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Everything has its season in the Refuge.  Late May and early June is Deer Fly 
season.  Locally they call them Yellow Flies or May Flies.  They are similar to 
Horse Flies, but smaller - and much more annoying and persistent.  Almost as 
annoying and persistent as advertising.  But not quite.  Deer Flies eventually go 
away.  Advertising doesn't. 
 
Deer Flies breed in wetlands, so the Refuge is a perfect habitat.  They are most 
abundant in the woods and swamp, but range across the open marsh, up into the 
dunes and out onto the beach.  Basically, they are everywhere.  And they are 
relentless.  You can't shoo them away or escape their onslaught.  Again, just like 
advertising. 
 
The Swatters Ball or The Dance of the Deer Flies 
 
A family of five pulls into the parking lot.  They pile out of the car - Mom, Dad, 
kids, water bottles, backpacks, cameras - ready to enjoy a pleasant little hike in 
the Refuge.  It's a warm day; humid, with temperatures in the upper 90's.  
Everyone is appropriately outfitted in shorts, t-shirts and excited smiles.  They 
head toward the trail along the edge of the bay.  I glance at my watch.  Two 
minutes.  I'll give them two minutes before they are high-tailing it back to the car. 
 
Moments later, and barely 50 feet down the trail, the first hand swats the air.  
Then another hand.  And another.  Instantly 10 hands are flailing and swatting the 
air around their heads, as they duck, twist, bend and dance.  Swat, swat, swat, 
Duck, twist, bend.  Flail, flail, flail.  Wave, wave, wave.  Duck, twist, bend.  Swat, 
swat, swat.   
 
It is difficult to accurately describe all the flailing and hand waving.  My good 
friend Ray says it reminds him of five drunken Italians trying to explain basketball 
to an imaginary giraffe on the Ponte Vecchio.   
 
An imaginary and very deaf giraffe, judging by the extraordinary amount of wild 
and passionate gesturing.    
 
And please... no offense to our Italian friends.  I'm from New Jersey and grew up 
with my good buddies Frank, Tony and Vinnie. (Sinatra, Soprano and 'My 
Cousin', from Brooklyn.)   
 
I asked Ray, "Why five Italians.  Why not five Frenchmen?" 
 
"Mon ami," he replied, "it could not possibly have been five Frenchmen.  First of 
all, they would have sautéed the giraffe, imaginary or not, in a delicate herb, garlic 
and oil infusion, and served it up with a vintage Château Latour.  Second, the 
French know absolutely nothing about basketball.  Remember the gold medal 
game between the U.S. and Russia in the 1972 Olympics, when the French 
chairman of the IOC masqueraded as a referee and sportsman?" 

Deer Fly Season 
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Thanks Ray.  I'm sure that will win me points with the international community. 
 
Back to our family of dancers... swatting and waving and gesturing like Ray's 
Italian friends.  
 
Mother and daughter are the first to surrender.  They run, yelling and swatting, 
back toward the safety of the car.  Deer Flies swarm them every step of the way.   
 
Dad and the boys tough it out a little longer, but not by much.  They also turn 
back - at a more moderate, manlier pace.  At first.  Seconds later they are racing 
back to the parking lot at full throttle.   
 
Meanwhile, Mom is at the car swatting at her head and screaming to her 
husband, "Unlock the car!  Unlock the car!  Use the remote!"  I thought she would 
rip the handle off the door.   
 
I watched this same scenario play out countless times that afternoon.  It didn't 
matter who you were or where you were from.  The young couple, perhaps in 
their early twenties.  Perhaps on their first date.  She in her bikini top.  He in his 
shorts - and shirtless.  They were gone in under a minute - before I could even 
place a bet on how long they would last.   
 
Young. Old.  Big and small.  Plain and peanut.  Rich and poor.  Geek and Chic.  
White collar, blue collar, gold collar or no collar.  Everyone was going to dance 
this day.  The Deer Flies were the great equalizers.  And absolutely merciless.  
There was no such thing as grace or dignity.  This was not Dancing with the 
Stars.  This was Flailing with the Flies. 
 
Historical revelation:  Native American Indians didn't dance in circles bending and 
whooping and waving their arms to celebrate a great victory or a successful hunt.  
They were swatting away Deer Flies.  Plain and simple.  
  
Again, I apologize to our Native American friends.  I too have danced the dance 
of the Deer Fly - whooped and hollered and swatted and flailed.  And yes, there is 
no way to be graceful about it, or to maintain one's dignity.   
 
Fortunately for me though, I have no grace or dignity.  Fortunately for me too - I 
carry an emergency sweatshirt in my back pack.   Perhaps it can afford some 
protection from the onslaught. 
 
Ninety-eight degrees.  Ninety percent humidity.  The sun beating down like a 
celestial steel furnace.  A heat index of around a thousand and I'm wearing a 
sweatshirt with the hood pulled up to protect myself.  Ahhh... toasty.   
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The Refuge posts warnings about poison ivy, ticks and poisonous snakes.  
Perhaps there should be a Deer Fly warning for the unsuspecting, unprepared 
visitor.  Maybe something similar to the maritime flag system for storms.    
One Yellow Flag indicates a Deer Fly watch: be prepared to swat. 
One Red Flag signals a Deer Fly warning: The swatting has begun.  
Two Red Flags: Exit vehicle at your own risk.  
 
Or maybe we could enlist the National Weather Service. 
Beeeep.       Beeeep.       Beeeep.   
"We interrupt this program to bring you an important message from the National 
Weather Service.  A Deer Fly warning has been issued for coastal areas of 
Southeastern Virginia and Northeastern North Carolina.  If you are in the affected 
area we recommend you grab a fly swatter, fill the bathtub with pesticide and take 
shelter immediately."   
 
I should point out that the Ranger at the Refuge entrance does alert arriving 
guests to the Deer Fly situation by stating simply: "the flies are out".      
 

Deer Fly Research 
 
I did a little internet research on Deer Flies.   
 
Deer Flies typically hide in the woods or shrubs on the edge of a field, or by the 
side of a road or a path, and wait for a potential food source to wander by.  Then 
they attack and make a small incision (ouch), rather than an actual bite, to get at 
the victim's blood.  Deer Flies, like mosquitoes, can transmit disease.  And like 
mosquitoes, it's the female Deer Fly that attacks and draws blood from its victim.  
(Gentlemen, let that be a lesson and a warning to us all.) 
 
Unlike mosquitoes, Deer Flies do not hunt at night.  Which may be why Deer 
mostly come out at night.  Smart. 
 
In coastal Virginia, Deer Fly season usually runs from mid-May through early 
June.  In other parts of the country certain Deer Fly species thrive and feast all 
summer long.  
 
There are many scientific studies of the Deer Fly because of its potentially 
harmful impact on livestock.  Researchers have found that the Deer Fly is 
attracted to the highest point of moving object - like a person's head.  The Flies 
also prefer dark colors.  Studies have shown that a dark navy blue is the feeding 
female's favorite shade.  (With matching handbag and shoes, of course.)  
 
It was interesting to learn that Deer Flies attack dark moving objects.  My car is 
silver.  The exterior side mirrors are black.  Many times I've driven into or out of 
the Refuge with Deer Flies swarming and clinging to the mirrors. 
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Protection 
 
As for protection, I guess you could slather yourself with an industrial strength 
pesticide or insect repellent - although I certainly would not recommend it.  And 
there seems to be some question if these products actually provide effective 
protection against the Deer Fly.   
 
The most popular method of dealing with Deer Flies, besides swatting and 
running, or staying indoors, seems to be traps.  Sticky traps.  Hunting and 
sporting goods suppliers offer a commercial version of the Deer Fly sticky trap on 
the internet.  It is basically a strip of tape about five inches long and two inches 
wide.  The business side of the tape is covered with a super sticky substance like 
Tanglefoot.  You stick the other side to the back of your jacket, or your hat, or 
your head.  As the Deer Flies attack, they get stuck in the Tanglefoot.  The trap 
may not catch all the Deer Flies that are swarming around your head, but it 
apparently captures enough of them to make sharing their habitat bearable.  At 
the end of the day, you peel off the tape and throw it away.   
 
There are also recipes and instructions on the internet for making your own Deer 
Fly traps.  Complete with pictures, videos and narration.  
   
One method is to use duct tape.   
 
Ah, yes.  Duct tape.  Mankind's greatest invention.  Or maybe I should place it 
fourth on the all-time list of great inventions - right after Beer, Fire and the Wheel.  
OK, maybe fifth - if we put disposable diapers in the fourth position.  I guess air-
conditioning and Nascar should also be on that list.  Wouldn't it be fun to create a 
top 25 list of mankind's most important achievements?  Somebody has done that 
already, right? 
 
Back to the Deer Fly Duct Tape Trap instructions.   
 
Coat the back of the Duct Tape with Tanglefoot or any other equally gooey, 
sticky, disgusting substance - like a mixture of vaseline and roofing tar, or the 
greenish-brown, organic bean, broccoli and cactus concoction my wife served for 
dinner the other night.   
 
"Wow, Dear!  This tastes great.  Mmmm, good.  I think I'll take the leftovers to the 
office tomorrow and share them with the guys for lunch."  Yeah, right. 
 
I filled a couple of old buckets with the leftovers and used them to patch the 
driveway.  The stuff dries harder - and lasts longer - than concrete.  And I figure 
since it's vegetarian, it must be environmentally friendly. 
 
Author's Note: Just kidding.  I would never patch a driveway with my wife's 
vegetarian leftovers. 
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Another clever Deer Fly solution came from a farmer in Florida.  His head was 
the perfect Deer Fly target as he plowed the fields on a slow moving tractor.   
 
He went to Wal-Mart and bought a large, inexpensive plastic salad bowl.  A dark, 
navy blue salad bowl because he read that dark navy blue was the Deer Fly's 
favorite color.  (He did not purchase a matching handbag or shoes.) 
  
The farmer drilled some holes along the rim of the bowl, attached the webbing 
and chin strap from an old hard hat, coated the outside of the bowl with 
Tanglefoot - and put it on his head.  He said that, while it may not have been the 
most fashionable chapeau attire, it allowed him to work his fields in relative 
comfort.  He included photos of his salad bowl helmet - covered with Deer Flies. 
 
Isn't it amazing what you can find on the internet?  And isn't it amazing what 
people will come up with to solve a problem? 
 
So, if you visit the Refuge in early June and run into a photographer wearing a 
dark, navy blue salad bowl on his head, with matching navy blue hand bag and 
shoes - all coated with Tanglefoot and covered with Deer Flies - that would be 
me.  Notice I specified the navy blue salad bowl.  I wouldn't want to be confused 
with any of the weird folks in the Refuge - the ones with the green, red or yellow 
salad bowls on their heads.  Or the guy in the stainless steel colander.  With 
matching shoes and handbag.  

 
Where are the Pictures? 
 
Can you believe it?  I went through the entire Deer Fly season and never 
bothered to take a picture of one.   
 
My camera is black and attracts Deer Flies like the mirrors on my car.  
Sometimes after I took a picture, I'd have five or six Deer Flies clinging to the 
camera.  Not to mention the Deer Flies on my face, my arms, the back of my 
neck, or the dozens of dead and dying Deer Flies that littered the ground around 
me.  Deer Flies are quick, but a little slower than regular flies, so it is possible to 
kill them with a well executed swat. 
  
I'll try to get some pictures next year, even if it means painting my head a dark 
shade of navy blue and taking a self-portrait.  
 

A Possible Upside to Deer Fly Season 
 
To put a positive spin on Deer Fly season, it is probably the perfect opportunity 
for the Refuge to offer a series of Corporate Training Workshops or Couples 
Retreats.  Programs that would promote initiative, teamwork, effective 
communications and problem solving skills when dealing with adversity in 
business or in life.  
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At the welcoming brunch in the air-conditioned conference room at the Visitor 
Center, teams or couples would be given a list of simple tasks to perform at various 
locations throughout the Refuge.  Then they would be set loose.  There would be no 
mention of the 130 degree heat index or the Deer Flies.   
 
Participants who successfully completed the course would receive a pat on the 
back, an official-looking certificate suitable for framing and complimentary Deer Fly 
tattoos at Maggie and Ray's Tropical Pub, Tattoo Parlor and Organic Bait Shack.  
 
Just think of it - Brunch, Training Program and Tattoos for the low, low price of  
$800* per person.  It would be a revenue bonanza for the Refuge.  They could 
finally afford to purchase a new porta-potty.  Heck, I'd even settle for a gently used, 
refurbished model.  Preferably with a seat.  And a door.  (Actually the Refuge does 
an excellent job of maintaining the porta-potty.  Too bad the same can't be said for 
some of the people who use it.) 
 
*$800 plus applicable state and local taxes, medical treatment and / or funeral expenses.   
Processing and handling fees not included. 

 
Gosh, if they brought in a television crew and a couple of wild ladies from the Jersey 
shore, the Refuge could have a hit reality show on their hands. 
 
Of course, some folks might recognize the therapeutic potential of Deer Fly season 
without the need to spend $800 on brunch, and develop a life-enhancing, 
educational Deer Fly program of their own.  Hopefully this would be a bipartisan 
endeavor, with both parties contributing equally to the experience.  Then again, one 
party might take it upon themselves to act unilaterally... 
 
The screen goes blank for a moment, then slowly fades into the following scene: 
 
A man and woman stand side by side observing the wildlife in Turtle Pond.  The 
woman takes a step back and - WHAP! - hits the man upside the head. 
The man turns to the woman.  "What did you do that for?" 
"There was a deer fly on your head," she replies calmly. 
"Oh, OK. Thank you." 
A minute or so passes.  Then WHAP! 
"Hey, what the... " he begins. 
"Another deer fly, Honey." 
"OK, thanks again." 
 
A few seconds later and WHAP! - she smacks him upside the head again. 
"I suppose you're going to tell me there was another deer fly." 
"Yes.  There was." 
"Then where's the body???"  
"It must have fallen into the water." 
 
They walk up the trail. 
WHAP! 
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Before the man can speak: "Oops. Sorry, Honey. I missed."  Then under her breath, 
"like you missed the vegetarian dinner party I planned the other night."  
"Huh? Did you say something?"  
"No, it's nothing, Honey.  Hold still, I think there's another deer fly on your head." 
WHAP! 
 
Later in the car on the way home... 
 
The man turns to the woman.  "You seem very relaxed and content." 
"Yes, I am actually."  Sigh. Smile. 
"Did you enjoy hiking in the Refuge today?" 
"Yes. It was very... therapeutic.  So quiet and peaceful and stress relieving.  And 
there weren't a lot of other people." 
"Well, it is February.  Not many people visit the Refuge in February.  But there sure 
were a lot of deer flies.  Isn't it kind of early in the season for deer flies?" 
"I'm not sure, Honey.  Do you know anything about deer flies? 
"No, not really." 
"Good." 
"Good?" 
"Yes, good thing I had your back."  Smile.  "The deer flies didn't seem to bother me at 
all, but they were all over you.  They must be attracted to your manly swagger."  
Smile, again.  
"Well, thank you.  And thank you for not signing us up for one of those silly couple's 
workshops they have in the spring."  Realizing his mistake, the man backtracks 
quickly.  "Not that couple's retreats are silly - it's just that you and I don't need that 
sort of thing." 
"Of course not, Honey." The woman smiles serenely. 
 
The man looks to his left to check the traffic. 
WHAP! 
"What was that?  Another deer fly?" 
"Yes, Honey.  It must have followed you into the car." 
"Did you get it? 
"I'm not sure. I'll keep an eye on you just in case." 
The man rubs his aching noggin.  
"Does your head hurt?" 
"Just a bit.  And I'm having a little trouble hearing out of my right ear." 
"I'm sorry.  Guess I missed a lot of those darn flies."  Then, under her breath, "Next 
time I'll bring a frying pan to swat them." 
"Huh?" 
"I said, next time I'll bring a fly swatter." 
"Good idea." 
Under her breath again, "Yeah, a fifteen inch cast iron fly swatter." 
"Huh?" The man isn't sure what she said.  He asks, "Would you like to go out to the 
Refuge again next week?"  
"Yes, that would be wonderful, Honey.  But you never know, there could be twice as 
many deer flies." 
"Jeez, how could there be twice as many?"  The man scratches his head.   
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"Oh, there are a lot of factors.  Whether factors mostly." 
"Weather.  Yeah, that makes sense."  The man nods in agreement and rubs his 
ear.   
Under her breath, "Yeah, 'whether' factors.  Like 'whether' you remember our 
anniversary on Tuesday.  And 'whether' you patch that hole in the driveway."  
The man sort of catches the last part.  "The weather was fine.  I patched the 
driveway yesterday." 
"Oh?  What did you patch it with?"  
A long pause from the man.    
"I noticed there weren't any of my vegetarian leftovers in the refrigerator." 
Another long pause from the man.  
"Did you take them to your friends at the office?"   
A very long pause from the man.  Too long. 
WHAP! 
 
Later that spring the man receives a surprise gift from his wife.  A shirt, a hat and 
a backpack.  The accompanying note reads:  To the best dressed hiker in the 
refuge.  Thank you for patching the driveway.  From, Your Loving Wife.   
 
The shirt, hat and backpack are all a lovely shade of blue.  A very dark navy blue.  
 
I'm wearing them now.  
 
 


