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‘Spider ambassador’ out
to nurture nature lovers

Ex-envoy donating
massive collection to
museum, writing
book on local spiders

Jasmine Osada

Mr Joseph Koh’s home contains a
creepy-crawly secret — a collection
0f 12,000 spider specimens, possi-
bly the largest of its kind in
South-east Asia.

Meet Singapore’s very own “Spi-
der-Man”. A former career diplo-
mat who last served as Singapore’s
High Commissioner to Brunei Da-
russalam for six years before retir-
ing in 2012, Mr Koh is a spider ex-
pert who has described in journals
more than half a dozen spider spe-
ciesthatare newtoscience.

The 66-year-old has been inter-
ested in them ever since he was a
child. “My father gave me a lot of
natural history books,” he said.

“Later on, he also introduced me
to macro-photography. This kick-
started what was to be my lifelong
hobby, and I have been collecting
and photographing spiders since I
wasanA-level student.”

He is helped by his wife, Mrs
Peifen Koh, also 66, who regularly
joins him on his spider-collecting
field trips, even to the forests of Bru-
nei while he was working there.

Her job was to hit the leaves of a
bush or plant with a stick and catch
any spiders that fell out by holding
an upturned umbrella underneath.
However, Mr Koh insists that his
wife’s involvement was not out of a
love of spiders.

“Once, we were talking to a Bru-
neian prince about my spider-col-
lecting trips and he was very
surprised to learn that my wife
often goes along on those trips with
me. He asked Peifen if she loves
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spiders as much as I do, to which
she promptly replied, ‘No, Your
Highness, I do not love spiders; I
love my husband.””

After four decades of gathering
spiders in the forests of South-east
Asia, Mr Koh is devoting his time to
projects to teach future genera-
tions of Singaporeans more about
appreciating the natural
environment.

He has pledged to donate his col-
lection of 12,000 specimens to the
Lee Kong Chian Natural History
Museum. But work must first be
done to identify, sort and label the
specimens before they can be trans-
ferred to the museum in stages.

“I have sorted only about 30 per
cent of my collection,” he said.

“Identifying spiders is hard work
and takes alot of time, so Iwould be
happy if I can manage to successful-
lyidentify one spidera day.

“ThisisnotajobI can finish in my
lifetime.”

Mr Koh has been actively work-
ing with young people who have a

passion in arachnology, or the
study of spiders, to pass on his
knowledge and skills.

“It’s more than just about groom-
ing young people to help look after
my spider specimens,” he said.

“More importantly, I can help fos-
ter their love for nature and they
can, in turn, inspire others or help
make a difference to Singapore.”

Mr Koh is also working on a new
bookabout the different spider spe-
cies found on the Republic’s
shores, of which he estimates there
are 800.

This book, which will be his third,
follows a similar volume on
Brunei’s spiders, published two
years ago.

“I had originally wanted to retire,
but the National Parks Board re-
quested that I write this new book,
and gave me the perfect reason to
do so: Since I had already written a
comprehensive book about
Brunei’s spiders, why not work on
one for Singapore?”

But completing the book might
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take a while. Mr Koh said that he is
still “on Page 1”7 due to his busy
schedule.

One of the things that has been
keeping his schedule packed is his
involvement in the Friends of Ubin
Network, a discussion group involv-
ing nature lovers and government
officials on how to best preserve
and enhance Pulau Ubin’s natural
environment.

“In studying spiders in Singapore
over the last 40 years, I have never
ceased to be amazed by the many
unusual and uncommon species on
Ubin,” Mr Koh said. “Something
can be done not just to preserve
and enhance Ubin’s natural herit-
age, but also to enrich the biodiver-
sity education of our children.

“I don’t really have time to enjoy
my retirement; I'm busier than be-
fore. But knowing that I can help
younger Singaporeans and future
generations better appreciate and
love nature iswhat drives me.”

osadaj@sph.com.sg

Source: The Straits Times © Singapore Press Holdings Ltd. Permission required for reproduction.



