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INTRODUCTION

Land leeches are reported from almost all the hill areas in India
where they swarm in an incredible profusion, and prove a very harmful
pest to animals and mankind by sucking their blood. Very little
accurate information concerning their activities is recorded. TItisa
well-known fact that they are very active during rainy weather but no
one appears to know what actually becomes of them during the dry
season, and their appearance immediately with the coming of rains,
raises the question, ¢ Whence do they appear ?’. Some believe that
they lay eggs and die with the advent of dry season, and that those
which reappear on its conclusion are a new generation. There is little
literature on the subject.

Extensive field and laboratory observations were made for three
continuous years, and it has been possible to gather first-hand infor-
mation about several hitherto unknown and doubtful aspects of land
leeches, which are recorded here.

Although several species of land leeches, commonly found in
Kumaon Hills, were collected, the observations recorded here are based
primarily on the behaviour of two very common species, Haemadipsa
zeylanica agilis, and Haemadipsa montana, which should hold good for
other varieties of land leeches elsewhere in India.

The Junior author owns an agricultural farm and also an apple
orchard, in Kumaon and thus had the advantage of first hand knowledge,
extending over several years, of the activities of land leeches throughout
a calendar year. His valuable field observations of these creatures
form subject matter of this paper.
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HABIT

At the advent of rains, leeches emerge from hibernation and begin
to swarm to the upper limits of the hills. During rains they are found
on almost all patches of land in oak forests and are especially abundant
along the foot-paths frequented by cattle, wild animals, and man. They
are also present in large numbers in grass pastures adjacent to oak
forests, which are frequently visited by man and domestic animals.

Moore (1927) reports that Haemadipsa sylvestria from Assam,
enters water voluntarily during dry season and swims actively.
Contrary to this, the common leeches of Kumaon region Haemadipsa
zeylanica agilis, and Haemadipsa montana, do not enter streams during
short dry spells during the monsoon and even in the prolonged drought
period of hibernation. Their avoidance of wet and flooded areas of the
forests suggests that they dislike such habitats.

In the early part of monsoon, after the first few showers, leeches are
very active but when incessant rains set in, they crawl under dead oak
leaves on the ground. During bright sun-shine also they hide under
leaves and stones and resume their activities when it is cloudy and
humid. They remain active during night, but become much more alert
when rays of the early morning sun fall on them. Leeches are seen
either standing erect on their posterior suckers, swaying all around, or
moving on the ground. When erect they appear like small twigs among
the layers of dry oak leaves. Leeches living in forests and swamps,
may climb on leaves and branches, and wait until a suitable mammalian
prey present itself.

After a full blood-meal, they crawl beneath the leaves or under
some suitable cover and remain in a sluggish condition for a
number of days, but those that do not get an opportunity of procuring
a meal come out at the slightest disturbance.

Wounds caused by their bites generally heal up within a few days,
though land leeches have the peculiar habit of biting repeatedly at the
samespot which sometime causes pathological complications. Sometimes
the bite becomes an open sore, probably due to secondary infection.
Landleeches attack all the warm-blooded animals but find difficulty in
getting blood from animals with thick fur covering. Some bare portion
of the body of animals is selected for this purpose.

HABITAT

Haemadipsa zeylanica agilis and Haemadipsa montana, along with
other land leeches are found abundantly between heights 5000 and
6000 ft. and range from ravines as low as 3000 ft. to hill-tops ranging
up to 11,000 ft. above sea level. Oak forests which cover the major




























































