When I Was a Lad

(tune from Gilbert & Sullivan’s HMS Pinafore)

(lyrics by EJ Cushing, Aug 1999)

When I was a lad I grew up on a farm

Where some plants are useful and others do harm

As soon as I learned to tell them apart

I hoed those plants with a right good heart

I hoed those plants so carefully

That now I’m a professor of taxonomy

My small high school was above reproach

Except biology was taught by the basketball coach

When I asked him a question he would put me down

And all his explanations only made me frown

I grew so to hate biology 

That now I’m a professor of taxonomy

When I got to college I pulled up my socks

And discovered the pleasure of studying rocks

I could classify the amphibolites

And pronounce the Latin names of all the trilobites

I learned so much geology

That now I’m a professor of taxonomy

In graduate school I became entranced

With when and why the glaciers advanced

I went out in the field with a mind serene

And mapped the deposits of the Pleistocene

I mapped those deposits so assiduously

That now I’m a professor of taxonomy

From geology to rest my brains

I took up the study of pollen grains

Why are some round and others square

And some have apertures everywhere?

I became so adept at palynology

That they gave me a job teaching botany

To learn more about plants and their frequency

I worked for The Nature Conservancy

I listed the flora of prairie and wood

and did all the things a field botanist should

I learned the plants of thoroughly

That they made me professor of ecology

Now ecology is full of romance

But it doesn’t mean much if you don’t know the plants

So wherever I go, from mountains to plains

I feel kind of lost if I don’t know their names.

I forget those names so frequently

That now I’m a professor of taxonomy

Now students all, whoever you may be

If you want to rise to the top of the tree

If your soul isn’t fettered to a molecule

Be careful to be guided by this golden rule:

Get out in the field!  Shun biochemistry!

And you all may be professors of taxonomy

