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Abstract: Twin white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus) fawns captured in Morris
County, New Jersey, displayed papular, darkly pigmented scabs principally on the
skin overlying the nasal bones, dentary, commissure of the lips and ears. Histopatho-
logical and bacterial examinations revealed Dermatophilus congolensis. The epider-
mitis caused by this bacterium apparently had developed within the first 12 to 14 days
after birth and had begun to regress by one month of age. The location of the lesions
suggested transmission during nursing from an infected doe. This is believed to be
the first confirmed report of this zoonotic disease in white-tailed deer, with isolation
of the etiologic agent, outside the State of New York. Epizootiological considerations
are discussed.

INTRODUCTION

Dermatophilosis is a zoonotic, exuda-
tive epidermitis. This condition is also
termed streptothricosis, lumpy wool and
strawberry foot rot, which is caused by
the bacterial agent, Dermatophilus con-

golensis.4’5 Roberts has suggested that
“dermatophilosis” is an appropriate name
for the disease.1#{176}

Dermatophilosis is worldwide in distri-
bution, although the disease is most pro-
nounced in countries with tropical and
subtropical climates. The incidence of
clinical cases has a positive correlation
with wet weather, wetting of scabs re-
leases motile zoospores, thus probably
spreading the lesions on a given host.8’9

Spontaneous dermatophilosis has been
diagnosed in man and a wide variety of
domestic and wild animals.�’� Four cases
of dermatophilosis of white-tailed deer
have been reported.8’6’18’14 Three of these
were from New York State and one

from South Carolina. The researchers in
the latter case attributed death of a fawn
to dermatophilosis, but D. congolensis

was not isolated.

This paper describes the first cases of
dermatophilosis from the State of New
Jersey, found in twin white-tailed deer
fawns.

CASE HISTORY

Twin male and female fawns approxi-
mately 2 to 6 days old, found by resi-
dents of Chester Township, Morris Coun-
ty, New Jersey during the first week of
June 1974, were taken into captivity and
bottle-fed for 10 days. At some time
prior to the end of bottle feeding darkly
pigmented bumps and encrustations on
the muzzle and ears of both fawns be-
came noticeable and their captors, sus-
pecting disease, submitted them to the
New Jersey Division of Fish, Game and
Shellfisheries. The six people who came
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FIGURE 1. White-tailed deer buck fawn with papules of dermatophilosis on the muzzle and
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ear margin.

in contact with the fawns reportedly did
not develop skin lesions. The fawns were
transported to the New York State De-
partment of Environmental Conserva-
tion’s Wildlife Research Laboratory for
examination and observation. Crusts and
a biopsy of lesions from the muzzle and
ears of the 4-week old animals were ta-
ken to the Division of Laboratories and
Research of the New York State Depart-
ment of Health for bacterial examination
and culture. After 45 days of observation
the fawns were killed for necropsy and
histopathologic study.

Gross Pathology

The buck fawn displayed more exten-
sive lesions than did the doe. In both
animals the primary sites involved were
the skin overlying the nasal bones, den-
tary, ears and commissures of the lips. The
dark, scab-covered papules, 6 to 9 mm

in diameter, tended to coalesce. Small
abscesses were evident in the skin of the
ears. When the fawns were 1 month old
there was little exudate from the lesions,
and dry, denuded wrinkled areas had de-
veloped around the papules on the muz-
zle (Fig. 1). The buck had one small
skin lesion of the right metatarsus. In-
ternal organs of both animals appeared
normal at necropsy.

Histopathology

In Giemsa-stained 10 �zm frozen sec-
tions from skin lesions, long, parallel
chains and individual coccoid cells char-
acteristic of D. congolensis were evident
primarily in the stratum corneum, with
foci of these organisms frequently associ-
ated with hair follicles (Fig. 2). Hyper-
keratosis, delamination and erosion of
the stratum corneum resulted from local
proliferations of these bacteria. The ccl-
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FIGURE 2. Dermatophilus congolensis chains and cocci proliferating in the stratum corneum at

a hair follicle. Giemsa. x 440.
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lular inflammatory response was charac-
terized principally by monocytes and
lymphocytes in the superficial dermis.
Occasionally, coccoid chain fragments

were observed in dermal macrophages.

Bacteriology

Crusts were washed in dishes of sterile
distilled water in order to remove super-
ficial contaminating microorganisms, and
the moist underside of each was rubbed
on an approximately 2 cm’ area of a
beef heart infusion-horse blood agar
plate; this material was then streaked for
bacterial isolation with an inoculating
loop, and plates were incubated at 35 C.
Colonies of D. congolensis (0.5-1 mm,
opaque, white to yellowish, raised,
bumpy, adherent; leaving growth in the

agar when removed) were identifiable
among bacterial and fungal contaminants
within 48 h on a majority of inoculated
plates, and pure cultures were obtained
by transfer to beef heart infusion agar
slants.

Following inoculation of the culture
medium, the same crusts were rubbed
on microscope slides and the resulting
films stained by either methylene blue or

Giemsa methods. Examination showed
parallel-beaded filaments and hyphal and
coccal forms typical of D. congolensis.

DISCUSSION

The gross appearance of the lesions on
the muzzle, jaw and ears was similar to

“milk scald” in calves,’-� and is similar
to that previously described in a nursing
fawn.”

In cattle the initial site of infection is
frequently the groin area, possibly as a
result of a predilection of vector ticks
for this site.” Contact with wet skin, as
might be expected to occur during nurs-
ing, facilitates the transmission of motile

zoospores in sheep.7 The restriction of
lesions primarily to the rostral area sug-

gests that the microorganisms may have
been transmitted during nursing from an
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infected doe. No livestock were present
in the location where the fawns were
captured, nor were they exposed to live-
stock during their captivity, so this source
of disease seems unlikely. The small skin
lesion on the hind leg of the buck may
have been the result of this animal’s habit
of scratching its head with its hind hoof.

The incubation period for dermato-
philosis in lambs and calves is from 2 to
14 days,” which corresponds well with

observations of lesions on the fawns at
about 12 to 14 days of age.

The dry, denuded, wrinkled areas oc-
curring around the scabs on the muzzle
are indicative of healing.” The difficulty
in locating bacterial foci in histological
sections also indicated spontaneous re-
mission.

The discovery of dermatophilosis in

deer in New Jersey may reflect a spread
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