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Algonquin Park 1962 recalled
Stephen M Smith
Department of Biology, University of Waterloo, Waterloo, ON Canada N2L 3G1

As I work my way through my now-nearly-a-decade-long project to digitize the
several thousand items on Tabanidae in my library (and, at the same time, update
the nomenclature and place-name information), I occasionally come across an
item of possible historical interest to the readers of this Bulletin.
I have sent to John Davies, for possible posting on the web site, a copy of
Number VI of The Simuliidologist’s Newsletter1,2. This was an executive
summary of The Third Conference on Black Flies (Diptera: Simuliidae) held in
Algonquin Park, Ontario, Canada, 14–16 September 1962. That summary
provides a fascinating glimpse into what was on the minds of blackfly researchers
nearly a half century ago.
I had the good fortune to attend this meeting at a critical juncture in my
career. I was just half-way through a 4-year B.Sc. program at McMaster
University in Hamilton and had just finished
my very first summer as a field assistant, working for Doug Davies and Monty
Wood on population dynamics of larval blackflies in Algonquin Park.
The meeting hosted an impressive number of scientists, (Fig. 1) including, of
course, a lot of Canadian researchers (inter alia Gord Bennett, Phil Corbet, Doug
Davies, Anthony Downes, Bob Dunbar, Murray Fallis, Hartley Fredeen, Fred Ide,
Don Oliver, Bob Peterson, Klaus Rothfels, Guy Shewell, Harold Welch, Al West
and Monty Wood) but also a good smattering of both American (John Anderson,
Gene DeFoliart, Hugo Jamnback, Kathryn Sommerman, Alan Stone) and
international (René Le Berre, David Lewis, J.D.M. Marr, M. Ovazza) researchers.
My recollection of the meeting is one of exhilarating congeniality.
The 60’s were heady times in biting-fly research; there was a real sense of
excitement and possibility. In Canada, research was underway at a dozen or more
places across the country and there was good support — from the federal
government, from the Defence Research Board and from Agriculture Canada
(which was doing a lot of in-house research as well).
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1st row (sitting) from left to right: David Lewis, Douglas Marr, I.E. Kamitakahara, Helen Györkös, Kathryn Sommerman, Doug Peterson, Guy
Shewell; Alan Stone, Arni Arnason.
2nd row (kneeling): Max Ovazza, René Le Berre, Gene DeFoliart, Mallampalli Rao, Harold Welch, Hugo Jamnback, Al West, Don Oliver, Steve
Smith.
3rd row (standing): Hartley Fredeen, Klaus Rothfels, Doug Davies, Bob Dunbar, John Anderson, Anthony Downes, Murray Fallis, Monty Wood, Philip
Corbet, Bob Peterson, Fred Ide, Ron Pilfrey.
Missing from the photograph are: Gordon Bennett, Dave Pengelly and E.F. Bond.
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Fig.1. BLACK-FLY CONFERENCE 1962 - Wildlife Research Station, Algonquin Park, ON, Canada
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I made some important contacts that summer: I had already met Murray Fallis
and Gord Bennett earlier that summer in Algonquin; Gord was soon to take a 2-yr
leave from the Ontario Research Foundation to work in southeast Asia; Murray
Fallis had approached me to fill-in for Gord the next summer — in the summer of
1962 I already had a summer job for 1963! I spent 2 exciting summers working
for Dr Fallis — on Leucocytozoon in anseriform birds (transmitted by Simulium
rugglesi and others), chemical attraction of “Eusimulium euryadminiculum”
[=Simulium annulus] to loon-derived extracts, and biting periodicities of canopylevel, ornithophilic simuliids (some of that work is unpublished and may
eventually turn up in the Bulletin!). I also met Phil Corbet, with whom I was later
to do PDF studies on African Toxorhynchites and their possible use as a
biological-control agent for the mosquito vectors of yellow fever in East Africa.
I have two quite special memories of fun moments from the meeting. Earlier
in the summer of 1962 I had discovered the swarm sites of what was then known
as Eusimulium aureum (possibly S. bracteatum) The swarms were atypical for
simuliids — immense swarms, 50 m or more long, but of exceptionally low
density, a single male per cubic meter of space, approximately. One could
literally walk right through the swarm without perceiving it. I have a fond
memory of Bob Dunbar, prostrate at the edge of the parking lot at the Algonquin
research station, trying vainly to see the males!
I had also discovered spider-web-frequenting Atrichopogon (Ceratopogonidae), visiting prey trapped in the communal webs of tetragnathid spiders
along the Madawaska River. This was a syndrome previously known only from
Europe and I can still feel Tony Downes’ exquisite excitement as I related the
observations to him. Downes and I went on to collaborate a bit on insectivorous
and pollenivorous ceratopogonids.
Sadly, the list of participants at this meeting has been much abbreviated by
mortality events. And, the research interests displayed at the meeting have
suffered much the same fate. Biting-fly research in Canada has reached an
immense nadir, with scarcely any labs left anywhere. The whole-organism
approach to research has been replaced by the hubris of the molecular biologists,
promising biting-fly and vector-borne-disease solutions via engineered insects
and vaccines — but with ever-receding 5- or 10-year time horizons and with little
appreciation of the immense challenge of delivering high-tech solutions (even if
we had them) to the developing world.
I think, in fairness, that much of the eclipse of whole-organism biting-fly
research is a self-administered wound. Like the molecular biologists, we too
promised much and failed to deliver.
I spent the last 2 decades of my career at the University of Waterloo teaching
experimental design and statistical/data analysis to upper-level undergraduate and
graduate students. With that as a perspective, I’ve done a lot of thinking about
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biting-fly research and I now look back on that history with a sense of horror —
decades of poor, unfocused observational and descriptive work, a plethora of
uninspiring, unanchored, repetitious research.
Like most (all?) of the other participants at that meeting, the “scientific”
training I received throughout my undergraduate and graduate careers was
appallingly bad— I was never taught how to do science, because my mentors
hadn’t been taught that either and hadn’t learned it on their own. It was only
many years later that I read the then-nearly-contemporary, seminal paper3 on how
science was supposed to be done. All those years, all those meetings, all those
papers — and I almost never heard a biting fly scientist say: “What are the
prioritized hypotheses that could account for these observations and how could we
test them?”
I think little has changed in the intervening half century. All over the world,
biology departments spend a lot more time and effort teaching students what to
think instead of how to think.
1. Readers can also request a copy from me directly: smith_sm@mac.com or
smithsm@sciborg.uwaterloo.ca
2. Posted on the web at http://www.Simulium.org.uk. - JBD.
3. Platt, J.R. 1964. Strong inference. Science, 146: 347–353.

