By Ruth Horowitz
he call comes just before 10
on aTuesday morning.
“White worms,” the dis-
traught caller claims, are “drop-
ping out of the ceiling” in the
best bedroom of her fancy inn.
She’ already saturated the room
with RAID. Now what?

Trish Hanson, Forest
Protection Entomologist for the
Vermont Department of
Forests, Parks and Recreation,
tries to talk the woman down.
“Can you collect a sample and
send it to me?” she quietly asks.
“I can’t recommend a course of
eradication without knowing
what you've got there.”

They’re maggots, the
woman insists, and they’re
coming out of the wainscoting.
What should she do?!

Hanson grins. “Boy, 1d be
really interested to see what
they are.” She’s getting excited
now. The woman on the phone
is desperate to be rid of the
icky vermin that have invaded
her hotel, but Hanson, a
young-looking 44-year-old
most commonly clad in a plaid
shirt and jeans, is dying to see
them. What she loves most
about her job — she% paid by
the state of Vermont to help
keep its forests healthy and
maintain biodiversity — is the
thrill of identifying weird bugs.

Trish Hanson is enamored
of insects. You can tell the
minute you step into her lab.
The place is crawling with
insectabilia: drawers of pinned
insect specimens, displays of
insect photos, a whole colony
of insect toys. A furry, red-
legged Mexican tarantula cast,

state in a raisin can..And in a
high-security fish tank, among

ly clan of three-inch, hissing

Madagascar cockroaches dines
on dog food and banana peels.

Hanson hasnt always been
big on bugs. In fact, as a child,
she was “deathly afraid of

encouraged her to learn more
about them in order to over-
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Crawling creatures dovft

only slightly moth-eaten, lies in

decaying bits of wood, a friend-

insects,” she recalls. Her mother

come her fear, and before long,

her phobia turned into isapgtilia.

mom iooks at where I am
today and she just shakes her
head,” the state entomologist

BEETLEMANIA state entomologist Trish Hanson

says with a laugh. “But she also
keeps interesting bugs in her
freezer for me to see when |
visit.”

Hanson came to the
Waterbury Forest Biology Lab
in 1991, after earning her doc-

torate in entomology at UVM.

Trish Hanson _j creeps

Iim kesgpingg with its mission to
guand ttiee Green Mountain

State’ greenery from six-legged
evils, the Lab tracks pests like
pear thrips, which feed on

maple buds, and Asian long-
horn beetles, which have
recently caused a stir by attack-
ing trees that grow in Brooklyn.
Currently, Hanson is coordinat-
ing an effort to document the
state’s endemic bark beetle
species.
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Some types of bark beetle
destroy valuable wood, while*
others help maintain vigorous
growth by degrading stressed 4,
trees. To the naked eye, these C
little guys are as indistinguisfijgf
able as shrew turds. Check *
them out at 40x magnification*
though, and you can see the
rhinoceros-like armature, the
fanned, dub-style antennae,
fancy as sea anemone, and all
the other attributes that make
one bark beetle as different ’
from another as lasagna is from
linguine.

Most of Hansons time, 'V
though, is devoted to diagnostic
work. The bug-phobic among |
us will not be happy to learn ;:
that Vermont is home to 38
species of mosquito, 1500 vari-
eties of moth and thousands of
beetles. While many of these
bitty beasts can be identified by
insect experts throughout the
state, the anomalies come to
Waterbury, along with more
common finds. Hanson’ daily
mail might contain gnawed
maple leaves stuffed in a film
canister, or head lice stuck to a

of tape. Once, a package

gift-wrapped

day paper with a
“Happy Birthday,
was found in the shower
friend. My friend was
in Kathmandu.” Other samp
are delivered in person.

“People will come in itch-
ing and scratching, with a vial
that looks empty,” Hanson
relates. When that happens, she
knows to look for fowl mite.

In some ways, being an
entomologist is like being a
librarian. Hanson identifies
species, maintains data and col-
lections of specimens, and
makes sure the information she

Continued on page 22
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gathers is easily accessible to
others. “I try to keep most of
what | get,” she says. “When |
write back my findings to the
people making inquiries, | tell
them that their specimen has
become part of the state collec-
tion.”

This collection also includes
some exotic trophies Hanson
gathered herself. Theres a
Morpho butterfly with lumi-
nous blue wings she snagged in
Peru. Theres an enormous
black beetle she wrapped in a
napkin as it crawled across her
table in a Honduran restaurant.
And theres a huge yellow moth
she caught in a light trap, also
in Honduras, shortly before her
party was surrounded by men
with machine guns.

The state bug collection is a
powerful testament to the awe-
some variety of nature. But for
sheer thrill power, these rigid,
carefully mounted displays just
can’t compare with a tank full
of bad-ass roaches from
Madagascar that hiss and grab
hold of you when you touch
them. Especially when they
break loose of their confines, as
Hanson’ pets have done several
times. The first escape came the
day the Waterbury building was
being dedicated. The place was
swarming with dignitaries and
members of the press, and
Hanson was sure her AWOL 4
roach would crawl up some-
one’ stockings or cross a cam-
era lens. Luckily, she was able
to track the escapee by follow-

ing the trail of his droppings.
Another time, a defector
cockroach was found hanging
like a bat from the ceiling of a
two-story stairwell. A crowd of
state workers gathered, wonder-
ing how to retrieve it. Hanson
suggested getting a bunch of
rubber-bands and shooting it
down. But a chemist from

The state bug
collection is a
powerful testa-
ment to the
awesome vari-
ety of nature.
But for sheer
thrill power,
these rigid,
carefully
mounted dis-
plays just

can t compare
with a tank
fuLl of bad-ass
roaches from
Madagascar.

Environmental Conservation
reached into his pocket and
pulled out a spring-loaded,
plastic toy pistol. As the crowd
cheered him on, he took aim,

fired, and brought down the
errant roach. Since then,
Hanson has added clamps to
the fish-tank lid.

Wednesday morning, a tidy
package arrives at the Forest
Biology Lab by Priority Mail.
Inside, swaddled in plastic
wrap, are four writhing white
creatures, looking like demonic
short-grained rice. Examining
the frisky foursome under her
microscope, Hanson quickly
picks out their hooked
mandibles at one end and their
pig-snout air holes at the other.

They’re maggots, alright:
blowfly larvae that have proba-
bly been feeding on a dead ani-
mal in the fancy inn% crawl
space.

Hanson phones up the
innkeeper. “We couldn’t stand
it any longer so we called the
exterminator,” the woman at
the other end reports. “He
found four dead birds above the
ceiling.”

Hanson turns back to her
specimens. She gives them a
quick bath in boiling water,
then drops them into a vial of
diluted ethanol. She labels the
vial with the critters’ order
(Diptera) and family
(Calliphoridae). After adding
the date, the name of the dis-
traught, inadvertent collector,
and the fact that the subjects
were found “at large in house,”
she lovingly nesdes her pickled
maggots among her other wet
specimens. “They’re a good
record,” she says with satisfac-
tion. “I'm glad to have them.”
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