     One of the fringe benefits of being a biologist is that people will call about and bring you all kinds of different organisms to identify.  Over the years I have been introduced to many strange and mysterious creatures.  Last week, the first day of classes at Dyersburg State Community College, a student brought to class one such creature.  Still alive and wriggling in a glass mason jar was an extremely thin, brown worm 8 inches long and about the diameter of standard sewing thread.  It seems her mother had discovered the worm in their kitchen sink and they were a little concerned that it might pose a health hazard to the family.  We put the specimen into a petri dish, placed it under a stereoscope and opened up a reference book on freshwater invertebrates of North America.  I thought I knew this strange creature, but I wanted to make sure.PRIVATE 

     As a teenager, while hiking a canyon in Zion National Park, Utah, I had chanced upon a similar looking specimen inhabiting a pool in a sandstone basin.  Only this worm was almost 3 feet long and was coiled up in such a manner as to suggest a ball of twine.  Many years later I learned that these creatures are called "horsehair worms" and belong to a phylum all their own, Nematomorpha.  

    These worms are parasitic, but not to man.  Their larval stages  typically inhabit the bodies of insects, usually land beetles, grasshoppers and crickets.  As they mature into the long, hair-like adult, they chemically stimulate the insects to become thirsty.  When the insect approaches a body of water, only then does the adult worm emerge, killing the host upon whose organs it has fed.  Here it will reproduce sexually and lay eggs to be ingested by other insect hosts that come to the pool to drink.

     Sure enough, she said, there had been a dead cricket in the sink next to the worm.  No doubt the cricket was the vector by which the worm arrived in their sink.  And for the first time I understood the origin of the myth concerning spontaneous generation.

     Just 120 years ago it was thought that horsehair, if soaked in certain waters for a long enough time, could "come to life."

This belief was finally scientifically disproven by Leidy in 1870  when he observed horse hairs placed in water over a period of many months without "...having had the opportunity of seeing their vivification."  Like so many other myths which have eventually proven to be false, horsehair and spontaneous generation started out as an explanation for an extremely weird creature with one mysterious lifestyle, life in the gut of a cricket.

