
A Zillion of ’em
by
Eyes Right 
Piscataquis County, ME - I am writing this with my right eye very red, and partially shut.  I was not sucker-punched,  nor did I walk into a door or a tree branch.  I was attacked by a gang.
The villains were tiny, surprisingly so.  But what they lacked in size, they more than made up in numbers.  I had told myself that I could repel them by covering up, wearing protective head gear, and painting myself with a protective coating.  I was so wrong.
I am talking, of course, about Maine black flies.  They surfaced en masse about a week ago, about the 5th of June.  I am told that they were “late” this year, but I can report that their tardiness had no effect on their single-minded determination to attack, attack, attack, followed by bite, bite, bite.  These fellows do not use stingers, they literally bite with their teeth.   
The black flies are surprisingly small creatures, comparable in size to gnats and “no-see-ums” found elsewhere.  Having spent several weeks in Maine each August for the past 15 years, I had heard stories about the black flies, but had never seen any at that time of year.  My assumption was that the stories were exaggerations, much like Maine fishing tales.  There were some mosquito issues, but those fellows were manageable.  Splash on some repellent with DEET, wear long sleeve shirts, judiciously choose what time of day to be outside...basically no problem.  But none of these insect avoidance strategies work with black flies.  Typical repellents are useless.  It is rumored that Avon Skin So Soft is the one product which will deter the black flies.  Online searches regarding its efficacy are mixed; some swear by it, others report that it is useless.  Avon itself makes no claim, but simply states that it “is a moisturizing bath oil, not an insect repellent.”  
However, those clever Avon dudes know a marketing opportunity when they see it.  They now have a new product, Skin So Soft Bug Guard Plus Insect Repellent “for all your bug repellent needs.”  It does not contain DEET, the active ingredient in most insect products, but Picaridin and “IR3535.”  An online researcher claims that this latter ingredient is actually Dicapryl Adipate (whatever that is!).   The Avon website promotes its Bug Guard product as very effective, but promises only to repel ticks and mosquitoes...no mention of black flies.  Most of the locals laugh when I mention the word Avon - I could find no one who would give it a positive testimonial.
What is certain is that black flies come in zillions - certainly a lot more than a sextillion (which gas twenty-one zeroes).   As I paddle my kayak on one of our ponds or lakes here, I have found myself in what is essentially a continuous cloud of black flies.  I am rather certain that the group surrounding me is unable to keep up with me as I paddle fast;  instead I suspect that they simply pass me off to the next cubic meter of their buddies (or competitors?) eagerly awaiting their opportunity to sample my blood.  I often wonder just what these creatures do for food in the middle of a large lake when there are no kayakers around to attack???
The other certainty about black flies (and to this both my wife and I can testify) is that their bite is vicious....and long lasting.  Ironically you do not feel the bite taking place - believe it or not, the saliva inside the fly’s mouth creates a local anesthetic effect so that you are unaware of the biting taking place , but in about 30 minutes, and for the next two weeks (or longer), you will have a significant bite mark which itches like......crazy, insanely crazy.  The local drug stores have a very large section devoted to anti-itch medications.   I bought four different remedies, but I still found myself scratching at the bite marks.  
The best protection is prevention, that is, having every square centimeter of your body covered, including an insect net for your head and gloves on your hands.  Long pants are not effective to protect your legs unless you have them tucked into your socks.  Unless you do this, the flies simply land on your socks and crawl up inside your trousers to munch on your legs.  My wife has two legs full of bites as Exhibit A.  Trust us on this one.
The only good news concerning Maine black flies is that in most parts of the state (including here in Piscataquis County) they have a mercifully short life span.  I am told that they will be “gone” in 4-6 weeks.......gone, but not forgotten!
I thought you might like to know.
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