I think the best all-around job I ever had was when I hired out as an assassin for a county mosquito abatement district. It was outdoor work, loosely supervised, and the results were hard to quantify. 


I got to satisfy the hunting instinct by searching out and killing a life form not highly regarded. And people usually were glad to see me. As often happened back then, I was between journalism jobs, and I had a kid to feed. During one of my aimless strolls I happened by the abatement district's office. 


In a flash of prescience, I saw my short-term future. It turned out that one of the regular bug fighters had hurt his back in a swamp buggy accident. They were looking for a temp. I was no entomologist. And there was a test. But I crammed at the library, and to make it short, they hired me. 


It was January, cold and rainy. Not a mosquito in sight. One might think that anti-mosquito operations would be suspended. But winter was the district's busiest time: it was Squaminger Season, an all-out onslaught on the larvae of the vicious salt marsh mosquito (Ades squaminger) that developed during the winter months in the marshes north of San Francisco Bay. 


According to literature that the district sent out to taxpayers, the North Bay literally would be uninhabitable, for man or dairy cow, if the sanguinary squaminger got airborne in force. The winter job was to slog through the marshes, on foot or in all-terrain swamp buggy, searching for larvae. My fellow technicians were a rough-hewn, fun-loving lot, mostly hailing from this bucolic county's farms and orchards. 


Almost everybody found the work congenial, full of variety and amusing mishaps, often involving such inadvertent but slapstick fun as plunges into dairy waste ponds or tumbles off an ATV. Generally, nobody quit the service, except on a gurney. But all the regulars had had back injuries. Mostly they'd been hurt in swamp buggy accidents, or by stepping into one of the waist-deep, man-eating cracks in the flooded marshes. Never mind. After the morning meeting, I got to take off by myself into the countryside, patrolling for larvae. 


As winter turned to spring, I wandered the green hay fields, peeking into runoff ditches. I spent many pleasant days under fleecy clouds footing over the trails that threaded through the briny, molasses-smelling marshes. I inspected the reservoirs at vineyards, and made a picnic, at the owner's invitation, in the leafy bower usually reserved for high-end oenophiles. I also answered service requests. 


And if any compensation was needed for some of winter's rough weather, it came in the genuine smiles of bedeviled, arm-scratching residents when I drove up in one of the district's beige trucks with the big red mosquito logo on the door, and the impressive fogger on the back. I would pop sewer lids, peer into drains and crawl under the house to study the sump, until I found the damp source of the skeeter problem, and had dealt out deadly pesticidal revenge for the homeowner's every itching bite and reddened welt. "Do we have to pay for this? " they'd say. No. "You've already paid for it with your taxes. " They were amazed. A useful county service, at no extra charge. 


When it comes to the ubiquitous and hardy mosquito, the district was honest to choose the word abatement. "Control" or "eradication" would be hubris as well as inaccurate. Siberian tigers and the Colton sand fly will go the way of the dodo. But mosquitoes are here to stay. (Of course the word "abatement" brings with it the hoary joke that will dog the technician, as it occurs fresh to each new-met wit. One starts out in any field as an apprentice, eventually becoming a master. "So does that make you ? ") 


Although the district went after all species of pest mosquitoes (in this venue, a dozen or so, and each with its distinct MO), the main enemy remained the squaminger. They were always out there, and sometimes the marshes were loaded. The worst nightmare was to find marsh water filled with casings, which meant the mosquito already had pupated and was on the wing. Squaminger eggs are tough and can survive for a decade after being deposited on the fringes of the marsh. They quietly await the right opportunity, which is a super high tide that leaves behind pooled water. All mosquito larvae have to breathe air at the surface, but will dive out of sight if disturbed. Squaminger are particularly skittish, easily spooked by a shadow or the vibration of a footfall. 


And when they sound, they can stay submerged for hours. You have to sneak up on them, as you would on a wily trout. Most of my winter days were spent doing reconnaissance in the marsh. Over my shoulder, a 6-foot stick, with a plastic dipper on the end, to try to catch the elusive larvae. When I found them, the larvae went into a sample cup for examination later under the microscope in the lab, to make sure we had true squaminger and not some lesser species. Under the microscope, the larvae have big brown eyes, and kind of reminded me of harp seals. As everybody probably already knows, only the female mosquito takes a blood meal. Not for food, but for the protein needed to make eggs. Squaminger, unlike some less aggressive species, lay eggs only once a year. She has one shot to reproduce, and she's on an all-out blood drive. The ferocious hard-biting squaminger can travel 20 miles on a hunt, homing on traces of carbon dioxide emitted by mammals. (That's why the light traps set to monitor mosquito populations also include a chunk of dry ice.) 


The district had a manager and a couple of bureaucrats, but the real overseer was the foreman, a former Marine, although the majority of the technicians in the district were ex-Navy. In fact, my own inglorious three years as a swabbie probably helped at the hiring interview. The Marine loved nothing better than to organize the assault, after squaminger had been pinpointed in the marshes. 


The type of attack and weapons depended on how quickly we discovered the larvae after the hatch. If the larvae were in early "instars" or stages, we could punish them with two fairly benign correctives. From the back of the tracked swamp buggies we dropped pellets containing a killed bacteria that poisoned the mosquito gut, but was otherwise harmless to aquatic life forms. Or we could spread a liquid containing a hormonal growth regulator that prevents mosquito larvae from pupating into normal maturity. 


By causing them to blow up and die. But if the larvae already had pupated, it was too late for these gentle measures. Pupae don't feed, but merely gather their forces for the final morph into flying insect. Then we had to use Golden Bear, a light petroleum that put a rainbow sheen on the marsh and suffocated the pupae by clogging their breathing siphons. The oil evaporated in a few days, but still . Sometimes a patch of larvae was so contained that one technician with a back can sprayer could knock it out. Sometimes, hundreds of acres of marsh were crawling. That meant an aerial attack with a helicopter rigged with nozzles. 


One time I got to go along to direct the pilot, and that was huge fun. Most of the time, though, the size of the outbreak was somewhere in between. This was what the Marine enjoyed the most. Ground assault, with our little tank formation of swamp buggies, which were called Argos, and had eight wheels and ran on tracks. On the backs were mounted either a hopper that spread pesticide-laden granules, or sprayers that squirted liquid pesticide. The muscular Argos could climb over berms, slog through tule breaks, cross muddy expanses of marsh, and even swim, if an electric outboard was attached. Auxiliary trucks carried extra water and bags of granules. With his cavalry arrayed, the Marine ordered the advance. 


The Argos lumbered off in every direction to dump morsels of death. We all carried hand-held radios, so the Marine could coordinate. My contribution was twofold: the flag, and the kepi cap liner. I started flying a green flag from my dipper stick, which I had attached to my Argo. That turned out to be a popular addition and a morale booster, to see flags whipping in the wind as the Argos plunged through the swamp. The kepi cap liner was my own invention, and while less popular, was more practical, since it was a sort of cloth snood that went under the issued brown cap. The result looked kind of like Legionnaire's headwear, and more importantly kept cancer-inducing rays off the ears and neck. After marshaling for an attack, we would disperse again for more recon. It amused me that even while trying to goof off I usually found mosquitoes. 


Marsh and creek foot surveillance quickly became my specialty. Theoretically I was looking for new sources of mosquito larvae. Actually I just enjoyed taking a walk in the pretty countryside. While in my district uniform I even was authorized (by the state health and safety code) to trespass on private property in pursuit of skeeters. So I could stroll some farmer's back forty, if I had the notion. I wasn't trying, particularly, but I found a lot of mosquitoes. I'd be hiking the high road through the hayfields when I'd spot a smudge of greenery I hadn't noticed before. A vernal pool. Something, some bit of latent work ethic, some new curiosity engendered by a seed of entomological knowledge, made me detour over. Lo, bingo, mosquitoes. 


A new source for the database. If a person is shown how to see something, and he gets out and about, he may see it. That's the reason better to have cops on the beat than sitting in the station house. Squaminger season officially ended with the district's annual Stuck Award banquet, which recognized and roasted the technician who had managed to get his vehicle stuck in the most outlandish way. The award itself was a large fork stuck into something resembling cow flop. A second tribute, the Refresh My Memory award (a shower nozzle over a plastic brain) went to the person who had got "the most lost. " Josh or Mike usually won. They were young technicians who operated machines at full throttle until something exciting happened. I got stuck many times. One time my swamp buggy threw a track, flooded and sank. I drove quad runners into ditches. My district pickup had to be hauled out of a hole in a hay field. But in this competition, I wasn't even close. Now if there had been a Blind Pig Award, for the technician who discovered the most new sources by accident . It would be on my mantle right now.


