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LEPROSY AND THE BED-BUG.! 

. By CAPTAIN D. S. SKELTON, 
Royal Army Medical Corps, 

AND 

J. G. PARHAM, 
Government Bacte1'iologist, Zanzibar. 

FOR many years, insects and biting flies have been suspected of being 
the carriers of the infecting agent of leprosy. Ohlorops leprr:e, Sarcoptes 
scabei, pediculi, mosquitoes, and bed-bugs have all been suggested. 
Castellani states that natives of Ceylon say that the disease begins after 
a bite by a rat. 

It was after reading Sandes' work, published in the ,Toiwnal of Tropical 
Medicine and Hygiene, that we determined to see if we could find acid
fast bacilli in the bed-bugs taken from the beds of the lepers in the 
Government Asylum in Zanzibar. 

San des found acid-fast bacilli in twenty out of seventy-five bugs 
examined. His method was to starve the insect for a period of from 
twenty-four hours to twenty days, and then to allow the hungry insect 
to feed on leprotic tissue. The acid-fast bacilli were found in the 
alimentary canal. Long, also in Basutoland, reported that he found 
bacilli which morphologically resembled the B, leprr:e in the bed-bug. 
He found them in every bug" that bit freely." He thinks that infection 
ma.y have occurred from the bites of an infected bug. Sandes' experi
ments with an exceedingly hungry bed-bug, and Long's where the bug 
was deliberately placed on a leprotic patch, seemed to us rather artificial 
conditions. 

We wished to ascertain if the ordinary bed-bug taken directly from 
the bed of a leper did or did not harbour acid-fast bacilli. 

The following are the details of the experiments :-
Experiment l.-Seventy-five bed-bugs (Oimex lectulari~~s) caught on 

beds at Walezo Leper Asylum were teased out, and their intestinal 
contents examined microscopically for acid-fast organisms. 

The technique employed was as follows :-
Live bugs which had been caught on several beds in the Leper Asylum 

were placed in sterile tubes and washed for several hours in many 
changes of normal saline. The intestinal contents were teased out and 
films were made of their contents and stained by the Ziehl-Neelson 
method, and decolorized for five to ten minutes in 2 per cent. sulphuric 
acid. 

1 Received for publication November 20, 1912. 
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292 Olinical and other Notes 

Acid-fast granules were found in one such preparation. They gave 
one the impression of the large aZ~lre granules in a large mononuclear 
leucocyte, but although the film was searched very carefully for several 
hours on two or three days, no further patches of acid-fast granules could 
be detected. 

In two films, stained clumps of bacilli that were neither pink nor 
blue, were seen. They were arranged somewhat like B. typhosus in 
the spleen. It was thought that these organisms might have been 
slightly acid-fast bacilli, and that a 2 per cent solution of sulphuric acid 
had only partially decolorized them. 

One of the films therefore was restained with carbol-fuchsin and 
decolorized in 5 per cent sulphuric acid in methylated spirit for 
ten minutes, and counterstained with methylene blue. On examination 
a few pink rods could be made out, but the majority were stained as in 
the first specimen. The rest of the film had completely lost the pink 
stain in the decolorizing fluid. (Note.-One of us (J. G. P.) had 
previously made a systematic examination of 500 bugs without once 
finding acid-fast bacilli). 

Experiment 2.-100 live bed-bugs caught at Walezo were washed in 
sterile normal saline by repeatedly shaking them up in two tubes for 
several hours. The fluid was then poured off and centrifugalized. 
Several films were made of the deposit and were stained with carbol
fuchsin and decolorized in 5 per cent sulphuric acid in methylated 
spirit for ten minutes. No acid-fast organisms were detected after 
careful search for several hours. What was left after the fluid had been 
decanted,that is to say the bodies, legs and arms of the bed-bugs, were put 
into a mortar and ground up to a powder. Several films of this were 
stained and examined. No acid-fast organisms were seen. 

It maybe remembered that Much in his description concludes that 
the tubercle virus exists in three forms: (1) An ordinary bacillary form; 
(2) a non-acid-fast form showing granules in its interior, and (3) free 
granular forms. It may of course be possible that the granules we saw 
and the indeterminate bacilli. were forms of the ordinary acid-fast 
B. lepra!. 

Oonchlsions.-(l) With the above exception it does not appear that 
the ordinary common bed-bug harbours any bacilli which morphologically 
resemble the B. lepra!. 

(2) In these ciroumstanoes it does not appear probable that the 
bed-bug plays any great part in the transmission of the disease in 
Zanzibar. 
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