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Kai's interest in
crickets started
when he was in
kindergarten,
when he would
catch and keep
them in plastic
containers as
pets. He made
his first
discovery in 2011
with a katydid
which he named
Asiophlugis
temasek. He also
named another
katydid Arnobia
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Crickets hold a special place in his heart

Samautha Boh

This young man’s love for crickets
knowsno bounds.

Science graduate Tan Ming Kai
spends at least three days a week
searching for the elusive insects,
and has already uncovered 35 spe-
cies of crickets and their close cous-
ins, the katydids, which are com-
pletely new to science.

The 25-year-old named one of
them (left) after another of hisloves
— his mother, housewife Toh Siew
Tin, 65, who had joined him on a sur-
vey in Thailand where he discov-
ered the cricket, the Arnobia tinae.

“She has been supportive of myre-

search since I'started,” said Mr Tan,
who has just graduated with a sci-
ence degree from the National Uni-
versity of Singapore.

He admitted, however, that his
mother still does not know he has
named the cricket after her.

“Ijust think it is a bit awkward to
tell her, Maybe it is an Asian culture
thing where we don'’t really show
our feelings.”

Part of his collection is being used
at the Lee Kong Chian Natural His-
tory Museum for research.

Grasshoppers, crickets and katy-
dids belong to the order Orthoptera
(straight wings). Mr Tan has discov-
ered 25 of the 250 species found in
Singapore to date.

The other 10 in his collection are
from the region.

Armed withatorchlightand anin-
sect net, he often makes excursions
to the Bukit Timah Nature Reserve
and Central Catchment Nature Re-
serve, both areas being prime real
estate for the creatures.

At his peak, he was out in the field
almost every day, morning and
night, for three hours each time.
And although he says he has since
cut down on his expeditions, he still
spends at least three days a week
searching for them.

Mr Tan said that his interest in
the insects started when he was in
kindergarten. He would catch
them and keep them in plastic con-

tainersas pets.

Although he was always an ani-
mal lover, he had a special place in
his heart for crickets, though he can-
not explain why. “I would cry when
they died,” he said.

He made his first discovery in
2011, akatydid which he named Asi-
ophlugis temasek because the small
light-green insect with bulging
eyes is a species native to Singa-
pore. And that find was what
spurred himon.

He has since expanded his re-
search to other parts of South-east
Asia, including Bukit Larut in Penin-
sular Malaysia and the Sakaerat Bio-
sphere Reserve in Thailand.

Mr Tan has spent so much time

Crickets, grasshoppers and their cousins the katydids
don't just come in brown and green. Their palette
includes yellow, black and pink; some even come in
polka dots or stripes.

Living in the understorey of the forests of the Bukit
Timah and Central Catchment nature reserves, for
instance, is a yellow-striped Traulia azureipennis. It
belongs to the short-horned grasshopper family and
can also be found in other parts of South-east Asia.

Also found in Singapore are the unique Chorotypus
grasshopper, which eludes detection with its dead

studying the insects that he can
now predict how each of them will
hop, simply by their appearance.

And he can tell common species
apart instantly, a process which ini-
tially took him around two hours.

Mr Tan is pursuing a PhD in bio-
logical sciences at the National Uni-
versity of Singapore, where he will
focus his research on the dietary
preference and diversity of com-
mon orthopterans in Singapore,
and whether flower-visiting katy-
dids help with pollination.

“What I hope to understand is
how a tiny insect like a cricket af-
fects an entire ecosystem,” he said.
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leaf-like appearance, and the Scambophyllum katydid,
which is ant-like and black when it is a juvenile (left)
and becomes green in adulthood. An adult
Scambophyllum also has bright red hind wings - meant
to distract predators - which are revealed when it flies.
Globally, there are around 27,000 species, including
250 species in Singapore, belonging to the orthoptera
order, which places them among the most common
macro-invertebrates on earth. The name orthoptera
was derived from the Greek "ortho” meaning straight
and “ptera” meaning wing, a reference to the
parallel-sided structure of the front wings. The hind
legs of these insects are large in proportion to their
bodies, which enables them to jump long distances.
Crickets and katydids also rub their wings together
to produce sound, while grasshoppers do so by
rubbing their hinds legs with their abdomen.
Humans are unable to hear the chirping of
W g % grasshoppers as the frequency is too high.
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