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When I say Illegal Aliens I'm not talking about Mexican Hairless, Norwegian Elkhounds, Himalayans or even Persians that have crossed our borders against the law.  I'm talking about creatures that shouldn't be here…you know things that could be from outer space!  Grotesque creatures from the Cuterebra and Hypoderma galaxies that crawl around inside bodies and explode through the skin ready to spread havoc among the population.  (you all saw the film remember!)  You might think I'm losing it but these creatures are living among us and it's your veterinarian’s job to rid the universe of these parasitical problems.  There was going to be a movie called "Men and Women in White Lab Coats with Stethoscopes" but it just didn't have the same zing as "Men in Black" did so we couldn't get the funding.  I must warn the reader that the remainder of this article is rated "G" for Gross!

 

There is nothing cute about a kitten with Cuterebra larvae infestation.  Usually the head or neck is grossly swollen and there is a hole…draining…with something moving inside.  The foul fly that starts this mess lays its eggs near the entrance to a rabbit or groundhog hole or a ground squirrel den.  We seldom see these flies but we sure have to deal with their work.  When Boots the cat or Snarfy the dog stick their noggins into the area to sniff or investigate, the heat from their bodies and carbon dioxide from their breath trigger the eggs to hatch instantly or attract the first stage larvae that are hanging around waiting for a victim. Then it's up the nose or less commonly into the mouth where the larvae penetrates into the connective tissue and starts to migrate through the tissue and mature.  I’m not making this up! Once reaching an area under the skin, usually in the head or neck region, it parks itself and begins to grow!  The body’s defenses try to muster a defense and begin to wall the foreign invader off which is just what the Cuterebra larvae wants.  Walled off from body, it pokes a small hole through the skin to breathe and now this grub grows to an inch or so.  Sometimes they can migrate to the trachea or nervous system and cause a lot of problems.  In about a month they are mature and digest the skin over top of them so that they can pop out, fall to the ground and start the entire cycle again.  UGH!

 

Of course then you have a fly that doesn't even have a mouth that lives only 3-5 days and attacks its victims from the other end.  Hypoderma, commonly known as the heel or warble fly, is another "made for the movies" type of life story.  They wouldn’t win any Academy Awards for their looks but they are persistent little creatures.  Even though they can't even bite they are such a pest that the cattle they are trying to lay eggs on will actually run into a pond or across a field to try to get away.   This horrible Hypoderma fly manages to lay up to 800 eggs on the hair around the heel of the cow in its short life time.  After hatching, these nasty little worms crawl down the hair shaft, penetrate the skin to begin their journey.  You can imagine the irritation these hundreds of larvae cause when penetrating the hide.  Their migration takes them through tissue all the way to the diaphragm, which is behind the lungs and even around the food pipe (esophagus).  Here they rest for awhile during late summer and fall.  They continue to grow and are now about 1.5 cm.  In the middle of winter, January and February, they begin to travel again.  These grubs are segmented and each segment has spies sticking out.  So as they eat and digest their way through the body these spikes keep them from losing ground.  They finally stop along the backline of the cow and undergo a series of molts.  They have formed a large lump as the body walls them off.  They also punch a hole through the skin.  They are now 3 cm in length.  I remember removing these from the backs of cattle as a child on my grandfather's farm with quart pop bottles.  When they are mature and ready to "pop," one only needs to place the top of the pop bottle firmly over the grub hole and smack the bottom of the bottle driving down, towards the cow's back.  The plump, gross grub pops up into the bottle and bounces around a little.  I warned you, it’s pretty gross!  The economic damage these buggers cause can be tremendous in production and hide quality.  Severely infested animals even look "grubby" or unkempt.  Newer parasitical medications have dramatically and safely decreased this alien’s impact on the animal and the economics of farming. 

 

In our next article we will find out about some more of these foreign invaders, seemingly aliens from another world,  like the tiny ones that can't be seen without a microscope.  These tiny tots burrow into the skin and literally drive their hosts crazy.  (I think there was a Star Trek episode about that one!).  Enjoy the remainder of the summer and remember to keep that water bowl full and fresh!
