 
accessible and inclusive. They wanted to broaden the audience base and hit on the idea of filmed expeditions to 
remote and exotic locations. The first of these was Expedition Borneo. A crew of thirty-five, comprising scientists, 
adventurers and filmmakers would spend would spend six weeks in Imbak Canyon in Sabah. An operation of 
this scale, transporting personnel and 3.5 tonnes of camera and other equipment requires a lot of planning. 
Borneo was picked as it is one of the world’s hottest hotspots for biodiversity. There are more than 15,000 
species of flowering plants, 3,000 species of tree, 221 mammals and 420 resident bird species. Borneo is also a 
refuge for many endemic species - Orangutan, Asian Elephant, Sumatran Rhinoceros and the Clouded Leopard, 
and most interesting for me, a very diverse and as yet unquantified invertebrate fauna. This was the first of 
several similar trips and we were feeling our way. Obviously we wanted to make exciting television and there has 
to be a reason for doing it. Well, Borneo along with several other places is S.E Asia is seeing the growth of a 
huge industry - oil palm. Since 1964 the production of palm oil in Indonesia and Malaysia has risen to many 
millions of tonnes per year. Palm oil is a valuable commodity and is used in all sorts of products from foodstuffs 
to cosmetics - the cost of course is lost natural habitat. The programme was shown on BBC in 2007 as a series 
of 5 x 30 minute episodes. A short while later, Imbak Canyon was made into a Grade 1 forest reserve.  
 
In December 2007 I was on the way home on my motorbike after a day of tutorials when something hit me like 
a blinding flash. When I gave tutorials I might have an audience of four - and I was preaching to the converted. 
If I gave lectures on cruise ships I might have an audience of four hundred - but television could reach four or 
even forty million. I got home and sat down to type out my letter of resignation. Many of my colleagues at 
Oxford though I was crackers but I was about to start my second dream job in earnest. My last day in the 
museum was February 12th, 2008 (Darwin’s Birthday as it happens).  
 
Our next expedition was Lost Land of the Jaguar filmed in the heart of the Guyanese rainforest. We had another 
great adventure. Some of us abseiled down the Kaiteur Falls and I was able to crawl inside a massive hollow tree 
trunk in search of whatever I could find.  
 
Jungles are not without their risks. There are many insects that can sting or bite and there are venomous, 
spiders, scorpions and snakes. Sand flies carry the single-celled organisms that cause Leishmaniasis and the 
human bot fly will catch a small blood-feeding fly to lay its eggs on - when that midge or mosquito feeds on 
your blood, the bot fly eggs will hatch and the larvae will find a nice place inside which to develop - your flesh.    
Despite all these dangers more than 80% of injuries and deaths on any expedition are as a result of driving cars 
and flying in helicopters.  
 
The Lost Land of the Volcano was the third, and to my mind, the best of the BBC expeditions - it was also the 
most remote and daring. For this the production team at the Natural history Unit had assembled a team of 
international and local experts and helped by the neighbourhood people, we filmed around Mount Bosavi a 
mountain in the Southern Highlands province of Papua New Guinea for six action-packed weeks. Mount Bosavi 
is the collapsed cone of an extinct volcano (last active over 200,000 years ago) on the Great Papuan Plateau with 
a crater 4 km wide and 1 km deep. We also filmed at Tavurvur, a dormant (or so we thought) volcano in East 
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New Britain and a team of cavers explored the 'white water cave' of Mageni. This cave system has only been 
entered once before, in 2006, and remains largely unexplored - with good reason, as the way in involved 
abseiling down 80 metres to the entrance after which the team had to wade, scramble and climb their way deep 
into the heart of the mountain. One of the team said it was like travelling through the world's greatest jet-wash. 
The enormous quantities of water and spray gave the cameras and sound equipment a pretty hard time but they 
still managed to film some extremely exciting new passages that seethed with wall-to-wall white water as well as 
the cave’s natural inhabitants, bats, leeches and cave crickets. 
 
One of the many highlights for me was catching moths on the rim of Mt. Bosavi. That night it started to rain 
very heavily and I told the director that it was not worth doing as we probably would not catch very much. He 
explained that it was the last possible night we could film this item and if we did not do it they would be unable 
to use a rather expensive piece of footage shot from a helicopter of me putting out the white sheet that forms 
part of the trap the previous day. We filmed and I was completely astonished at just how many moths were 
attracted. It felt as if someone off camera was throwing buckets full of moths at me.    
 
In the course of the expedition, at least twelve new species of frog, two new species of lizards, three new species 
of fish, one new species of bat and an undescribed, endemic subspecies of the Silky Cuscus were documented. 
Another mammal and the largest new species of animal discovered during the trip, was a Woolly Giant-rat 
(82 cm in length and weighing approximately 1.5 kg), found in the forest inside the crater of Mount Bosavi. In 
addition there are undoubtedly many new species of insects and spiders represented in the material collected. 
Our findings showed that Mount Bosavi and the surrounding area is unusually rich, especially in local and 
regional endemic species. It really does not get much better than this. The bad news is, of course that these 
forests like many others are under threat. Scientists at the University of Papua New Guinea and the Australian 
National University have analysed thirty years of satellite imagery for Papua New Guinea and have found that 
19.8 million acres of forest was lost between 1972 and 2002. At the rate forest is being cleared or degraded, 
around 3.5% per annum, they suggest that more than 80 percent of the country's accessible forest - and more 
than half of the total forested area will be gone or severely damaged by 2021. The loss of what is the world's 
third-largest rain forest would see the extinction of a unique flora and fauna and have devastating and far-
reaching effects on the physical environment, regional weather patterns and the lives of the people that live 
there. As the process of logging releases huge amount of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, continuing 
deforestation make it virtually certain that the world will not be able to escape the worst effects of global climate 
change.  
 
One of the problems I have in bringing wildlife to television is that a lot of people do not care that much about 
invertebrates like spiders and spiders. Audiences tend to like the big furry species and so it was a fantastic 
opportunity when The One Show started in 2007. I was to be one of a family of presenters who would make 
short reports on all sorts of topics for the programme and in the last ten years I have made more than 80 short 
films mainly about invertebrates. This has allowed me to showcase the lives and behaviour of some of the rarest, 
weirdest and most fascinating species in the UK. I have made films about mating Ghost Moths, the Suffolk Ant 
Lion, Glow worms, The Golden-ringed dragonfly and why zebras have stripes to name just a few. These items 
are filmed in one day, edited and usually broadcast within a few weeks. The show now attracts up to 5 million 
viewers every night of the week. As a result of this his level of exposure I rapidly acquired the title of bug man so 
I was quite surprised when I was offered the chance to present a three part series on Primates on BBC1. Monkey 
Planet (I did tell them this was not correct as we would be filming apes as well) saw me travelling to ten countries 
in as many months. It was a never to be forgotten experience and as a result of meticulous planning and a bit of 
luck, nearly a quarter of the footage we obtained showed behaviours that have never been filmed before.  
 
Working with the BBC’s Natural History Unit to bring the natural world to your living room is a real joy. I get 
to work with some of the most talented crew and production people in the industry and some of the 
programmes I have been involved with have won awards. I am delighted by this recognition of course but what 
I really like is when people stop me in the street or contact me by email to say how much they enjoyed them. I 
am especially pleased when children get in touch to say that they want to become biologists and explorers. 
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It is now expected that academics contribute to the public understanding of science and it is only right that they 
should. As the great American astronomer and television personality, Carl Sagan said – “Not explaining science 
seems to me perverse. When you're in love, you want to tell the world.” Well, I have been in love with the natural world all 
my life and I am trying to tell as many people as I can why they should love it as well. We simply have to 
appreciate what we have got and take a little more care of the natural capital that we all depend on for our 
survival.  
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