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LaVerne L[eRoy]. Pechuman, or Verne to nearly everyone who knew him, Professor Emeritus of Entomology and 

an international authority on the taxonomy of the blood-sucking flies of the family Tabanidae, died Monday, 

March 30, 1992, at Strong Memorial Hospital, Rochester, New York, after a short battle with cancer. He was 78 

years old, and had continued to be active in his research until about three weeks before his death.

He was born October 18, 1913, in Lockport, New York, the son of Henry J. and Anna Brege Pechuman. He attended 

the Lockport public schools, and graduated from Lockport High School in 1930. After one year of post-graduate 

work, he matriculated at Cornell University, and graduated in 1935 with a bachelor’s degree in Entomology. In July 

1935, he was appointed an Assistant in Entomology for the Dutch elm disease investigation being conducted jointly 

by the Departments of Entomology and Plant Pathology. He was admitted to the Graduate School at Cornell in 

September 1935. During the initial course of work on the Dutch elm disease, it was thought advisable to, conduct a 

comprehensive survey of the various insects found associated with elm, and with special reference to their potential 

to transmit the causative organism of Dutch elm disease. Verne carried out these early biological investigations, first 

begun in 1934 by Drs. Philip A. Readio and Henry Dietrich, under the aforementioned professors’ direction and 

later that of Dr. D.L. Collins. Pechuman’s work culminated in a thesis entitled “Preliminary account of the insects 

found in the bark and wood of the American elm (Ulmus americana L.),” and in February 1937 he successfully 

completed requirements for a master’s degree in Entomology. Verne’s doctorate work was a continuation of his 

research on the Dutch elm disease, again under the able direction of Dr. Readio. A thesis entitled “The insects 

found in the bark and wood of the American elm (Ulmus americana L.)” was submitted to the Faculty of the 

Graduate School of Cornell for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in June 1939.

Upon the completion of Verne’s doctorate, he gained employment with the Ortho Division of the Chevron Chemical 

Company (formerly California Chemical Co.). Beginning as a field representative (1939-45) in the company, he 

rose through the ranks, first from a Branch Manager (1945-47), to a District Manager (1947-61), and finally to a 

Senior Research Scientist (1961-62). After nearly 25 years of dedicated service to Chevron Chemical Company, he 

returned to academia and Cornell University, joining the Entomology Faculty in 1962 as an Associate Professor 

and curator of the world famous insect collection. He was named Full Professor in 1972. Soon after his retirement 

in 1982, he was awarded the title of Professor Emeritus.
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Among his academic peers and colleagues, Verne Pechuman will be best remembered as a world authority on the 

systematics, biology, and distribution of horse flies and deer flies (Tabanidae). During his 20 years as curator of the 

Cornell University Insect Collection, he is credited with amassing a collection of well in excess of 40,000 tabanid 

specimens, the largest and most geographically diverse assemblage of world Tabanidae in a North American 

university collection.

In the early 1970s, while collaborating with Dr. Mathias J. Kemen, Jr., a Cornell veterinarian, on the annoying 

biting and blood-sucking habits of horse and deer flies, and, in an attempt to answer the plight of New York 

dairymen and horse owners, Verne designed a mechanical trap (a prototype of which he used previously to make 

general collections of tabanids) to capture and significantly reduce the number of flies in a given area. It is a 

known fact that dairy cattle attacked by these biting flies often show a significant drop in milk production, and 

in horses these flies can be vectors of a debilitating viral disease known as equine infectious anemia. His broad-

based knowledge of tabanid biology and especially of some of the behavior traits of these flies was the basis for the 

efficacy of this mechanical trap. Tabanid flies, which are attracted by dark, moving objects, are lured to the trap by 

a swinging, shiny, black ball, and a carbon dioxide supply (dry ice), which fools the flies into thinking there are live 

animals about (anthropomorphically speaking!). Once inside the trap, the flies move upward towards light and are 

captured and killed by an insecticide in the trap head. This trap design is still in use today.

Although his primary taxonomic and biological work focused principally on the horse and deer flies, other 

interests of his included following the emergence of the various broods of the periodical cicada (the 17-year locust) 

in the eastern United States, a fascination with the effect of Pleistocene glaciation on several groups of insects, and 

yearnings in the history and pre-history of Upstate New York, local native American history, archaeology, and 

botany.

Verne loved the out-of-doors, and on many occasions he seized the opportunity to go collecting, usually to his 

favorite bogs around central New York to find his pesky horse and deer flies. He also had an admiration for plants, 

for which he knew many, if not most, of the local native and cultivated species. He had a special fondness for 

trilliums, however; so much so that he authored two articles in the early 1960s: ‘Trilliums of Western New York,” 

and “Trillium Variations in Western New York.” He also exchanged Trillium specimens with botanists in Japan, 

which are still known to be growing in his native Lockport, and donated a Trillium collection to the Cornell 

Plantations.
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Perhaps one of Verne’s rarest tributes was his welcome as a guest at Tonawanda and Tuscarora Indian ceremonies. 

As well he was an adopted member of the Tonawanda Band (Hawk Clan) of the Seneca Indians. Through the 

years, Verne was always deeply concerned about the welfare of the native Americans. On his many travels about 

New York State, he was known occasionally to detour to an Indian reservation to speak to and share times with 

his “adopted” brethren. In 1961, as a Director and Editor of The Niagara County Historical Society, Verne wrote an 

introduction to one of the early writings of David Cusick, a Tuscarora Indian: “Ancient History of the Six Nations,” 

which was reprinted by the Society. In Verne’s closing statement in this introduction, he wrote, “It is hoped that by 

reprinting this work of a Tuscarora Indian, it will be more readily available not only to students of anthropology 

but to anyone interested in a peculiar bit of Americana.”

His numerous professional affiliations included the American Association for the Advancement of Science 

(AAAS), Entomological Society of America, Entomological Society of Ontario, American Entomological Society, 

New York Entomological Society, American Mosquito Control Association, Sociedade Brasileira de Entomologia, 

Buffalo Society of Natural Sciences, New York State Archaeological Association, and the Society for Pennsylvania 

Archaeology. As an active advocate for habitat preservation locally and globally, he belonged to The Nature 

Conservancy, Nature Sanctuary Society of Western New York, Bergen Swamp Preservation Society, and the 

Wilderness Society. He held advisory positions in many of these associations. Among his honors he was a member 

of Sigma Xi, appointed a fellow of AAAS in 1964 and a fellow of the Rochester Museum of Arts and Sciences 

in 1965, and listed in the American Men of Science. In 1960 he was made an honorary member of the Rochester 

Academy of Science, and also in that same year received a citation as “distinguished scientist” from the University 

of Buffalo.

Verne was author and coauthor of nearly 100 scientific papers and monographs. He described 22 species (and 

subspecies) of horse and deer flies from around the globe as new to science. Reflecting the respect that other 

entomologists had for his work, Verne had 26 species named after him as of 1986, mostly flies, but also including 

an aphid, a dragonfly, a stonefly, several wasps and hymenopteran parasitoids, and a protozoan.

He is survived by a sister and brother-in-law, Dorothy and Benjamin Neal of San Jose, California; daughters and 

sons-in-law, Patricia and William Ferris of Bergen, New York, and Jean and James Mclntyre of Waterville, Maine; 

grandchildren William and Michael Ferris; and one niece and several cousins. His wife of 52 years, Berta, preceded 

him in death on December 3, 1991. Following a memorial service held in Ithaca, New York, he was buried in the 

family plot (Cold Springs Cemetery) in Lockport, New York on April 4, 1992.
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Professor Pechuman has left an enduring mark on the systematics of the Tabanidae to which he did much to 

fashion. As well he leaves behind a legacy of scholarship and dedicated service to Cornell University that includes 

not only his own publications but, also, his large collection of tabanid flies. The lives of his long-time colleagues 

and students are much richer today for having known and worked with him. We will remember him with fondness 

and great respect, and for his generosity of time, dash of good humor, and as an enthusiastic conversationalist and 

delightful companion. He will be dearly missed by his colleagues in the profession and by his many other friends.

Carolyn Klass, James K. Liebherr, E. Richard Hoebeke
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