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Father Thomas Borgmeier, O.F.M. (1892-1975)
In Memoriam

The present volume of Studia Entomologica is dedicated to
the memory of its founder, the Rev. Father Thomas Borgmeier,
O0.F.M., who died on May 11, 1975 at the ripe old age of 82
years. As his former disciple, his successor in the function of
editor of this journal, and even to a certain extain extent his
scientific heir, I take it not only as a duty but also as a privilege
to give in the following a biographical sketch of this gifted man,
who in his lifetime distinguished himself as a Franciscan friar,
an outstanding taxonomist, a resourceful scientific editor, and
above all as a hard-working and productive man.

This biographical essay is based on the relatively scanty
documents existing in the personnel files of the Franciscan
Provincialate at Sdo Paulo, on several autobiographic notices
published by the deceased himself, on personal recollections of
the author, and on information received from several friends and
colleagues, among which excels professor Hugo de Souza Lopes.

Early training

Father Thomas was born on October 31, 1892 in the
Westphalian town of Bielefeld in Germany, and received at
baptism the given names of Heinrich Fritz Hermann. His father
was a blacksmith by trade, and the family belonged to the
sturdy lower middle class. After concluding the first four years
of elementary school, the talented lad was sent to the local
c<humanistisches Gymnasium», the German equivalent of high-
school. There he received a thorough training in the humanities
and above all in the classics, and prepared himself for a future
academic career.

As a high-school student young Borgmeier happened to
meet his first entomologist in the person of Fr. ]. Assmuth, S.].,
then professor of biology in Bombay, India, later head of the
Biology Department at Fordham University in New York, who
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then by chance came through Biclefeld. This meeting had not
only a symbolic significance, but also a decisive bearing on
Father Thomas' future, according to this nis own testimony

«My first interest in centomology began when, as a boy
of fifteen, I met the Prominent entomologist Father Assmuth,
S.J. in my birthplace. He was just preparing his thesis on
the hermaphroditism of the Termitoxeniidae. Father Wasmann
originated this theory about 1900. It was reserved for Father
Assmuth to prove the theory histologically. . . Little did | think
at the time of my first meeting that I would ever become an
entomologist, or ever study in an intensive way a family of
flies so nearly related to the Termitoxeniidaes, *

The incident, however, had no immediate consequences,
Other yearnings moved into the foreground. One year short of
completing the nine year couse of secondary school, Heinrich
Borgmeier, already profoundly religious, must have had a
personal experience which changed his whole life. We do not
know any details about what happened, but we do know the
outcome: He abandoned the «Gymnasiums» before graduation
and signed up with the Franciscan friars to become a missionary
in Brazil,

Nearly 18 years old, he Jeft his native country and arrived
in Sio Francisco do Sul in the State of Santa Catarina, on
October 18, 1910, Shortly afterwards, on January 19, 1911, he
became a Franciscan religious, changed his name to Friar
Thomas (Frei Tomds) and began his novitiate in the monastery
of Rodeio, a small settlement of rice-growing Italian immigrants
not far from the better known fown of Blumenau in Santa
Catarina. A year later, he entered the three year course of
philosophy in the monastery of Curitiba, capital city of the State
of Parani. He was an excellent student. From 1915 to 1918
e completed the training for the priesthood, studying theology
in the friary of Petrépolis, a mountain resort in the vicinity of
Rio de Janeiro. On May 9, 1918, he was ordained a priest and
ready to begin pastoral work.

One year later, Father Borgmeier was appointed lecturer
of biblical sciences to the Franciscan seminarians in Petrépolis,

1. Borgmeier, T., 1945 Twenty-five years of entomological activity
and the project of an <Pan-American Entomological Society». Rev. de
Ent., Petrdpo]is, 16: 261-267 (p. 262).
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young friar, already remarkably propense for scientific research.
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We have his own testimony in the speech of reception into
the Brazilian Academy of Science (1958)° that as early as
1917, he had made up his mind to study the ants of Brazil.
Vacationing in this very year in the town of Blumenau, in
southern Brazil, he casually met Professor Hermann von Jhering,
a German biologist who had migrated to Brazil before the turn
of the century, and had been for many years the director of
the «Museum Paulista» (presently the Zoology Museum of the
University of Sdo Paulo). When told of the young friar’s
interest, Dr. von Jhering offered to sell him his entire reprint
collection on ants, which was considerable, because he had been
in permanent contact over the years with Europe's leading myr-
mecologists and had sent them many Brazilian ants. The price,
one «conto-de-réis», although modest in comparison with the
value of the collection, buried Friar Thomas' hopes. He did not
have any money, nor would his religious community be disposed
to expend such an amount for something, which at the time did
not pass beyond a mere hobby of a gifted friar. At the other
hand, Dr. von Jhering, having just lost his job as director of
the Sdo Paulo Museum for political reasons, could not be

expected to give away this collection, because he really was in
need of money.

Back in Petropolis, nearly one year after his meeting with
Professor von Jhering, Friar Thomas had the surprise of his
life. He received a big box containing the entire ant literature
collection, accompanied by a message from von Jhering, informing
him that this was a gift from a friend in Rio de Janeiro, who
insisted in remaining anonymous. Only many years later Father
Thomas, now a priest, found out that Julius Arp, an industrialist
and amateur lepidopterologist had paid for the collection and
given it to him.

Another incident (these unplanned and unforeseen hap-
penings play a very important part in Father Borgmeier's life)
helped him to get the indispensable optical equipment. Approxi-
mately at the same time he came into possession of the literature,
he got to know Professor Abreu Fialho, a zoologist from Rio,
who used to spend the hot Summer months in the fresh climate
of Petropolis. They became good friends. Realizing the plight

2. Redagdo (Fr. Aurélio Stulzer, O.F.M.), 1956. Os novos membros
titulares da Academia Brasileira de Ciéncias. Vozes, 1956, fasc. 1, p.
82-95 (p. 86). Fr. Borgmeier's speech is on p. 85-95. Cf. also: Borgmeier,
T., 1959 in: Studia Ent., Petropolis, n. 2: 460-465.
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trated scientist, and wishing
is young and somewhat frus ' .
tt,cf\ ;::p I{im flong, Professor Fialho presented him with a brand
Zeiss binocular microscope.
e Now with the necessary equipment a_tr hhar;t-:lr,stth:hi:;admwgz
i ture. e fi
for the myrmecological adven. £
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. S
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ici razil. For this pur 2
fc? rcr:n(:r:g;: zf cftalogue of all known Braz‘ilian ants. 'zll‘(i:]t: i:::
part, dealing with the subfamilies D'oryhn?e, ; h@erapm g anci
Pon;rinae and Dolichoderinae, was written ml 1ts Fle e
published in 1923.* As time wen_t by, he reluctan s};ibmty -
convince himself of the difficulty if n(.:ot of the dx_r:p;:e i o
the undertaking. But only much after, in 1935, di
i e project. o
il [l;l:sig::s l:;mt]s, also Phorid flies caught l'u§ u:;gre;; az nthi:
beginning of his entomological ]c;uee;l.f How this di pp
by Father Borgmeier himselt: ‘
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3, Borgmeier, T. 1920. Zur Lebensweise vo; Cl)danlton;alc.ggs affinis

i ! Ver. f. Wiss. & Kunst, Sio Paulo, 1: 2.7 :
Guérm.st. Deg::l ‘¥ert923. Catalogo systematico € synopym:cnp:::ﬁ:;:
iat dgrggll'asik: l;' parte: Subf. Dorylinae, Qerapa:hya;;?m !
gtﬁichoderinae. Arch, Mus, Nac, Rio de Janeiro, 24: 3

———C
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5. Borgmeier, T., 1945, Lc., Rev. de Ent. 16: 262,

. Borgmeier, T. i ? ;
et ig:‘;, v::, ]4_,1;.922. Dohrniphora brasiliensis n, sp. Bol. Soc, Ent,
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administrator, was appointed director of the Museum in Rio.
Shortly after his installation he received a letter from Father
Thomas, suggesting that aside from its traditional ¢Arquivos»
the Museum also should issue a bimonthly bulletin for receiving
those papers that could not suffer delay. Neiva replied asking the
friar to visit him. In the interview that followed, Father Borg-
meier found out that the director and he were seeing eye to eye
as regards his suggestion. As a matter of fact, the bulletin came
out immediately afterwards, being one of the first innovations
during the administration of Neiva. But something even more
important happened at that famous meeting: Father Borgmeier
had won a friend!

Neiva, who definitely had the just reputation for being a
«catalyst of competence», recognized talent when he saw it. He
immediately became interested in having Father Thomas on his
staff and entered upon an uphill fight with the Superiors of the
latter in order to obtain his liberation. There was the problem
of finding a substitute for him as a Scripture professor, and
besides, the idea of a friar working full-time in a public
institution was not easily accepted. But finally Neiva’s persistence
won the battle. Toward the end of 1924 Father Thomas was
set free by his Superior Provincial, and in 1925 he moved to
Rio to begin his job as an «adjuntos (research associate) in
the «Museu Nacional», held until the end of August 1928. His
new duties, according to the express orders of the director,
consisted exclusively of entomological research. In fact, every
effort was made to spare him from routine activity.

In the field of myrmecology, Father  Borgmeier's attention
was then concentrated on the increase of his ant collection.
Several Jesuit priests from Rio Grande do .Sul, Fathers Balduino
Rambo, Pio Buck and A. Hansen volunteered and collected
extensively in the southernmost State of Brazil, and a Dufch
friar, Father Pacdmio Thieman, in northeastern Minas Gerais.
The ant catalogue was also led to completion: the second and
much bigger part, covering the subfamilies Pseudomyrmecinae,
Myrmicinae and Formicinae, was issued in 1928." At this time,
he came under the influence of the Italian myrmecologist, Carlo

7. Borgmeier, T., 1927. Catalogo systematico e synonymico das for-
migas do Brasil, 2* parte: Subf. Pseudomyrminae, Myrmicinae, Formici-
nae. Arch, Mus, Nac, Rio de Janeiro, 29: 67-164. (1928).
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Menozzi, who had access to Emery's ant collection kept by the
Museum of Genova (Carlo Emery, who just had died wag one
the _grleatest ant systematists). Under the guidanc; of this
spemal_:sl, he ventured his first descriptions of new ants that
were Inifewise published in 1928. Unfortunately, unlike Wheeler,
MQ.TIOZZI was not too well versed in Neotropical ants, a fact’
which Borgmeier himself recognized much later am,:] which
nearly gave him a wrong start in ant taxonomy. ’

A‘s far as the Phoridae were concerned, he had in the
m'eantlme_ become a specialist in his own right. Inasmuch as in
this _partncular sector he was engaging himself in a hitherto
practically untouched field, he succeeded in authoring during his
tenure‘: at the Museum 17 papers on these flies. One of the%n is
z:p(:lxlalli;}(] remarkable because it contains a full taxonomic survey
vk 20;np:;::rl1 Brazilian species of the family, covering
. In spite of the friendship which attached him to Neiva, th
d!rector, and the special protection he enjoyed, Father Th(;m :
-dld not get to feel entirely at ease at the Mus;um At least, *:S
;u:?gfz from a letter which he wrote later from Séo-Paulo to’h'o
rehgmus_ Superior, he did not like the athmosphere of ]'1!S
surrol.mdmgs. We suspect that at least some of his irnmedi-at1s
associates minded the presence of a friar in their midst ang
must have hurt his feelings by using improper language i,n his
presence, or by hitting him with veiled yet noticeable ridicule
Maybe, due to these circumstances he did not get to form .
sch9ol at the Museum, something he always managed to achi -
during his subsequent assignments. ST,

In 1927, having himself completely identified with the
people of Brazil, and wishing to remain forever in the country

of his own choi . :
citizenship, ice, he applied for and obtained Brazilian

At the Biological Institute of Sio Paulo
In 1924 the coffee plantations in the Sate of S3o Paulo

were severely attacked by an epidemic outbreak of the imported

8. Borgmeier, T. 1925. N i i
familia Phoridae. Arch. Mus. I(:l‘:f ;:?Slgg-);s}pa%i ?ig;on]ﬁ'm?l? e

Studia Ent,, vol. 19, fasc. 1-4, dezembro de 1976 . 9

scolytid beetle, Hypothenemus hampei, the coffee-berry-borer.
Because coffee was virtually the backbome of the Nation’s
economy, the State Government appointed a commission to
promote the control of this pest and confided its direction to
Dr. Neiva, During the first years of the campaign, Neiva
continued to reside in Rio, but resigned his post of director of
the «Museu Nacional» in 1927, and moved to Sdo Paulo in
order to found a permanent institute of scientific research in
behalf of agriculture, the «Instituto Biologico».

Assuming personally the direction of his new foundation in
March 1028, Neiva at once insisted on Father Borgmeier
becoming one of the two assistants in the entomological section.
The latter accepted the invitation and was transferred to Sao
Paulo on August 27, 1928.

Father Thomas did not directly participate in the coffee-
berry-borer control. Instead, in the begining, he worked prin-
cipally on biological studies of the leaf-cutting ants of genus
Atfa, locally known as «sativas», the most noxious insects to
plants in the tropical and subtropical Americas. He had the good
fortune of discovering about 20 species of Phorid flies which
were definitely recognized as endoparasites of these ants. The
female of these flies possesses a piercing ovipositor for laying
her eggs inside the ants, most likely by perforating the delicate
membrane linking the head of the ant to the thorax. The actual
significance of this type of control, however, could not be

ascertained. *

For the rest, with the director's explicit agreement, “his re-
search continued mostly on the taxonomic level, but distinctly on
a broader scope as compared with the past, a fact evidently due
to his connection with the Institute. Thus, aside from studies on
ants and phorids, he also invaded the field of other groups,
such as the Stratiomyidae *, Cypselidae **, Cecidomyidae ", and

9. Borgmeier, T., 1928. Nota prévia sobre alguns phorideos que
parasitam formigas cortadeiras dos géneros Atta e Acromyrmex. Bol.
Biol, Sao Paulo, fasc. 14, p. 119-126. Idem, 1929, Ueber attophile
Phoriden. Zool. Anz. 88: 493-517, 24 figs.. (Wasmann Festband).

10. Borgmeier, T., 1930. Ueber das Vorkommen der Larven von
Hermetia illucens (Dipt., Stratiomyidae) in den Nestern von Meliponiden.
Zool. Anz. 90: 225-235 8 figs.

11. Borgmeier, T., 1931. Um Cypselideo ecitophilo, de Goyaz. Rev.
de Ent., Sao Paulo, 1: 30-37, 1 fig. .

12. Borgmeier, T., 1931. Eine neue zoophage Itonididengattung aus
Sio Paulo, Rev. de Ent, 1: 184-191, 10 figs.




{
i
1
|
i
:
{
i
I

I

10 Kempf, Father Thomas Borgmeier, O.F.M. (1892-1975)

Tabanidae ** in the Diptera, the Braconidae** in the Hymeno-
ptera, the Psocoptera **, and the Histeridae ™ and Staphylinidae **
in the Coleoptera. Whereas most of these excursions were
strictly ephemerous side-line activities, at least with the myrme-
cophilous Histeridae and Staphylinidae, he initiated a new line
of personal research, which yielded in the coming years a good
number of solid taxonomic papers, quite fundamental for the
knowledge of the Neotropical fauna. Already an expert in a
dipterous and hymenopterous family-group, he also succeeded in
becoming a specialist in two groups of Coleoptera.

Two personal characteristics of Father Borgmeier were
responsible for his amazing accomplishments. First of all, he had
an almost illimited capacity for concentration. Nothing could
distract him from his work once he started it. Secondly, he also
had an iron-willed self-discipline that kept him at work no
matter how difficult or tedious it threatened to become. Not
satisfied with his day-time assignment in the public laboratories
in S3o Paulo and later in Rio, he installed in the friaries where
he was living, his own private laboratory where he spent his
evenings peering through the microscope at the endless array
of Phoridae (the collection which he usually kept at home) and
remained entirely fascinated by his discoveries.

During his sojourn at the «lnstituto Biolégico» Father
Thomas befriended several eager young men (in a letter written

at that time he qualifies them as modest and serious) whom he
managed to inspire for entomological research. One of them was
the late John Lane who later became a distinguished taxonomist
in the dipterous families of Culicidae and Mycetophilidae, and
who died rather prematurely in 1963, holding a professorship at
the Institute of Hygiene of the S3o Paulo University. Another is

13. Borgmeier, T., 1933. Duas espécies novas de Tabanideos do
Brasil. Rev. de Ent., Rio de Janeiro, 3: 1-5, 3 figs,

14. Borgmeier, T., 1931. Uma nova espécie de Coenicoelins (Hym.,
Braconidae), parasita de Oncideres dejeani Thomson (Col. Cerambycidae).
Rev. de Ent., Sio Paulo, 1: 431436, 6 figs.

15. Borgmeier, T., 1928. Ein interessantes Copeognathen-Gespinst
aus Brasilien, Ent. Mitt, Berlin, 17: 155-161, 1 fig. — Idem, 1928,
Sobre um casulo curioso de um Copeognatho brasileiro. Bol. Mus. Nac,
4: 59-63, 2 pis.

16. Borgmeier, T., 1920. Um novo Histerideo ecitophilo. Bol. Biol,,
fasc. 16, p. 8501, 5 figs.

17. Borgmeier, T., 1930. Zwei neue Gattungen ecitophiler Aleocha-
rinen. Zool. Anz, 92: 165-178, 27 figs.
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Miério Autuori, who stayed on at the «Instituto Biologico» un.til
his retirement, and became the professional expert on ﬂfe life
history of the leaf-cutting ants of genus Affa, abm‘lt \z/h:ch he
published several very important and original contributions. He
is now the director of the Sdo Paulo Zoo. )

While working in S3o Paulo, Father Borgmeier also
contacted the «Museu Paulistas where Hermann Luederwaldt
was the Custos of the insect collections. Luederwa]dl'had
previously taken up the study of Brazilian ants and published
several papers among which figure the survey of the ants of. fhe
State of Sdo Paulo (1918) and notes on the habits of Bra_znhan
ants (1926), the latter still being in great part the only available
source of information. On account of the complexity or even the
confusion reigning in ant taxonomy, Luederwaldt had come to
give up the ants for the more rewarding study of the .coleop-
terous family of Passalidae. Seeing that Father Borgmeier was
seriously engaged in the work on ants, he not only presented
him with all his manuscript notes taken over the years, but also
gave him many duplicates of ant specimens that belonged to
long series of species and infraspecies described by Forel, and
were as good as the types themselves.

In 1932, Dr. Neiva bestowed on Father Thomas another
favor. He obtained from the State Government his appointment
as official delegate of the «Instituto Biolégico» to .tht_: 5th Inter-
national Congress of Entomology to be held in Paris in the same
year. Prior to the Congress he visited Holland atld wen_t to
Valkenburg to see for the first time his old mentor in I-:’hondae,
Father Schmitz, and spend three weeks with- him studying both
the flies of their mutual liking, and also the rich collection of
myrmecophilous beetles gathered by Wasmann who just had
died a year before. At the Congress he de!ivered a paper on
Leptanillophilini, a small group of Staphylinid beetles which,
totally eyeless and blind, are the guests of the army al"l'ts and
resemble strikingly their hosts in their external h:a!)ltus. After
the Congress he went to England (London: Brms]-.n Museum)
where he met Donisthorpe, the British myrmecologist, and to
Germany where he visited Reichensperger in Bonn, had a loqk
at the Tabanidae of Kroeber in Hamburg, saw Walter Horn in

i i i i ilinen nebst Bemer-
18. Borgmeier, T., 1933. Ecitophile Lepto'nlllophl e
kungen ueber Fuehlerbildung. V Cong. Int. d’Ent., Paris, 1932, p. 369-
375, 5 figs, 2 pls. (1933).
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Berlin, and finally travelled to Stettin where the Enderlein col-
lection of Diptera was kept. This author had worked on many
groups and described many new species, including Phoridae.
Borgmeier arranged for the loan of the Phorid material and
discovered later that, for instance, a long type series of one
single species authored by Enderlein represented in reality three
different genera and 21 differnt species!

The founding of «Revista de Entomologia»

. In 1931, while still residing in Sdo Paulo, Father Borgmeier
tackled another original adventure which required of him great
will-power and courage, but which also brought him additional
international prestige. The problem of placing his many ma-
nuscripts continued to torment him. Foreign journals, as a rule,
only accepted small contributions. Brazilian journals, few in
number, usually had to cope with the tremendous delays caused
by the extremely slow and complicated flux of government
subsidies. :

" The occasion that precipitated the resolution to found his
own journal is quite picturesque and needs to be recorded:
~ One of Father Thomas' confreres, Father Miguel Witte,
professor of natural history in the Franciscan minor seminary
(= high-school) at Rio Negro in the State of Parani, Brazil,
had the commendable habit of supplying interested naturalists
.with zoological specimens of his area and had trained his
students for this type of collection. Father Borgmeier used to
receive Phoridae from him, whereas ants were mostly sent to
Professor Reichensperger at Bonn, who often passed them on to
Santschi, a Swiss myrmecologist residing in Algiers. In January
1929 three seminary students accomplished the rare feat of

catching the queen of a small army ant species, Neivamyrmex

legionis, not only one but two specimens. One of the queens was

sent to Reichensperger and the other to Father Thomas, without

informing either one about the specimen shipped to the other.
Both noficed of course that this queen was still unknown' and

‘began to' describe her. Both finished their manuscript and
“arranged for its publication, It so happened that Reichensperger's
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notice ** came out several months earlier than Borgmeier's_ = w!:o‘
to his great chagrin became aware that he had labored in vain.
This fathered the sudden resolution to secure for himself §peedy
means of validating his scientific results. And so th.e «Revista de
Entomologia» was born in 1931 and lasted until 1951 when
the publication was suspended after the 22nd volume. 7 ‘

Founding a scientific journai, which never pays for itself,
was an act of bold ingenuity, especially because Father Borg-
meier did not have any money at all. Notwithstanding the low
printing costs at the time, he was obliged to sell ?"‘f !'mlf (?f
his already huge ant collection to the «lInstituto Biologico» in
order to foot the printer's bill for the first volume. He also‘asked
his friends and colleagues in Sio Paulo to give him the equivalent
of one dollar monthly over a period of one year il:l return for
a ten year subscription to the magazine. In time forelgn
subscriptions were added, and he indeed managed to ke‘ep his
journal afloat, although always sailing around the brink of
disaster.

From the start he gave the journal an international character.
The first volume already contained contributions in Portuguese,
English, French, German, Latin and Spanish, and gathered
contributions by many authors from Brazil, Soutl? and North
America and Europe. At first this was heavily criticized by some
narrow-minded citizens. But Father Thomas used to tell his
chauvinistic detractors that in his journal the Portuguese langua-
ge took its place side by side with other cu‘ltural Iarfgu.'i.ges
and could only gain in prestige by an undertaking of this kmt-:l.
He thus anticipated a trend which nowadays is commonplace in
all better Brazilian journals of a scientific nature.

A look at the first volume, published in four fascicles whi.ch
total over 500 pages, convinces one of the. editorial capac_itn?s
of Father Borgmeier. Evidently, the weight lies on taxonomic
entomology, especially concerning the Nea_tropics. ‘Here we find
articles by recognized authorities ranking side by side with those
by serious and promising beginners. But there are also .papers
on applied entomology, short notes of a more gene_ral- mtew?t
and informative character, and an extremely precious bibliographic

19, Reichensperger, A., 1930, Ein Nest und die Koenigin von Eciton
(Acamatus) legionis Sm. Zool. Anz. 88: 321-325, 3 figs. s
20. Borgmeier, T., 1930. Duas rainhas de Ecifon e algumas form

gas brasileiras, Arch. Inst. Biol, S. Paulo, 3: 21-40, 4 pls.







































