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notebook, and for each parked truck, we recorded the colour, license number, place of origin, and manufacturer.
To this day, I recall the intoxication of filling our notebook with raw data. I was trying to tell my mother bow
cleverly we bad spent our morning, when I experienced insight: the information was meaningless. It was just a
list of truck stuff. I felt deflated, but I had learned a vital lesson. Consider ecology in general, and wetland ecology
in particular: one often sees colleagues similarly afflicted by ' data intoxication. ' The thrill of travelling in
helicopters and airboats sometimes seems to overwhelm rational thought.
Getting back to the prairies, here is another formative event. I joined the Boy Scouts. The scouts taught
us bow to tie knots, but, alas, there was still no one who could name local birds or trees. I climbed in the ranks
high enough to attend a regional jamboree. One event is seared into my memory. Some of my tent mates caught
a beautiful leopard frog and brought it to show me. Then they threw it alive in the fire and cheered and laughed
as it died. This outraged me so much that I went directly to the top scout leader responsible for the camp to demand
that something be done. I recall him staring at me like I was from another planet. "A what? A frog? Get out of
here. I have far more important things to worry about."
Alas, I keep running into people like this ignorant scout master. Such people are a real obstacle to
protecting wetlands and to running a sensible society altogether.
Life on the Mississippi
In 1966, my father was transferred to Ottawa, and we eventually moved into a new bungalow on the edge
of a floodplain. The trees and the river and the ducks and the frogs were a doorway to bliss. Snapping turtles were
digging nests in newly-created lawns, and people wanted the nests removed. I began collecting eggs, batching
them under a light bulb. What an adventure! One year, I released about a hundred batcblings. This led to several
science fair exhibits on the ecology of turtles. I spent many happy hours spent exploring that river in a plywood
'canoe' that my father built. I wrote a weekly newspaper column on environmental issues in The Carleton Place
Canadian. Apparently, even then, I believed that public education mattered.
University years
I skipped the last year of high school and entered the science program at York University in Toronto,
autumn 1970. The emphasis was on physics and chemistry. After all, we were told, molecular biology is where
you work for Nobel Prizes. I wish there bad been someone like Doug Wilcox to teach me about redox potential in
wetlands.
Determined to get summer employment as a biologist, I mailed resumes widely. One resume arrived on
the desk of Dan Strickland, the chief park naturalist in Algonquin Provincial Park. I was hired. The other
naturalists were brimming with talent and knowledge. What a treat to live in a staff house with them! Why, you
could learn more over breakfast than at a university lecture.
Now to squeeze in mention of two scientists whose writing influenced me. Frank Preston wrote a paper
on large scale patterns in the abundance of species, Th e Canonical Distribution of Commonness and Rarity
(Preston 1962). Frank Rigler wrote an important paper about bow species-oriented biology bas its limitations:
Recognition of the possible: an advantage of empiricism in ecology (Rigler 1982). His point: there are just too
many species. More daunting still, there are n (n-1) possible interactions among them. Hence, ecologists have to
seek general principles that transcend species. Their work led me to write about assembly rules for ecological
communities (Keddy 1992) and a book (Weiher and Keddy 1999). All the same, balance is necessary. Yes, we
need general principles in ecology, but every biologist must know the local flora and fauna.
Getting back to York and the topic of chance and choice, I chose to visit the University of Toronto for a
lecture on slime molds. At dinner, I chose to chat with a charming young woman. We later married. She bas even
read this manuscript - except for this paragraph, which I inserted later.
Near the end of the undergraduate York years (1970-1974), there was another choice. Employment or
graduate school? Destiny spoke, with a full scholarship for graduate school. Robert MacArthur bad died, but there
was a prominent Canadian mathematical ecologist working at Dalhousie University. I was warned well in advance
that this professor bad a reputation for being difficult. That was an understatement. Ater my first day at Dalhousie,
a senior student took me aside and exclaimed "Get out of here while you can! " Good advice, but I bad already
rented an apartment and liked the biology of Nova Scotia. There is no space to tell stories, such as bow other
professors sometimes bid in the stair wells if they saw her coming, or bow she showered her students with insults.
OK, one story: one of my best friends there was a Vietnam veteran, a dedicated student, and a fine human being.

130

History of Wetland Science: A Perspective from Wetland Leaders

Louisiana), and the university was a beacon of hope for students. I could empathize with those students because
of my years in Portage La Prairie. The university was well-situated to become a powerhouse for coastal restoration,
having a fine field station (an old mansion) in the Manchac Swamp.
There is no space here to describe my research in Louisiana, such as the "Turtle Cove Experimental
Marsh," set up at the field station to explore how key factors affected wetland composition and elevation.
However, there are two published overviews to this wetland research (Keddy et al 2007, 2009). Alas, vital money
from EPA, which should have maintained this project was diverted to trivial faculty projects that had little or
nothing to do with coastal restoration. It was obscene. True direct quote from a departmental meeting: "This is
just pork and I want my cut." Hurricane Katrina finally ended the experiment, with the added indignity of a
refrigerator deposited in a treatment plot. (My house survived the flooding from Hurricane Katrina but took
multiple hits from fallen trees and could, for some time, be reached only by canoe.)
The next university president had few apparent interests beyond football and golf. Instead of inspiring
young people to get an education and better their lives, he diverted time and scarce resources into sports. He also
built himself an ugly mansion on campus, even though he already had the use of a fine historic house. Instead of
inspiring students, he encouraged them to attend tail-gating parties. Gandhi would have wept. Jesus too. That same
president also began to shut down my endowment funds . Yes, although nearly forty years had passed, I was back
dealing with another inept leader, just like that prairie scout master.
I considered a lawsuit for breach of contract, but my lawyer in Baton Rouge explained that SLU had
nearly limitless state funds at their disposal. It went downhill from there. My health worsened. I used the last
endowment funds to self-publish a guide to the natural environment of Louisiana, a parting gift for students and
ecotourism (Keddy 2008). Then I left. Abruptly.

Conclusion
Getting back to Doug' s question of how I became a wetland scientist, it seems that I started young and
encountered some obstacles but was also stubborn enough to persist. I have now become an independent scholar,
surrounded by forest and wetland. The property is protected ' in perpetuity' by a land trust (mmlt.ca/keddy-naturesanctuary). I have lived in the forest longer than Thoreau and am gaining on St. Francis of Assisi. I continue
working on wetlands (e.g. , Keddy 2017a) and on ecology as a whole (Keddy 2017b).
Probably every contributor to this book could have done something else with their life and quite possibly
earned more money doing so. However, the world is full of wild creatures who cannot speak for themselves. If
we don't rise to the occasion and choose to speak on their behalf, how could we live with ourselves?
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Figure 1. Me, with my mother and father, on a holiday in England, mid 1950s. Mom was born on a farm in
England. During Nazi air raids, she had to stay at her post as a telephone operator while the bombs fell. Dad was
born on a farm in Nova Scotia, and ran away to the city. When the war erupted, he enlisted, and repaired bombers
that flew raids into Germany. Had Hitler not started the Second World War, it is unlikely my parents would have
met.
Figure 2. Moving to an island in the Mississippi River in 1967 was a defining point in my life. A self-assigned
duty was rescuing nests laid by wild turtles in the lawns around new subdivisions. Science fair exhibits on turtle
ecology allowed me to travel, and opened the door to early entry to university. I thank the many turtles who helped
me during these formative years.
Figure 3. Three summers in Algonquin Park were a remarkable opportunity. Here I am at the Sunday Creek bog
boardwalk, with Karen Grant, who married one of my park roommates. In those days I dressed mostly in denim,
but did not own a motorbike. I thank all the fine Algonquin naturalists who shared their knowledge and
enthusiasm. One of them, Howard Coneybeare, kindly did the colour painting that graces the cover of Wetland
Ecology.
Figure 4. Here I am with a handsome sawgrass plant in coastal Louisiana. These wetlands were filled with wild
creatures including ibis, amphiumas, turtles and alligators. Our field station was an old mansion in the Manchac
Swamp. I lived on the edge of a bayou on the north side of this swamp. There was never spare time to attend
football games, or play golf, but New Orleans was a fine historic city. As for Mardis Gras, after you have seen a
few floats , and collected a few beads, and nursed a few hang-overs, you realize an important truth: the Louisiana
swamps are actually far more entertaining.
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