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Although nemertean-like animals have existed since the Jurassic (Howell, 1962), I the
first hitherto known report of a nemertean is by Borlase (1758), who describes a
'Sea Long Worm'. This species was named by Gunnerus (1770) as Ascaris longissima,
while Sowerby (1806) was the first to use its present name Lineus longissimus.

Nemerteans (phylum Nemertea) are soft-bodied, mainly free-living, benthic, marine
worms, although there are both parasitic and pelagic representatives. They are
typically found in the intertidal or sublittoral zones where they burrow into the
sediments or hide in crevices, among algal holdfasts or beneath boulders. These
worms form the most advanced acoelomate phylum, where acoelomate means that
they lack a coelom, i.e. a body cavity. The area between the body wall and the
internal organs is instead filled with mesenchyme. Other acoelomate phyla are
Platyhelminthes (flatworms), Mesozoa (a group of minute parasites of marine invert
ebrates), and Gnathostomulida (small ciliated worms).

Lineus longissimus is the longest nemertean species known. Individuals of 5-10 m
length are not uncommon (Gibson, 1982), and McIntosh (1873-74) reports a worm
with the impressive length of around 30 m, 'and yet the mass was not half uncoiled'.
The thickness of a worm 5-10 m long is reported to be about half a centimeter
(Cantell, 1976). This species is typically found on the lower shore or subtidally
beneath boulders, in rock fissures and clefts, and among the holdfasts of large algae.
The geographic range extends from Iceland eastwards to the Atlantic, the North Sea
and the Baltic coasts of central Europe.

In his work, Historia de Gentibus Septentriona/ibus, the Swedish archbishop and
naturalist Olaus Magnus (1555) described a long worm, common on the Norwegian
coast. In latin he writes: 'Est praeterea in littoribus Noruagicis vermis glauci coloris,
logitudine XL. cubitorum, & amplius, vix spissitudine infantis branchii habens: lineae
modo, ita vt eius progressus difficulter percipi queat, per mare se transmittit, nemini
noxius, nisi humanis manibus presseus: vnde contactu tenerrimae cutis eius tangentes
digiti intumescunt'. In free translation, this reads: There exists on the Norwegian
coast a greyish blue worm, with a length of 40 cubits (lat., 1 cubitum = 0.444 m),
and with a thickness of less than a child's arm. It moves through the water in an
almost unnoticeable way, coiling like a rope. The worm is entirely harmless, unless
touched by a human hand. In that case, the fingers will swell when the animal comes
into contact with the thin skin of the hand.
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From our present knowledge of the marine fauna of Norway, the only worm
species this can be is the nemertean Lineus longissimus (Gunnerus, 1770). There is a
possible discrepancy, however, in the size recorded. The maximum thickness known
is much less and it is uncommon for the species to reach the length of 18 m reported
by Magnus (McIntosh, 1873-74). Despite this discrepancy, Lineus longissimus is the
only known nemertean species approaching this size. In addition, the behavioral
characteristics and morphological features noted by Magnus are distinctive for this
species. The observation of the worm secreting an irritating substance is interesting.
Swallowing an L. longissimus will result in the numbing of the lips, mouth and
throat,2 which indicates that some irritant substance is produced by the epidermis.

If our identification of the worm described by Magnus is correct then it must
stand as the first known report of this animal group and predates Borlase's (1758)
record by more than 200 years.
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NOTES

I McLeay (1839) wrongly assumed (Hantzschel, 1975) that a trace fossil of the genus Dictyodora was a
nemertean (genus Nemertites), and therefore incorrectly dated the first fossil nemertean to the Cambrian
era, almost 400 million years prior to the Jurassic.

2 Personal observation by Dr R. Gibson, Liverpool, U.K.
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