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GROWING UP TO BECOME A WETLAND ECOLOGIST: CHANCE, CHOICE, OR DESTINY?
Paul Keddy, Ph.D., FSWS, MSM, www.drpaulkeddy.com

He told of his adventures as he had never yet recalled them. He now, as it were, saw a new meaning in all that he
had gone through. Leo Tolstoy, War and Peace

Doug Wilcox has asked each of us something deeply personal. To explain how and why we became
wetland ecologists, we have to be willing to write about topics that normally do not appear in our published work
-- to explore how chance, choice, and destiny influence our lives. -

Early life influences

My earliest memories are from post-war France, where I lived in a trailer park on Royal Canadian Air
Force base Grostenquin. Then we moved to Edmonton, Alberta. Those of you who own my book The World’s
Largest Wetlands (Fraser and Keddy 2005) will see that this city lies south of the vast Mackenzie Valley peatland.
We lived in a new subdivision that had been bulldozed into a peatland. I could walk to a wetland to catch frogs.

In grade 1, I was tested and found to be rather clever, which created a dilemma—a dilemma being a choice
with no positive option. I was gravely informed of these options: complete two grades each year or stay with my
class. If I did two grades a year, I would be robbed of a normal social life. However, if I stayed with my class, I
would be bored and likely become a trouble maker. So, I chose the first option. Hence, at a young age, I was taken
out of my social milieu and taught to focus on a separate path.

Life in Manitoba: early scientific lessons

Dad was next transferred to Manitoba (to the Aspen Parkland Ecoregion, although, alas, there was no one
to tell me so). The USA feared a bomber or missile attack from the Soviet Union over the north pole, and air bases
such as the one in Portage La Prairie provided part of the protective network. I recall walking home under the
clear blue prairie sky at minus 20 C, wondering if a missile track would signal the end of my world.

I was eight. During school recess, I could look down into the basement window wells at salamanders,
each one staring out of its own burrow (these were probably barred tiger salamanders). My parents thought it
remarkable that I could see painted turtles sitting on logs when our car was driving along a prairie highway. Dad
built me a set of cages, and I caught and kept different kinds of frogs. Alas, there was no one to give me a book
on herpetology, or ecology, perhaps making me little more than a zookeeper.

On another occasion, I caught field mice. I thereby learned an important lesson on carrying capacity: if
there are too many mice in one cage, they eat one another. That is po minor lesson, since many current politicians
believe that we can take refugees into our cities by the millions without negative consequencesand that we can
allow the Earth’s population to keep growing exponentially. Actually, there are limits how many animals can be
confined within a given space.

The social situation was difficult. A map of bully density in North America might have a special region
delineated just for Portage La Prairie. I wish to make it clear that I was not a sissy, as my father feared. Rather, I
disliked fighting and thought that you should not get into a fight unless you have at least a chance of winning. I
keep forgetting this lesson. For example, when 1 was a graduate student at Dalhousie University (ca. 1974), I led
a campaign to stop the Wreck Cove Hydroelectric Project. This was going to flood a beautiful peatland in the
southern part of Cape Breton Highlands National Park. I put a lot of time into this unsuccessful battle. Sometimes
you have to do it anyway.

In grade 7, I read how some Canadians were going onto the ice floes and clubbing baby seals to death
(more or less, sometimes less) before skinning them. That seemed like a bad thing. I boldly collected signatures
on a petition, asking the federal government to stop the seal hunt. Yes, I thought that a petition or two might
actually change history. I now know that it often takes rather more. John Muir succeeded in protecting
Yellowstone but not Hetch Hetchy Valley, which was flooded to provide water for San Francisco ca. 1913. Canada
still has the seal hunt.

I learned another important science lesson in Portage La Prairie, one that could save wetland ecologists a
lot of time, and government agencies considerable money. The lesson came from a truck stop along the
TransCanada highway near our house. First, the story, then the lesson. One Saturday morning, two of us took a
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History of Wetland Science: A Perspective from Wetland Leaders

He quit. He wrote the university president to say that he had served in the American military and had been to
Vietnam, but he had never been treated with the disrespect he experienced from her.

My graduate research dealt with the population biology of sand dune plants, mostly Cakile edentula.
However, all the while, I was influenced by external forces -- messages from reality, if you wish. Two examples:
Pickup trucks were tearing up the dunes, reminding me of the world beyond pure science. On weekends Cathy
and I discovered the floristically diverse lakes and rivers in southwestern Nova Scotia. There were enormous
numbers of species, nicely sorted by gradients of water depth and wave exposure. It was obvious that wetlands
were more important than single species of sand dune plants.

Later, I returned to study these ‘coastal plain’ wetlands. Some of the areas I documented are now protected
(e.g., the Wilson’s Lake Conservation Lands). Some of the individual species I documented are now on our
endangered species lists (e.g. Sabatia kennedyana, Coreopsis rosea).

So, by 1978, age 25, I had made a conscious decision to focus on wetlands. Apparently Doug’s question
has been answered. Actually, becoming a wetland ecologist is a long-term proposition. I will next explain how I
became a professor of wetland ecology and then an independent scholar living in the forest.

Development and metamorphosis

My first position as a professor was at the University of Guelph. There, I taught a huge introductory
"botany course and thereby learned a good deal about gametophytes, life cycles, and plant anatomy. My research
was mostly carried out several hours north in Muskoka (e.g., Axe Lake, Matchedash Lake) or in Nova Scotia (e.g.,
Gilfillan Lake, Wilsons Lake). Our campus had an annoying religious cult, devotees of Dow Chemical, whose
mantra was ‘spray and pray.’ They regularly ranted about Rachel Carson, even though she was already dead. This
did not seem to bother other faculty, but the attitude disgusted me. It was also difficult to go camping on weekends,
as the landscape was mostly cornfields and urban sprawl.

Consequently, in 1978 we moved to the University of Ottawa. Many of my wetland papers date from the
Ottawa era. Cathy and I had already bought 100 acres of forest and wetland nearby, including a large heronry.
Over time, we bought considerably more adjoining acreage, nearly a square mile. I live there now.

Iliness strikes

The situation in Ottawa seemed bright: I was a full professor, with significant grant support, working in a
nationally respected university, teaching ecology, and publishing many papers a year. However, everything
changed when 1 became seriously ill in the late 1980s. Eventually, I spent nearly a year in bed—with doctors
puzzled and all tests coming back negative. I was losing consciousness and mobility. Some days, I could only
craw] around the house. Often, I slept on the floor beside the second floor toilet for reasons I don’t wish to describe.
Severe headaches and nausea would last for days on end. Other days were better, so I would clean up and visit the
campus to see my students. Alas, my chairman and my dean were both of the opinion that I was just a malingerer.
They believed it was their assigned duty to set me straight, even if it meant moving my classrooms to distant
buildings across winter snow drifts or refusing a well-earned sabbatical. People can be cruel.

After nearly two years on antibiotics, there was only partial recovery. In those bleak days, I began writing
Wetland Ecology, a few sentences each day, in bed. It seemed necessary to go forward somehow. Still, there were
choices to make. Here are three: 1 sued my insurance company, completed Werland Ecology, and decided to leave
the University of Ottawa. However, these choices were in a sense choiceless. A choiceless choice is one where it
may appear you have many options, but only one is bearable.

Ok, so what about this illness? A plausible explanation was offered by a medical microbiologist:
somewhere over many years of wading in wetlands with insect bites and cuts and scratches, a species of free-
living bacterium or amoeba had entered my central nervous system and started eating. There are no reliable tests
for such microorganisms. The cause might go all the way back to high school and my days on the river. Carleton
Place, just upstream, had no sewage treatment plant then, so who knows what lurked in that water?

From the jamboree to the president’s office

In 1999, I took the leap to an endowed chair in the United States, where, I was assured, I would not be
judged by the hours I spent in the office nor by the time spent drinking coffee with colleagues, but simply by my
scientific output. This offered a rare and inspiring opportunity to make a positive difference in the lives of students
and in the future of coastal wetlands. I arrived full of enthusiasm. We were in a poor region (Tangipahoa Parish,
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