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Abstract: In his three 2015 interviews with Troy Reeves, Phil Pellitteri spoke of his years growing up in Madison, attending school at UW-Madison, and working for the Entomology Department’s diagnostic lab. He spoke of the time period of the 1960s through the 2010s and on the following topics: Madison, UW-Madison Entomology Program, UW Extension, the Vietnam Era on campus, media requests regarding insects, academic staff governance, and how technology changed his and the lab’s work. This interview was conducted for inclusion into the UW-Madison Oral History Program.
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First Interview Session (February 12, 2015): Digital File

Time	Keywords
00:00:00	Start of Interview/Interviewer’s Introduction

00:00:38	Question: Growing up in Madison, did he come to campus before going to school there? Answer: Phil Pellitteri (PP) noted that he rarely came to campus, but he would go to bars on State Street and attend Badger football games. 

00:03:01	Question: 1970 Sterling Hall Bombing? Answer: He heard the bomb that morning from his parent’s house. He drove by it afterwards because he drove a garbage truck for his family’s business that summer. He and his father didn’t discuss politics (i.e. Vietnam), but they both knew this event was a “game changer.” 

00:04:41	Question: Why go to UW-Madison? Answer: PP was the first in his immediate family to attend UW. While he was not a serious student in high school and his ACT scores were not great, he wanted to attend UW and was accepted. His summer job earned him enough money for tuition, and his interest in wildlife biology made UW a good fit. When asked, he talked about his interest in wildlife biology and the outdoors in general.

00:07:40	Question: Wildlife biology as his first major? Answer: PP took the introductory course in wildlife biology and stuck with it, even though the professor informed the class that most of them were unlikely to land a job in wildlife biology, statistically speaking. He “blossomed” his second semester, in terms of this study habits and GPA. PP switched his major to Biochemistry and started leaning toward premed. He noted that his increased GPA and study habits stemmed from learning and implementing Transcendental Meditation.

00:10:24	Question: Transcendental Meditation (TM)? Answer: PP spoke more about TM, including how he found out about it and why he pursued and applied it.

00:13:05	Question: Housing while at UW-Madison? Answer: PP lived at home until his junior year. Then he moved in with friends on Williamson (Willy) Street. He noted that at this time, he dropped down to part-time; he wanted to take a step back and decide what he wanted to do. He took three classes, including one in Entomology. That class started his passion for the science and made him want to major in it. 

00:15:55	Question: Notable undergraduate classes? Answer: PP began discussing why he loved Entomology. Then he focused on other classes he took, as well as professors who were important to him. He listed several: John Robinson’s Organic Evolution class; William Burns’ Comparative Vertebrate Anatomy class; also professors John Thomson and Hugh Iltis in Botany. He concluded with two notes; the campus boasts a myriad of incredible instructors. When asked, he will tell students to sample different classes and professors. He felt society does a disservice to high school students by nudging them to college right after high school.

00:23:42	Question: Cohorts/friends? Answer: PP made friends through his academic major, his interest in music, and some from high school. Through Entomology, he became friends with graduate students, too. When asked, PP talked about his musical instrument of choice, the guitar, and his bandmates. 

00:27:32	Question: Campus spaces (to study)? Answer: He studied mostly at Steenbock Memorial Library. PP commented that majoring in the College of Agriculture required him to get to know faculty. When asked about pre-computer registration, PP started with the saying that “if you survive registration, you deserve a degree!” He explained how time-consuming and frustration registration could be. 

00:32:03	Question: Why graduate school? Answer: As he worked towards his undergraduate degree, he thought about what to do next, including applying to medical school. In one of his Entomology classes that focused on public presentations, PP was asked by the class instructor to matriculate to graduate school and work for him as an RA. PP worked with that professor (Mallory Bush) in his graduate studies. He noted that remaining at UW made him feel “grounded.” As he earned his master’s degree, the question returned: what to do next? He worked as an independent contractor while looking for a permanent job. His wife had gainful employment in Madison, so that factored into his job search too. 

00:36:03	[No question.] PP attended and helped out with logistics at an Entomology meeting in Madison (the March after he graduated). He left disheartened, wondering if he should return to his father’s garbage disposal business. Soon after that meeting, Charles “Chuck” Koval from UW-Extension told him about a job. He applied and did not get it, but Koval offered him a summer job, running a newly created lab. That job became his permanent job for the next 36 years. 

00:38:24	Question: Memories of the 1st summer? Answer: He called it a “great summer” and explained why. While Extension staff worked in the field, PP assumed a variety of tasks in the lab, including day-to-day operations. Koval hoped that if the lab took care of its clientele, it would become a permanent, year-around operation. PP enjoyed working with Koval, considering him a mentor. When asked more about the specifics of that summer, he recalled “running around a lot.” Also, he realized quickly that he needed a broader knowledge base, so he took a few course in horticulture. 

00:43:16	Question: Late 1970s, married? And where did you live? Answer: PP noted that his lab job began in May 1978; he married the December before that. He told a story about how he needed to take a final exam the day after the wedding ceremony. PP tried to convince the professor to let him take it early. The professor agreed, but grilled PP for two hours the day before his wedding. He found out later that the professor took pleasure in that exam, but he would have passed PP anyway. When asked about their first living arrangement, he spoke of the “interesting” apartment complex they resided in on Madison’s south side. 

00:47:17	Question: Campus/Madison “hang out” spaces? Answer: He reminded the interviewer about the 18-year-old drinking age, which led to long lines at some bars. He mentioned three (the KK, the Pub, and the Ambergrid). He also noted one bar (Brat & Brau) where he would play music, primarily for beers. He never hung out much at the Terrace, but during the school year, he would spend time inside the Memorial Union, playing pinball. 

00:50:18	Question: Father’s attitude toward career path? Answer: His dad wanted him to take over the family’s garbage removal business, but PP never intended to do so. He said that his relationship with his father, while strained at times, ended up okay, primarily because PP’s job put his name in the media, and his dad took pride in that. 

00:52:28	Question: Final thoughts? Answer: He wanted to conclude about coming of age during the Vietnam War and how that affected him. He also spoke of his father’s attitude towards the war, and the strained relationship during and just after Vietnam between the Entomology faculty and students over the War. After the fact, he discovered that campus administration always thought the Entomology Program stood high on the list of possible terrorist targets, because of the program’s stance on chemicals. 

00:56:55	End of First Interview Session

Second Interview Session (February 24, 2015): Digital File

Time	Keywords
00:00:00	Start of Interview/Interviewer’s Introduction

00:00:46	Question: Full-time job at lab? Answer: Phil Pellitteri (PP) reminded the interviewer that it took a few years to get full funding for the lab, as it took him years to move from soft money to hard dollars. PP noted that early on he kept looking elsewhere for more stable funding, although everyone in charge always showed their support and tried to finding permanent funding for him. When he finally received a 100% appointment (on hard dollars), he split his time 75% Extension; 25% Teaching; he said the teaching served as his first hard dollar appointment.

00:03:04	Question: Any anecdotes about the early years of the lab? Answer: PP wanted the interviewer to know that although he served as the point person, he worked with the other entomologists to get people’s questions answered. He told one story about trying to deal with a new insect, the alfalfa weevil, which arrived in WI just after a campus entomologist, Ellsworth Fisher retired. This story included the dean getting calls at his house about the pest; the dean made sure the entomologists knew about this problem. When asked how they spread the word about the alfalfa weevil and how to combat it, he said they worked primarily with the county extension agents, specifically on what chemicals could be used to fight it. 

00:07:15	Question: Teaching the “short course” (CALS Farm and Industry Short Course)? Answer: Dr. Mark Scriber was teaching the insect part of the short course and asked PP to team teach in 1982. This fact quickly led to the department asking him to take over teaching the entire insect part of the short course, which he did for 30 years. He spoke here about the type of student who attended the short course, particularly how he needed to evolve his teaching to meet their particular needs. One evolution involved developing a lab portion of the course to help the students identify insects they might see on their farm. 

00:11:23	Question: Short course class as primary teaching? Answer: PP did teach another course one year; he filled in for an ill professor. That class’s challenges stemmed primarily from teaching it on the weekend and off campus. This led to him talking how Extension saw him as a generalist and how he took over some of Professor [Walter] Gojmerac’s responsibilities when Gojmerac retired, except for the professor’s bee research. Teaching a class or taking over responsibilities never fazed PP; he saw it as an opportunity. 

00:14:39	Question: Media? Answer: Answering media question was not a beginning responsibility of his; it evolved primarily because PP served as the lab’s initial point of contact. Also, the media requests quickly grew to between 60 and 100 per year. PP talked about the issues that could arise if a press release of theirs made it to the Associated Press. He learned to deal with the AP writers and enjoyed when science writers requested his time, because most of them came with a science background.

00:17:03	Question: More on the media, specific anecdotes? Answer: He spoke here in detail about two times he “got burned”: one being the time he was asked whether the “oil crisis” would affect the cost of chemicals; the other when asked about a “fire ant” infestation at a hospital. Overall, he learned to be careful about how he answered a question, but he always tried to give anyone the information they sought.

00:20:32	Question: Appearances on the Larry Meiller Show? Answer: He really appreciated being on the show, because it gave him a chance to answer questions to a much larger audience. Although he never could predict what questions would arise. He wanted people to know that he enjoyed working with Meiller. When asked about specific calls, he said in general he recalled when people he knew called in to prank him. He then told of one actual call regarding a case of a farmer calling in from his tractor to ask if one could get pubic lice from a tractor seat. He also said here that public radio questions usually came with more depth and context than his commercial radio experiences. 

00:24:39	Question: Winter not a slow period? Answer: There were always questions to answer, regardless of the season. Also, he spoke here about how the changing climate brought new insects northward, which gave the lab new insects to identify. 

00:27:02	Question: Found two or three new insects each year? Answer: PP explained the process of finding and identifying a new insect. He noted that on occasion, he would bring in the government, either the USDA or the Wisconsin Department of Agriculture. There was no time that he called the USDA that his bug ended being from Wisconsin, meaning they always fell into the “exotic” category. Also, when asked about the location of his lab, PP said it started in the basement then moved to the 2nd floor of Russell Labs; he briefly noted why the 2nd floor worked better.

00:32:02	Question: Awards? Answer: He spoke of the Carol and Robert Heideman Award for Excellence in Public Service (given to an academic staff member) as the one that stood out to him. He explained why and linked it to what became his involvement – as the default medical entomologist -- in Lyme Disease cases in Wisconsin.

00:36:00	Question: Involvement in Academic Staff Governance? Answer: PP started as a district representative for academic staff governance; he then worked on a couple of committee: awards and a professional development scholarship. This led him to see the diverse and important work of academic staff and gave him the opportunity to testify in front of a legislative committee about it. 

00:39:05	Question: Who he worked with, re: academic staff governance? Answer: He listed two: Cathy Middlecamp and Phil Helmuth. He said there were many others from across campus. When asked PP spoke more on how academic staff fit within campus and its governance.

00:42:24	Question: Publications? Answer: PP primarily helped with bulletins and information sheets about new and recurring insect “pests.” A lot of those publications needed constant (yearly or biennial) revision, which kept him and the others busy. 

00:44:20	Question: Post-apartment living situation? Answer: PP and his wife bought a house on North Franklin Avenue (near West High School) and lived there until the children helped them outgrow it. Then, they bought PP’s father’s house near Odana Golf Course. He liked being close to campus and marveled at how the second house was considered the near Westside, because when he grew up that area was the outskirts of the city.

00:47:35	Question: Balance work/home? Answer: PP was, in a way, his own boss, which gave him the flexibility to make time to see his children, particularly in school functions. He noted here how he fell into a professional cycle, out on the road for a few months, then in the lab for a few months and how it led to him feeling rarely overburdened.

00:49:41	Question: Final thoughts? Answer: He wanted to finish by returning to his involvement with the Lyme Disease incursion into Wisconsin; he offered a brief history before his involvement and then the idea that people still ask him to speak on the topic.

00:52:20	End of Second Interview Session

Third Interview Session (March 4, 2015): Digital File

Time	Keywords
00:00:00	Start of Interview/Interviewer’s Introduction

00:00:47	Question: Why join committees? Answer: Phil Pellitteri (PP) saw committee work as part of being a good campus citizen, as well as a way to meet other folks from around campus. He spoke specifically about his work on the distinguished prefix and academic staff excellence award committees. He also spoke about how working for Extension meant having “two different bosses,” and how that, on occasion, affected his work.

00:04:31	Question: “Canned” lectures or workshops? Answer: While he could “can” a presentation or lecture on occasion, such as his work with the Wisconsin Master Gardeners’ Project, for the most part he needed to change his presentations and workshops to each different audience. He explained why he never minded doing that tinkering work. When asked about his recent presentation for the School of Medicine and Public Health, he said he gave two lectures in a class that he took as an undergraduate about chemicals/pesticides.

00:08:46	Question: Wisconsin Entomological Society? Answer: PP talked about this “interesting” group, focusing on the fact that many experts that he relied on advice were “amateurs” who were members of that Society. PP also called them citizen scientists.” He also spoke of an early Society meeting, where he met a lawyer who specialized in hawk moths. 

00:12:06	Question: Late in career awards, any stand out? Answer: Most of those awards came from groups he had worked with for years, so the recognition that they respected his work meant more than the actual award. This led PP to talk about his work in the lab and the different groups who he ended up working with because of it.

00:14:31	Question: Typical day in lab? Answer: He started here with the lab’s summer season, which corresponded with the insects’ most active period (May 15-September 1). As the years progressed, the phone calls decreased but the contacts increased (email). He talked about the training he did, including keeping the county agents up to date on things. Every day during the busy season was new. He then talked about the “off season,” as well as noting that the lab’s busy time ended up being January-April; he explained why.

00:17:40	Question: Did PP have help in the lab? Answer: Rarely. It was mainly graduate students, and although he enjoyed having them, because it gave them the chance to learn (and for PP to teach), they added to his workload. He explained the differences between his lab and the Plant Pathology Lab on campus and reminded the interviewer that the Entomology was pitched as a project similar to the PPL. 

00:19:25	Question: Technology. Its benefits? Answer: He spoke here about three technological innovations: the digital camera, PowerPoint, and Insect Identification database on their website. He also compared the difference between their lab and a similar one in Minnesota. He continued to try to educate the extension agents and local agronomists, because they could provide a greater and longer-term impact in their communities.

00:25:20	Question: More on Insect ID part of website? Answer: He elaborated on it, as well as discussing a blog feature of the website; they used these two sections in concert on occasion with great success.

00:26:59	Question: Technology, any downside? Answer: PP answered this question in terms of what they ended up not trying (kiosks) and what they tried (satellite programming at each county extension office) but eventually scrapped. He also spoke here about his work with Public Television, specifically how it offered him another chance (like the Larry Meiller Show) to reach a lot of people effectively.

00:31:00	Question: 9/11/2001? Answer: He was already in the lab when the news broke. He brought in a TV from the lab into the Entomology Department’s office, where he and others watched the events unfold. He noted that he felt “stunned,” and in the early days, he found it hard to pull away from the coverage. Besides people in general trying to understand it, he saw little effect on campus; he felt the distance from New York, as well as not knowing anyone directly affected, probably led him to feel that way.

00:33:15	Question: Why retire (in 2014)? Answer: While he still enjoyed the personal satisfaction he got (and gave) in finding answers to people’s questions, the non-lab time commitment began to wear him out. Plus, his health and age should allow him to enjoy his hobbies. When asked if he has stayed connection in the last year, he answered why and explained how.

00:36:43	Question: Legacy? Answer: People have told him he made insects “interesting.” He always thought his job was easy, because of the enjoyment he received from it. He also noted the evolution of the lab, his work with the media, and the way he always tried to bring others in to help answer questions all made him feel good about his campus history.

00:40:05	End of Third Interview Session

End of Oral History #1409
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