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On 16th June 1892, the Rev. Friend 
received a handful of earthworms from 
his fellow zoologist and friend Dr. R. 

F. Scharff, who stumbled upon them in his 
Leeson Park garden, Dublin. Dr. Scharff was 
Keeper of the Natural History section of the 
National Museum in Dublin and later he became 
Director of the museum. At fi rst Friend was 
convinced he was dealing with the ‘common’ 
earthworm, Lumbricus terrestris, but after closer 
inspection realised he probably was holding 
a new species. He soon received specimens 
from other locations in Ireland, including 
Glasnevin, Cork, and Valencia Island in Kerry, 
resulting in the fi rst scientifi c description of 
this species. Initially he named the earthworm 

“Lumbricus papillosus” owing to the unusual and 

characteristic structures below its saddle (see 
Fig. 1). This name was in fact pre-occupied, so 
the species was later renamed Lumbricus friendi, 
in honour of its discoverer. L. friendi is unique in 
that it is the only valid earthworm species ever 
described from the island of Ireland; one small 
but special part of our heritage. L. friendi is also 
one of our largest (up to about 20 cm long) 
and striking earthworms, with a chestnut-red or 
brownish-red athletic body, adapted to digging 
deep, vertical burrows which they inhabit.

On 16th June 2012, exactly 120 years later, a 
group of worm hunters re-visited the very 
garden from which Dr. Scharff took the fi rst 
specimen of L. friendi (Fig. 2). Our quest was to 
re-discover the species in what is called its ‘type 

Bas Boots, Aidan Keith and Olaf Schmidt

Reaching back into the nineteenth century, the study of earthworms has a long and 
interesting history in Ireland. The early developments were largely through the work 
of the naturalist Reverend Hilderic Friend (1852–1940). Born in Kent, England, he 

made numerous trips to Ireland. As a contemporary of Praeger and Southern, both famous 
naturalists, he has contributed invaluably to the natural history of the island. A group of 
earthworm researchers decided to follow in the footsteps of the Rev. H. Friend, by re-visiting his 
source of specimens and tracing the story of the aptly-named earthworm Lumbricus friendi.

Through the courtesy of Dr. Scharff I received in the middle of June, 1892, a consignment of 
earth-worms collected in his garden in Dublin, which included, in addition to several species 
already well known to occur in Britain, one which is new to science. 

 — Rev. H. Friend, Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy, 1893.

Fig. 1: Lumbricus friendi as drawn by Rev. Friend. 
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The highlight of these scientists’ year! Finding 
the worm after 120 years. (Aidan Keith)

Fig. 2: Hunting for L. friendi in its type-locality, the very place where the 
first described specimens were found 120 years ago.

Fig. 3: L. friendi looks much like its cousin L. terrestris, but note the 
general differences in size.

L. friendi

L. terrestris

locality’, i.e. the geographic location where the name-giving 
specimen(s) was originally discovered. The garden showed 
clear evidence of earthworm presence, and we injected a 
weak solution of mustard oil into the burrows, hoping for 
worms to be expelled from their soily tunnels. Not much later, 
several L. terrestris reluctantly emerged from their homes. 
Somewhat bigger but otherwise similar in appearance to L. 
friendi (Fig. 3), L. terrestris has a cosmopolitan distribution; 
not a very exciting find. A disheartened mood crept across 
the garden, but giving up the quest was not acceptable. 
The worm hunters were kindly provided with a morale-
boosting cup of tea and lovely home-made cake, and then 
the shout, “I’ve found one!” echoed through Leeson Park, 
followed by several more. This species has persisted in 
this inner-city garden for over a century, and there was a 
definite sense of satisfaction in finding it was still here!

Type-localities are very important in taxonomic and 
biodiversity research, for example to enable scientists to 
collect more specimens for genetic analysis. Yet many type-
localities that are identified in taxonomic publications are 
disappearing through habitat destruction, by urbanisation 
and construction, for example. Sealing of the soil is a major 
issue for below-ground biodiversity, but fortunately this 
urban garden is currently under excellent care. This reminds 
us that wildlife is everywhere, not just in ‘wild’ places, and 
activities such as environmentally-aware urban gardening 
can make a difference to the conservation of biodiversity.

Later, in 1913, Rev. Friend trailed the river Dodder, 
Dublin in search of more earthworms, “I opened 
my campaign [...] by visiting the Banks of the 
Dodder […] where the first annelid to greet 
me was my old friend Lumbricus papillosus”. 
Armed with our mustard oil, we followed 
in his footsteps. The first burrow we 
spotted at the corner of a park grassland 
immediately produced an individual of 
L. friendi trying to get away from the 
mustard oil. Suddenly, a strange guest 
crept away from a burrow, a guest which 
was probably uninvited: A New-Zealand 

flatworm (Arthurdendyus triangulatus) had made its home 
there. These creatures are ‘invasive species’ and predate 
on earthworms. It is unlikely that New-Zealand flatworms 
had invaded the banks of the Dodder when Rev. Friend 
was worm-hunting: The first record of its presence on the 
island was in the 1960s. A reminder of another threat to our 
biodiversity, but, for now, L. friendi has survived in Dublin soil.

Unlike other species in its genus that have colonized many 
temperate regions of the world, L. friendi has a restricted 
distribution and is generally rare in western Europe. A 
peculiarity of the geographical distribution of L. friendi in 
Ireland is that it has only been found in southern parts so 
far; the northern boundary roughly forms a line, connecting 
Dublin with Limerick. Interestingly, Rev. Friend could not 
find his earthworm in Britain, despite widespread searching. 
Even today, L. friendi seems to be generally elusive in 
England, while at the same time plenty of records exist from 
Scotland, France and Spain. Could L. friendi have skipped 
England, similar to the Kerry spotted slug (Geomalacus 
maculosus), which has a Lusitanian distribution and has only 
been found in parts of the Mediterranean and some secluded 
spots in Ireland but not in between? Or perhaps L. friendi 
is rather picky and prefers a specific soil micro-climate. Its 
general rarity and curious southern distribution in Ireland 

certainly warrant further research.


