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mens. (The Museum of Comparative Zool-
ogy [MCZ] holds close to a million ants, 
the largest collection in the world.) That 
led to Moffett’s tenure as a graduate student 
in the department of organismic and evo-
lutionary biology under Wilson’s tutelage. 
There his research took off, literally. Rum-
maging through the MCZ’s specimen draw-
ers, he “struck gold” with a case of marauder 

ants. He was excit-
ed by the species’ 
dramatic polymor-
phism—the varying 
sizes and shapes en-
abling them to per-
form diverse tasks 
in a complex society, 
which hadn’t been 
adequately stud-
ied—and quickly 
proposed that as his 
research subject. 

Stretching Na-
tional Geographic 
funds to study in 11 

Asian countries, Moffett spent 29 straight 
months in the field, far longer than usually 
allowed. “I guess in that sense Ed did let 
me do what I wanted, but only because I 
kept writing to let him know I was on the 
right track,” Moffett explains. “Actually, I 
would often write him in a panic about all 
my difficulties—and in the month it took his 
return letter to arrive, I would have solved 
most of the problems myself, which I think 
was good for me.” 

Before leaving, knowing he’d have to 

document the creatures he found, Mof-
fett taught himself photography. And then, 
while traveling in India, he mailed his first 
six rolls of film to National Geographic, where 
the pictures landed with an appreciative edi-
tor; in 1986 his stunning images were pub-
lished with a feature on those marauder ants, 
thereby launching his 30-year career as an 
ecological photojournalist. He traveled and 
worked for the magazine through the 1990s 
(and beyond) while he continued as MCZ re-
search associate and associate curator of the 
ant collection. He was next a visiting scholar 
at the Museum of Vertebrate Zoology at the 
University of California, Berkeley, from 1998 
to 2006, before moving back east, and becom-
ing an entomology research associate at the 
Smithsonian, and later in human evolution-
ary biology at Harvard.

Moffett’s photojournalistic and other 
achievements are due less to any love of the 
medium (“I don’t care about photography 
except when it’s useful to the story I’m tell-
ing”) than to his ability to ignore or, more ac-
curately, hardly notice conditions that others 
find inviable or repellent: stiflingly hot, wet 
jungles; months of subsistence-based, no-
madic camping and trekking or bushwhack-

With The Harvard Campaign    concluded  and a new Univer-
sity president in office, the Harvard Alumni Association (HAA) 
has pivoted to take on new challenges and priorities. The organi-
zation is charged with engaging a wildly diverse cohort of 371,000 
alumni worldwide. Starting with the class of 2022, notes executive 
director Philip Lovejoy, who has led the association for five years, 
essentially all current undergraduates were born within the new 
millennium—yet “then there are the folks coming back for their 
seventieth reunion, who were born in the ‘Roaring Twenties.’” 
Few organizations serve people “aged 19 to 109,” he adds: “That’s 
why it’s so important that we embrace our traditions and build 
upon past generations. But we also always have to look to where 
we’re going and what the needs are going to be, because there’s 
no question that society is going through radical transformations.” 
The HAA can play a very important role, as it always has, “to bring 
alumni together for the good of the institution and society.” 

A new online balloting option launched in April for this year’s 
elections of Overseers and HAA elected directors (see page 76) 
is one tangible way to better reach that broad group, especially 
the more than 59,000 alumni outside the United States. “The 
alumni voice in the governance of this University is what has always 
made us better and better, right?” says Lovejoy. “They challenge, 
they question, they oversee, and they push. They keep us honest. 
So, it is important, and I hope that the advent of online voting will 

provide greater access to the elections 
so the alumni voice is heard.”

To increase opportunities for per-
sonal contact, the HAA has proposed establishing a Crimson 
Society, an annual program for the post-fifty-fifth reunion classes 
that will not supplant the traditional quinquennial reunions. Mean-
while, to streamline reunion operations in general and poten-
tially enable all reunioners to attend Commencement week events 
and commune with members of other classes, the HAA is also 
preparing to move all reunions to the spring. The process will start 
with the thirtieth reunion this May.

How best to engage and support alumni and alumni volunteers 
is a constant subject of exploration, Lovejoy says. Harvard clubs 
emerged in the nineteenth century, when alumni began moving 
beyond the Greater Boston area; they remain vital as geographi-
cally based, membership-dependent entities. But given digital 
communication and the changing needs of mobile alumni, he adds, 
the now nearly 200 domestic and international clubs are “not the 
only way people want to connect anymore. Enter SIGs”—shared-
interest groups, the most rapidly growing alumni affiliates. 

SIGs, which the HAA formally recognized in 2004, evolved from 
existing grass-roots, self-governing alumni groups, like the Har-
vard Gay and Lesbian Caucus and the Black Alumni Society. Today 
there are more than 50 SIGs, ranging from Harvard Alumni in 
Animal Health, Harvard Veterans Alumni Organization, and Har-
vard University Muslim Alumni to Harvardwood, Harvard Alum-
ni for Global Women’s Empowerment, and Harvard Alumni in 

Marveling at Angkor Wat, the famous 
temple complex in Cambodia
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ing—through swamps, deserts, and moun-
tains, at times getting completely lost. And, 
an essential intimacy with scorpions, spi-
ders, biting ants, leeches, and parasitic bot-
flies. (The botfly species Dermatobia hominis 
can deposit larvae under human skin; a 2010 
video, shot at Harvard and now available on 
YouTube, shows a botfly maggot emerging 
from Moffett’s hand, 10 weeks after the eggs 
were laid in Belize.) He can also sit still any-
where for as long as it takes to get what he 
wants. Once, documenting a beetle for a re-
searcher in South America, he watched and 
waited, jotting down notes: “It’s moved an 
inch. And its antenna is drooping.” Eventual-
ly, “it moved and found its burrow,” he adds, 
which “made for an exciting conclusion to 
the story.” But it did take 10 hours.

Alone in a jungle, he feels content, alive. 
“Those times you’re there for days, not mov-
ing…Turning the brain off is the most bizarre, 
wonderful thing,” he reports. “It’s the true 
creative time, the empty time when the mind 
has a chance to wander. There’s not enough of 
that anymore.” There’s no shame in his con-
ceding, “I’m not always good with reality,” or 
with quotidian tasks or financial planning. 
His wife, Melissa W. Wells, “tells people I 

should wear a med-
ical-alert bracelet 
that explains that 
it’s normal for me 
not to know what 
day or year it is, let 
alone when exactly 
things happened in 
the past,” he adds. 
“It seems I live in 
the present tense.”

Moffett and 
Wells, a healthcare 
consultant, mar-
ried in 2008—both 
happily barely clad 
in furs, feathers, 
and body paint 
during a Rapa Nui-
style ceremony be-
side the Rano Kau 
volcano on Easter Island; she shares his pas-
sion for adventuring. With the publication of 
The Human Swarm, Moffett has talks planned, 
including at the Smithsonian, The Explor-
ers Club, the World Science Festival, and on 
May 2 at Harvard. But after that, he must get 
moving. “Frankly, it’s been too many years in 

New York; the longest I’ve lived in one place,” 
he notes. “Melissa and I keep talking about 
Singapore as a base of operations in Asia. 
Or Botswana. Or Venezuela, if that country 
ever stabilizes. If you think Caracas sounds 
wild, you should visit its rainforest. Life is 
too short to miss such things!”  

Food and Wine; Harvard Impact Alliance, 
a multi-sector approach to social change, 
is among the newest.

“Right now we’re doing an incredibly 
cool project” with the First Generation 
Harvard Alumni SIG, says Lovejoy: a “red 
book” of more than 100 personal essays. 
The volume represents the first non-
class-specific “class report,” and will be 
printed and distributed early this sum-
mer; the HAA will mail free copies to 
participants, to that SIG’s members, and 
to incoming first-gen College students.

Among the HAA’s “biggest strategic 
imperatives in the coming years,” Lovejoy 
continues, is figuring out how to move 
beyond geographic barriers to better in-
tegrate alumni. How, he asks, can we best 
“connect everybody in Chicago, for ex-
ample, who is getting together around 
Harvard in some capacity…the people in the entrepreneur SIG, 
the Harvard Club of Chicago, the Business School Club of Chi-
cago, the class of ’87?” The clubs’ roles may evolve, too: “Many 
find that they’re challenged by memberships, so we really want to 
look at this concept. What does membership mean today? Are 
paid membership models right?” SIGs might supply the “content 
stream” for clubs, he says, but the local, face-to-face, personal 

meetings are still “the richest way to get 
together—and people want those.”

He’s wary of perpetuating any percep-
tions of exclusivity. During the last five 
years, he says, the association has become 
“much more open and responsive,” with 
strong working relationships among col-
leagues and alumni leaders across Har-
vard, pursuing a common goal: “How do 
we empower and strengthen our alumni 
to be strong citizens of Harvard? What do 
we need to do to do that?” 

“We need to make sure that it’s a place 
everybody is welcome and feels they be-
long,” he continues. “So, consistent with 
the presidential task force on inclusion and 
belonging [see harvardmag.com/diversity-
report-18], we’re doing a lot of work on 
that within our volunteer groups, and also 
within the staff organization.” 

As the HAA faces these and other new imperatives, Lovejoy 
will continue to travel and meet with alumni. “The depth of com-
mitment and love for this institution by our alumni is profound,” 
he says. “And we rely heavily on our volunteers to really create 
these communities, build the connections, to care, to participate. 
It’s an incredible privilege to be trying to steer this ship.”

    vnell porter brown

During a research trip, Moffett and Wells got married on Easter 
Island. The governor arranged “for a traditional ceremony,” 
Moffett says. “We had no idea what we were getting into. They 
stripped us down at the edge of the Rano Kau volcano. Everyone 
on the expedition had an amazing time.”
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