Jayme Necaise, 92, directs
Audubon’s new Insectarium

The average person may think his

everyday job is good and even enjoyable, but
when Discovery Channel’s Mike Rowe shows up
to work alongside him for his “Dirty Jobs”
television series, the worker might reassess.
That is not the case, however, for Jayme Necaise,
’92, the Director of Animal and Visitor Programs
at the recently opened Audubon Insectarium in

downtown New Orleans.

“l was working at our Rearing Lab in New Orleans East before the Insectarium opened and in
walked Mike Rowe to work alongside me. Handling many different kinds of insects and preparing them
for an eventual move to the Insectarium, Rowe and the Discovery Channel filmed a whole episode of his
‘Dirty Jobs’ television show with me,” Necaise said.

Although “Dirty Jobs” is described as the host working with people who “overcome fear, danger
and sometimes stench and overall ickiness to accomplish their daily tasks,” Necaise views his job
differently and says, “I have the greatest job in the world. | love what | do.”

Before his television debut and before his love of insects began, Necaise was just a dedicated
high school student who worked with the Genesian Players at Archbishop Rummel.

“I was always a behind the scenes and sound person for most drama productions. | enjoyed it
so much that | stayed involved with Mr. (Chuck) Guajardo and the Genesians for five years after
graduation, but had to back off when | became more involved with insects,” he said.

Nowadays he is active with Genesian alumni and functions as Sound Director for all school
productions. He is doing the same job today that he did as a high school student. He received his
Archbishop Rummel diploma in 1992 and then headed to UNO to study biological sciences and
eventually to study medicine.

“Ms. (Mary) Shoemaker spurred my interest in biology in her classes. She just made studying
biology interesting for me, so that pushed me towards biological sciences and medicine for a college
major,” explained Necaise.

While a biology student at UNO, Necaise elected an animal behavior class near the end of his
undergraduate studies and the concentration in that class was insects.

“I absolutely loved that class and really enjoyed working with insects. Then my professor told
me about a research assistant position that was available and | jumped at the opportunity,” he
remembered.

His area of concentration was Leaf Cutter ants and Necaise worked closely with his professor as
a research assistant. With graduation approaching, Necaise was told that money was available for a full
time graduate assistant in the masters program working with Leaf Cutter ants.

“I'll take it!” | said immediately after the offer. The professor said, “OK” and the deal was
sealed.

With his BS degree awarded in 1997, he began his master’s work and continued his excitement
with Leaf Cutter ants.

“I enjoyed every minute of my work with those insects,” Necaise said. “When you find
something you love to do, you're just captured and | was.”



In May 1999, he received his MS in biology and kept hearing rumors that the Audubon Institute
was planning to open an insectarium sometime in the near future. And that is where he wanted to
work.

“I kept waiting and waiting, but in the meantime | needed a job, so for three years | sold
windshields and windows at a glass company in Metairie,” he said.

He continued, “I had a friend at UNO who was also working at the Audubon Institute, so he was
my link to Audubon. | stayed in touch with him ‘
and was always asking about the proposed
insectarium.”

Good things began to happen for
Necaise in June 2003 when he was hired by the
Audubon Institute to start collecting insects for
the Audubon Insectarium.

“We operated out of a Rearing Lab in
New Orleans East where we stored and bred
insects for the insectarium. My full time job
was to set up and maintain the insect labs and
all was going fine until August 2005 and
Hurricane Katrina,” he said.

Necaise and his family evacuated to Tunica, MS, but his every thought was about his insects at

the New Orleans East lab.

“l knew all the insects were dead when | managed to get back to the lab three weeks later,” he
explained. “l was the first person back and walked into the lab, with no power and stifling heat. In the
dark, | accidentally bumped the table where the grasshopper enclosure was and they started bouncing
around in the cage like popcorn. | was ecstatic,” he remembered.

Necaise discovered that many of his insects were still alive but very hungry. For the next few
weeks, he established a vigil with his insects, gathered whatever he could to feed them, and provided
bottled Kentwood Water for them to drink.

When more of the staff returned to the Audubon Nature Institute, many gathered for a meeting
to access the situation at all the Audubon projects: the zoo, the aquarium, the park, and the insect lab
in New Orleans East.

“The Audubon CEO Ron Forman told the group that he was sure they had lost all the insects at
the Rearing Lab when one of the staffers told
him that the insects were doing well since
Jayme Necaise had managed to get back to
town and save them,” Necaise told.

“Then Ron Forman walked up to me and
gave me a big hug and said ‘thanks’,” he
remembered.

From that moment, Necaise said all he
and the institute staff did was focus on opening
the Audubon Insectarium in early summer 2008.
He said everyone worked feverishly to meet
their target date and spent many long days
preparing for the grand opening.




Necaise said before the opening, all insects in the Rearing Lab and the Insectarium had to be

approved by the US Department of Agriculture since the government did not want restricted, illegal, or
dangerous insects coming into the country.

“We had to jump through hoops sometimes to get through USDA screens and scrutiny. Also,
since we are housed in the US government’s Customs House on Canal Street, we had many more
obstacles to face,” he said.

On June 13, 2008, the Audubon Insectarium opened its doors to rave reviews, Necaise reported.
He said the local insectarium is one of the first such places in the country, but he does not expect that to
last too long.

“Many cities follow our lead,” he said. “When we opened the Aquarium of the Americas right
down the street, it was one of the earliest aquariums, but now many cities claim aquariums. | expect
the same thing will happen with insectariums across the country,” he said.

He gives full credit to the concept and drive for the Audubon Insectarium to CEO Ron Forman.
“He’s our Walt Disney. He’s our idea man and S
leader,” said Necaise. '

When Necaise gives personal tours of
his insectarium, he talks insects. He says
repeatedly that insects are helpful to the
environment and they rule the world.

“We are living in their world,” he
stresses. “l am just amazed at the beauty and
wonder of insects. They are all not brown and
drab but actually colorful, exciting, and
interesting.”

With over 100,000 persons visiting the
insectarium in its first month, Curator Jayme Necaise has given the Audubon Nature Institute another
major attraction.

“Right now | am right where | want to be. | love these insects and enjoy coming to work every
day,” Necaise said. “I am truly living my dream.”

* %k %k

E DI T OR’ Srhislsthe hekt in a series of website feature articles that will highlight
outstanding achievements of Archbishop Rummel High School alumni, faculty members,
parents, or students. The website intends to make this “Raider Highlight” feature a weekly
link on the front page of the site.

So we can feature other prominent individuals, please submit names of persons from our
school family who are doing outstanding work in their fields. If you know of anyone who
could be featured, please email Joseph Serio, communications director, at
jserio@rummelraiders.com or news@rummelraiders.com . Please check weekly for updates
to this “Raider Highlight” link on the Archbishop Rummel website.
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