If they're crustaceans, shouldn't they taste like shrimp?
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OMETHING WAS FEEDING ON MY SEEDLINGS AT NIGHT,
so after dark I shone an accusatory flashlight over the
wooden planters on my deck. I was expecting to find
slugs, but what I saw were wood lice. These hard-
shelled little oval animals are commonly called sow
bugs in North America, or pill bugs if they're a sort
that rolls into a ball. o my neck of the woods, on Cape
Cod, they're everywhere. You find them hunkered
under rocks and logs during the day; beneath flowerpots

Sow bugs have a
mottled, scaltoped
elegance, Pill bugs,

which can ball
up, are dark and
streamiined.
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and in the dank leaf litter. They even
wedge themselves between the cedar
shingles on the house, waiting for dark to
venture, feelers tapping, out to forage.

Wood lice are easy to rear
“in terraria. They often
live for two years, some
have made it to five.

and pill bugs living virtually all over the
globe. In fact, there are as many isopod
species living on land as in water. When 1
called the Smithsonian Institation in

Were they my nocturnal plant predators?
I went to the insect books on my reference shelf but,
oddly, none described wood lice. Nothing under sow
bugs, either, or under pill bugs, roly-polies, or potato
bugs, as they’re also kriown. Muttering something about
the inanity of field guides, I indignantdy opened an
Oxford dictionary, which quickly set me straight.
“Wood louse, any small terrestrial isopdd crustacean of
the genus Ondscus .. " .

Sow bugs aren't insects. They are crustaceans, like
lobsters and crabs. “Can we eat them?” my husband
wondered. Once asked, it’s a question hard to ignore,
but first I wanted to know what crustaceans were up to
in my yard. How the heck did they even survive on dry
land? In fact, terrestrial isopods— the scientific name
for the wood-louse branch of the crustacean class—are
wildly successful, with 5,000 known species of sow bugs
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Washington asking for a sow-bug expert,
the last thing I expected to hear was: “Hmm, don’t
think we have an active curator on those.”

Plenty of zoologists in the United States study marine
crustaceans, but not too many bother with their landed
kin. Sometimes an eatomologist pays them heed. But
not for long because sow bugs aren’t bugs. Funds to
study them are hard to come by. They're not “economi-
cally important” like Maine lobster and Louisiana
shrimp, said M. A. Alikhan, a biologist at Laurentian
University in Ontario, Canada. Many terrestrial isopod
species in North America aren’t even American.

“They’re immigrants, and zoologists tend to study
native species,” said Joan Jass, assistant curator of zool-
ogy at the Milwaukee Public Museum. “So they get left
out.” The familiar backyard species—sow bugs such as
Porcellio scaber and Porcellio laevis, and the common pill
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bug, Armadillidium vielgare—almost certainly came over
from Europe in ships.

They are also notorious synanthropes, co-travelers
with hurmans, said Robin Lawson, a specialist in popula-
tion genetics at the California Academy of Science in
San Francisco and one of the authors of a 1995 study
mapping A. vulgare’s introduction to this country: The
study showed that pill bugs in New England have genet-
ic patterns like those in Britain and northern Europe,
while pill bugs in the Southwest have patterns similar to
those found in southern Europe. To Lawson, that sug-
gested A, vulgare arrived in two separate migrations:
with northern Europeans who settled in New England,
and with southern Europeans —primarily the Spanish—
who settled in the Southwest. The animals probably
stowed away in a ship’s ballast, in the earth and rocks
used to weigh down and stabilize wooden boats.

“Their gene pattern is consistent with human histo-
ry;” said Lawson, a British transplant himself. A parallel
story is written in the DNA of domestic American cats:

.in New England, cats have English-style coat genes,
while in the Southwest they have Spanish-style genes.

Despite their immigrane status, land isopods have
managed to find a few supporters in North America
who say the animals are, by all accounts, enthralling
oddballs. As ex-marine creatures on land, they battle
against drying out. That’s why garden-variety isopods
stay out of the sun in wet, dark places and only go out at
night. They still use a modified gill, an organ for extract-
ing oxygen from water, but some species have supple-
mented it with a tube system for breathing in air. They
brood their young in a marsupium, a covered pouch to
which they funnel warer and nutrients. To stay hydrated,
some species drink from their rear ends. Sow bugs, said
Richard Fox, a zoologist at Lander College in South
Carolina, can sit on a wet spot, press together two
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pointy tail-end pieces called uropods, and make a tube
that wicks water up into their bodies. (Pill bugs with
short uropods sacrifice this talent for the ability to curl
up, which foils ants, their major predators.)

Like other crustaceans, land isopods grow by molt-
ing. It’s a two-part molt, back first, then front. “A male
will often guard a molting female,” said Richard Brusca,
an invertebrate zoologist at Columbia University’s
Biosphere IT campus in Arizona. “He waits for her to
strip and reveal her oviducts, so he can be sure to mate
with her first.” Sex in these creatures is pretty plastic.
For 14 years, Alikhan kept a colony of Porcellio laevis
going in his lab without males. The females reproduced
parthenogenetically—they made daughter clones of
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themselves, They needed a male only to make sons.
And, as an added twist, a bacterium called Waolbachiz
skews sex ratios in many of the terrestrial isopod
species. It has a feminizing effect on males, which
allows them to function as females.

Were isopods responsible for my chewed-up
seedlings? In general, they're scavengers. They eat dead
leaves, rotten wood, even carrion—stuff already
decomposed by hungry fungi and bacteria. But
seedlings would be attractive, too, if they'd been nib-
bled upon by other pests and began to decay, says
British zoologist Stephen Hopkin. On balance, though,
these animals are worth having in the yard. They are
champion composters and soil makers, almost up there
with earthworms. Earlier this year, Lester Ehler, an
entomologist at the University of California at Davis,
discovered that pill bugs will voraciously scarf up the
eggs of stinkbugs, a crop pest. '

Ehler, Alikhan, and others who've raised various iso-
pod colonies in their labs mentioned how fond the ani-
mals are of sliced potatoes and baby carrots. “And
almonds. They love almonds. I give them almonds when
they’re really good,” said Ehler.

They're also known for eating their feces—a way, it’s
surmised, to extract extra nutrients from their food,
and to recapture precious copper. Nearly all crustaceans
use a copper-based pigment t& carry oxygen in their
blood, instead of the more usual iron-based pigment
hemoglobin. So avidly do wood lice hoard copper and
other. heavy metals—nickel, zinc, cadminm—that
they've been used as pollution monitors in Europe, and
even as mineral bioprospectors. :

Canwe eat them? I turned up a recipe for 2 marine
isopod, Bathynomus, from the archives of Crusel
(pronounced crust-ef), a Web discussion group for 7
crustacean biologists. Bathynopus is a deep-

water, tropical monster; it looks like a gigan-
tic wood louse, sometimes reaching over two
feet in length. Cooked in a microwave oven and shelled,
it’s reportedly “very similar to crabmeat, but tastes quite
a bit sweeter.” But a backyard Porcellio, not even a half-
inch long, proved impossibly fiddly to peel. And its
shell didn’t redden nicely like shrimp or lobster when I
cooked it. It looked as appealing as a dirty toenail.

Later I found someone who had actually tasted
wood louse—and managed to survive. It was none.
other than Paul Harding, the renowned British
isopodologist. “If you accidentally get one in your
mouth, it’s a most unpleasant experience,” said Harding.
“Basically it tastes of strong urine.” @

DISCOVER AUGUST 1999 67 -




Name

Hour

HOW NOW, SOW BUG?

Pre-Reading Post-Reading

What do I know about sow bugs? What I learned about sow bugs. ..

Questions:

1.

What are four other names for sow bugs?

2. Look up isopod in the glossary of your textbook. Write the definition here.

10.

. Look on p. 664 in your text. Describe the general characteristics of crustaceans

including information on: appendages, gas exchange, and gender.

Are sow bugs originally from America?  If not, from where?

. How do sow bugs keep from drying out? State three ways.

How do they brood their young?
Why is being able to roll up into a ball an advantage for these crustaceans?

How do land isopods grow? Explain.
What does a scavenger do?

What is unique about the way crustaceans carry their oxygen in their blood? How
is this different from humans?

11. According to Paul Harding, what do sow bugs taste like?



