
(188) 

ON A FLOCK OF RAZORBILLS IN MIDDLESEX 
FOUND TO BE INFESTED WITH 

INTESTINAL FLUKES. 
BY 

PERCY R. LOWE. 

ON October 26th, 1934, a Razorbill (Alca torda) was sent to 
the Bird Room of the British Museum, in the flesh, by Mr. 
John Stilgoe, Chief Engineer of the Hampton Waterworks, 
who had recovered it from the Littleton Reservoir, where it 
had been picked up dead along with fourteen others. 

The bird was sent to us as being a strange and unfamiliar 
species to the staff of the waterworks. It was handed 
over to Mr. Bishop to be converted into a skin, and seemed 
to be in perfect condition and plumage. However, on 
handling it, Mr. Bishop noticed that blood was extruded 
from the vent and, on opening the abdomen, more blood 
was found free in the cavity. The walls of the lower 
intestines were also turgid and engorged with extravasated 
blood. The state of affairs was obviously pathological, 
although the condition of the general muscular system was 
quite good, and there was a considerable amount of sub
cutaneous fat on the body. 

After skinning, the bird was handed over to my colleague, 
Dr. Baylis, with a request for a parasitological report (see 
below), and he almost immediately informed us that the lower 
intestine was infested with a species of fluke. 

I then got into touch with the staff of the reservoir and was 
fortunate enough to catch Dr. Rushton on the telephone, who 
very kindly promised to do his best to send us the fourteen 
other dead birds. This was done, and although the bodies 
by this time were rather decomposed, Dr. Baylis was able to 
make some further investigations (see below). Fourteen of 
the birds were adults and the other was a bird of the year. 

* * ^ * 
There are one or two outstanding points of interest about 

the occurrence of these fifteen dead Razorbills which were 
picked up in Littleton Reservoir. 

(1) I think it is distinctly unusual for so many Razorbills 
to be simultaneously picked up dead in any one place. 

(2) Their discovery synchronized with a rather violent 
and sudden storm which had occurred a day or two before. 
Was this a mere coincidence ? On discovering the loss of blood 
which the flukes must have caused we were naturally inclined 
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to read things as follows : loss of blood—weakness—storm 
—inability to keep to the open sea—birds driven inshore. 

(3) It is, however, unlikely that fifteen Razorbills, all 
suffering from the same infection, would be driven inshore 
in one compact band, and still less to the same spot. 

(4) Moreover, in view of the fact that as Dr. Baylis informs 
us the parasite, with which these Razorbills were chiefly 
infected, has for one of its hosts freshwater fishes, the question 
arises how long might not these birds have been living on the 
reservoir, and whether they might not have become infected 
during their sojourn there.* 

(5) If they were so infected on the reservoir, what cause 
had driven them there in the first instance ; and what, if any, 
evidence is there to presume that Razorbills affect fresh, 
or even brackish, water in their normal life cycle. 

I append a report on the parasites, which has been very 
kindly supplied by Dr. H. A. Baylis. 

PARASITOLOGICAL REPORT. 
B Y H. A. BAYLIS, M.A., D.SC. 

FIFTEEN birds were received for parasitological examination. 
In all of them the rectal portion of the intestine was highly 
inflamed, and on being opened was found to be full of blood. 
Attached to its lining were enormous numbers of Holostomes, 
or Strigeid flukes. These were determined as Cotylurus 
platycephalus, a species which does not seem to have been 
recorded previously in the Razorbill, but has been found in 
various other fish-eating birds. There can be no doubt that 
excessively heavy infestation with these parasites was the 
primary cause of the death of the birds. The extensive 
haemorrhage observed in nearly all the birds, and their 
simultaneous death, suggest that all the infections had been 
acquired at about the same time, and that they were of quite 
recent date. In some of the birds, however, worms of various 

* Mr. J. P. Hardiman informs us that ho was at Littleton Reservoir 
with Mr. J. B. Watson on October 26th, and took away one of the dead 
Razorbills, so that the total number was sixteen. Mr. Hardiman has 
kindly made enquiries with a view to discovering when the Razorbills 
first appeared and when they died, but they were unfortunately not 
observed before the 26th, when they were found dead. 

It may be of interest to record here that Dr. Robert J. Buxton informs 
us that an adult Razorbill was picked up dead at Easneye, Ware, Herts, 
on October 23rd. The bird was not dissected and it can only be said 
tha t it was in fair condition and had been dead some two or three 
days .—EDS. 
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sizes were found, showing that successive infections had taken 
place within a few days of their death. 

A fatal enteritis, due to a closely-related parasite, has been 
recorded in pigeons. This worm is not normally a parasite of 
pigeons, but of plovers and ducks, and it seems probable that 
both in the case of the pigeons and in that of the Razorbills 
the severity of the symptoms was partly due to the infection 
having been accidentally acquired by an abnormal host. 

The life-history of Cotylurus platycephalus is unknown, but 
the larval forms of several species of the genus occur in 
freshwater snails, leeches or fishes, or in amphibians and 
terrestrial animals. None appear to be known in marine 
hosts. Three other kinds of parasitic worms were found in 
the Razorbills, and it is of great interest to note that, though 
the life-history of only one of them is actually known, they all 
belong to genera whose larvas occur in freshwater fishes, 
and are unknown in marine fishes. It appears almost certain, 
therefore, that the birds had acquired all these parasites after 
their arrival in fresh water. It was thought at first that the 
loss of blood and general weakness caused by their heavy 
parasitic infestations had led to the birds being carried inland 
by a gale which occurred a day or two before they were picked 
up. The birds had clearly taken no food recently when 
dissected, but they were in fat condition. It is therefore more 
probable that, having for some unknown reason left the sea, 
they had fed for a few days on freshwater fishes, thereby 
acquiring infection with a series of parasites which were not 
normal to them. Most of these parasites had had time to grow 
to maturity, but their presence (especially that of the Coty
lurus) had probably produced more serious effects than it 
would have had on their usual hosts. There was, in fact, a 
sudden outbreak of parasitic enteritis, which caused the birds 
to cease to feed and rapidly proved fatal to them. 
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