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P A R A S I T I S M OF A H E R R I N G GULL BY 
T H E DUCK LEECH. 

BY 

R . H . POULDING. 

O N February 13th, 1954, an adult Herring Gull (Larus argentatus) 
was found at the edge of Blagdon lake, north Somerset, unable to 
fly and gaping continuously. It was kept in captivity, but died the 
following day after being forcibly fed with sardine. A detailed 
post mortem was performed 24 hours later. 

The gull was an adult female in summer plumage weighing 
720 gm. with massive subcutaneous and mesenteric fat depots. An 
examination of the bill showed a specimen of the Duck Leech 
(Theromyzon tessulatum) occluding the left nasal cavity and con
siderable blood stained mucus covering the posterior narial aper
tures. Fragments of sardine were present in the mouth and one 
piece was blocking the opening into the larynx causing the death 
of the gull by asphyxiation. The atria of the heart were greatly 
dilated with blood and engorged blood vessels were prominent on 
the surface of the shrunken ventricles. The rest of the organs 
appeared normal in the gross. No pathogenic bacteria were 
isolated from the intestinal contents. These findings suggest that 
the gull was a normal healthy adult before the leech entered the 
nasal cavity. 

The leech, measuring 25 mm. in length when fully extended, 
was filled with blood and at the site of attachment to the wall of 
the nasal cavity, there was some haemorrhage. The right nasal 
cavity and trachea were not blood stained indicating that these 
sites had not recently been occupied by other leeches which may 
have left the host after a blood meal. It appears that the presence 
of the single specimen in the left nasal cavity and subsequent 
hypersecretion of mucus produced by the irritation was sufficient 
to distress the bird and give rise to extreme respiratory embar
rassment. 

T. tessulatum (Protoclepsis tessellata) has not previously been 
reported from gulls and the Herring Gull is a new host for this 
species of leech. It is not included in the lists of avian hosts of 
T. tessulatum published by Harding (1910), Christiansen (1939) 
and Mann (1950a). Christiansen cites a record of the recovery of 
a specimen of this leech from a Hooded Crow (Corvus comix) 
which often visited a gull colony (? species) and suggests that the 
crow became infected from this source. Mann (1950b), in a letter 
to British Birds, requested information on birds harbouring this 
leech ; and in a personal communication this author states that he 
has never found or heard of this species being recorded from a gull. 
Miss P. Jenkin (personal communication) has recovered T. tessu
latum from Mallard (Anas platyrhyncha) obtained at Blagdon in 
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1948-49, and has collected free specimens from this and other 
localities in the Bristol district where it is apparently not 
uncommon. 

The Herring Gull most probably became infected whilst drinking 
at the lake where some hundreds of gulls of several species gather 
to drink and preen each afternoon in winter, before moving to 
coastal roosts. 

Thanks are due to Miss P. Jenkin and Mr. K. H. Mann for 
notes on the occurrence and distribution of T. tessulatum and to 
Mr. M. Howell for allowing me to examine the gull. 
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