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John. Moser's search_ for small but ''mitey'' things 
By James Barnett and Stacy Blomquist 

In the basement of the Alexandria Forestry 
Center in Pineville works a scientist who many 
consider eccentric and few understand what he 
does, but most know that he works every work day and most 
weekends as a volunteer even though he retired from the Forest 
Service's Southern Research Station for nearly 25 years. The sci
entist, John Moser, has taken a path less traveled. Few know that 
Moser has published in sciences' most prestigious journals, has 
frequent international visitors, and has 20 species of insects 
named in his honor. 

John Moser's career is an interesting one. Born near 
Columbus, Ohio in 1929, John freely admits that he was a poor 
student academically. He had no particular interest in entering 
college, but he found few job~ available after high school because 
of veterans from World War 1:1 competing for jobs. Ohio State 
University was only a few miles from his home so he entered 
with no particular direction in mind. 

It was not until his sophomore year when he took a course in 
entomology that his interest peaked. About the same time he 
observed gall-making wasps flying around a hackberry tree in his 
front yard. His entomology professor suggested that he collect 
the wasps and send them to the Department of Agriculture, 
Systematic Entomology Laboratory for identification. They were 
found to be a new species and this enhanced his interest in ento
mology. 

Surprising most of his family, friends, and even himself, John 
graduated from OSU. He faced serving in the military because 
the Korean Conflict was 
underway. His options' 
were to be commissioned 
as an officer and serve in a 
pest control unit in J<orea 
for 4 years or be drafted for 
2 years and forever remain 
a private. Moser chose the latter and was assigned to the Army 
Chemical Center at Edgewood Arsenal near Baltimore, Md., 
where he worked as a technician. There he assisted three of the 
most important insect biochemists of the time. 

When released from the Army, Moser returned to OSU and 
obtained his Master's degree studying the relationship of wasps 
to hackberry galls. Moser then applied to Cornell University's 
graduate program and admitted that his acceptance would have 
been difficult based solely on his academic achievement. 
Recommendations from his mentors based on his research capa
bility overcame this weakness. While at OSU, the Army 
Chemical Center, and Cornell, John was fortunate to be men
toted by the outstanding entomologists of the 20th century. 
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John Moser, Emeritus Scientist for the Southam Research Station, has 
endowed both Cornell and Ohio State Universities with $2 million dona
tions to continue his research. 

Shortly before receiving his Ph.D. in 1958, a GS-4 technician 
position in the Southern Forest Experiment Station's timber 
management research project at Alexandria opened to solve pine 
regeneration problems caused by the town ant, Atta texana. 
Although offered a higher grade-level position in another 

first Ph.D. entomologist. 

research station, John 
remembered the advice 
from one of his mentors: 
"if you ever have a chance 
to work with Atta, take it." 
So, Moser arrived at 
Alexandria as the Station's 

John's assignment was to "eradicate" the town ant or leaf-cut
ting ant, a project that "should last a couple of years." Town ants 
defoliate pine seedlings and within their native range of western 
Louisiana and eastern Texas became a significant problem in 
reforestation. Soon John was in conflict with his supervisor, 
William F. "Bill" Mann, Jr., who was an authoritarian from the 
"old school." Mann wanted John to quickly improve methods 
for killing the ants, but John convinced Mann that real control 
could not be accomplished without knowing about the biology 
of the ant. 

Moser, in a short time, made notable contributions to under
standing the biology of town ants. With help from forest indus-



try, he excavated and mapped a large ant colony. Within 4 years, 
he was making progress on identifying the trail-marking sub
stances of the town ant and identifying many associated insects 
in the nests of the ants. A number of these associates were mites. 

He spent little of his research looking for ways to eradicate the 
ants; but fortunately for him, the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture program of aerial distribution of Mirex granules to 
control fire ants was also effective in reducing town ant popula
tions. 

In 1962, Moser managed to be reassigned to an insect 
research project in Pineville and thus ended the frequent con
flicts with Bill Mann. The Station's Assistant . LeS Orr, 
asked John if he wanted to work with 
dated with bark beetles and ululc-~twJJ.41.UUru."S . 
that Orr assumed would 
agreed. 
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informationabout i~~~~~~~~~~tJ~~~ however, he had an ex<;(Uent ~ trained that might continue his 
he had assigned "to ij~~~;~i[.~;}1~~~;i~~;~~ '~ltllnl:<,or:lol\<lc 11{1ildC:q'·:w l1th his own resources professor-
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terminated. So, rather 
Moser retired on Dec. 31, 
returned to work on his pr~· >Je<:t:\\1~1kxt Vlr~[W!Lya~~~olunt~\ 
and continues to work daily 
lems. 

When asked why he has • .._v..,.~..LuCI"""' 
responds, "It's fun. It's my 
their various types of biology jbs'cin:atil~esJ:J•~1I~y 
mites (those that hitch a 

Much of Moser's res•ear•chlas 
national scientists where 
ty on leaf-cutting ants 
This collaboration has in 20 species 
The effort on mites brings new understanding 
major forest insect pests and their associates . .NltoVIrlec12:e 
relationships provides an opportunity to understand 
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international reputa
a vision and direction for research that will 

insights in control of major insect pests and trans-
diseases. 

Barnett is an Emeritus Scientist and Stacy Blomquist is a 
Jji6•0J~tcat Science Technician at the Southern Research Station in 
Pineville.) 
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