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CEREBRAL NEMATODIASIS IN A RED SQUIRREL

RONALD L. SCHUELER, Department of Veterinary Science, University of Maryland, College Park,
Maryland 20740, U.S.A.

Abstract: Necropsy of a South American red squirrel (Sciurus granatensis), with
clinical signs of neurological disease, disclosed multifocal parasitic granulomata in
the brain, lung and myocardium. Lesions were noted in the cerebral hemispheres
and subcerebellar white matter. The parasite was identified as a larval ascarid. History
of close contact with excreta from raccoons suggested the larvae were that of Ascaris

columnaris, an intestinal nematode of the raccoon.

HISTORY

On October 29, 1971, a South Ameri-
can red squirrel was submitted for
necropsy because of unusual neurologic
behavior. Rabies was suspected. The
animal had been housed for about 7
months in a wooden-bottomed cage which
was previously occupied by raccoons.

NECROPSY AND HISTOLOGIC FINDINGS

Gross lesions were limited to the cap-
sular surfaces of the kidneys and consist-
ed of irregular patches of fibrino-purulent
exudate.

Histologic examination of various tis-
sues disclosed foci of granulomatous in-
flammation in the gray matter of the
cerebral hemispheres, subcerebellar white
matter, myocardium, and around pulmon-
ary bronchioles. Focal gliosis, occasional
neuron necrosis, hemorrhage, perivascular
aggregates of lymphocytes and plasma
cells, and sometimes malacia accompanied
the granulomatous lesions in the brain.
Cross sections of larval ascarids were
found in lesions of the brain and lung
(Fig. 1). The parasite was not detected in
other organs.

DISCUSSION

Ascaris columnaris, a common intestinal
nematode of raccoons, is infective for
rodents, and can produce central nervous
system disturbance.>™* Eggs in feces be-
come infective in about 1 month when
kept at room temperature.”* Sprent* show-
ed that experimental infection of mice
with A. columnaris produced clinical
signs of central nervous system damage
several months after infection, and that
the migrating larvae remained viable in
the brain tissue up to 6 months post-
infection. Naturally occurring cerebral
nematodiasis, presumably due to 4.
columnaris, has been reported in the
ground squirrel (Citellus tridecimlinea-
tus).! In this report, development of clini-
cal signs of neurologic disturbance occur-
red 2 weeks to 9 months after capture. A
similar condition due to A. columnaris
has been reported in the groundhog
(Marmota monax).®

To the author’s knowledge, there has
been one published report of cerebral
nematodiasis in squirrels (Sciurus caro-
linensis).® In that study, eggs from A.
columnaris, taken from a raccoon, were
embryonated and fed to gray squirrels.
Central nervous system disturbance re-
sulted. Histopathologic examination of
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FIG. 1.
inflammation (x 126).

the brains from these animals, however,
was not reported.

The time interval from initial exposure
of the red squirrel to raccoon feces, to
the onset of clinical signs (incubation
period) is consistent with that reported
for experimental infection of mice with
A. columnaris. The incubation period is
also similar to that reported for naturally
infected ground squirrels.

Although the ascarid larvae in this case
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were not specifically identified as A.
columnaris, the history of exposure to
raccoon feces, and the incubation period
suggest that aberrant infection with this
parasite is the most likely explanation for
the lesions observed. These findings also
emphasize that visceral larva migrans,
with cerebral nematodiasis as the most
outstanding feature, should be considered
in any neurological disturbance in squir-
rels.
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